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Chapter 1

He sat low in the rental car, watching a row of townhouses half a block away. The one he was interested in was the second from last on the east end of the row, closest to where he sat waiting.
He opened the file folder that was on the passenger seat and pulled out the photograph. The woman appeared to be in her late twenties, maybe early thirties, with long brown hair and blue eyes—she was a pretty girl.
The contractor didn’t know the details, but Alex Weiss and Nick Borman must have stumbled into one of Flynn’s clandestine operations—now they would pay the price for knowing something they shouldn’t know. Maybe it was just a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Whatever the reason, Flynn was a cautious man, and he didn’t like loose ends.
He checked his watch again. It was almost six in the evening—the girl should be home soon. The contractor had been on a lot of stakeouts and came prepared. He had a thermos of coffee, sandwiches and snacks, and a container to relieve himself in. He picked up a sandwich; eating helped pass the time.
He was still chewing his first mouthful when he saw a girl who fit the description coming his way, walking toward the townhouse. She turned and walked up the steps, pulled a key out of her purse and let herself in. She turned lights on in two rooms on the lower level, then on the second level, a few minutes later.
He stepped out of the car and walked over to the townhouse. He took out his lockpick set—it took him less than five seconds to open the residential lock.
June 1, 2018 California
Nick Borman was enjoying a much-needed vacation after the Montgomery job. His last client, Shelton Montgomery, had nearly died when he was gunned down in New York City. Fortunately, Borman was there and managed to pull him out of the way in time; Shelton would no doubt be dead otherwise. What started out as a murder investigation turned into a full-scale war with two psychopaths.
It had been nearly two years since he’d unplugged and enjoyed a bit of time to himself. His company, Trident Inc. helped businesses keep their secrets safe; it was both a boon and a curse. He didn’t have to chase after work; in fact, he often turned jobs down.
Nick made his rep when he was with U.S. Military Intelligence. He ran a number of sting operations and caught a few big fish—some senior officers who were selling secrets and weapons to the enemy. He tried to stay out of the limelight, but President Bill Clinton insisted on a short press conference where he awarded Nick a medal and made a speech about how the U.S. would track down its enemies, no matter who they were, or where they were. Nick didn’t feel like much of a hero; a young soldier who worked with him on his sting operations died a violent death—Nick still felt responsible. He personally delivered the news to Mr. and Mrs. Martinez, the young soldier’s parents. It was one of the hardest things he’d ever done.
After leaving the service, he worked for Stonebridge Consulting, one of the best corporate security firms in the country. Five years later, he went out on his own and formed Trident.
Nick was enjoying his vacation in California, visiting as many wineries as he could. He was more of a craft beer guy, but he did enjoy the odd glass of wine. His dad, David, had suggested, on more than one occasion, that owning a winery would be a nice way to semi-retire. He added that it might help Nick forget. He knew his son had to deal with a lot of violence in his line of work.
Nick agreed to look at wineries because he hoped his dad was interested in growing grapes for himself as well. Nick’s mom had died from an inoperable brain tumor five years earlier, and his dad had been alone ever since. They talked regularly and always had a game of chess going, sending each other one move every day whenever Nick’s job permitted. He’d been trying to get his dad to move in with him for years but David had resisted, so far.
One thing was for sure, Nick was beginning to enjoy wine more than he ever had in the past.
Donald Flynn picked up the phone on the second ring. It usually wasn’t good news when he got a call from the Assistant Director of the NSB, the National Security Branch. Flynn picked up; it didn’t put James Conklin in a better mood if you made him wait before you answered the call.
Conklin got right to the point before Flynn even had a chance to say hello. “How’s the cleanup going on the Montgomery mess? Last time we talked you said we might have a problem.”
“I just handed the assignment out yesterday. I’ve got one of our best contractors on the job.”
“I hope so, and I hope you told the guy what he’s going up against.”
“Don’t worry; he knows he isn’t going after some boy scout.”
“Keep me posted.” Conklin hung up.
Flynn had lied. He wasn’t going to be meeting with the contractor until later in the day. But people like Conklin wanted results, so Flynn told them what they wanted to hear.




Chapter 2

Washington, D.C.
Floyd Burney took a bite of his hot dog. Anyone watching him could see he loved his dogs. A man casually walked up and sat across from him at the picnic table.
Floyd took another bite. He had another one sitting on a plate, and a medium-size soft drink to wash it all down. Not many people would say anything to someone like Floyd. It wasn’t the close-set medium-blue eyes, the neatly trimmed mustache or the short hair with widow’s peak; it was the crazy look in his eyes that made people leave him alone.
The man sitting across from him sipped his coffee. “I don’t know how you can eat that garbage.”
Floyd took another healthy bite. “I’m touched, I had no idea you were so concerned about my health.”
Donald Flynn took another sip of his coffee. “I’m not. I just find those things revolting. You know they’re made from downers right? Sick animals pumped full of meds.”
Floyd picked up his second hot dog and took another bite, talking as he chewed. “All I care about is the fact they taste so good. Um-um.” He smiled as he wiped the side of his mouth with a napkin. “You going to tell me why we’re meeting here or are we just going to spend quality time together?”
Flynn cast a quick glance at the lake. “I’ve got a job for you; something that needs to be taken care of.”
“Is it someone local or am I going to be traveling?”
“He’s stateside right now.”
“Any special instructions?”
Flynn looked at Burney. “It needs to be handled discreetly. He’s a private investigator. The case he was working on brought him in contact with two of our guys; they had an accident, now they’re gone.”
Floyd’s eyes narrowed as he stared at Flynn. “He took two of our guys out?”
Flynn took another sip of coffee. “I don’t know for sure that it was him—you know how I feel about coincidences.”
“Anything about him I should know?” Floyd kept working on his food.
“He’s ex-army, MI. He ran high-profile sting operations for them—put some high-ranking people away.”
Floyd’s eyebrows went up. “And now you’re worried he might come after you.” It wasn’t a question.
Flynn looked away for a second. Burney had always been quick at figuring things out. “Let’s just say I don’t want to find out the hard way that he is coming after me.”
Flynn took another sip of coffee. “This is a clean-up operation. He’s got an office with a file room that needs to be disinfected. He’s also got a woman that works with him on most of his cases. Her name is Alex Weiss. She probably knows too much; we can’t afford to take a chance and leave any loose ends lying around.”
Floyd let that sink in, then asked, “What about the receptionist or secretary at this company of his? Do you think she might be a threat too?”
“I doubt it. Even if she’s seen something in one of the files, she wouldn’t have any first-hand knowledge.” He shook his head. “I don’t think we need to worry about her.”
Floyd finished his second hot dog and crunched up the cardboard tray. “Anything else?”
Flynn looked at Burney with a tight-lipped smile. “You might want to consider bringing someone else in on this one.”
Burney’s expression was a question mark. “Why?”
“I know you like to work alone, but this guy has managed to slip away more than once. It wasn’t amateurs that were trying to tag him.”
Burney smiled dismissively. “I’ve been doing pretty good working by myself for a long time; I don’t see any reason to change that because some private investigator had a couple of lucky days. They might have trouble identifying the remains afterward, but I promise you I won’t let him get away.”
Flynn left Burney contemplating whether he should have another hot dog. He wasn’t going to be able to force him to bring a backup, so he decided against wasting time trying to talk him into it. He’d learned long ago that with someone like Burney, you could make a suggestion, but that was the most you could do. He treated his contracts like they were his toys; he didn’t like to let anyone touch them. He also wasn’t the trusting type.
Flynn had considered having a second contractor go after Borman at the same time, but then he’d run the risk of one of his contractors becoming collateral damage from the other. He decided to let Floyd go at it by himself. Burney had never let him down, so far.




Chapter 3

Santa Clara, California
June 3, 2019
Burney decided that the best plan of action was to break into Trident Inc. and destroy their files before he got rid of Borman. He couldn’t risk having the place crawling with cops or being sealed off because of Borman having an accident. That was something else he needed to make up his mind about—how should he get rid of Borman?
Flynn gave him a lot of leeway on this one. There were no special instructions on how he wanted the job done, other than he wanted it done discreetly, whatever that meant. He wanted results and said he wanted it done in a way that wouldn’t attract attention. “It would be best if it looked like an accident,” Flynn had said.
That was easier said than done in Burney’s experience. It was easy to take a guy out with a handgun or a rifle—problem was, no one would see that as an accident. Making a hit look like an accident was a long and complicated process. It seemed easy enough, till you tried to do it. If the plan failed, you just put your mark on notice, and that was never a good thing.
Trident was located in a mid-rise office building in mid-town San Clara. It was a twelve-story concrete and glass structure with outside parking at the rear. Burney parked out back and entered the rear access door, which connected to the front lobby via a long passageway. He walked down the corridor and pushed through the single door at the end. It opened to a large mezzanine with two elevators, both of which appeared to provide access to all twelve floors.
Past the elevators, Floyd could see a long desk-like structure which had a floor-by-floor listing of the tenants in the building. He took his time and read them all; most appeared to be professional services of one type or another, much as you would find in any professional building. A dentist was the sole tenant on the ground floor; a mail room and the elevators took up the remaining space.
There were three tenants listed on the tenth floor: a foreign money exchange office, a real estate appraisal firm, and Trident. Floyd went back to the elevators and stepped into the second one; he punched in number nine and rode it up. The elevator doors opened directly across a set of double doors to the local businessman’s association. Floyd checked out the rest of the floor, then took the stairs up to the tenth floor.
The first tenant on the tenth floor was the real estate appraisal firm. Floyd walked past it; next was the foreign money exchange office, about halfway down the hall. From there, he saw the door to Trident at the far end of the hallway. The layout was the same as the floor below. The hallway turned to the right and led to the washrooms and an exit to the stairway—each floor in the building appeared to have a similar floor plan.
Floyd followed the hallway to the end and used the stairway to walk up to the floor above to confirm his theory regarding floor plans. It was as he expected. The eleventh floor had three offices as well: a computer technical support firm, a records transcription service and a surveyor’s office. The surveyor was directly above Trident. Floyd didn’t bother with the top floor; he took the elevator down to the ground floor and exited the same way he came in.
Burney came back to the building several hours later and used his lockpick set to let himself into Trident office space. He disabled the alarm by using the code he got from the secretary’s home the night before. Like many older people, Hazel didn’t trust her memory and wrote the office code on a small piece of paper she kept in her wallet.
It was just after midnight; no need to worry about anyone surprising him by coming in late. He locked the door behind him and went straight to the secretary’s desk and searched it to see if she was working on anything that he should destroy. After satisfying himself she had none of the files he was interested in, he went to the file room.
It was a large L-shaped room. Four-foot wide metal file cabinets with roll down doors lined the perimeter walls. The top door had a small lock that controlled all the lower doors in that cabinet. It only took a few seconds to pick the locks; he quickly lifted the doors and pushed them in so they would stay open. His instructions were to pay special attention to everything in the M and S sections. However, he needed to destroy all of it, so there would be no hint which sections of the alphabet were being targeted.
The room was equipped with a sprinkler system. He placed the short step ladder beneath one of the water sprinklers that hung just below the ceiling and wrapped a heavy elastic band around the two metal arms. The elastic would prevent the metal arms from springing open to release water when it should. It would take a few minutes for the elastic bands to melt, and those few extra minutes should be enough for the fire to consume the paper files. He did the same to the three other water sprinklers in the room.
He retrieved the five-pound pressure canister he’d brought with him and began dousing the files with gasoline. The cabinets that contained the M and S sections got an extra dose of fuel. Once the canister was empty, he placed it close to main entrance so he wouldn’t leave it behind. He went back to the file room, took a sheet of paper and lit it with his lighter. He slowly moved the burning paper closer to the gasoline-soaked files. The gas fumes ignited with a loud whoosh while the paper was still several inches away, expanding out to acquire oxygen for combustion. The flames exploded out, singing the hair on his face.
Floyd quickly made his way back to the main entrance and looked through the sidelight to make sure the hallway was clear. He picked up his empty canister and left the office. It took him another minute to lock the door with his lockpick set, then he took the stairs down to main floor and made his way to the back of the building and exited through the rear door.
Hazel MacEvoy got a call at 1:12 a.m. The alarm company was calling to let her know the fire department had responded to a fire alarm at Trident. Twenty minutes later, she was standing out front of the building, talking to the fire marshal.
“I’m the office manager. I need to get in there—my God, all the company files could be destroyed.”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t let you through. The fire’s out of control in there; there’s no way you could get anywhere near the file room.”




Chapter 4

Washington, D.C.
June 7, 2018
Senator Francis O’Connor’s phone buzzed; he hit the flashing intercom button. His secretary’s voice announced his next appointment, “Nick Borman is here for his two o’clock with you Senator.”
“Show him in.”
The secretary led Borman in and asked if they would like coffee or water; they both declined. O’Connor had just been appointed Chairman of the Appropriations Committee. They were conducting an investigation into government spending in areas that were not subject to close scrutiny. The FBI and the CIA were the two main organizations that were being investigated by the Committee.
O’Connor was almost bald at the crown, other than the few scraggly hairs at the back of his head. His hair was still blond, with just the odd gray hair scattered throughout. His eyes were bright blue, almost the same color as his powder-blue shirt. Nick noticed there appeared to be a bright, active mind shining through the eyes. “I see a fresh suntan; you must just be back from vacation.” Before Nick answered, he asked, “How’s Shelton doing?”
“He’s coming along Sir, and yes, it is a fresh tan.”
The Senator came around from behind his desk and asked Nick to join him on one of two small couches that faced each other. “It was very brave what you did there in New York City young man, running directly into the line of fire to save your client.”
Nick shrugged. “I wish I could have stopped him from going in the first place.” He’d done his best to talk Shelton into lying low for a while. Borman needed time to get to the two psychopathic killers that were terrorizing Shelton’s company.
“Lying low is not something we get to do in politics. Still, he might be sitting in the Oval Office right now if he’d listened to you. I sincerely hope he gets well enough to take another run at it.”
“Only time will tell Sir.” Borman knew the Senator hadn’t asked him to come see him to talk about Shelton. What does he want?
As if he were reading his thoughts, O’Connor fixed his gaze on Borman and answered his question. “I’m sure you’re wondering why I asked you to come see me. I’m hoping you’ll come and work with me for a while. I could use someone who isn’t part of …” he swept his left hand in an arc, indicating the entire building, “all this; someone who can think and act independently.”
Borman hadn’t been expecting this. He’d only come to the meeting because he knew O’Connor was part of Shelton’s political network. Many politicians owned businesses, as did Shelton, and he’d been expecting a request to do work for a private concern, not the government.
“Is this something to do with the committee you’re chairing Sir?”
The Senator leaned forward. “Before I say any more, I need you to understand that none of this can leave this office, whether you take the job or not. Understood?”
“Yes of course.”
“I’m not naïve. I know the FBI and the CIA need to keep some of what they do secret. I suspect however, that there’s a lot of waste and worse, a lot of money being spent in ways our government would not approve of. We’re talking about what could possibly amount to billions of dollars each and every year.”
Borman didn’t say anything. The Senator could see he was listening, so he continued.
“I would like you to take a look at some of the information we have and investigate any items you think seem odd from a security consultant’s perspective.”
Borman shrugged his shoulders and shook his head slowly side to side. “I wouldn’t know where to begin Sir. You’re talking about two very large organizations. To review the spending of even one of them would be an incredibly complex task. I’m sorry, but I’m just not equipped to do this sort of thing.”
O’Connor stared right into Borman’s eyes. He didn’t flinch or look away for one second. “Thank you for your candor. Many people would jump at the opportunity to bill Uncle Sam for something like this. But play along with me for a moment. Say you were me; how would you conduct an investigation of this sort?”
Borman felt a wave of relief flow through him. He wasn’t expecting O’Connor to let him off the hook so easily. Many people in power didn’t take a no so quickly.
“Well, I’d probably have a team of forensic accountants go over the budgets looking for anomalies. The two-hundred dollar toilet seats we’ve all heard about.”
The Senator was nodding. “Go on.”
“Then I’d take a look at the people who control the purse strings in various departments; look at spending and lifestyle and make a list of anyone who seemed to be living beyond their means. I’d want to know how they’re doing that. I’d also check for connections between any high fliers I found.”
The Senator smiled. “That sounds like an excellent plan. I don’t see how that could fail; are you sure you don’t want the job?”
Borman smiled. The wily old Senator had set him up and he fell for it. “I’m sorry but it’s still a no. I run a small operation. I’m a lone wolf Senator; you need someone who works well with a team and thrives in that environment. I’m afraid that isn’t me.”
The Senator’s eyes still hadn’t left Borman’s once during the entire conversation. “Well Nick, I want you to think about it. I would really like to have you working with us on this. Here’s what I’d like to do. I’ll get a team of forensic accountants working on this and I’ll get them to put together a list of names of people who control the money. I expect I’m going to see a few names on that list of some well-connected individuals. I’d like to call on you to take a look at two or three of them for me.” He lifted a hand saying he didn’t want Borman to say anything just yet. “I’ll give you a treasury badge; make you a Special Agent in Charge of investigations for this committee. That badge will open any door you need to open so you can ask questions, and get the answers you need. Think about it; I don’t want you to give me an answer today.”
Nick was about to repeat himself, then he realized there was no point. Francis O’Connor wasn’t going to take a no from him today. That much was clear. Nick stood, they shook hands and he left.
It was a tempting offer. Nick felt the same way the Senator did about discretionary spending and rogue operations. He agreed the Government should have more say about what its security agencies did and how they did it. Sure, there was a need for secrecy, but there also needed to be some checks and balances.
Nick promised O’Connor he would think about it; the Senator wasn’t going to let him leave without getting that much out of him. As he drove back to the hotel room, he did think about it; it was hard not to.
Nick had a meeting with Ethan Banks later in the day, so he put the meeting with the Senator out of his mind. Ethan was a friend and valuable contact who worked at the FBI. He and Ethan were both with Military Intelligence when they did their stint in the army and had stayed in touch ever since.




Chapter 5

Washington, D.C.
Something had been nagging at Nick ever since the night someone torched the file room at Trident. He had a feeling he was missing something. Odds were the fire wasn’t an isolated event—it had to be part of a bigger picture. Why would someone break into his office and torch the file room? It didn’t make any sense.
There had been two attempts on his life in the short time he worked for Shelton Montgomery. Was there a connection? He didn’t know for sure, but if the same perpetrator was behind the events, it meant someone was trying to take him down and destroy his world, as they had with Shelton.
There was another possibility. The fire was an attempt to hide something, or more likely, an attempt to destroy information that might lead back to someone. He tried to think of who that might be.  Was it a client, or someone else he had looked into for a client?
He’d made enemies over the years, going all the way back to his army days. Some of them were still in jail and some were out—senior officers who were selling information to foreign governments. But those people weren’t in his current file system. Would they trash his place of business to get back at him? And what about their children?
The two attempts that were made on his life when he was working the Montgomery case were by two psychopathic killers for hire. They ran Nick and Alex off the road, down a steep rock embankment. He survived that, so they tried to run him over with a car in Burlington, VT a short while later.
But those two were dead. He saw it with his own eyes after he hit the button setting off the explosion that took the two killers out. It was a case of kill or be killed, and Nick was the only one who was still standing. But that wasn’t completely true; he’d overheard the two killers, Gibbs and Adelman, talking about someone named Flynn—from what Nick heard, Flynn was the one they were working for. Who was this mysterious Mr. Flynn? Nick needed to find out.
He poured himself a coffee and then walked back to his desk and picked up the phone. He called Emerson, a private investigator in Washington DC he used to do background checks. Emerson picked up on the second ring, “Hi Nick.”
“Hey M, I’ve got a tough one for you; hope you aren’t too swamped at the moment.”
“I’m never that busy that I can’t make time for you Nick. What do you need?”
“I’ve got a needle in a haystack for you. I need to find a guy named Flynn. I don’t have a first name and I don’t know where he works.”
“That’s not a haystack, that’s an ocean!”
“I know. I do know he’s someone in charge, wherever he is—it could be military or one some branch of the NSA, maybe even government.”
“So you want a list of potential candidates?”
“That’s exactly what I want. With any luck I’ll be able to narrow that list down to a handful and go from there.”
“All right. Give me a couple days.”
“Thanks M.”
Borman got an email from Emerson the following day. Surprisingly, the list had less than fifty names on it; thirteen in the armed forces and another dozen in various government positions. None of them jumped out as being likely candidates. There were two Flynns in senior positions in NSA branches; one of them was in administration and the second was with the FBI. That one stood out; Donald Flynn. He was the Assistant Director of Counterintelligence—the number two man in that branch of the FBI. It suddenly felt like a dark cloud had just settled in, right over him. He picked up the phone and called Emerson.
“I’ve just been going over that list you sent me. There are a few that caught my eye, but one of them really sticks out.”
Emerson chimed in, “Donald Flynn, FBI counterintelligence. Given what you do for a living, I’m guessing that’s your man.”
“He’s the one—if that list is complete.”
“I’m pulling stuff up on him as we speak. Flynn is number two in counterintelligence, but what is not so well-known is, he runs the clandestine services branch. He’s the head of black ops. What the hell did you get yourself into?”
“Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m wondering.”
“Christ Nick. I don’t even want to be caught doing a background check on this guy. I’ve been changing vpn servers every couple of minutes so I don’t attract attention.”
“Be careful and keep a low profile. Just find out where he punches a clock every day for now, so I know where to find him.”
“I’ve already got that for you. I’m sending it over right now.”
“Thanks M, I owe you.” Nick hung up.
This was worse news than anything he’d imagined. A guy like Donald Flynn could ruin your life without breaking a sweat. He could drain your bank accounts and ruin your credit in a few minutes. He could create phony offshore accounts and set you up for criminal charges. He could probably make a few calls and set killers loose on you without anyone knowing about it—and maybe that’s what this was about.
If Flynn even suspected that Borman knew it was him that ran Gibbs and Adelman, he’d be worried that Nick might go public and try to shut him down. That would certainly explain the fire at Trident. 
The more Nick thought about it, the more it made sense. One other thing came to mind; there had to be someone who gave Flynn the order to shut Shelton Montgomery down and keep him from running for office. He made a note to find out who Flynn’s boss was. Who did Flynn answer to? Had the order come from the top, in the White House, or did it originate inside the FBI? Then Borman remembered Shelton’s answer when he asked him what he would do if he were POTUS.
Shelton had said the first thing he would do would be to end lobbying—the endless procession of lawyers throwing money at politicians to get them to support their causes—big business, military contractors, the pharmaceutical industry and on and on.
As he remembered Montgomery’s answer, Borman also remembered that his initial response had been to decline the job. He didn’t want to get involved with politics because he knew it could be more dangerous than a regular business assignment. And yet, what drew him in, what got him to commit, was when they tried to scare him and Alex off by running them off the road with a big SUV. It wasn’t in Nick’s nature to back down.
Now, it appeared he was being drawn back into it. If Flynn was coming after him because of the Montgomery affair, he might be in the same position. In fact, he might not have a choice this time. He could have backed down after that SUV ran them off the road; he and Alex could have packed up and left town and left Shelton to figure it out for himself. This time, the option to back out might not be available. If Flynn put a contract out on him, leaving town wouldn’t make the problem go away. The hunter would simply follow them and take them out as soon as he caught up with them.
Nick picked up his phone and rang Alex. She answered on the first ring, “Hi Nick. What’s up?”
“Where are you Alex?”
“At my mom’s, why?”
Nick didn’t want to scare her on the phone, especially while she was at her mother’s house. “I’m working on something and could use your help.”
“I was about to leave. I’ll call you as soon as I get home.”
“Keep an eye out while you’re driving home Alex, see if anyone is following you.”
“Okay … what’s going on? Is there something I should know?”
“One of our old cases might not be over. I’ll tell you when you call me later.” Nick wished he could tell her more, but he didn’t want to freak her out. He needed time to explain all this, and truth be told, it was just a theory at this point. He didn’t know for sure that Flynn was behind these events or that he was coming after them, though he was beginning to feel it was highly possible.
Alex called him on Skype as soon as she got home. After Nick brought her up to speed, they sat quietly for a few seconds, lost in their thoughts. Alex broke the silence, “If you’re right about this Flynn guy, how do we fix this?”
“I don’t know Alex. I doubt he’s a trusting person. It’s not like we could give him our assurances that he has nothing to worry about. The only time he’d trust someone is if he had enough dirt on them to guarantee their silence.”
“I can’t think of anything about us we could share with him that could be used in that way. You?”
“No.  We could try to build a file on him and use that to buy us a pass, but that’s a dangerous game. The only other option I can think of is we give him exactly what he’s afraid of and expose him.” They sat staring at each other, resolve building for what they would have to do.
Alex said, “I know you don’t want to, but I think you should take O’Connor’s job offer.” She knew the last thing Nick wanted to do was take a job with the government, but it would be the smart thing for him to do right now.
Nick frowned. “You know how I feel about that Alex. Rules, policies and procedures … .”
“I know. But you can’t go up against Flynn all by yourself. It’s frightening to think what he could do.”
“There has to be another way Alex, let me think about it for a while.” Nick let out a long breath. “I need to find out who we’re up against; how many of them are involved and why.”
Alex crossed her arms and bit her tongue. She knew better than to keep pushing, but she wasn’t going to let up on it either.




Chapter 6

Washington, D.C.
June 10, 2018
The more Nick thought about Flynn and the kind of threat he presented, the more he had to admit that Alex was right; he should take the job offer from Senator O’Connor. It was the logical thing to do. As lead investigator for the Senate Committee, he would be better equipped to go after Flynn and it would make it easier to protect Alex too. More questions would be asked if something were to happen to either one of them.
One thing he knew for sure—Flynn wasn’t going to go away. He had to be stopped. And Flynn was probably just the business end of it. He was the one who took care of the dirty work—it wasn’t likely that Flynn was in this all by himself. He was probably getting orders from someone higher up. Who might that someone be? Flynn was number two in his section; it could be his immediate boss or it could be someone else higher up the food chain. There were a lot of questions that needed to be answered.
Nick took a sip of coffee as he looked out the window. It was 6 a.m. He had to make a decision. It would be different if it was just him, but it wasn’t. He had Alex to worry about too.
A yellow glow radiated from the sun as it peeked over the horizon, its warmth seeped through the window. Nick realized life might not ever go back to what it had been before. Truth be told, he probably walked away from that past the day he decided to take out Flynn’s two henchmen, Gibbs and Adelman. He’d hoped it would end there, but Flynn wasn’t about to let things go—he wanted to be in control and didn’t like the possibility that something might come back on him. They wanted to make sure Montgomery didn’t run for POTUS—why risk losing a contest when you can simply eliminate the competition? Now, Flynn had to make sure no one could tell the story and expose them.
At 8 a.m. he picked up the phone and dialed a number. Senator O’Connor was already in his office; he picked up on the first ring and said in an upbeat tone, “Mr. Borman, I hope you’re calling to tell me you’ve decided to accept my offer.”
“I have a question for you before I answer that Senator. Let’s say I start investigating the spending habits of a few individuals, and in order to bring what I’ve found to light, I have to expose some illegal activity. People could lose their jobs, perhaps even face criminal charges. You might know and like some of them. How would you feel about that?”
O’Connor didn’t have to think about it. “I’m counting on you to do that. I’m convinced it’s the only way we’re going to motivate congress to approve the necessary changes. Heads have to roll. There has to be consequences for people who cross the line, or we can never hope to change how things are done—and that goes for my friends too. Can I take that question as meaning you’ll take the job?”
“Yes Sir, you can.”
“Good. When can you be here? I want to make an announcement. Nothing flashy, but I want to put people on notice that this committee has teeth. It will make it official that you are working for the committee and that you have legal authority to conduct your investigation. You are now a Special Agent for the US Treasury Department and the Special Agent in Charge of this investigation. Let’s say we make it official at 2 p.m. with a small press conference.”
“Sir, won’t this ruffle feathers at the Treasury Department?”
“I hope so. See you at one o’clock, my office.”
True to his word the press conference was a quick, impromptu affair. There were only a few reporters; those who just happened to be hanging around the Senate Investigating Committee and of course, one reporter who was close to Senator O’Connor.
The Senator introduced Borman as the Special Agent in Charge. He said he wanted the press to know that Borman was working for the committee and would be reporting directly to him. He finished by saying, “I want you to print this: no one will be getting special treatment from this committee.”
After the press conference, they met in his office again and the Senator gave Borman his marching orders.
“I’ve set you up with a small office. Nothing fancy, but it’s just down the hall from me so you have a place to work whenever you’re here. You have my direct number so you can reach me anytime, even if I’m in committee and the cameras are rolling. I want you to call me if you need something or if you have something to report. I’m giving you complete free rein Nick—I’m not going to tell you how to do your job.
“If you need bodies to help you with something, just let me know and we’ll get them for you. You’ll have a credit card for any expenses. If you need cash for part of the operation, I can get that for you too—we’re going to nail these bastards no matter what it takes.”
“I’ve already assembled a crew and we’ll be working from my hotel suite. I doubt I’ll be here very often; I’d have to deal with the press and that wouldn’t be helpful in most cases.”
O’Connor nodded agreement and added, “Just so we’re clear, we have rules of evidence that need to be adhered to in any case that might lead to criminal charges. But that’s for me to worry about. What I need from you are the names and activities that need to be investigated. From there, I can subpoena them and use the committee to drag it out of them. What’s most important, is that you’re sure about the information you bring me; I don’t need to know how you get it. There will no doubt be a lot of subterfuge and phony paperwork to protect the guilty. We need to fight fire with fire.”
“You want me to make sure they’re guilty before you go after them.”
“That’s right. Needless to say, any evidence you can bring me will be helpful, but what I need more than anything, is to know they’re dirty and what it is they’ve done. That’s what this is about. People sometimes have to break rules to get the job done; I don’t have a problem with that. But if somebody is stuffing their pockets with taxpayer dollars, or if they’re running rogue operations for special interest groups, I want them sitting across from me in that committee and I will drag it out of them and put them out of business.”
Nick was feeling better about the job. Senator O’Connor wasn’t some bible-thumping boy scout looking for photo ops. He wanted to put some bad guys out of business.
“One last thing Nick. There are two main reasons I wanted you for this job. I know about your history with the army. You feel the same way I do about people who abuse their positions of power and you don’t mind going after them, even if they happen to be your superior officer—you’ve proved that already. The other reason I want you for this job, is that I think you understand how serious the problem is. You experienced it first-hand when you were working with Shelton Montgomery. I may be getting old, but I’m not senile. Somebody didn’t want him to run for office, and unless I’m mistaken, they used government resources to make that happen.”
That took Borman by surprise. “You suspect a conspiracy?”
“Let’s just say, I won’t be upset if you manage to find out who was behind the attempt on Shelton’s life as part of your investigation. I would take great pleasure in discussing it with them as part of this committee’s proceedings.” The senator stood and offered his hand. Nick looked him in the eye as he shook his hand. “I intend to do just that Sir.”
“I didn’t doubt that for one minute, son.”
Floyd Burney stepped in, and closed and locked the door behind him. He stood there for a minute, listening to the sounds of the apartment. He took a quick look around the opening into the kitchen area before proceeding to the stairs. Gun in hand, he walked up the stairs, carefully stepping on the outside of the treads to minimize noise.
Halfway up the stairway, he stood on the landing and paused to listen; he heard water running in the shower. He didn’t know if the girl was in or out of the shower, so he continued quietly up the stairs. Once he made it to the second floor, he could see the door to one of the bedrooms was open, and a light was on. He crossed the hall and kept his back pressed against the wall as he crab-walked to the bedroom door.
He listened a moment, then quickly, looked in the bedroom. He could see the girl was arranging clothes on the bed, facing away from him. Floyd knew this was probably the best opportunity he would get. He started walking toward her, slowly putting his weight down on each foot to minimize any creaks the floor might make. Only a few more steps to reach his target.
Finally, he stood right behind her. The sound of water running in the shower masked any noise he might have made as he crossed the room. In one swift movement, he crashed the butt of his gun on the back of her head, knocking her out.
Floyd’s instructions were to make it look like a random act. He turned the girl over on the bed and placed a gloved hand over her mouth, while pinching her nose shut with thumb and finger. He held his hand there for a considerable time, long past the point where the girl had expired.
He put his gun away and went to shut the water off in the shower. He came back to the bedroom and proceeded to ransack the place to make it look like a robbery. He tossed clothes on the floor as he went through drawers. He emptied a jewelry box on top of the dresser; it contained some everyday jewelry items, a Cartier watch and an expensive looking pearl necklace. He stuffed everything of value in his pockets.
He checked his watch; he’d been in the apartment for nearly half-an-hour—he had to leave. The girl might have a boyfriend who would be home any moment. He went back downstairs and opened a few more drawers to make it look like he’d gone through the lower level as well.
He was looking for the girl’s purse, but couldn’t see it anywhere. He thought he must have missed it upstairs, debated going back up for a second, then decided against it. He’d accomplished what he came to do and leaving the purse was no big deal. Police would figure the thief panicked and took off.




Chapter 7

San Jose, California
Alex Weiss was late coming home. The research she was doing took longer than she had expected. Her sister Max was visiting, so she rushed as much as she could, but didn’t make it home till late in the evening.
Alex could see the lights were on in her home from down the street. She unlocked the door and called out the minute she walked into her townhouse, “Max, I’m home. Sorry I’m so late.” She closed the door and put her jacket and purse on a side chair and went into the kitchen to put the kettle on—she’d been looking forward to a cup of Darjeeling tea all afternoon.
She started walking up the stairs to change into something more comfortable. She called out to Max again, “Are you in the washroom Max?”
Alex froze the minute she stepped into the bedroom. Her sister was laying on the bed, her lifeless eyes staring in her direction.
She cried out as she ran to the bed, “Max. Oh my God, Max!”
Alex ran to the dresser, picked up the cordless phone and dialed 911. She tried to stay calm as she told the operator what happened; she gave her address twice and hung up. She went back to her sister again, wishing the ambulance would hurry, even though she knew there was nothing they could do for Max.
She felt she needed to do something, so she picked up the phone and called Nick. It felt like she was in a bad dream, as she described what happened when she came home today.
“So it’s out on the news already, Alex?”
“Probably. News crews monitor 911 calls and I’m sure they’ve picked up on it. The ambulance is just pulling up now.”
“I’m still in Washington Alex. I’ll take the first flight out and be there as soon as I can. I want you to stay in your condo. Don’t let anyone in if you don’t know them. In fact, don’t even answer the phone unless you know who it is that’s calling you. Do you understand?”
Alex wasn’t thinking clearly. She was still in shock over finding her sister, dead in her house. “Why? What are you thinking, Nick?”
“I’ll explain everything when I get there. Look Alex, it might not be a random robbery that Max was a victim to. I don’t know that for sure, but I don’t think we should assume it was some random act of violence.”
“Are you saying you think someone killed Max by mistake? You think someone came here to kill me and killed my sister by accident?”
Nick could hear the panic growing in Alex’s voice. He needed to calm her down. “I don’t know Alex. I’m just saying it’s a possibility, and we need to be careful. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
Alex was distraught by the time Nick got there. She let him in and threw her arms around him the minute the front door was closed. Nick hugged her. He didn’t know what else to say except, “It’s going to be okay.”
Alex stopped crying and stood back, her resolve returning, now she’d let go for a few minutes. “I don’t know how I didn’t see it before. I was so distraught finding Max dead, it didn’t cross my mind that it was probably meant to be me.”
“Alex, you can’t blame yourself for what happened.”
Alex was shaking her head. “I don’t blame myself for what happened; I just wish I would have been thinking clearly and called you instead of 911. Now that word is out there, it’s limiting our options.”
Nick was glad to see Alex was starting to think clearly already. Most people would be lost in grief for days, if not longer. “I thought about it on the flight over; we probably would have called it in anyway.”
Alex had an intense look in her eyes; there was fire and anger burning just below the surface. “If it was me he was after, I’m thinking he’d probably like another chance, and I think we should give it to him.”
Nick didn’t like where this was going. “I’m not comfortable putting you out there as bait, Alex. We don’t know who we’re dealing with—there are too many ways for a professional to kill someone. We might not be able to keep you safe.”
Alex was pacing; she stopped and faced him. “You don’t understand Nick. I want him to be able to get to me. I want him in the same room with me, so I can look him in the eye before we take him down.”
“What if he decides to take you out with a sniper rifle from half-a-mile away?”
Alex wasn’t going to change her mind. “He won’t do that—not this guy. He broke in here and suffocated Max with his bare hands. He could have shot her while she was walking down the street, but he didn’t. He likes to look at people when he kills them, I know it.”
Nick knew that Alex needed to do this, just like he would, if the situation was reversed. “What have you got in mind?”
“Let’s get someone from the press to interview me. Have them ask me how I feel about losing my sister to some thief who probably just needed another fix. What am I doing to deal with it? I’ll say I’ve rented a cottage, and I’m going to spend a week on a quiet lake somewhere to grieve.”
It wasn’t a bad plan, but Nick wanted to find another way without putting Alex at risk. He tried to talk her out of it again, but when she said she would do it by herself if he didn’t want to be involved, he knew he had to go along.  “All right, I’ll help you, but I want you to come back to Washington with me. I want to get you away from California and closer to where I’m going to be the next few months. We can rent a cottage somewhere in New York State. We need to rent the cottage before you give the interview. We’re going to need a property that’s large and secluded so we can monitor the grounds and see him coming. We’re only going to get one chance with this guy.”
Alex went straight to her computer and started searching for remote vacation properties in upstate New York. “Here’s one. It says the property is half an acre.”
“That’s too small Alex. That’s one hundred by two hundred feet. Keep looking for something bigger—two acres or more would be better.”
Alex kept looking. “Here we go. This one’s a small one-bedroom wood-sided cabin on a secluded lake sitting on a wooded, five-acre lot.”
She called the number. Nick heard her give her credit card information and say she wanted to rent the cabin for two weeks, starting the next day. She hung up, closed the lid to her laptop and said, “We have it starting tomorrow.”
This was all happening too quickly. Nick would have liked more time to prepare, but he didn’t have it. “Let’s get you interviewed by a reporter and get the word out.”
Burney checked the papers the next day after he broke into the townhouse. He enjoyed reading the news reports after committing a crime. Reporters always got something wrong, but it was gratifying to see them take the little clues you left behind, and blow them up into a bigger story. You could always count on them to sensationalize the tiniest things.
He found a small article in the local news section of the first paper he picked up. He grabbed the carafe to top up his coffee before he settled in to read the article. The byline was from some reporter he’d never heard of, Jennifer Ashgate. The headline read:
Family Tragedy in Quiet Neighborhood
Resident Alex Weiss returned home after work to find her sister lying dead on the bed in the guest bedroom. Police suspect the thief was surprised by Alex’s sister, Maxine Weiss, as he was ransacking the upstairs bedroom. Maxine Weiss was visiting for the week.
Police sources say autopsy results are not in yet, but it appears Weiss was suffocated. Authorities speculate the victim may have seen the perpetrator’s face and forfeited her life because she might be able to identify the thief.
Burney read it a second time, thinking he misread it. But no, he’d read it right the first time; the girl had a sister. Why was he finding out about this in the paper? Flynn didn’t say anything about a goddamned sister.
An afternoon paper had a follow-up article. The headline read Interview With Victim’s Relative. Burney turned to the local news section at the rear of the paper and read the short piece by Joanna Smythe.
Smythe: “What did you think when you came home and found your sister?”
Weiss: “I thought she had fainted, the way she was lying on the bed, but when I got closer, I could see her eyes were still open. It was awful.”
Smythe: “What do you think about this neighborhood now? Do you still feel safe here?”
Weiss: “I don’t feel any different about the neighborhood. Robberies happen everywhere, and much less often here. I am going to get away for a few days though, to try to forget what happened.”
Smythe: “I always tell people to take some time off to grieve. Tell me, where are you thinking of going? Someplace with lots of distractions to take your mind off your sister, Maxine?”
Weiss: “No. I’ve rented a small cottage on a Lake in New York where Max and I used to go camping when we were younger. I’m going to go there and spend a week to remember all the good things we did together. That’s how I want to remember Max; she was a wonderful person who enjoyed life.”




Chapter 8

Washington, D.C.
June 18, 2018
Donald Flynn was reading a newspaper article about the death of Maxine Weiss. He shook his head and wondered how it was possible for one person to have so much luck. Borman had somehow managed to survive two encounters with Russel Gibbs and now, Floyd Burney kills Maxine Weiss instead of her sister, Alex.
He picked up a burner phone and called Floyd. When Burney answered, Flynn tore right into him.
“How the hell could you get the wrong person?”
Floyd wasn’t going to take all the blame for this. “I had no idea she had a sister, let alone a sister that was visiting—they’re practically identical twins. It might not have happened if my information had been complete.”
“Where is she now?”
“I have no idea. She told a newspaper reporter she was going to spend time at a cottage in New York. I need to find out where that is. My plan was to deal with them one at a time, but I may have to rethink that. Did you know that Borman doesn’t live at the address you gave me? Most of the information you gave me is crap.”
Flynn put a hand to his forehead. “He doesn’t live there? What did you find at that address?”
“It’s a house, but it’s being used as a secondhand shop by a woman in her late fifties. She said she’s never heard of Borman.”
Flynn shook his head. You couldn’t make this shit up to be any crazier. “Let me make a few calls. I’ll get back to you.”
Flynn called one of his analysts and gave him what bits of information he had on Borman. He ordered, “Keep it under the radar, but find out where the guy is. Let me know as soon as you find him.”
Fifteen minutes later, the analyst called him back.
“He’s in Washington, DC. He’s checked into a hotel using a credit card—Suite 2000 at The Melrose Hotel, 2430 Pennsylvania Avenue.
Flynn called Burney and gave him the information. Two days later, Burney checked into the same hotel. He couldn’t get a room on the twentieth floor, so he took one on the nineteenth.
Burney figured the main thing he had going for him was that Borman didn’t know who he was, or what he looked like. With any luck, he wouldn’t know he was being hunted right now either. After he checked in, Floyd went for a walk to reconnoiter his floor. Then he took the elevator up to the twentieth. He’d pretend he hit the wrong button if Borman happened to step into the elevator.
The elevator stopped on the twentieth floor, the doors opened; no one was there waiting, so Floyd stepped out and turned right. He assumed each floor would have the same layout for room numbers—he was right.
Suite 2000 was at the end of the hall. It was a corner suite with double doors. The door locks were the same as most modern hotels; guests needed a customized card to open the door. Each card was programmed with the room number and the guest’s particulars. Floyd retraced his steps and took the elevator down one floor, back to his room to work up a plan.
He’d destroyed all the files at Trident. To get the balance of his fee, he had to get rid of Borman and Alex. He knew the girl was going to spend the week at a cottage on a remote lake. Floyd was thinking why look a gift horse in the mouth.
He needed to find out where that cottage was and make sure the bitch got what she had coming. It was embarrassing for a pro, to take out the wrong person, even if it wasn’t entirely his fault. Leave it to Flynn to leave out the fact the girl had a sister—never mind the fact they looked alike and the sister just happened to be visiting. Floyd pictured himself snuffing the life out of Alex and thinking I got you this time bitch.
Borman would be last. Floyd figured that would make the hunt more exciting. Borman would have to know that he’d be next after he killed Alex. Not exactly fair because he doesn’t know what I look like, but more fun for me. Floyd grinned as the thought flashed through his mind.
He dug out the file Flynn had given him and looked up the number for Trident. He turned on the cheap burner phone he’d bought and punched in the numbers.
In the Melrose, Nick and Alex were debating the best plan of action. Nick believed that most times, the best defense was a good offense; but an offensive move didn’t necessarily have to look like one.
He didn’t like the idea of using Alex as bait to trap the killer, but he knew he’d want to do the same thing. Besides, it was a good plan. He just wanted to make sure he could keep her safe.
The one-bedroom cottage that Alex found was as good as it was going to get on short notice. The property was three-hundred feet wide by seven-hundred and fifty feet deep—large enough that it would take the killer time to cross the property to get to the house.
If he came from the road, Nick would have plenty of time to get ready for him. If he accessed the property from one of the adjoining properties, they’d have much less time to prepare. The cottage was set dead center of the lot, so each side yard was about one hundred feet wide.
The average person can run one hundred yards in twenty seconds. If the person was in good shape, they could probably do it in twelve seconds. One hundred feet would only take four to five seconds. Even if the person was walking across one of the side yards, it would only take twenty seconds—not that much of a warning. And that’s if you happened to be looking when they stepped onto the property. That was more risk than Nick was willing to take.
He made a list of things he needed to bring to the cottage to reduce the risk for Alex. He didn’t know who he was dealing with, but it was probably a professional. If he worked for Flynn, he wouldn’t just be a pro; he’d be one of the best.
Burglaries rarely turned into murder scenes; it could happen, but odds were against it. If anyone came out here after Alex, it wouldn’t be a thief. A thief wouldn’t care who it was he killed during a robbery; he would simply be getting rid of a witness.
No. If anyone came out here after Alex, it would be because he meant to kill her in the townhouse, and he was coming to finish the job. If everything went according to plan, he was going to get a lot more than he bargained for.




Chapter 9

Upstate New York
June 20, 2018
Alex drove down the long laneway to the cottage. It was a small one-bedroom wood-sided cabin on a secluded lake in upstate New York.  There was no phone line and no satellite dish; there wasn’t even a cell phone tower in this remote location.
Nick was already there waiting for her. He got there late afternoon the day before and had been working non-stop getting all the equipment set up. Alex walked in and saw the bank of monitors, six in all, each bringing in a feed from two separate wireless cameras that were strategically placed in various locations to provide complete coverage of the five acre waterfront property. They were setting a trap; only time would tell whether it would work.
Borman mounted the cameras in discrete locations covering the perimeter of the property and the outside of the cottage. He placed motion-detecting alarms on the driveway, walkways and waterfront dock. It wasn’t foolproof, but it would be enough to give them some advance notice if anyone tried to enter the property or the building. They hoped the trap would be sprung sometime during the next week.
Borman then left word with Hazel, the office manager at Trident Inc to tell callers that Alex was taking a bit of time off to grieve for her sister. Her instructions were to say that Alex could be reached at her cell phone number if any of her clients needed to get in touch with her. Alex would not be working, but she could be reached by phone if it was an urgent matter that couldn’t wait until next week. She was to say that Nick was out of the country; he was meeting with a client in Canada and would be back next week.
June 22, 10 a.m.
Hazel got a call from a detective who said he needed to ask Alex a few questions about the break-in at her townhouse. Hazel passed on the information she’d been given. The detective asked about the location of the cottage—he said they always preferred to interview people in person. Hazel gave him the address and said he should call to let Alex know he was coming; she gave him a number to the burner phone Nick had purchased for her to use while at the cottage. Burney hung up the phone and wondered why it was that some people were so gullible.
Four hours later, Burney was in cottage country. He drove past the property and parked the rental car a short distance beyond the driveway that led to the cottage. From the backpack on the seat next to him, he took the high-powered binoculars and surveilled the area.
The cottage was in a remote location. The driveway curved north toward the lake for about two hundred feet and then it turned left as it wound its way down to the waterfront cottage. The property on the east side, where Floyd was parked, appeared to be a vacant field. Burney couldn’t see the waterfront from the road, but there didn’t appear to be a driveway on this lot. He could see ruts where vehicles had accessed the property, possibly leading to a dock that was only used on occasion. He would wait till evening, under cover of darkness, before going to see what was there.
Floyd started up the car, did a U-turn, drove past the driveway in the other direction, and pulled over. He used his binoculars to check out the area from another angle. From here, he could see two cottages. The one on the west side, the neighboring cottage, was a bigger, more elaborate structure. There was no driveway to this property either, which meant there had to be a shared drive. He drove further west and found no other cottages within close proximity. That meant the driveway to the cottage Alex was renting also provided access to the larger property on the west side.
Burney started his car up and drove back to the laneway and turned in. Since he couldn’t see the cottages from the road, he felt sure they wouldn’t be able to see him. He drove in, followed the lane when it turned left and drove about one hundred feet. From here, he could see the lane had a cut-off to the right, to the smaller cottage. Floyd backed up all the way out—no sense announcing his presence, yet.
Back at the main road, Burney backed far enough away so he could still see if any cars went in or out of the laneway, without it being obvious that he was watching the property. He grabbed a sandwich and a drink from his knapsack and enjoyed the warm summer day—it would be a couple more hours before dark.
The sun set just after 8 p.m. Burney started the car and drove back to the front of the vacant farmer’s field, just east of the cottage Alex was renting. He exited the car, locked it, and went to open the trunk. He took a second backpack, slung it over his shoulder and closed the lid. He walked casually across the farmer’s field, heading toward the lake. About two hundred feet in, the property dipped at a steep angle, down to the water’s edge. From this point on, he caught glimpses through the trees of the small cottage Alex was renting.
Burney made his way all the way down to the lake. From that location, the steep bank offered a protected spot from which he could view the cottage without being seen. He dropped the backpack and removed a smaller pair of binoculars; looking through them, he could see the curtains to the front window were open.
He adjusted the focus, and noticed a light source flickering inside the dimly lit room—Alex probably had a fire burning. He quickly scoped the outside of the building. There was only one car parked at the rear of the house.
Burney watched the house for close to thirty minutes. He saw Alex up and walking around a few times, but no one else. He put the binoculars away and took his handgun from its holster and racked it to put one in the chamber. He slow-jogged in a low crouch along the shore to the dock area and climbed the steps that led up to the cottage, his eyes constantly looking around to make sure he was alone.
At the top, the stairs angled to the right and connected to a large deck that ran all across the width of the cottage. Floyd kept close to the building and looked inside. He saw Alex sitting in a lounge, staring into a wood fire. He dropped to his hands and knees and crawled below the window all the way to the door before getting back up. He switched the gun to his left hand, reached with his right for the doorknob and twisted it slowly to see if it was locked. The knob turned without resistance.
He let the doorknob go and turned so his back faced the building. He transferred the gun back to his right hand and reached for the doorknob with his left. He turned it slowly and pushed the door open as he stepped in; he kept his gun pointed at Alex.
“Stay right where you are. Move one muscle and I’ll put a bullet in your head.” He started closing the door behind him.




Chapter 10

Cottage Country
Floyd felt a sharp sting in his back. He kept his hand on the doorknob and finished closing the door. He reached behind with his left hand to swat the insect away. He hated the countryside; spiders and stinging insects—how could that appeal to anyone?
He kept his eyes on Alex. She turned in her chair to face him. Floyd wasn’t going to take any chances with her. “Sit back in that chair.”
Alex did as she was told. Floyd felt his legs get weak; he noticed he was feeling a bit light-headed. He started to tell her again not to move when he passed out and fell to the floor right at the entrance way.
The door hit Floyd as it opened. Borman had to push on it and squeeze sideways to get in.
“You okay?” he asked Alex.
“I’m fine. I was beginning to think you didn’t manage to tag him before he closed the door. The guy didn’t even flinch when the dart hit him.”
Borman reached down and picked Burney up under the arms and dragged him into the middle of the room. He went to the kitchen and brought back a heavy oak chair. “Well Alex, what say we make our guest comfortable?”
Burney struggled to open his eyes. His mouth felt dry and his back was aching. He could hear two people talking in the background; it sounded like a man and a woman. Finally, he managed to open his eyes a bit. He saw a large section of glass in front of him. It was dark; nighttime he figured. His eyelids closed again. He fought to open them once more. Slowly his head began to clear, as if a fog was lifting. Where the hell was he? Was he dreaming?
Burney forced his eyes open once again. He shook his head and tried to wipe his face but couldn’t. He struggled, telling himself he needed to snap out of it. Wake up Floyd! He realized his hands were tied behind his back. He looked down, saw he was in his boxer shorts; nothing else on. His feet were tied too. Someone stepped into view in front of him. The man bent down to take a closer look in his eyes. Floyd’s eyes opened wider—he knew that face, it was Borman.
“I think our guest is coming around. I was afraid that tranquilizer dart was too strong for a human.”
Floyd tried to speak, “Wah … wah ….” He nodded out briefly then lifted his head again, struggling to regain consciousness.
Alex came into the room and stood in front of Burney. “Are you the piece of shit who killed my sister?” Burney tried to focus on the woman that was standing in front of him. Alex wound up and landed a strong right hand roundhouse to the man’s jaw.
Burney’s head snapped from the punch. He shook his head trying to clear it before he got hit again. The fog started to clear; he remembered pointing a gun at her head, then the question she’d just asked him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Alex hit him again before she went back to sit at the table.
Borman had been going through Burney’s wallet. His driver’s license and ID said he was John Perkins. He looked at the driver’s license, then at Burney. “You don’t look like a John Perkins. Who are you? What’s your real name?”
Burney spit out a mouthful of blood. “That’s my name. I’m John Perkins; what difference does it make?”
“None, I suppose. I just thought you might like to be called by your real name. After all, this might be the last conversation you have … with humans, I mean. I don’t think you’ll be doing much socializing in the bottom of that lake, which is exactly where you’re going to end up if you don’t tell us something we want to hear.”
Borman’s phone trilled, announcing an email message. He pressed the wake button on the phone; the message was from Ethan Banks, his contact at the FBI. It was a sheet on Burney. Borman read it and said, “It looks like our guest is a Mr. Floyd Burney. Impressive CV Floyd; dishonorable discharge from the army for assaulting an officer. Not much else—it looks like most of it has been scrubbed.”
Burney was still dozy, but awake. He shook his head slightly. “Now what?”
Borman looked at Burney, noticed there was crazy look in the back of those light-blue eyes. He’d seen the look before. Eyes that didn’t appear to be connected to anything normal inside, the way most people’s eyes were. No emotions or feelings back there.
“How much is Flynn paying you Floyd?”
There was a quick flash in Burney’s eyes. Synapses making a connection, however briefly. “Flynn who? I don’t know any Flynns.”
“Sure you do.” Borman looked at Alex, then back to Burney. “You’ve got a big problem Floyd. You’re not going to get paid for this job because you messed up. Now, I don’t know how Flynn is going to react when he finds out how badly you screwed up, but I doubt he’ll have much use for anybody who botches two jobs in a row. He might even want to get rid of you—loose lips and all.” Borman let that sink in. He could see Burney was thinking about it.
“What do you say? Tell me what you know. We might cut you loose if you give us something worthwhile.”
“You saying you’ll let me go? All I’ve got to do is spill?”
“I’m after bigger fish Floyd, but the only way you get to walk, is if you tell me everything. We could have you charged for attempted murder. You’d certainly be convicted for armed robbery for what you’re doing here; there’s no doubt you meant to do much worse than steal. You’ll also be facing charges for killing Maxine Weiss. Why else would you be here? Guns and surveillance equipment; that’s not somebody breaking into cottages. If you think you’ve got something to trade, this is the time to do it. I doubt we’ll care what you have to say in another day or two.”
Burney thought about it. It didn’t take him long to make up his mind. He knew Borman was right about Flynn. Odds were there’d be no more money from that cash cow. Once you lost your reputation for being able to deliver every time, your value went down dramatically.
He made a decision. “You’re right. Flynn wants you two gone.”
“The fire?”
“That too. He wanted me to make sure everything in the S and M sections were destroyed. I burned the rest so that wasn’t so obvious.”
“Why?”
“That I don’t know. He’s afraid of something from the past coming to light and causing problems. A lot of what Flynn does is black bag ops. None of it is officially approved; just powerful people getting what they want. He didn’t give me all the details, just what he wanted me to do.”
“Just to make sure we’re on the same page—this is the Assistant Director of Counterintelligence for the FBI. That Flynn?”
Burney nodded his head, his eyes locked with Borman’s. “I don’t know what you did to cross him, but you are in one world of shit when that man wants your ass.”
“I guess that makes two of us now. I doubt he’ll want someone like you walking around telling stories.” He was assessing Burney, deciding how far he could go with him. “You want to finish this on our terms, or you want Flynn chasing after you too?”
Burney’s eyes grew wide, the implication sinking in. “You’ve got to be shitting me. You’re going after Flynn?”
“I’ve landed bigger fish.”
Burney was slowly shaking his head. “There’s no way you can pull this off. That man is connected in ways you cannot imagine.”
Borman didn’t so much as blink as Burney gave the warning. He asked Floyd again, “I guarantee you, I will take him down. The question you need to answer is, do you want to be watching it from the inside, or the outside?”
Burney was thinking about it. “You’re saying you’re going to let me walk if I help you get to Flynn?”
Nick hated making deals with people like Burney, but it was something that had to be done to get to bigger fish, especially in sting operations. You always needed someone on the inside so you could get close to the target.
“That’s exactly what I’m saying. I’m not going to ask you again, are you going to help us get to him?”




Chapter 11

June 22, 11:00 p.m.
Alex walked out to the road to get Burney’s rental car and bring it back to the cottage. She searched the car and the trunk, and brought all of it in. They found a cheap cell phone and binoculars in the gym bag that had been sitting on the passenger seat, and a few guns and other surveillance equipment in the trunk.
Burney’s feet were still tied to the chair, but Nick had freed his hands. They weren’t going to trust him further until he proved he was going to help them get to Flynn.
It was time to put him to the test. Borman handed him his phone; Burney turned it on and punched in a number. Flynn picked up on the second ring, “I hope you have some good news for me.”
“I got the girl.”
“I haven’t read anything in the news.”
“You’re not going to until someone files a missing person report.”
Flynn breathed a sigh of relief. He’d started wondering whether Burney had lost his touch when he killed the wrong girl. “What about her boss?”
“He’s at the Melrose in Georgetown, like you said. I’ll be heading there tomorrow.”
Flynn had been wondering what Borman was up to. “Do you know what’s he doing in Washington?”
“The receptionist said he was meeting with a new business prospect—some guy needs a security consultant.”
“Good work, keep me posted.” Flynn hung up before Burney could say anything else.
Burney looked at Borman. “I think he bought it.”
“Good. It might not feel like it, but you’re doing the right thing.”
The look on Burney’s face didn’t convey that he was feeling that way.
Borman needed to get him on board. There might not be a lot of good in a person like Burney, but he had to get him to at least believe there was light at the end of the tunnel.
“However this turns out Floyd, it’s going to be better than spending the next twenty-five years in jail.” Borman wasn’t going to offer him money—it was hard enough promising to let him walk. It wouldn’t take much for him to break that promise; if he even suspected that Burney wasn’t going to help, the deal would be off.
“What am I going to use as an excuse to meet with him?”
“I’m still working on that. Don’t worry, I’ll think of something. All you’re going to have to do is sell it to him. We’ll work on a script and see if we can get him to say something that incriminates him.”
Burney didn’t look like a happy camper. He did make the call, and Borman didn’t see any sign he was trying to tip Flynn off during the conversation. He was going to have to trust him at some point. He crouched down and untied Burney’s legs. “I want you to stay here for the next day or two until I work out a script for Flynn.
June 23, 2018
Flynn picked up the phone on the second ring. He’d been meaning to call Conklin to give him an update. Conklin was the number two man at the NSB and the main person Flynn had to answer to. Conklin got right to the point, “I haven’t been reading anything exciting in the paper lately. How’s the mop-up going?”
“We’re making progress. The paperwork is all caught up and we got rid of the girl.”
“What about the bigger problem?”
“I’m waiting for a report on that. Last I heard he was being tracked down. It shouldn’t be too long now.”
“Umhum. Well, I’ve got an update for you. Borman was just made Special Agent in Charge of the investigation for the committee O’Connor is chairing.”
“He’s working for the Treasury Department?”
“I warned you about this guy. O’Connor made it official just over a week ago; he’s keeping it out of the headlines, but it is official.”
Flynn was shaking his head, wondering what else could possibly go wrong. “Do you want me to put the dogs back in the kennel, or do we go ahead?”
“Keep going, but you need to be more concerned about the optics now. People have accidents all the time don’t they?”
Flynn got the message. “It is a fact of life, isn’t it? I’ll get the word out. What about O’Connor?” Flynn was expecting Conklin would ask him to get rid of O’Connor. The man was sticking his nose where it didn’t belong. Fucking politicians.
“We’ve got someone working on him from another angle—we’re still waiting to hear how that’s working out.”
“Okay. Let me know if you need my help.” Flynn closed his phone; Conklin had already disconnected. Flynn dialed Burney’s number—he got voicemail and left a message, “Call me the minute you get this; there’s been a change of plans.”
Burney returned Flynn’s call and got his new instructions. He hung up and looked at Borman. “My new instructions are to make sure it looks like an accident.”
“Did he say why?”
“No, he didn’t.” Borman had untied him, but they were still at the cottage while Borman decided on a plan to get to Flynn.
Burney didn’t like the situation he was in. If Borman turned him in, his usefulness to Flynn would be over. Part of the deal with contract work was that you were on your own if you got caught—and that’s exactly what he’d done. On the other hand … Borman hadn’t turned him in, yet. His new instructions were to make it look like Borman had an accident. They still wanted him dead.
Burney had another problem; he’d lied to Flynn when he told him he’d carried out the hit on Alex. He could still pull the rabbit out of the hat if he managed to kill her and Borman; but they were armed, and he wasn’t. He didn’t have much time if he was going to do it. He would have to kill them soon, or he’d be committed to helping them go after Flynn. He didn’t know they had appointed Borman head investigator for Senator O’Connor’s committee, not that it would make any difference to him.
He looked around and saw a lot of video equipment in the cottage; they might have evidence of him trying to kill Alex, and with a guy like Borman, someone else probably had a copy of the evidence. Odds were stacked against him.
Borman went back to the suite he’d rented at the Melrose in Washington. He decided to let Burney stay at the cottage while he worked out a plan to go after Flynn. The only lead he had at the moment was Donald Flynn, and he still didn’t know for sure who Flynn was getting his orders from. It was going to be hard to get answers, his investigator Emerson, had made that clear—he got spooked when he found out who Flynn was.
Borman opened a browser window in private mode. He was running on a Tor network to hide his location behind several layers of IP servers. He was only doing a few minutes of searches at a time, then he would disconnect, clear his browser history and start over, using a different set of servers every time.
Working this way, it took him over two hours to gather enough information about Donald Flynn. Flynn was a cautious man; he wasn’t living in poverty, but he wasn’t living a life of luxury either. He lived in a modest bungalow in a suburban neighborhood and drove a Lexus ES350. If he was hiding money, Borman wasn’t going to find it in his local bank account. It would be offshore, in another country, and probably in a numbered account.
Borman studied the organizational chart for the FBI. It was a large organization with several branches. Donald Flynn was the number two man in counterintelligence, but he was also the head of clandestine services. That meant he didn’t answer to anyone in the FBI for his clandestine activities. He would also be in control of the purse strings for that department.
Senator O’Connor’s team of accountants could give him the total budget for that department, but what Borman wanted to know, was how much money Flynn had in a slush fund. Every department had a cash budget for which there would be no receipts. In a regular business, this would be called petty cash; money that was spent for small purchases where you didn’t expect to get receipts. But a department like Flynn’s clandestine services ran a lot of operations that weren’t on the books. The sum would probably be a significant portion of the budget due to the secret nature of what they did. It was going be a tough nut to crack.
Borman was studying the organizational chart again. He was thinking, everyone has to answer to someone, even if you’re a department head. Who did Flynn answer to? It had to be someone in the NSB. The FBI was part of the NSB, and Borman knew that someone at the NSB would be able to get him the answers he was looking for. But would they be willing?
Borman got Senator O’Connor on the phone. “Who at the NSB would Donald Flynn have to answer to?”
“That’s not an easy question. He doesn’t have a direct superior at the NSB, not in the usual sense at least. But I suppose the Director or the Assistant Director could certainly fall in that category. Either one of them could ask him to focus his effort on certain areas, or take care of a problem. Why are you interested in Flynn?”
Nick didn’t want to tell the Senator too much just yet. “His name came up; I’m trying to put people in groups so I don’t miss anything.”
“Flynn’s entire department is one of my pet peeves. They have a huge budget and practically no accountability. If I had to guess, I’d say he reports to the Assistant Director, James Conklin. People at the top, the smart ones, usually have people below them do the dirty work. Following that reasoning, it’s likely that the Director of the NSB would have the Assistant Director be the one that deals with Flynn.”
“I was thinking the same thing. I’ve been going over the organizational chart of the NSB and Conklin would be my pick too. I suppose due to the nature of what they do, much of what Flynn does needs to be secret.”
“Yes, but I still think they should be held accountable in the larger sense. They could let us know what it is they’re spending the money on without giving away secrets.”
“I see your point. The man could be a loose cannon, and no one would know.”
“If you’ve got something on him Nick, or if you even suspect some misappropriation on his part, I want you to pursue it. A word of warning though; watch your back with Flynn. Most people on the hill haven’t heard of him, but the ones that have are very careful when they talk about him.”
“Yes, I get the feeling I’m walking into a snake pit with this guy. Can you send over everything the accounting team has on him?”
“I’ll have them send it over this afternoon.”
“Can we get the personnel file on him without letting anyone know we’re doing it?”
O’Connor was quiet for a moment. “I’ll ask around. I have a few favors I can call in at the NSB.”




Chapter 12

June 25, 2018
Borman was going to put his position with the Treasury Department to good use, but it wasn’t going to help him to get close to Conklin. He knew from experience that the best way to trap someone in a position of power was to round them up in a sting—but that was a dangerous thing to do. Borman had learned that lesson the hard way when he was running sting operations for the army. A young soldier lost his life when word got out he was working with Borman’s team. To this day, Nick felt responsible.
But sting operations were highly effective. A good sting doesn’t give the target any chance to deny knowledge or pass the buck to someone else. It doesn’t leave them any wiggle room. You catch them red-handed, with their hand in the till. To do that, at least one person on the team has to get dirty with the target; they have to be in the room with them, and appear to be involved in the criminal act.
O’Connor had been able to confirm that James Conklin was the person Flynn answered to. It was Conklin who approved Flynn’s departmental budget, and that meant it was him that gave Flynn his marching orders for anything that flew under the radar. Conklin was the other target.
Nick assembled a team of people he’d worked with in the past, back in his army days. John Lennox was in his mid-thirties and Frank Rousseau, who was in his mid-fifties. Lennox looked like an ex-serviceman and Rousseau looked like a detective or a gangster, depending how he dressed; those were Nick’s early impressions of his crew members when he first met them.
Lennox had been trained in various skills as a Ranger, whereas Rousseau had been a detective with the Los Angeles anti-rackets squad, after a stint with the military. The third man on the team was an Afro-American named Nathan Robinson, or Robbie for short. Robbie was a con-man, plain and simple. Borman met him during one of the sting operations he ran for the US Army. Robbie had been caught along with his commanding officer. Robbie was the small fish; he ended up helping Borman by providing evidence against his senior officer; he continued working with Borman in a few other sting operations. Robbie was still a con artist, but he was good at what he did. Sometimes, it took a thief to help catch a thief.
They were meeting in Borman’s hotel room at The Melrose, in Washington. Everyone was settled in with a coffee, except for Robbie who preferred water. They sat in the large sitting area of the suite. There were two couches and three arm chairs forming a U-shaped visiting area. They were catching up while Borman was on the phone with someone. Borman hung up and was pouring himself a coffee. Rousseau asked the question, “We’re dying to find out Nick; are we here to share old fishing stories or have you got a new fishing expedition planned for us?”
Nick walked over and sat in one of the arm chairs. “You’re right Frank; we’re going fishing. We’re going after some large trophy fish.”
Robbie asked, “Exactly what kind of trophy fish are we talking about?”
Borman looked around at the group. “We’re talking about big fish at the FBI and the NSB—that kind of fish.”
They were all staring at him. Robbie said, “You’re fucking with us, right?”
Borman didn’t answer the question right away; he looked at them, one at a time, then back at Robbie. Borman shook his head slowly. “I’m dead serious.”
They all started talking at once. Robbie was talking to Borman, Lennox and Rousseau were talking to each other. Borman raised a hand to quiet them. “Guys, listen. I guess you haven’t heard, but I’m heading up an investigation for a US Senate committee. They’re investigating spending and the possibility of fraud in the security agencies.”
They were all staring at him again, waiting for the punch line, like he was still putting them on.
“I also have a personal interest in this. One of these assholes tried to kill me and Alex; more than once. Now, I’m guessing this prick isn’t working all by himself. He’s probably getting orders from someone—I want them both. That’s where you guys come in.”
Robbie asked, “So, we’re getting badges and shit?”
Borman looked down, struggling to keep a straight face. “I would never set you loose on an innocent public with a badge, Robbie. The rest of you, maybe.”
Robbie feigned being hurt by the comment. “Oh, what’s that supposed to mean? You think I’m going to rob old ladies?”
Rousseau answered, “No, you’d be frisking the young pretty ones.” They all laughed.
Turning serious, Rousseau asked, “So, what’s the plan?”
“I’m not sure yet. Here’s what we’re looking at. One target I know for sure is a guy named Donald Flynn. He’s an assistant director at the FBI; I know he’s been running operations off the books, and he’s probably stashing a bunch of money in an offshore account somewhere. I’m not absolutely sure about the other guy, but I think it’s James Conklin—he’s the guy that approves Flynn’s budget.”
Lennox, Rousseau and Robbie sat quietly, staring at Borman; they were having a hard time believing he was really serious about this. Robbie asked, “And how are you planning on nailing these two guys Nick? The FBI, the NSB; not only that, but an assistant director and the guy that approves his budget! Are you insane, or just tired of living?”
“They’re just people, like everyone else. They have ambitions, and probably more than an average helping of greed. And that’s where I intend to get them.”
Rousseau, after a pause said, “We’re listening.”
“I haven’t decided on the details yet, but I’m thinking we can run a sting; draw them in by waving a suitcase full of large bills. Easy money, just for aiding and abetting; no strings attached. We get them on camera, hand it over to the Senate Committee and we’re done.”
“What’s in it for us?” They all asked at the same time.
“How much would you want?” Nick looked at Robbie first.
“Man, I don’t know. How do you put a price on something like that? How much do you think we can get?”
“Well, I’m thinking we can wrap this up in two or three months; all expenses plus $100,000 each. How’s that sound?” He looked at them while they thought about it.
Robbie said, “We fuck this up, people like that are not going to forget what we tried to do to them.”
“I’m sure they won’t.” Borman knew he was asking a lot of them. It was crazy to go after people like Flynn and Conklin. They were as untouchable as anyone could possibly be.
Lennox had been quiet so far. “When do we start?”




Chapter 13

Washington, D.C.
Borman found the perfect bait—a man named Nikolai Petrenko. Petrenko owned a chain of electronic manufacturing facilities in Russia and several Eastern European countries. He was suspected of straddling the line that separated legal vs illegal when it came to things he imported and exported in and out of various countries. Borman knew of the man by reputation only; however, he thought he might have a use for him now.
Petrenko was a good-looking man. In public, he was always meticulously dressed in expensive German-made suits, and he exuded confidence and class in a way that turned heads when he walked into a room. He stood about six feet tall and looked trim and fit; there was no extra weight on his frame. He had light-blue eyes and a well-trimmed mustache and goatee. Most women would no doubt say he was an extremely attractive man.
Petrenko was part of the new generation of wealthy Russian businessmen. He was the perfect bait to dangle in front of James Conklin. He was super-rich, which made it easy to believe the man would spread money around to buy influential friends in the right places.
Petrenko would be portrayed as having a problem that Conklin might be able to fix; for the right price of course. Conklin’s position gave him a lot of influence across various government agencies. He could easily make a call and have the US Border Security take a close look at the cargo aboard a certain vessel. Or, he could ask them to ignore it; he could say the NSB was working on something and they didn’t want Border Security to mess up their operation.
Borman hatched a plan and went over it with his crew. They were in a brainstorming session in his hotel room; several pots of coffee and platters of sandwiches later, they were pretty confident the plan might work.
Borman summed it up, “So we find a guy to play the part of Petrenko’s right-hand-man or adviser, and we put him together with Conklin in a room where we can capture video and sound. We need to get someone close to Conklin to float the idea that Petrenko is willing to part with a suitcase full of cash for some assistance at customs. If Conklin takes the bait, we can get him a part in our movie.”
Rousseau responded, “That sounds like it might work, but I see two big problems: we don’t know anybody Conklin trusts, and I don’t think any of us could pass as Petrenko’s adviser.”
Robbie added, “And we need a place to put them together where Conklin would feel safe enough to discuss something of that nature. I’m guessing he’s a suspicious individual who’s careful about what he says, and where he’s saying it.”
Lennox chimed in, “We’re going to need access to the facility for at least a couple of hours to wire it for video and sound. It has to be fairly quiet so we can mike it properly—we don’t want to set this up and find out people might disagree about what was said.”
Borman looked around the group. “So we all agree the plan would work?” There were some hesitant nods of agreement between group members, but no one said they didn’t think it could be done.
Nick had Alex run an ad in a local paper; they were looking for unknown male actors who could speak Russian and English fluently. They rented a small conference room in the hotel and had a casting session to find the right player for the part of Leon Petrov. They selected three out of the hundred that showed up, and interviewed them privately the next day. It was easy to pick the right one; Max Levin would be perfect for the part.
Over the following week, Lennox hacked into several European news websites and pasted in articles about a certain well-known Soviet accountant. Leon Petrov, adviser to the super wealthy, was reputed to be a genius with numbers. He knew how to use money to make more money. He padded the articles with famous names and photoshopped pictures of Petrov with wealthy clients; Nikolai Petrenko featured prominently.
He optimized his articles with slick SEO tactics and primed the search engines; anyone who searched online for Petrov would find lots of links to his articles on Google and other search engines.
The Four Seasons Hotel is located in the rarefied neighborhood of Georgetown. It has 211 rooms, the famous Michael Mina restaurant, and a massive tri-level spa and fitness center. Every concierge is a member the prestigious concierge organization Les Clefs d'Or and a number of them have worked at the hotel since it opened in 1979. The hotel’s driveway is often filled with black Escalades with tinted windows and large Mercedes sedans with diplomatic plates and men with earpieces are often seen trolling the public spaces. It was the perfect location for the sting; Conklin would feel safe here.
Borman booked the Presidential Suite five weeks ahead of time for an entire month. It was thirteen hundred square feet of luxury located on the fifth floor in the East Wing. The corner room had wrap-around windows; over half the space was a large, rectangular sitting room with windows on two sides that offered views of the historic Chesapeake and Ohio Canal and Rock Creek Park. A large couch and two arm chairs were arranged to form a discussion pit, directly in front of a large gas fireplace. The other end of the room was organized as a dining area, with a large dining room table and six chairs. There was a large marble bath room and a powder room for guests.
The Presidential suite was a step down from the Royal Suite, but Borman didn’t think an accountant would rent a four thousand square foot suite. Even a rich accountant likes to save money; Borman felt the Presidential suite offered enough luxury to impress, without being too ostentatious.
Now, he had to find a way to introduce Conklin to Leon Petrov. He was on a tight schedule. He had to arrange the introduction and get Conklin and Petrov in the same room at the Four Seasons.
They rented another room on the same floor which they would use to provide room service for the sting operation. Instead of calling room service, Petrov would call the room and Rousseau would call and receive room service. Robbie would bring room service to the Presidential Suite and play the part of a Four Seasons staff employee—the hotel management could not know what they were doing. There was no way they would go along and address Max Levin as Leon Petrov. As far as they were concerned, the room was occupied by Nick Borman, the person who paid for the room.
Lennox still needed to install the video and audio feed from the Presidential Suite. It was his job to make sure they captured evidence that could not be disputed. They had to have Conklin dead to rights.




Chapter 14

Washington, D.C.
Borman had a lot of things on his mind. He worried about Burney; would he follow through and deliver on his promise to help get Flynn? Borman wasn’t sure that Burney had thrown in the towel for good. It was more like he’d tapped out in a grappling match. With someone like Burney, there would always be the possibility for a rematch, another go at it to see who came out on top.
Burney might still think it wasn’t too late to pull it off. Flynn didn’t know how badly he’d messed up at the cottage the night he tried to take Alex out. Flynn’s new orders were to make it look like an accident—he didn’t tell him to call it off. He was ready and willing to kill a Treasury Officer—Borman wondered if anyone would be off-limits for Flynn. Probably not.
He still needed to figure out a way to get Flynn caught up in this sting operation. He wanted both of them. Conklin might be the one giving orders but Flynn was no innocent bystander—they were equal partners in this.
Two other pieces of the puzzle were missing; they still had to figure out a way to get close to Conklin and entice him into taking a risk with someone he didn’t know. How much money would it take to tempt him? What bait would be so attractive to Conklin that he wouldn’t be able to pass it up?
Borman had been building a file on Conklin. He found pictures of his wife and two teenage daughters on social media. Conklin had a house in Georgetown; it wasn’t in the best neighborhood but Georgetown was pretty expensive and beyond most people who lived on a salary. The median price of a house in Georgetown was double what it was in Washington.
What interested him most were pictures of Conklin playing golf at the annual agency picnics. There wasn’t much else online and what was there had probably been posted by friends and family. This wasn’t unusual for someone in Conklin’s position—most cops keep a low profile on social media. They know that information is not as safe as the general public assumes it to be.
Meanwhile, Alex gathered information about Nikolai Petrenko. She found several articles about his mansion in Russia; the real estate listing was still posted online, photos and all. The mansion was over 29,000 square feet of living space, with nine bedrooms, seven bathrooms and a large staircase and an elevator. The listing described the formal living & dining rooms, the gourmet kitchen, a lounge with wet bar and a home theater. There was an indoor swimming pool, a sauna and a separate four-car garage. The property had been listed at eighteen million USD; there was no mention of what Petrenko paid for it. It was located in an exclusive area called Cottage Village Residence Benelux, 19 kilometers from Moscow.
Alex made copies of the information; one for each team member and one for the actor Max Levin, who was playing the part of Leon Petrov. Petrenko’s personal accountant would have to be familiar with all sorts of details about his client. Familiarity with little details could save your ass in a sting operation.
Lennox and Robbie went shopping for the electronic equipment they needed to bug the suite at the Four Seasons. They took the 95 out to Springfield to a store called The Spy Store—not too original, but their ad said they carried anything worth having in the business.
They bought four wireless smoke detectors with hidden cameras and remote view capability. The cameras featured no-glow invisible night vision up to 30 feet away and built-in motion-activated real-time HD 1080P DVR. They also bought two exit signs with hidden cameras and similar features to capture visitors as they went to and from the suite. Each item was on sale for $599. For audio, they bought a dozen ASV-M Series Microphones. The units were super-sensitive micro-miniature systems with an audio-pickup range of thirty to forty feet. The mikes were about the size of a small Q-Tip and were powered by 9-volt batteries. They would need to run wires between the batteries and the mikes, but battery-operated models could be placed in areas that were inaccessible to hard-wired mikes.
They bought a dozen light bulb cameras for backup. The special led bulbs each contained a small 720p pinhole camera. Lennox was going to swap the bulbs in two bar lights and place them over the sitting areas in the room. If one of the other cameras were blocked or failed for some reason, they would have film from another angle. The different cameras might also provide a better angle to zoom in for those special moments. They wanted to capture the fine details; make it impossible for Conklin to deny what was going on.
They paid cash for the equipment and drove back to Washington where they had rented a condo for a month. They tested each of the items to make sure they all worked as they should. The cameras all worked, but two of the mikes didn’t. Fortunately they had bought a few extra and would probably be fine with the ten that worked.
Later, Robbie went to check out the restaurant at the Four Seasons. He needed to see how the waiters dressed and more importantly, find out who delivered the orders for room service; was it the kitchen staff or the bellboys?
The waitress told him the hotel provided room service twenty-four hours a day. Robbie figured a hotel like this would send a waiter to the room, especially when the order came from one of the luxury suites. The waitress assured him kitchen staff would deliver his orders. As expected, all the restaurant staff wore similar attire which made it easy to identify them. Robbie asked for a copy of the room service menu; his waitress was happy to provide one.
Borman wanted to know everything there was to know about James Conklin.  Who was he? What did he like? What did he not like? He had to find a way into the man’s life in order to win his confidence.
A guy like Conklin wasn’t going to be an easy mark. He had ways to check up on people to make sure they were who they said they were. He would no doubt be of a suspicious nature in many ways—anyone who’d worked on a police force would’ve had that drilled into them. Still, there was always a way to get close to someone. An interest in sports or a hobby they enjoyed; that’s when people let their guard down.
Conklin did in fact have a busy life. He put in extra hours at work often, and due to his position, he was expected to attend a number of social events and agency functions. He also went to church on Sunday to keep up appearances—that didn’t leave him a lot of personal time. He did have one hobby that he pursued with a passion—the man liked to golf. Conklin was on the course every Saturday morning whenever he could. He did miss the odd week because of demands at work, but he did it grudgingly, and on those weekends, he would play nine holes on Sunday, or at least hit a couple buckets of balls on the driving range.
The minute Borman saw the information on Conklin’s obsession with golf he knew that was the chink in his armor, and Borman had the perfect weapon to penetrate it—Frank Rousseau.
Rousseau was a near pro-level golfer. He’d been playing since he was a kid; had he devoted himself to the game, he might well have been one of the greats. Most occasional golfers struggle to drive the ball down the fairway. Frank could tee up and put it straight down the middle of the fairway using his putter as a driver.
There was another thing about Frank Rousseau that made him the perfect candidate to go after Conklin; he’d been on the New York City police force for ten years, the last five as an undercover cop.




Chapter 15

Georgetown Golf & Country Club
Rousseau joined the prestigious Georgetown Golf and Country Club where Conklin played and got to know the golf pro. They shared a few tales and had a good laugh. He knew that Conklin played a round of golf every Saturday morning at 8 a.m.
Like most weekend warriors, Conklin wasn’t that good; it takes time and natural talent to excel at the game. Anyone who’s played golf knows how hard it is—that’s why they all have a lot of respect for really good golfers. The plan was for Rousseau to try to cash in on that human quark in behavior and get close to Conklin through his love of the game.
During busy times, most golf courses insist that people go out in foursomes. A group moves through the course faster than four individual golfers do—single players choke up the course and lose profits for the club. Members go along with it because it helps keep membership fees down. The yearly fee at Georgetown wasn’t an easy nut to crack; it definitely kept anyone who didn’t have a lot of disposable income out of the clubhouse.
Conklin played with the same four members most Saturdays. Two were neighbors, and the third was a club member who didn’t have his own group to play with. He joined Conklin’s group most weekends, but he wasn’t as dedicated as they were. On weekends where Gavin didn’t show up, the group would just wait for the next member who showed up alone or in a twosome to add to the group. It usually didn’t take long to put a group of four or five together.
This particular Saturday, Gavin didn’t show up—he had car problems. John Lennox had seen to that. Frank Rousseau was at the clubhouse waiting for Conklin to show up for his 8 a.m. tee off. He just happened to be hanging out with the club pro when Conklin and his two neighbors walked up to tee off. Conklin asked the pro, “Have you seen Gavin this morning?”
“No, but Rusty here needs a group to go out with. Frank had introduced himself as Ron (Rusty) Hogan—no relation to Ben, he always joked. Conklin shook his hand, and they all introduced themselves as they headed out to the first tee. The three gave each other a knowing look. Rusty had a set of custom made clubs by Titleist. That meant he might be semi-pro, or more likely a hacker who was hoping a set of four thousand dollar clubs would help his awful game—it usually didn’t.
Rusty deferred and let the others tee off first. They weren’t bad, hitting the ball out about one hundred and seventy yards, mostly toward the edge of the fairway, but still a good lie. Rusty teed up and took a relaxed swing. There’s a metallic ping sound when you strike a golf ball correctly; they all heard it. Rusty’s ball kept climbing up the first two hundred yards, then curved to the right over the dogleg on the first hole and dropped out of sight beyond the trees. Rousseau had spent a lot of time on golf courses growing up, and had worked as a golf caddy in his teens.
They grabbed their clubs and walked down the fairway to take their second stroke; the conversation centered around Rusty and how long he’d been playing. Rusty played it down. After taking their second shot, Conklin and the other two caught up to where Rusty’s first ball lay. Rusty took a short iron and pitched his ball right on the green, a few feet from the pin. They would all be at least three strokes behind him on the first hole.
Conklin and his buddies spent the rest of the morning sucking up to Rusty; they wanted him to be on their team for the round robin tournament coming up in two weeks. Was he available to play with them? Rusty said he was going to be in town for at least another month while he worked the territory for the company he worked for—they were expanding in the area and Rusty’s job as a sales manager was to find new clients and then hire reps to service them.
They went to the clubhouse after the eighteenth hole for a beer. Conklin and his buddies loved their newfound friend. He was amazingly humble for someone of his skill level. This was an unusual quality in golfers; most good players had no time or respect for amateurs. Rusty was just the opposite. He offered encouragement when they made a bad shot and offered tips whenever they asked. He kept complimenting them on their level of skill for people who only played once a week.
Rusty agreed to meet them the following week for another round. Conklin had explained that Gavin wasn’t one of the group; he only filled in because they were short a man. Not to worry, Gavin wouldn’t be upset that Rusty would be playing with them regularly while he was in town.
The second Saturday was a repeat of the first game. Rusty was the same friendly guy. Conklin felt his game was improving as a result of the tips Rusty was giving him. The guy didn’t make you nervous—he had the opposite effect of boosting your confidence. The trio all took a few strokes off their game. Afterward, they met in the clubhouse again and stayed for an extra beer. Word got out that Conklin and crew had a ringer on their team for the round robin competition the following week—the group’s spirits were high already. Even if they didn’t win, they figured they’d come in near the top and win one of the prizes. This was heady stuff for weekend warriors.
The Saturday of the tournament was a big day for the weekend golfers. Their families knew they wouldn’t be home at the usual time; the all-day affair would go on into the early evening by the time the scores were tallied and the awards ceremony was over. Rusty shot a ten under par, putting the group in first place. Conklin had never won a prize in a golf tournament and neither had any of his team mates.
Rousseau figured it was time to make his play. He told the guys he’d have a beer with them, but he wouldn’t be able to stay for the awards ceremony—he had a big day tomorrow. He was meeting a client at the Four Seasons in the morning—a big roller from Europe was here to meet with potential distributors; Rusty had to meet with him to pitch his company as the national distributor for his products.
It surprised his new golf buddies he’d be working on a Sunday. Rusty said it was normal in his line of work, especially when they were working on someone with a lot of money—then he told them the guy he was working on was one Europe’s richest men.
He told them he was excited about it because if he were to land this contract, it would push his sales record into the stratosphere and make him top dog in the country for the company he worked for. “You might be looking at the new National Director of sales.” Then he dangled the bait. “Seriously though, I’m not getting my hopes up too much; this wouldn’t be the first European contract I’ve lost.”
They all wished Rusty luck and had a toast for him. Conklin was eager to cement his friendship with Rusty, so he asked, “Why are you having problems closing deals with people from Europe?”
“The usual for someone in my business. It’s expensive to keep inventory in stock and it’s hard to deliver on time. Clients cancel orders when they come in two to four weeks late. When the stuff finally gets through customs, they have to discount it to find buyers to take it off their hands.”
Conklin sympathized, “The world has changed since 9/11.”
“Tell me about it,” Rusty replied. “I wish there was something I could do to help him with his problem.” Rusty finished his beer and left.




Chapter 16

July 14, 2018
The week after the tournament, as he and Conklin were walking down the fairway on the fourth hole, Rousseau said, “You really like the game, don’t you?”
Conklin replied, “I’d be out here every day if I could. I just wish I was a bit better at it.”
“It’s like anything else Jim; you have to practice, and more importantly, make good use of the time you spend practicing. Half-an-hour a week could knock ten strokes off your game in a couple of months.”
Conklin looked at Rousseau, wondering if he was putting him on. “Give me an example.”
“For starters, most people practice backwards. They spend most of their practice time driving balls, working their way from the tee to the green. They should be doing it the other way. You should spend most of your time on the green and work your way back to the tee.”
“Really?”
“Think about it. When you’re starting out, you might lose one or two strokes on the fairway, but you can easily lose four or five on the green trying to get that ball in the hole.”
They were getting close to the others and the green. Conklin said, “I guess that makes sense.”
On the putting green, Conklin lost three strokes, missing the hole and rolling way past it on the downhill slope of the green. Rousseau smiled at him, what did I tell you?
Conklin was warming up to Rusty. He had a competitive nature, and he liked the fact that Rusty had shared that information with him privately, not with the others. They started walking down the fairways together talking more often—mostly about golf.
Conklin shared the fact that he wanted to buy a house on a golf course for his retirement. “It would kill me to own a house like that now … I’d want to be out there every day.”
“I hear you.”
“I’ve been thinking about what you said about practicing. It makes sense. I’m thinking I might start dropping by once or twice a week for a half-hour or so and get a bit of practice in.”
Rousseau could feel it coming. “It’ll make all the difference in the world. People get upset about their game, but they keep doing the same thing over and over without doing the one thing that would change it.”
“I could use a few tips to get started on the right path. Do you come out during the week?”
Rousseau had been working on Conklin for several weeks; it was about to pay off. “I haven’t been lately. What day are you thinking about coming out?” Conklin had mentioned once or twice a week so Frank was letting him know he might come out and teach him, but only once a week, not twice.
“I’m thinking Wednesday night, seven o’clock. Stop in for a half-hour on the way home from work … I’ll keep a few clubs in the trunk so Lily won’t know.” He shot Frank a mischievous grin.
“Sure. I should be able to swing by. Let’s touch base around six, make sure nothing’s come up, in case one of us can’t make it.”
“Great. Give me your number and I’ll call you around six.” 
Rousseau met Conklin at seven Wednesday night as planned. He showed Conklin how he should practice:
“You set three or four balls down about one foot away from the hole, like this, and sink all of them.” Rusty putted all three balls.
“One foot away is pretty easy and you should be able to sink all of them. Now we’ll move one foot further away from the hole.” He dropped the three balls down two feet from the hole and putted them in.
“Now we move another foot away and do it again. You keep doing this until you’re ten feet from the hole and you can sink all of them.”
They started practicing. It didn’t take long to move to the three-foot mark; at that point, Conklin started missing the odd one. Rousseau kept encouraging him; Conklin could see where this was going to work.
“Once you get this down, I’ll show you a few things to practice to get on the green. If you can get the ball within ten feet of the hole, you won’t be losing strokes on the green the way you’ve been doing.”
Conklin was amazed at the concept. “Why doesn’t everyone learn to play the game this way? This makes so much sense.”
“Who knows? Keep doing this for a couple of months and you’ll take ten to twenty strokes off your game. Listen, I’ve got to go; I’m trying to land a big account and I’ve got to get all my ducks lined up. You want to do this again next Wednesday?”
“You bet. Thanks Rusty, I really appreciate this. I owe you one buddy.”
The following Saturday Rousseau and Conklin spent more time walking together down the fairway. The other two in the foursome could see they were getting pretty close. They didn’t think much of it; cops tend to stick together and even though Frank was no longer on the force, they knew he’d been in the NYPD for ten years.
Conklin asked, “How did you make out with that big account you were trying to land last week?”
“I’ve been working on him for a couple of weeks, but this one isn’t going to be easy to land. I’m trying to up my game. I normally work with distributors; this guy’s a supplier, from Europe. I’m trying to get the rights to distribute his products in the States. If I pull it off, it’ll be one hell of a feather in my cap. It could move me up the ladder in a big way.”
Conklin liked people with ambition. He already liked Rusty, but now he was seeing a whole new side to him. “So, this would take you from Regional Sales Director to?”
“VP of operations. Head office. No more hotels and traveling around the country. Anyway, there are some issues beyond my control and it may not pan out.”
Rusty had been helping him, so Conklin was glad to talk it out with him. He knew Rusty was on the road and might not have anyone to talk to about it. “What kind of issues? Would you be stepping on someone’s toes at head office?”
“No, nothing like that. The guy’s a big mucky muck over there; used to buying his way through problems. He doesn’t understand why it doesn’t work the same way here. There’s too much red tape at customs. They’ve held some of his shipments up and that’s cost him money. I’m getting the feeling that the company that can help him solve his problem is the company that will win his distribution rights. I don’t have the connections or that kind of pull, so I’m probably wasting my time with the guy, but I have to try.”
“Who is he Rusty? Anybody I might have heard of?”
“Ever heard of Nikolai Petrenko?”
Conklin shook his head no.
“Most people haven’t. He owns a bunch of manufacturing plants in Eastern European countries. His production costs are low because of where his factories are.” Rousseau was trying to keep his voice normal. This was it. Conklin was either going to take the bait, or he was going to pass on it.
“I’ll check him out. If he’s on a watch list, there won’t be any way anybody can help him. If he’s clean, I might be able to help. I guess I haven’t told you, but I’m number two at the NSB. I’ve got a bit of pull.” Then he added, “It’s going to take a lot of grease Rusty; a lot of grease.”




Chapter 17

July 21, 2018
Conklin went online after dinner that night and Googled Nikolai Petrenko. Several links to articles came up. Rusty wasn’t bullshitting him—Petrenko was indeed a king of industry in Eastern Europe. There were several shots of the billionaire posing in front of his factories. Petrenko was the picture of success—tall, good-looking and dressed in expensive suits.
Conklin arrived at work early on Monday morning. He eagerly logged in to the NSB database and entered the name Nikolai Petrenko—no flags came up. That was a good sign. He did a general search to see if there was a record of any misdeeds on the part of the man—again, he found nothing. We’ve got a live one.
Conklin had a hard time thinking about anything else that day. He deferred to others during meetings whenever he could. Opportunities to get your hands on a pile of cash without attracting any attention were few and far between; it was a risky business for anyone in the bureau to attempt it. You couldn’t be too careful.
Rusty didn’t say he was expecting a share of the money—he would benefit at work. Still, Conklin knew he would have to share some of it with him; it was always best if everyone got a piece of the pie, though not necessarily equal portions.
Conklin was a careful man. He rarely got his hands dirty—he always had someone else do the dirty work. He was going to handle this one the same way. He wouldn’t be making the calls to the NYC port authority. The first name that popped into his head was Donald Flynn. Flynn had contacts everywhere, and he knew people that were used to playing by a different set of rules; something like this would be a piece of cake for these guys.
July 24, 2018
Flynn was sitting on a park bench waiting for him when Conklin got there. Conklin sat next to him and took a bite from the hot bagel he’d purchased. They both stared straight ahead, as if they were two strangers sharing a park bench during an afternoon break.
Conklin asked, “Who do you know at the NYC port authority?”
“I know a lot of people. How high up the food chain do you need the person to be?”
“I need someone who can green-light container cargo.”
Flynn paused for a second. “That’s an unusual request. Are you planning on sharing your newly arrived toys with your friends?”
Conklin took another bite, wiped his mouth with a napkin as he chewed. “We have a unique opportunity to serve by facilitating the entry of goods from the European market and get paid for greasing the wheels of industry on our side of the pond. Nothing is set yet you understand, and I need you to see if you, or any of our agencies, have a flag on a guy named Nikolai Petrenko. I couldn’t find anything on him, but that doesn’t mean he’s completely clean. See what you can find and if it looks good, contact your guy at the port authority and see if he can help us. We can split three ways if it all pans out.”
“Any idea what it is he’s bringing in and how often?”
“He manufactures electronic goods in his European factories. I know someone who’s trying to land distribution rights in America for Petrenko’s products. They want to know that their shipments aren’t going to be held up when they get here. What they need from us, is someone who can green-light his shipments at New York Harbor so they don’t get held up unnecessarily.”
“This is just regular stuff? We’re not turning our heads while boatloads of drugs slide into the country?”
“Just regular stuff, as far as I know.”
Flynn finished his coffee. He crunched up the paper cup and tossed it into a nearby container. “I’ll check him out. If he comes up clean, I’ll make a call. Do we have any idea how much money we’re looking at?”
“I haven’t been given a number yet, but I’m told it will make a substantial contribution to our retirement funds.”
Flynn stood up and said, as he walked away, “I’ll check him out and give you a call.”
Flynn ran a search on Nikolai Petrenko and got a clean bill of health; no flags of any kind. He called his contact at NYC Harbor Customs unit and said he’d like to meet for a beer. Kevin Palmerston knew that meant to call Flynn back on a burner. He said “I’ll call you on my lunch hour after I’ve had a chance to check my calendar.” He called Flynn back at lunch from his office using a cheap burner he replaced once a month, “What’s up?”
“I’ve got a request to see if we can green-light some containers coming in.”
Palmerston knew Flynn. He didn’t have to ask who he was calling for; Flynn could be running a sting operation or maybe he was sneaking something in unofficially for one of his covert ops. Either way, he knew Flynn would take care of him for cooperating; an official commendation if it was an official request or an envelope full of cash if it was unofficial.
“Have you got a name I can check against records?”
“A European manufacturer named Nikolai Petrenko.” Flynn spelled the name.
Palmerston punched the name into his database. “I see a few bills of wading. No flags, so it shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll walk the first few shipments through personally. Once we’ve established a history of shipments without issue, I can green-light it so no one will take a second look at his containers. In case of large shipments, we take a look at the odd one but I can choose which ones they are.”
“That’s great. I’ll pass the word along.”
The following Wednesday Conklin and Rousseau met at the golf club practice green. After a bit of small talk and practice Conklin asked, “How are things going with that European guy you were working on?”
“It looks good, but I still don’t have anything on paper. The guy’s shopping around; he wants to find somebody who can help him with the custom’s problem. People who have a lot of money think they can buy everything; they expect special treatment.”
Conklin got serious all of a sudden. “You sure this guy’s for real Rusty?”
“Oh he’s real alright. He isn’t known in America, but he’s very well-known on the other side of the pond.”
Conklin figured Rusty knew what he was talking about. He was probably as good in sales as he was at golf. The fact that this Petrenko wasn’t known in America presented a unique opportunity.
“I’ve made a couple of calls to see if we can help him. I can’t promise anything, but I think we can work something out.”
Rusty didn’t want to look too excited, so he kept it low key. “Thanks Jim. It would be a big help to me and I know my client will make it worth your while. Maybe get yourself that house on golf course you’ve been dreaming about.”
“Like I told you Rusty, it’s going to take a lot of grease from your client. People have to put their necks on the line—put their careers and pensions at risk.”
“I don’t see a problem there Jim. Petrenko’s been holding out for exactly this kind of opportunity. It’s just business as usual for him.”
Conklin left. All the way home, he kept thinking about a briefcase full of cash. It would probably only take a couple of phone calls a month for him to help Petrenko cut through the red tape; Flynn would take care of customs.
The following week, Conklin appeared to be in a good mood as they went through their practice routine around the putting green. Just as they were wrapping it up for the night, he said to Rusty, “I made a few calls. We can help this Petrenko guy move his shipments quickly and efficiently through the system. He’s going to need some serious money to grease the wheels over at harbor customs, and I’m not sticking my neck out for nothing either. Have you thought about how you’re going to work this out Rusty?”
Rousseau knew this was the tricky part. He had to prepare him to meet with Petrenko’s accountant. “That’s great news. My supplier’s accountant is going to be in town again next week. He usually rents a suite at the Four Seasons.”
“His accountant?”
“Yeah, guy named Leon Petrov takes care of all the business details for Petrenko.”
Conklin’s suspicions were up. “Why am I just hearing about this guy now Rusty?”
“Sorry I didn’t think to mention it sooner Jim, but this is normal with guys like Petrenko. They show up for photo ops and TV interviews, but we don’t get to meet them. They don’t personally handle any of the day-to-day operations—they have other people do that for them.”
Conklin appeared to be reconsidering; Rousseau needed to make him comfortable again.
“Hey, sorry I didn’t mention it before. Go ahead and check the guy out. He’s some math whiz that takes care of all of Petrenko’s business dealings.”
“I wish you would have told me that sooner. Nobody likes surprises. The people I’ve talked to aren’t going to like this.”
“I don’t see what the big deal is Jim. Petrenko isn’t going to come over on the container ships with his shipments and he doesn’t come to any of the meetings with his distributors. He’s a reclusive billionaire—guys like that don’t get personally involved with any of their business dealings. I’d be surprised if he even sets foot in any of his factories.”
That last bit made a bit of sense to Conklin. He’d just missed a few easy putts; shots he’d been sinking every time lately, but he was getting back in the groove now. Rousseau could see he was calming down.
“All right. I’ll check him out.” They finished their practice session and went their own way. Rousseau hoped he hadn’t blown this by holding back that last bit of information about Petrov. Now he would have to wait until Conklin checked Petrov out and satisfied himself he was okay too.
Conklin went online and checked Petrov out the minute he got home. He didn’t like surprises and he had half a mind to forget about the whole thing. He got a few hits on Petrov on the first page—links to articles on financial websites. He found pictures of Petrov with Petrenko. The articles confirmed what Rusty had told him; Petrov was a young financial wiz who handled money for a few super-rich individuals in Europe. Investors were apparently lined up to become clients, but he was now working almost exclusively for Petrenko, taking care of his businesses and finances.
Conklin was appeased. He shook his head, what the hell was I so upset about? Thinking about it now, he felt it actually made more sense to be dealing with someone like Petrov—he should have been more suspicious if Petrenko were to be coming to meet with him in person.
Saturday morning, as they walked down the fairway on the first hole, he said to Rusty, “Sorry about going off the handle the other night. I don’t know what I was so wound up about—I do the same in my line of work.”
“Don’t worry about it. I should have told you I was dealing with Petrov. I guess it makes a better story when you mention the big boss; we all do a lot of name-dropping in sales.”
“Don’t worry, we’re good. Petrov checked out.”
“Glad to hear it. He’s here all week. Let me know when you want to meet with him and I’ll set it up.”
“I’m out of the office Thursday afternoon. See if he can meet with me around two o’clock.”
Conklin was letting Flynn take care of the other end of this, but he decided he’d meet with Petrov and take the money himself.




Chapter 18

The Presidential Suite
Lennox and Robbie were busy setting up the recording devices in the suite. There were two main areas that needed to be monitored. There was a large sitting area in front of the fireplace and a dining room area at the other end of the room. If the meeting ran longer, they might order room service and move from one part of the room to the other, as they helped themselves to coffee and sandwiches.
They mounted the two smoke alarms with built-in cameras at either end of the room to make it look like they had been spaced evenly. One was close to the dining room table, and the other was near the sitting area at the far end of the room; each was an equal distance from the end wall. They placed one of the other smoke alarm cameras in the large main entrance and put the fourth one in the main bedroom—you never knew how these things would play out, and Lennox had learned the hard way it was best to cover as many areas as possible.
Lennox had also purchased two track light fixtures, one of which had three light bulbs and a longer one with four bulbs. He replaced the original bulbs with the camera bulbs they purchased at the spy store.
They installed the longer fixture directly over the sitting area. They angled the bulbs out, as if they were set to light up an object in the room, like one of the end tables. They were in fact positioned to offer complete coverage of that end of the room. They placed the three-bulb fixture on the ceiling between the dining room table and the wall. The remaining individual light bulb cameras were screwed into ceiling light fixtures in ancillary room areas.
Sound would be picked up by a dozen miniature microphones. The small devices were the size of a Q-Tip and had to be connected to nine-volt batteries which were many times larger than the mikes. Fortunately, the microphones were high-sensitivity models and would function even if they were attached to the bottom of a table or a chair.
The square coffee table in the sitting area was a perfect spot for a mike, as was the long, narrow table placed against the back of one of the couches. Lennox attached the mikes under tables and chairs so that every area in the suite was monitored. He used black speaker grill cloth, which he’d cut into squares, and placed it over the mikes and batteries, along with padding; he stapled his custom made covers to the bottom of furniture. The material was silk screened with the Four Seasons logo, so it looked like the hotel had attached it to furniture to identify it as hotel property—a nice touch. Robbie was impressed with the small details Lennox paid attention to.
Lennox placed one of the exit signs with built-in camera at the entrance of the suite, and he replaced the existing exit sign at the end of the hall with one of the spy models—this would allow them to monitor traffic that came and went to the suite.
After installing all the monitoring equipment, Lennox went back to the smaller room down the hall to run an equipment check. He wanted to make sure signals were being transmitted properly. Robbie started at the entrance to the room and spoke in a normal voice. Lennox’s voice came over the small walkie-talkie that was clipped to Robbie’s belt, “I can see and hear you fine, walk into the coat-check room and let’s see how that works.” Robbie did as instructed. Lennox could see him from behind and from above as he walked into the room next to the entranceway.
They checked the rest of the equipment until they were satisfied that everything worked as it should. The little mikes were outstanding; Lennox could hear Robbie clearly even when he was standing by one of the windows and facing out as he spoke. Robbie walked around the suite to see if there were any blind spots that weren’t covered by the cameras. They discovered a few, but were able to correct the problem easily by repositioning some of the bulbs in the track lighting.
Back in the smaller room, Robbie ordered room service. They wanted to see how the person who delivered the food was dressed and whether it was kitchen staff or regular staff that delivered the food. They also needed to see the delivery equipment. What kind of table did they use? What did the table cloth look like? These were small details, but they could mess you up. Conklin had probably been to this hotel many times over the years and he would be familiar with how things were done. The tiniest detail could spoil the whole thing by making him suspicious. They repeated the exercise at different times of the day to see whether there were any changes at different meal times.




Chapter 19

Rural New York State
Borman went back to the cottage to talk to Floyd Burney. Burney had agreed to help him catch Flynn with his hands in the till so to speak, but Borman had to come up with a plan. Burney wasn’t being helpful in that regard, and Borman was beginning to wonder whether Floyd would in fact go through with it. He wasn’t convinced he could trust the man—not yet.
It was time to test him. “I need you to set up a meeting with Flynn.”
“And what am I going to tell him when he asks me why I need to meet with him?”
“What about money? Tell him you need cash for expenses.”
“He’s already paid me the up-front fee; the rest gets transferred to my account after the job is done. He’d get suspicious if I asked for money and he probably wouldn’t give it to me anyway.”
Borman was up and pacing. There had to be a way to get Burney and Flynn together. Borman wanted to see the guy in the flesh and hopefully get him to say something incriminating. He had an idea.
“Tell him you have something you think he should see.”
“And what would that be?”
“Tell him you found a file on him when you torched the file room at Trident. Tell him you took it because you thought he might want to see it—it might contain information that means something to him; something he should look into.”
Burney looked at him, his eyes squinting as he thought about it. “He’s going to ask why I didn’t tell him about it before.”
“You thought you were going to see him sooner—you were going to give it to him then as a bonus. It doesn’t mean much to you, but there appears to be some code words in it that might mean something to him. Tell him it looks like I’ve been looking into him for some reason.”
Borman could tell Burney didn’t like the sound of it, but he’d given his word that he would help Borman get to Flynn in exchange for his freedom.
“You have such a file on him?”
“Not with me but I’ll have it for you in time for your meeting with him.” Borman didn’t want to admit he was going to manufacture the document. It was best if Floyd believed he was delivering something real. Borman added, “This might backfire on me because I’ll be giving Flynn information he could use to cover his tracks, but if we can get him to admit to doing something illegal, it might be worth it.”
Burney’s eyebrows went up. “You want me to wear a wire? I’m not going to do that. If he pats me down, I’m a dead man.”
“Does he usually pat you down?”
“No, but I don’t usually call him and ask to meet with him with some cockamamie story that’s likely to make him suspicious. I don’t know for sure, but I’m guessing this isn’t the best idea you’ve had.”
“Well Floyd, I’m open to suggestions. You’ve been working for the guy for years; how would you do it?”
“I don’t know. I don’t usually call him and ask for a meeting; it usually works the other way around—he calls me.”
Borman was testing Floyd; he needed to know if the man was really going to help him catch Flynn.
“You’re right. It is a half-baked idea. Too much time has gone by. You’re going to say you found it at the cottage; something like ‘By the way, it looks like the girl was building a file on you for some reason.’ When he asks if you’ve got it, you say ‘Of course.’ You didn’t want to leave it there for the cops to find when someone found the body.’”
“And when he asks why I haven’t brought it up before now?”
“Say you were going to destroy it at first, but then you thought you should hang on to it and give it to him next time you saw him. Now you’re having second thoughts because you’re thinking there might be something in it he should see sooner than later, and you decided to call and ask should you just get rid of it, or does he want to see it.”
Floyd shook his head slowly. “That’s a bit better but I still don’t like it.”
Borman made it clear he wasn’t asking. “You’ve got one day to come up with a better idea, but if you don’t, we’re going with this.”
Burney couldn’t or wouldn’t come up with a better idea. When time came, he said to Borman, “I don’t think Flynn’s going to buy it. He’s going to smell a rat. He’ll cut me loose and that’ll be it; and that’s if I’m lucky.”
“Would that be such a bad thing Floyd? Now that you know he’s asking you to kill innocent people, could you really take another job from him?”
Burney looked at Borman; they weren’t cut from the same cloth, and he could see it in his eyes. “You’ve been in the army. We take orders, we don’t ask questions. If foot soldiers were to start questioning orders, it would cripple the army.”
“Yes I was in the army. But if my commanding officer asked me to kill an innocent person for personal reasons, I wouldn’t do it. I wouldn’t have done it then, and I wouldn’t do it now.”
Burney didn’t like it, but he was stuck between a rock and a hard place. “I’ll go along and do this, but if Flynn doesn’t fall for it, we’re even. You let me walk.”
“If you’re right and he doesn’t go for it, we’re even. But if he does go for it, and we have the chance to catch him in a sting, you play along for the next few moves to help me nail him. Like you said, either way you’re done working for Flynn.”
Alex created a dummy file with pictures of Conklin, Flynn and one other person. They were taking a risk. Flynn might see through the ruse—it was anyone’s guess what he would do in that case.
Burney called Flynn and fed him the line Borman had given him. He told Flynn he’d found a file in the cabin; it looked like the girl was putting together a profile on Flynn and a few others. At that point, Flynn asked the question Burney had said he would, “And you’ve held this back till now because?”
“I was going to destroy it at first, then I thought you might want to see it. I thought we’d have a meet by now, but since that hasn’t happened yet, I thought I should give you a call. This assignment is taking longer than we thought it would—plus the recent change of plans. I can get rid of it if you want.”
There was silence on the line for a moment, then Flynn came back on, “No, I should probably take a look at it. Could be nothing, could be something I should know.”
“That’s what I thought.”
“I’ll call you back later. I’m up to my ass in meetings today.” Flynn hung up. Burney slowly closed his phone. “I think he bought it, but I’m not sure. He said he’ll call me back.”
Borman was impressed that Burney had improvised and added that bit about a change of plans. He was obviously trying to sell it to Flynn. But it introduced some new information. “What did you mean about the change of plans part way through?”
Burney had hoped Borman missed that bit. “My orders changed from dispose of to make it look like an accident.” He gave Borman a penetrating look. “I’m guessing it’s because of your recent appointment by the Senate Investigating Committee.”
That was a sobering thought. Issuing a kill order on an appointed government investigator wasn’t something you did lightly. Flynn was either getting orders from someone very high up, or he was a lunatic; a megalomaniac who would go after anybody.
Burney got a call from Flynn the next morning. He wanted to meet in two hours at Franklin Square Park. Floyd called Borman and passed on the information. Borman said, “Go ahead and meet with him, and bring the file. Stick to your story if he asks any questions; you were going to destroy it then thought he might want to see it.”
Burney asked, “Where are you going to be?”
“I’ll be nearby watching. You won’t see me, but I’ll be there. If he opens it, ask about the other two people in the file. Don’t be too nosy; just ask if it’s something you should be worried about, as far as your current operation. Ask ‘Do you think Borman might know you want him dead?’”
Two hours wasn’t a lot of time, but Borman had already prepared for the meeting. Trident had a surveillance van that looked like a small camper. There was a small unit on the roof that looked like an air conditioner, but in fact housed an extreme-zoom camera and a long-distance miniature parabolic mike. The camera could zoom in and capture the smallest features of someone’s face at up to one mile away. The mike was effective at up to half that distance. Borman could train it on a pane of glass and listen to a conversation taking place in a room. Listening in on a conversation taking place in a park would be an easy task for this equipment.
Borman found a parking spot on a side street that offered a clear view to the bench where the meet was taking place. He was one hour early for the meeting; this gave him time to find a good parking spot and test his equipment. The parabolic mike always needed fine tuning to eliminate noise.
Burney arrived at the park about ten minutes early. He stood next to a tree about one hundred feet away from the bench where he was meeting Flynn. He scanned the area to see if he could spot anyone that looked like they shouldn’t be there. Flynn usually came alone, but he might not this time if he suspected anything. Burney didn’t see anyone that gave him pause for concern so he sauntered over to the bench and sat. The file was secreted inside his lightweight jacket. He pulled out a small pocket novel and pretended to read, as many office workers do on their lunch hour.
Flynn was about ten minutes late. He sat at the far end of the bench, leaving some space, but not enough for someone else to sit between them. He asked, “You bring it with you?”
Burney responded with an affected hurt in his voice, “What, no foreplay? No glad to see you, or how have you been?”
The ruse seemed to relax Flynn a bit. “I didn’t know you were so delicate; how are things going with you?”
“I hate this city and I can’t wait to get out of it, that’s how things are going.” Burney placed the file folder on the bench between them. It was tucked inside the sports section of the daily paper.
Flynn picked it up and took a quick look through the file. He saw pictures of himself, Conklin and some other person he didn’t know—an overweight mid-fifties guy with a brush cut and aviator style reading glasses. There was also a page with dates, addresses and what appeared to be code words of some sort.
Burney had been watching him while pretending to read his book. “Anything there we should be concerned about?”
“I have no idea what this is. One person I know, one I don’t. I’ll have to take a look at the other information later; see if I can make any sense of it. It looks like some sort of code. Where did you find it?”
“On the desk by her computer monitor; I picked it up to see what she was working on. Needless to say I was surprised when I saw the contents.”
“Did you ask her about it?”
“She wasn’t talking any more at that point.”
Flynn knew that meant he’d already killed Alex before he went through her things. “It is curious that she’d be working on this at that precise moment.” He looked at Burney, raised his eyebrows, the look saying he thought it was unusual.
This was the moment, so Burney said, “That’s what I thought. Are you sure Borman doesn’t know you want him dead?”




Chapter 20

Washington, D.C.
Flynn didn’t respond for what seemed like a long time. He was staring ahead, as if he were looking into the distance. Finally, he said, “I’ve been to this park many times over the years. It’s changed a lot since the first time I was here; I’m not sure I like it more now than what I used to.” He paused again, as if lost in thought, then he slapped his thigh with the folder and said, “I’ve got a meeting to get to. I’ll be in touch.” With that, he got up and walked away.
Flynn walked away at a normal pace. Burney sat there, a puzzled look on his face. He looked in Borman’s direction, and suddenly, his head dropped to his chest. He sat still on the bench, his head rolled slowly toward his right shoulder, his face pointing to the ground. He wasn’t moving. Borman zoomed in to get a closer look at Burney’s face; a rivulet of blood formed on his forehead.
Borman immediately zoomed out and panned to the left, then all the way back to Burney. He did this several times but could see no suspicious movement. A middle-aged lady walked up to Floyd and asked if he was okay. She put a hand on his shoulder to shake him. Burney fell over onto his side on the bench. The woman began to scream. Other passersby came to help her; one of them spoke into a cell phone. In less than a minute, Borman heard the sound of a siren; it grew in intensity and volume as it moved closer to the scene. Then he heard more sirens approaching. A policeman on foot patrol appeared and forced the crowd back.
As he watched the scene play out, Borman knew there would be no way to connect Flynn to Burney’s murder. Yes he’d been sitting there talking to him, but then he left. He didn’t respond when Floyd asked about the hit on Borman. At no point did he say anything that would connect him to a crime. Even when they talked about Alex, Burney simply said she wasn’t talking any more—that didn’t necessarily mean she was dead. Flynn would certainly interpret it that way, but it wouldn’t sound that way to anyone else.
Borman considered going to the police with what he had. It might spark an investigation, but that would be the most he could hope for. And it would put Flynn and Conklin on notice; they would go to ground for a while and the sting would fail. If he left it alone, there was a good possibility that Flynn and Conklin wouldn’t suspect that the meeting with Petrenko’s accountant was even remotely connected.
There was no doubt in Borman’s mind that Flynn had ordered Burney’s death. People don’t get shot while sitting on a park bench for no reason. Borman started up the van and went back to his hotel room. He needed to think. He needed to decide what he should do now. Flynn had to know that he was onto him; there was no other explanation for the file Burney gave him. Would Flynn renew the contract on him or would he cancel it?
August 9, 2018
Conklin and Rusty met in the lobby of the Four Seasons and went up to Petrov’s suite together. The Presidential Suite was indeed impressive. The door opened into a large entranceway, about five feet wide and fifteen feet long. To the right was a door that led to a vestibule with a bench and a double closet; there was also a powder room for guests on the left-hand side of the vestibule.
At the end of the entranceway, there was another door that opened to a huge room, about twenty feet wide by sixty feet long. Petrov led them to a sitting area located at the left-hand side of the room. The furniture was arranged to form a meeting area; two full-length couches faced each other and two club chairs closed the far end of the meeting space. The other end was open and faced a large gas fireplace in a cabinet against the wall. A large square coffee table sat in the middle of the sitting area.
Petrov sat on one of the couches. Rusty sat on the other couch facing him and Conklin took one of the club chairs facing the fireplace. Rusty had been making small talk since they were let into the room, after he introduced Petrov and Conklin.
Leon Petrov appeared to be in his mid-thirties. He had a full head of thick, dark brown hair that was greased and combed straight back. He had typical Slavic features—blue eyes and a square jaw. He appeared trim and fit; the heavy, black plastic reading glasses seemed incongruous with his appearance, though not unexpected for someone in the accounting profession. People who spent hours every day pouring over pages full of small numbers usually ended up wearing glasses—it was an occupational hazard.
The accountant got straight to business. “Rusty tells me you can help us with our shipping concerns?”
Conklin appreciated the man’s directness. “I have contacts in the right places who can make sure your shipments are given priority so they move through the system with the least amount of red tape.” Conklin gave a perfunctory smile.
Petrov asked Rusty, “You are convinced your friend can deliver what he promises?”
“I’m sure of it. As I said to you earlier, my friend James here is well-connected in government circles. He will see to it that your money ends up in the right hands so the job gets done. As you can appreciate, there’s a lot of bureaucracy, and this involves several levels of administration.”
Petrov nodded. “That has been my experience. It is much more complicated to do business in democratic countries. In the old country, you pay one person and orders go out—it is much simpler and much more efficient.” He was looking at Conklin as he spoke the last sentence. It was as much a question as a statement of fact.
Conklin responded, “You’re right, of course. Here we have to deal with the Coast Guard, the Port Authority, the Port Security and various other government agencies that interact with them. It is complex, but there is a pecking order and a chain of command that must be followed.”
“And you are part of this chain of command Mr. Conklin?” Petrov asked.
“I am not a part of any one of these lesser agencies I just mentioned. I am the second in command of the main security agency in this country. We oversee all other security agencies. That puts me in a position to know who’s in charge, and as the leading agency, I can ask that they take a closer look at this, or look the other way for that.” Conklin needed to establish who he was and convince Petrov that he was the man for the job.
“Excellent.” Petrov stood and walked over to a side table that sat behind the couch he had been sitting on. Borman had coached him to keep it moving; don’t let things get bogged down in pointless conversation. He picked up a large briefcase made of heavy black leather and returned to where he had been sitting. He put the briefcase on the coffee table, clicked the two clasps open, and spun the briefcase so it faced Conklin.
Conklin looked at the briefcase filled with bundles of $100 bills. Each bundle had a paper wrapper marked $10,000. He counted quickly. Two rows of double stacks was forty thousand, and ten rows across—he figured four hundred thousand, give or take.
Petrov spoke. “Consider this a small gift. You will find that Mr. Petrenko is very generous to anyone who helps his business run smoothly. He is also very unforgiving to anyone who causes problems for him.” Petrov looked at Rusty as he said this, as if he would be holding him responsible if anything went wrong with the person he was recommending.
Conklin closed the briefcase and snapped the clasps shut. Petrov handed Conklin his business card. Conklin took it and gave Petrov one of his. He had several—this one had the name James and a cell phone number on it, nothing else. He gave it to Petrov and said, “This is my personal cell; you can reach me on it anytime.”
“Can you be ready for our first shipment in two to three weeks?”
“Two weeks will be plenty of time for us to accommodate you. You will need to give me at least one week’s notice of the date of arrival going forward; we need one week’s notice to coordinate the time of entry with work schedules to avoid any mishaps.”
Petrov stood. “Excellent. I will call you personally at least one week ahead of time.” They shook hands and Petrov walked them to the door.
Borman, Lennox and Robbie were watching from the small room down the hall. The meeting was flawlessly captured in high definition with sound. The footage clearly documented Max Levin, posing as a foreign businessman, paying Conklin four hundred thousand dollars to arrange safe passage for cargo shipments through the port at New York City. But would it hold up in court?
Borman could picture a high-paid lawyer turning the act into a misdemeanor. He would say that Conklin had no intention of following through; he was just separating a fool from his money. There was no mention of letting anything illegal through customs. How much of a crime was it to take money from someone who wanted special treatment? Also, where was the proof that Conklin did in fact influence the Port Authority in performing their duty? Too many loopholes.
Borman needed to take the sting to the next step. He called Alex, “I have a new job for you.”
This wasn’t the first time Alex got a new job description. “Who am I this time?”
“You’re the executive secretary for Leon Petrov, Nikolai Petrenko’s personal accountant. I need you to arrange passage for three containers on a cargo ship from Copenhagen to New York City.”
“What’s the timeline?”
“You would like them to leave one week from now. You need to find a cargo ship and you also need to find three empty containers.”
“I’m on it.”
“Those containers have to be made to match the containers that Petrenko uses. Someone might look into what they look like and it would give the whole thing away. You also need to find some low-cost goods to fill them with, in case somebody decides to take a look inside.”
Alex was already online making arrangements. “Don’t worry. No one will be able to tell them apart from Petrenko containers.”




Chapter 21

The Patsy
Borman needed to catch Conklin red-handed with a shipment if he was going to make this stick. Sure, he had the guy on video and audio accepting money, but that wasn’t proof of serious criminal activity. A good lawyer would say he had no intention of letting anything illegal through. He would say Conklin was just separating a fool from his money.
He called Ethan Banks at the FBI. After the usual small talk, he said what the call was about, “I need a name; somebody who’s suspected of smuggling electronics out of the country. Someone who isn’t under active investigation—I don’t want to mess up any ongoing operation.”
“Let me guess; you’re running a sting and you need a fall guy.”
“You got it.”
“Let me see what I can do.”
Banks called back an hour later. “I have the perfect candidate for you. A fellow named Dimitri Sokolov; he’s a Russian national who got his citizenship in the eighties. He owns a chain of electronic supply stores. His name came up in an investigation—nothing concrete on him, so he’s out there as far as we know.”
“He’s not being watched? Not even by the locals?”
“There’s nothing on him in the system. I can’t promise one of the locals isn’t keeping an eye on him, but if they are, they’re not sharing.”
“Thanks Ethan. I owe you.”
Alex did her magic and came up with good background information on Sokolov. Everyone called him Dima. He owned a chain of brick and mortar electronic supply stores in the U.S. and he also did a fair amount of sales through his online stores; that was the retail trade. He also had a number of corporate clients that purchased in large volume for resale.
Borman sent Alex and actor Max Levin to Dima’s main store. They purchased a few analog-to-digital converters, a dozen static random access memory chips, some microcontrollers and microprocessors. Max timed it so Dima was at the cash register when he placed his order. When Dima asked for a name, Max said his name was George Connor. He said he didn’t want to give an address or phone number—he didn’t want to get any junk mail or marketing calls. Max paid cash; Dima gave him a knowing smile. He retrieved the items from the warehouse area at the back and put it all in a box.
Max was back in Dima’s store the next week and bought more of the same type of components, but twice as many. Once again, he timed it so Dima would be the one serving him at the counter. As Dima placed the components in a box, he said something about the weather in Russian to his new customer. George responded in English, but in a way that Dima knew he understood Russian. Max paid cash again. Dima didn’t ask for personal information, letting his client know his anonymity would be respected when he did business here. Just before he left, Max asked, “Do you offer discounts for larger orders?”
“Yes, I give corporate clients discounts based on volume. I could do the same for you, if you were to place a large enough order. What kind of volume are we talking about?”
“I’m thinking hundred lots.” Max kept his voice down as he spoke so he didn’t attract the attention of anyone else at the counter.
Dima’s forehead wrinkled and the corners of his mouth went down as he pondered. He nodded almost imperceptibly and said, “Yes. I could give you a twenty to thirty percent discount depending on which components you buy—it varies a bit by product line.”
“Excellent. I will place my first order tomorrow.”
Dima eyebrows shot up, showing he was impressed. “Would you like to tell me what it is you want now, so I can have it ready for you when you come tomorrow?”
“Yes, that would be very convenient.” Max placed an order for one hundred of each of the four items he had been purchasing. Dima wrote the order on a small writing pad then went to his calculator to ring up the total. He motioned for George to come over and said, “With the discount, your order comes to $37,550.”
“Excellent. I will be here at the same time tomorrow to pick it up.”
Impressed, Dima said, “I will have it ready for you. See you tomorrow.”
Max showed up on time the next day. Dima said, “Let me come around the counter and we can process your order in my office.”
Dima walked to the end of the counter and came through, then went to an office at the far end of the showroom. He unlocked the door and went inside; Max followed. Dima pointed to a chair across from his desk. He left the door open; they had enough privacy as it was.
Dima brought a wheeled cart over to where George sat. Three boxes of varying sizes were filled with components; the boxes were left open so George could see. “You have the money?” Dima asked.
“Yes, of course,” Max said. He placed his briefcase on his lap and opened it. He retrieved three stacks of hundred-dollar bills and put them on the desk in front of Dima. Each stack contained one hundred bills; one hundred per stack. He added a fourth, slightly smaller stack and placed a single fifty-dollar bill on top of it.  “$37,550 as agreed,” he said. Dima quickly counted the last stack and flicked through the others. Max noticed it didn’t take him long to count the cash.
Dima said, “I hope you don’t think I am prying, and you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but I am curious why you buy so many components. Do you run a cash business repairing computers and other devices?”
Max answered with a question. “You are from the old country, are you not?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Do you have friends and family there, still?”
“Many.”
“So do I. They have a difficult time buying these things and can sell them for a healthy profit. It’s the best I can do to help them.”
Dima was impressed, but curious. “Can I ask how you get it to them? It’s expensive and sometimes not so easy to ship things all the way to Russia.” Not to mention illegal in the case of these particular items, he thought.
Max squirmed a little, making it clear he wasn’t completely comfortable with the line of questioning. “My sister works for a cargo company. Her boss knows about our family and he allows her to put my packages in someone else’s shipping container. I shouldn’t be talking about this.”
“Don’t worry; your secret is safe with me. You are fortunate your sister works for someone who doesn’t mind helping.”
“He’s a businessman; he charges us the going rate. Still, it is much cheaper and less risky than any other way.”
Dima stood. “Why don’t we take your order out through the back of the warehouse? That will save you from pushing this cart all the way around the building.”
When Max reported the story to Borman, Nick knew Dima would soon want to be a new customer for his sister’s boss.
For his next purchase, Max increased the size of his order, but not by too much—they wanted to get Dima’s interest, not make him suspicious. They met in Dima’s office, as they had the last time. Max’s order fit neatly in five boxes. Dima had another box sitting there. This one was taped shut and had an address on the outside. Dima asked, “I was wondering if it would be possible for you to put this box in with your shipment. I have relatives in Russia too and I would like to get a few things over to them.” Borman had coached Max in preparation for this request; he responded as he’d been instructed, “Of course. There will be a shipping charge based on weight, but I will take care of it and we can work it out with my next order.”




Chapter 22

Costa Containers
Nick needed a place to have the containers delivered to once they got to New York City. He also needed a front for the second part of the sting; he needed Conklin to green-light containers that were leaving the country loaded with goods that were restricted for export.
There was still a lot to do. He went online and did a search to learn about the shipping industry in New York during the nineteen hundreds. He searched for a local company that went out of business—a company he could use as a front for the second part of the sting. He found a few that had been absorbed in mergers, then he found one that would work—Costa Import Export Company.
He asked Alex to shop for office space in the local shipping yards. She found a small medium-sized office and they busied themselves creating Costa Containers.
Alex ordered a banner sign with a weathered look which they placed across the front of the storefront. The space was about eight hundred square feet. Customers walked into a common area where the reception desk was located.
She arranged a few chairs around the perimeter and placed a small table with a Keurig coffee machine and a water dispenser in one of the corners. A short hallway led to two offices and a washroom at the back. The office to the left would be occupied by Rousseau or Robbie and the office to the right was the manager’s office and would be occupied by Borman.
The office walls were covered with pictures of containers and a few old newspaper clippings which had been treated to look like they had been posted on the wall for a decade.
Alex would be the secretary, Nadya Petrov, the daughter of a Russian immigrant. Borman would be Nick Costa, a Greek immigrant married to a Russian girl named Eva Semenov. Nadya met Eva at church, and eventually got a job as secretary for Nick Costa.
Alex had the actor Max Levin come over with some friends and they posed for a few Petrov family photos which Alex placed on her desk. She kept a small photo in her wallet.
NYC Customs Officer Kevin Palmerston was a crotchety old Scotsman. He loved money and was slow to part with it, with one exception—he liked to gamble. Like most gamblers, he lost more than he won; that didn’t put him in a better mood.
He was completely gray; his hair, his beard, even his eyebrows were almost white. His complexion was on the reddish side.
Palmerston loved the ponies, and his favorite place to gamble was the Belmont Park race track on Long Island. Belmont Park is home to many world-class horse racers and one of the most famous tracks in the United States. The fact that Belmont Park was so close made it difficult for Palmerston to resist—he got to watch and bet against the best in the world. It was heady stuff.
When Donald Flynn called and asked him to green-light cargo shipments, Palmerston knew his luck was about to change. He’d just dropped a bundle at Belmont on the weekend and was scrambling to put some money together so he could recover the money he’d just lost; a warm, sunny weekend had been forecast when he placed his last bet. He never would have bet on Sunny Days had he known it was going to rain—only a fool would place such a bet. Goddamn weather forecasters.
The package came by courier. Palmerston’s hands trembled slightly as he cut through the tape to open the box. He cursed when he found a package within a package and fought his way through that wrapping as well. He kissed the bundles of money when he finally freed them from their constraints; twenty-thousand dollars! He poured himself a stiff shot of his best scotch to celebrate and to cast a lucky spell on his next bet. His luck was about to change, he just knew it.
Palmerston was the senior customs officer on his shift. His was a mostly supervisory role—he rarely inspected shipments personally. The one exception was when he got word of an impending bust. It never hurt your career to have your picture on the front page next to the report of a big drug bust.
As a rule, Green-lighting shipments didn’t attract any attention; it was how the port authority managed to process the amount of cargo it had to deal with every day. Most shipments didn’t get a second thought—the merchants weren’t suspect and their containers moved in and out of port unchallenged. When Petrenko’s shipments arrived, Palmerston would inform his staff the company’s cargo was okay—nothing to worry about there.
Borman wanted to know who was green-lighting containers for Conklin and Flynn. He had an idea on how to find out; he asked Alex to do a search for large seizures in the past ten years at New York City Harbor. Alex called him about one hour later, “I found a few articles about seizures at the port; I also did a check for other news bytes.”
“Any luck?”
“A few came up, but one senior official seems to get his mug in a lot of photo shoots; a supervisor named Kevin Palmerston.”
“How’s he look?”
“Are you asking if he looks guilty in the pictures? He looks like a grouchy old man with a red face.”
“Send me an email of what you’ve got and see what else you can find out about him. And keep digging—see if you can find anybody else who likes to get his face in front of the camera.”
Borman Googled Kevin Palmerston. He found a good picture of him and printed it off. He might be our guy. He picked up the phone and called Emerson, the private investigator he used to run searches on people. “I’m sending you an email with a name and a picture of a guy who works for the New York Port Authority. I want you to work up a profile on him for me—where he lives, what he drives, credit history … anything you can get on him.”
“Don’t tell me you’re working a divorce case?”
“That’s funny M. I want to know whether he’s living beyond his means or whether he’s carrying a lot of debt.”
“Okay, it shouldn’t take me more than a couple of hours.”
Emerson called back in less than one hour. “You were right about the guy. He’s fifty-five years old and mortgaged to the hilt. He has car payments and fairly heavy credit card debt too.”
“Not what you’d expect from a senior official is it?”
“No. I don’t see any settlement from past wives, so I’d say we’re looking at someone with a gambling addiction; I doubt it’s drugs.”
“Thanks M, I owe you.”
“I’ll keep looking around and see what I can find out. I know a few people in the city who might know more about him.”
Later in the day Emerson called Nick again. “It’s the ponies.”
Borman was surprised. “How did you find that out? Is he using credit cards at the track?”
“I know a couple bookies in the city—they asked around for me. Word is, he’s been hooked on the ponies for a long time.”
Borman put Palmerston under close surveillance on weekends. Like most people, Palmerston was a creature of habit. He spent every Saturday and Sunday afternoons at Belmont. Robbie and Alex started hanging around the track too. They placed bets and cheered for the horses, jumping to their feet along with the other patrons who were excited about racing.
They were careful not to crowd Palmerston by sitting off to the side or in front of him. They never sat directly behind him unless they were some distance away. They weren’t absolutely sure Palmerston was their man yet, and they didn’t want to spook him.
Like many gamblers, Palmerston appeared to be superstitious and always on the lookout. He almost never bet on the favorite; he chased longer odds, looking for the big win. After the track, he stopped at the liquor store on his way home. Win or lose, he always did the same thing. Robbie and Alex stuck with him; did he have another source of income besides the New York Harbor Commission?




Chapter 23

First Shipment
The containers were on a cargo ship cruising from Denmark to New York City. Three of the containers were clearly marked on the outside with lettering and a simple logo that bore the letters NP within a circle. Other than the logo, the only way to tell one container from another was by the numbers painted on the side.
Borman and his crew were gathered in his hotel room. The actor Max Levin had practiced his script and was placing a call; Borman had just handed him the card with the name James and a cell phone number. Conklin didn’t pick up until the sixth ring.
“Yes.”
“James, it’s Leon Petrov. You asked me to call once we had a timeline.” The actor spoke with a distinctive European accent.
“Leon, good to hear from you; when are you arriving?” Even though his phone service was not likely to be tapped, Conklin was careful not to use words like shipment.
“Next Wednesday sometime in the afternoon.”
“Very good. We’ll be ready for you.” Conklin ended the connection.
Levin closed the phone and said, “He said, we’ll be ready for you.”
The shipment arrived and made it through customs without issue, as promised. Now came the touchy part. The actor had been given his lines and the time to rehearse them so he would sound natural when he spoke. He made the call but got voicemail. As instructed, he left a message, “James, it’s Leon Petrov; you can reach me at … ” he gave a number to his cell phone. Conklin already had the number, but he left it just in case.
His phone rang five minutes later. “Leon, I trust everything went well?” Conklin knew the shipment went through without issue. He wasn’t expecting another call so soon.
“Yes, very well, thank you. We need to arrange for a return trip one week from today.”
This request caught Conklin off guard. He hadn’t anticipated there would be an issue with returning empty containers, and there had been no discussion about shipping anything out of the country. Silently he cursed. He should have known there would be more to it for four hundred thousand dollars. He should have had the foresight to ask Petrov whether there would be any containers leaving the country.
“I wasn’t aware you would be having any issues with the return journey.”
Borman had anticipated this. The actor kept reading from his script in a tone that expressed surprise and restraint. “It is standard practice to lease out space in either direction when it isn’t being utilized—a simple matter of efficiency really.”
The reality of what he’d got himself involved in hit Conklin in an instant. He couldn’t back out now, but all of a sudden, that four hundred thousand dollars didn’t seem like such a generous sum.
“One week from today. At what time are you expecting to arrive?”
“Eight o’clock in the morning.”
“We’ll be ready. I expect to speak with you in person in the near future Leon.” The implication was clear; Conklin would either expect more money or perhaps want to back out.
“Of course. I expect to be back in town the following week.”
Conklin called Flynn and passed on the information about the return shipment. Flynn asked, “Do we know what it is he’s shipping out?”
Conklin hated looking stupid, but he’d been outsmarted—not much he could do about it now. “He says it’s standard practice to rent out empty cargo space on a return trip whenever possible. It makes sense, but I wish he would have told me about it.”
“Okay, I’ll make the call. I can tell you right now they’re going to want more money than we gave them.” Flynn had only paid Palmerston twenty thousand out of the one hundred thousand he’d received. Palmerston was the only one he had to pay, but he wasn’t about to share that with Conklin.
“So do we.” Conklin hung up. He would need to think about this before he met with Petrov.
When Petrov called for the next meeting, Conklin insisted they meet in a different location. He said he wanted to meet at a restaurant where he would be more in control of the situation. They had no choice but to go along. It would be impossible to record the meeting the way they had the first time. They would have to improvise.
Conklin was seated in a corner booth, away from windows. It was as private as could be in a public place. The actor playing Petrov and Rusty walked into the restaurant together and made their way to Conklin’s table. Petrov was carrying a black briefcase, similar to the one he’d handed Conklin on their first meeting.
Conklin said, “Rusty, I didn’t know you were coming to the meeting.”
“I hope you don’t mind, but when Leon told me there might be a problem with the arrangement, I thought it might be best if I came along. This contract is a big deal for my company James—not just my company, but for me personally.” He added, “I just got a fancy new office because of this deal. If there’s a problem, I need to know about it. There isn’t a problem, is there?” He looked pleadingly at his golf buddy.
Conklin kept his cool, but he needed to unload. “I don’t like surprises.” He looked at Rusty first, then his gaze settled on Petrov. “It’s one thing to make sure you don’t have unnecessary problems supplying Rusty’s company with your products. Last week, I find out you expect me to green-light containers that are leaving the country, for who knows where, containing who knows what. That’s not what I agreed to.”
Rousseau kept running with the ball. “This is standard business practice James. A train takes a load of people from New York City to Miami. It doesn’t come back empty. It brings passengers back too—it might not be as full, but it brings back as many as possible or it couldn’t afford to run. This is the same thing. Products move back and forth across the ocean but businesses try to reuse containers on the return trip; it doesn’t make sense to pay to ship a bunch of empty containers back right alongside full ones.”
Leon Petrov chimed in. “I’m sorry we didn’t discuss this in detail at our first meeting, but this is just how business is done.”
Conklin asked, “Do you know what it is that’s being shipped back in your containers Leon. I assume you know what’s in them when they travel this way, but what about when they go back?”
“I know the name of the company that is paying for the use of our containers, but I don’t ask for details of the contents—that information has to be provided to the authorities on the appropriate forms. I do not review them personally. I can assure you that we only deal with legitimate businesses, but beyond that, no, I don’t know, nor do I care. All I care about is that our containers are being shipped back to one of the ports we use regularly, so they are available for us to use on our next shipment. Containers sometimes go back empty, but if we have an opportunity to rent the space, we take it. It would be foolish not to.”
Conklin had been listening, stone-faced as they explained. “Okay. You need to understand two things: this is twice the work for the people involved and they’re going to expect to be compensated. Second, I don’t need to know the details but I need the assurance that the shipments don’t contain drugs or something of that nature.”
Petrov answered, “I can assure you we are shipping manufactured goods, not drugs. I can say the same for the businesses that rent return cargo space from us—it is all manufactured goods, or perhaps agricultural on occasion.”
Conklin knew that statement in no way guaranteed there was nothing illegal being shipped; many manufactured goods, especially electronic products, were on the controlled technology list since 9/11. He didn’t particularly care about that. He wanted to make sure he wasn’t green-lighting heroin or cocaine or something of that nature.
Conklin seemed appeased. Petrov placed the briefcase on the bench next to Conklin. He sprung the latches and pushed it closer to him. “As I told you, Mr. Petrenko takes good care of the people who help him run his business smoothly. I trust this will be satisfactory.”
Conklin couldn’t resist. He lifted the lid and looked inside; it contained similar stacks of hundred-dollar bills as the first briefcase, maybe half as many. Petrov sat stony faced. Rousseau wore a playful smile, his eyebrows raised, the look asking, well?
Conklin snapped it shut. “I think we’re good. As long as we’re just shipping manufactured goods, I’m comfortable helping Mr. Petrenko with his business.”




Chapter 24

Washington, D.C.
Senator Francis O’Connor wanted to know how things were going with Nick’s investigation. Several times, he’d offered more bodies to help. He’d made it clear he had a large budget and plenty of leeway in the purview of his investigation.
He asked Nick to drop by his office for a chat. As usual, the Senator wore a powder-blue shirt that matched his eyes.
“How is your investigation going? Are we making any headway?” He gave Nick one of his don’t bullshit me stares.
“Some, but it’s not as airtight as I’d like.”
“Tell me who you’ve got.”
“James Conklin.”
The Senator’s eyebrows shot up. “NSB’s James Conklin?”
Borman nodded. “I’ve got him taking a briefcase full of cash twice, in exchange for making sure certain cargo containers get in and out of New York harbor without a glitch.”
The Senator was perplexed. “How did you get him to stick his nose into New York Harbor Port Authority?”
“I can’t prove it yet, but I’m sure it’s his partner in crime Donald Flynn over at the FBI that’s dealing with the Port Authority.”
The Senator’s eyebrows arched up. “You don’t fool around with the little guys, do you?” He got up to get a coffee. He held the carafe up to Nick, did he want one? Nick shook his head, no.
“You said it’s not as airtight as you’d like. What’s missing? You don’t have footage or audio?”
“No, I have it in full high definition video and clear audio. But I want more. A man with his background and a high-priced lawyer could wiggle out of it. I want to be sure there’s no way anyone could question what his intentions were.”
The Senator took a sip of his coffee, put the cup down. “You think he’s involved in more than just stuffing his pockets?”
“I know he is. Him and Flynn both.” Borman wasn’t sure if he should say it, but he did. “I turned one of Flynn’s guys. He agreed to help me, and he met with Flynn in a park. Thirty seconds after Flynn walked away, he took a bullet in the forehead.”
“Are you talking about the shooting in Franklin Square two days ago?”
Nick nodded. “That’s the one.”
The Senator shook his head in disbelief. “If Flynn did it, he’s one cool customer; have a man killed half-a-dozen blocks from where he works and go back to his desk like nothing happened.” He seemed to be lost in thought for a moment, then said, “Any idea who it is that’s involved with them at the Port Authority?”
“Not one hundred percent, but I’ve got a pretty good idea. It’s possible that some of the goods being moved out might not be on the kosher list.”
The Senator looked up. “You mean drugs?”
“No, at least I don’t think so. I’m thinking it might be items that are on the controlled technology list. There’s a gray area of components that are sold legally here in the U.S., but are not supposed to be exported to certain countries because they can easily be modified for military applications.”
“Which countries are we talking about?”
“Russia for one.”
“You think that’s what Conklin’s taking money for? To help someone circumvent our Export Control laws?”
Nick was nodding slowly. “If I’m right, he could be charged as a spy.”
O’Connor’s lips pursed. “This could be big.” The Senator wiped his face with his hands. He looked tired; he’d obviously been pushing himself hard, putting in a lot of hours for a man his age. “What do you need to see this through?”
“I’ve got my own team of people and I’d like to keep it that way if possible. I don’t want to risk word of what I’m doing getting back to Flynn or Conklin. I am going to need more money. Conklin has already accepted six hundred thousand in cash and he’s not being shy about asking for more.”
“Money isn’t an issue. It is more complicated to get it in cash, but not impossible. We have people at the Treasury who can help; they know it’s being used in our investigation, but they have no idea who it is we’re going after.”
“Good, let’s keep it that way. Conklin has already said, as long as it isn’t drugs, he’s not too worried about what it is he’s letting slip through the port.”
“That’s mighty conscientious of him,” the Senator added. “Let me know how much you need.”




Chapter 25

New York
Max went back to Sokolov’s store to order more electronics. As was now the custom, Dima brought him to his office. He’d already received news that the box he’d shipped had been received and was in excellent condition. Dima was primed and ready to make a more sizable shipment. He asked, “How much do I owe you for taking care of that small shipment for me. My relatives have already received it and were very happy I could send them things they have difficulty finding in Russia.”
“My sister’s boss charged fifty dollars to ship the box. I hope that isn’t too much for you?”
“Fifty dollars is very good; it would have cost much more than that by courier. This company she works for, they send shipments to Russia regularly?”
“They ship all over the world, but yes, many containers go Russia regularly.”
“I would like to meet her boss to discuss doing some business with him. I’m not too happy with the company I’ve been dealing with. What is the name of this company she works for?”
Max feigned a moment of indecision before answering. “Costa Containers. Her boss’s name is Nick.”
“How long has she been working for this company?”
“Almost one year now. It’s a fairly new company. Mr. Costa’s uncle used to own Costa Import Export Company. The original company closed many years ago and now her boss is trying to revive an old family business.” Nick knew it was very likely that Dima would look online for a company called Costa Containers. They didn’t exist; you couldn’t find them in the yellow pages. But there had been a Costa Import Export Company that went out of business in the late nineteen-eighties. It was a plausible story—Nick wanted to revive an old family business.
He gave Dima a business card with the name Costa Containers and a phone number; the words Owner Nick Costa were in small print at the bottom left-hand corner. “I’ll tell my sister to speak to Mr. Costa for you. You should call and make an appointment—Mr. Costa is not always there. It would be best to speak to him, rather than one of the sales people.”
Two days later, Dima drove over to Costa Containers for his appointment with Nick Costa. Dima liked the place the minute he walked in. Old pictures gave it a retro look and several old newspaper clippings confirmed the existence of the original shipping company.
He walked over to the receptionist’s desk. He had seen her once before at his store, with her brother. She was a pretty girl; blue eyes and long brown hair—she was dressed casually. He noticed she undid the top button of her blouse when she took him in to Nick’s office to introduce him to her boss. He also noticed how Costa’s eyes followed the girl in and out of his office.
Flynn was as near panic mode as he’d ever been in his entire life. The file Burney had given him didn’t contain any incriminating evidence, but it raised a flag. Borman was obviously investigating him and Conklin; that couldn’t be good for either one of them. The question now was, what to do about it. He called Conklin. “I’ve got some bad news. One of my freelancers got close to Borman; he has a file on us—recent work.”
“Did he see what was in it? Anything damaging?”
“No. It’s more the fact that he’s been looking into us recently.”
“It could be part of his work for O’Connor. That sonofabitch wants to control agency purse strings—the asshole thinks the government should have to approve every damn thing we work on.”
Flynn wanted the go-ahead from Conklin. He wasn’t going to risk getting blamed if the hit backfired on them. “I thought I should let you know. Do you want me to go ahead as planned, or should I back off? We might draw attention if something happens to him right now.”
“I was hoping you would have taken care of this some time ago, but I think you’re right. It’s best to back off, now that he’s working with O’Connor. Clean up any trail he might be able to follow; if any of the guys you had working on Montgomery are around, send them to Alaska or somewhere else  he won’t be able to find them. I wouldn’t lose any sleep if he got hit by a bus or a dump truck, but if anything suspicious were to happen to him now, O’Connor would probably come at us even harder.” Conklin hung up.
Flynn cursed at the phone. It was just like Conklin to send a mixed message. Back off, but I wouldn’t mind if the guy were to get hit by a bus or a dump truck. Two of the guys he’d used on Montgomery were dead. Russel Gibbs and Henry Adelman died in a boating accident—if you can call a boat blowing up an accident. Flynn still suspected Borman had something to do with it, but he couldn’t prove it. The only contractor left from that crew was Donny Paquette. He dialed Paquette’s number, left a message to call him—he had a job for him. Paquette wouldn’t be too happy when he found out where he was going next.
Burney was gone—there were no loose ends there. Flynn had him taken out after their meeting in the park. Burney was the last person he expected to have to worry about, but when Burney called him with the story about having found a file in the girl’s cottage, Flynn knew something was wrong. Burney should have reported it the day he found it. That meant one thing—Burney had been caught in the act, and Borman had turned him.
He wondered whether the girl had created the file on him and Conklin because of the fire, or whether the file survived the fire because she had it out of the office. Did they suspect it was Flynn who wanted to destroy Borman’s files? There were a lot of questions and few answers. Flynn was a survivor; he hoped for the best, but he prepared for the worst.
He suddenly had another thought. Might the girl still be alive? Did Burney get caught before he killed Alex? It was a possibility. He didn’t like loose ends. When things went wrong, Flynn always chose to use a scorched earth policy—burn the evidence and kill everyone who might talk. It was simple and effective. But now Borman was part of the Senate Investigative Committee—not just part of, he was the Special Agent in Charge. How could things get so fucked up? Flynn walked over to his sideboard and poured himself a good shot of sixteen-year-old Scotch; he downed it in two swallows.
Dima wanted Costa Containers to ship six boxes to Russia. He said to Nick Costa, “I want to ship some boxes to the old country but I need to make sure they get there without, how should we say, incident.” The accent was on the word incident. “You can arrange this?”
Nick’s head moved in a seesaw motion; maybe, it could be arranged. He said, “There are ways to do this, but it costs more than regular shipping fee.” He adopted the clipped language his guest was speaking.
Dima nodded slowly. “I am curious how you do this. I know you cannot give me specific details, but I wonder how this can be possible.”
Nick leaned forward and spoke in a quieter voice. “The people at the docks are very busy. Much cargo goes through every day, and they can’t check everything. They don’t look so close at things they see often.” He raised an eyebrow, the look asking, do you understand? “And of course, it helps if you have a good relationship with the port authority.” Nick rubbed his thumb against the index and middle fingers of his right hand, the international sign for money, his eyes squinting as they bore into Sokolov’s.
Dima nodded his understanding.
Nick continued. “It is a simple formula based on the amount of space, and the weight of course.” They agreed on a price; Dima promised to drop off his cargo by end of the next day.




Chapter 26

In a short period of time, the size of Sokolov’s shipments grew in leaps and bounds. His fourth shipment took up a quarter of an entire shipping container. Before taking action, Nick needed to confirm that the items that were being shipped were in fact on the controlled technology list. It wouldn’t be much of a trap to spring unless a sizable portion of the shipment could not legally be shipped to ship to Russia.
They selected two boxes at random and cut them open. Both boxes contained different models and brands of components, including A/D converters, memory chips, microcontrollers and microprocessors. All the components had consumer applications, but they were also on the controlled technology list, because they could be used in various military systems. The size of the shipment made it especially suspect—it was possible that Sokolov was indeed supplying the Russian army.
Alex repacked the items in new boxes. She had already printed off new shipping labels that matched the originals—even the boxes were the same brand. They had to be careful not to tip anyone off at the other end. Nick decided the next shipment would be the one that got called in. It couldn’t be this one because they had opened two of the boxes and he didn’t want to be accused of tampering or possibly planting contraband.
Conklin was being careful. He only met with Leon Petrov to receive a payment. Flynn was the one who communicated with Kevin Palmerston at the shipping yard. They didn’t want to get cut out of the loop, so Flynn set up a line Petrov could call to leave the dates when containers were coming and going. He was told to give at least a five-day notice of a shipment, so they could make sure a friendly supervisor was on duty to control an inspection of the cargo, should one be necessary. As an extra precaution, he should include the numbers of two safe containers that could be inspected if the need arose.
Donald Flynn had one of his FBI analysts discretely look into Alex Weiss. He told the analyst to keep it low key; he was just doing a friend a favor. It didn’t take the analyst long to come back with results—Alex Weiss was in New York City. He found her through her cell phone records.
Flynn’s worse suspicions were confirmed. There was no doubt now that Floyd Burney had been captured when he tried to kill Alex Weiss. The fact that Burney approached Flynn one week later to tell him about a file he’d supposedly found in Weiss’s cottage meant he was working for Nick Borman at that point in time; he’d probably spilled his guts to stay out of jail. Borman would no doubt have threatened him with attempted murder charges.
That meant that Borman knew Flynn had hired Burney to destroy the file room at Trident and then kill both of them. Could Borman make any of it stick? Burney was dead; Flynn saw to that himself. But what if Borman had a filmed confession by Burney?
Flynn didn’t like it. He didn’t like it one bit. He browsed through his contact list; there was one contractor he hadn’t used for a long time. There it was; Lenny Farmer. He picked up a burner phone and dialed the number.
Farmer didn’t recognize the number. “This better be important.”
“Is that any way to greet an old acquaintance?” Flynn had a distinctive voice; he knew Farmer would recognize it.
“Son-of-a-bitch. Let me guess, you’ve got something you want me to blow up?”
“Would you like it more if I had two or three?”
Farmer smiled. “You know it.”
“Can you meet me in Franklin Square tomorrow afternoon?”
“How’s two o’clock by the fountain?”
“Perfect. See you then.” Flynn hung up. In the past, they had met a number of times at the Secret Garden Fountain, one of seven fountains in Central park. Farmer liked blowing stuff up. The problem was he liked it too much, and sometimes, he went overboard just to see the explosion. The last time Flynn hired him for a job, Farmer knocked down an entire building—all he’d been asked to do was take out the occupant of the corner office.
Senator O’Connor was on lunch break from his committee hearing. They were meeting in his office again. The Senator had a corned beef on rye with a small coleslaw salad. “Tell me what you’ve got.”
“I haven’t inspected any of the shipments that Conklin has been green-lighting into the country; I have no way of doing that without him finding out. I have had a peek at what’s going out in those same containers on the return trip. We found a variety of electronic components that are on the controlled technology list. He’s facilitating the shipment of microelectronics and other technology with military applications to Russia.”
The Senator’s hand stopped halfway as it brought the sandwich to his mouth. “Go on; I’m guessing there’s more.” He took a large bite—Nick was thinking the man ate with gusto.
“I’m pretty sure we were right in assuming Conklin’s the guy who gives Flynn his marching orders. Flynn is head of Clandestine Operations—he’s a perfect fit to be doing Conklin’s dirty work. But this goes way beyond smuggling. Flynn has hired contractors to kill American citizens. I can’t prove this beyond the shadow of a doubt yet, but I know it’s true.”
O’Connor finished his sandwich and poured himself a second cup of coffee. “You’re certain about Flynn? No doubt whatsoever?”
“None; I had a witness, an accomplice who might have testified, but Flynn had him killed. I have the hit on video; Flynn didn’t pull the trigger, but I know he ordered the hit.”
“The man who was shot on the park bench we talked about that the last time we spoke?”
Borman nodded. “That’s the one I’m talking about. He was working with me; I was in a van, filming and recording the meeting. Flynn got suspicious; he was careful about what he said. He got up and walked away and a sniper shot the man in the head—Floyd Burney was his name.”
O’Connor shook his head. “I knew there were things going on we wouldn’t approve of. You’ve done good work Nick—I asked for proof and you’ve brought it to me.”
“There’s more you should know. Flynn hired Burney to kill my assistant Alex and me. We trapped Burney when he tried to kill Alex. I told him I’d let him go if he helped me catch Flynn.”
That caught O’Connor by surprise. “Why would Flynn want to kill you and Alex?”
“I can’t prove it, but I think Conklin ordered Flynn to make sure Shelton Montgomery didn’t run in the last election. I was working for Shelton and I foiled Flynn’s plans on more than one occasion. I think Flynn was worried that I could connect him to the two contractors who did the dirty work on Shelton.”
O’Connor stared at Borman, trying to put the pieces of the puzzle together. “And you know this because … ?”
“I overheard the two contractors talking. I heard them say they were waiting for orders from Flynn. I had no idea who Flynn might be at the time, but the pieces started to fit together when I trapped Burney. Burney wasn’t involved with Montgomery, so he couldn’t confirm it was the same Flynn, but the fact that Flynn wanted Burney to kill me filled in the blanks. I can’t think of any incident in my past where there was someone named Flynn—it has to be him, and it has to be because Flynn knows I suspect he was running the spooks who were hired to keep Shelton from running for office.”
The blood drained from O’Connor’s face. Borman could see he was struggling to maintain his composure. “If this is true, those two are guilty of a lot more than smuggling. Shelton would be in the Oval Office right now if he’d run—every poll said he’d win. This country would be going in an entirely different direction if Shaw hadn’t won a second term.”
Nick was relieved and exhausted. This was the first time he’d said a word to anyone about this; he’d been keeping it inside all this time. It suddenly hit him how much of a burden he’d been walking around with.




Chapter 27

Washington, D.C.
Senator O’Connor was a man on a mission. He’d already been working with a passion as Chairman of the Committee on Discretionary Funding. But since Borman told him he suspected that Flynn and Conklin had stopped Shelton from running for office, it was like he had a fire burning inside him.
There had been talk of a conspiracy to keep Shelton Montgomery from running for POTUS. Now, it was more than just another conspiracy theory. Someone wanted to make sure that President Shaw had his second term. Who was that person? Did President Shaw himself give the order?
One thing was certain. James Conklin was dirty. O’Connor watched the video. He wanted to see first-hand what kind of man Conklin was. As he watched the video, there was no question in his mind that Conklin took a bribe to help someone bypass customs. O’Connor had seen all he needed to see. He wanted Conklin sitting across from him in committee. He was going to tear him apart in front of the entire nation. He was also going to see to it that Conklin went to jail for a long time.
Flynn sent Farmer a bunch of information on Nick Borman and a girl named Alex Weiss. Farmer made a small pot of coffee and settled in to study the material. It said that Borman owned a company called Trident and listed an address and a phone number.
Farmer dialed the number on a burner phone. The secretary at Trident told him that Borman was almost never in the office, when he asked if he could make an appointment to meet with him. She said that due to the nature of his work, he always met clients at their place of business. Farmer said he’d have to check his schedule and call back. Figures, he thought, it would be too easy if I could just blow the whole place up. He was going to have to track Borman down and take him out while he was on the road. Right then, Farmer knew he should have asked Flynn for more money.
Later in the day Farmer called Trident a second time. He disguised his voice so the secretary wouldn’t recognize him. He tried to sweet-talk her into telling him where Borman was, but the woman wouldn’t do it.
“I’m sorry but I’m not allowed to tell anyone where he is sir. It might jeopardize a case he’s working on. You wouldn’t want me to tell anyone if he was at your place of business, now would you?”
Much as he hated to, Farmer had to agree with her. He called Flynn and asked, “You wouldn’t happen to know where I can find this asshole, would you?”
“Did you call his office?”
“Of course I called his office. They won’t tell me shit. How am I supposed to do my job if I can’t find him?”
“Let me get back to you.” Flynn hung up. Now he was going to have to ask an analyst to find out where Borman was. He shook his head, already imagining the knowing look he’d get from the analyst a few days from now when the guy read about an explosion at that very location. He would have to tell Farmer to do it somewhere else.
Lenny Farmer drove to Washington, D.C. Gone were the days when you could board a flight with some C4 and a bunch of detonators in your suitcase, he mused. Farmer was the kind of person people didn’t notice. He looked so ordinary; average height, average weight, close-cropped hair and beard. He always wore a good-old-boy smile that put people at ease. But if anyone were to take the time to look closely in those light-blue eyes, they’d see some crazy back there.
Lenny checked into the Georgetown Suites Courtyard Hotel on 30th Street. He left the explosives in the trunk of the car. Lenny couldn’t understand why people left shit in their hotel rooms; the cleaning staff always found it and called the cops on them. End of adventure.
According to Flynn, Borman had reserved Suite 2000 at The Melrose in Washington, DC. After giving him the name of the hotel and the suite number he’d said, “You can do it anywhere except that hotel. You got that?”
“Why? What’s so special about The Melrose? Does it have some sentimental value for you?”
Right then Flynn knew he’d been right to tell Farmer to do it somewhere else. Farmer had probably intended to get rid of Borman by setting off a bomb right there in that hotel. Flynn took a deep breath to calm himself. It was like talking to a child who liked to play with matches.
“It would be better if it happened in his car. A guy like that makes a lot of enemies in his line of work. It wouldn’t attract as much attention. Do you see where I’m coming from?”
Farmer had to agree. “Yeah, I guess.” Farmer was thinking it would be a lot more enjoyable to watch the corner of a hotel blow up. A car was okay, but a hotel ….




Chapter 28

The Melrose Hotel
Borman was driving an Audi A8, S series. He’d been forced off the road once; the rental vehicle wasn’t fast enough to pull away from the SUV that was trying to run him off the road—once was enough. He wasn’t going to make that mistake again.
He was staying at The Melrose on Pennsylvania Avenue. He liked the large rooms, and the organic food at the Jardenea restaurant tipped the scales—a comfortable bed, organic food and good craft beer—what else could a man want from a hotel?
Borman felt good about the incriminating evidence he had on Conklin, but he still needed icing for the cake. That would come when the Port Authority would inspect one of the cargo containers and found contraband in it. Flynn was another matter. Borman knew that Flynn was involved, but he didn’t have any proof yet—nothing that would stick in court. Senator O’Connor said he had enough to go after Flynn, but that didn’t mean he was going to able to nail him. Borman didn’t want to leave it to chance. There was more work to be done to make sure Flynn would pay.
Farmer figured Borman’s car would be parked in the underground parking at the hotel. He watched the hotel from across the road, moving between a coffee shop to a restaurant, and stints standing in doorways, till he saw Borman drive out. He noted the plate number and went to his room to rest up and make his bomb. It didn’t take a lot of C4 to blow up a car; Farmer had enough with him to blow up half a dozen.
He went back to The Melrose at 3 a.m. Night staff in hotels was notoriously lazy, especially in the middle of their shift. Some were known to sleep on the job. Farmer wore a light jacket to cover the pocket belt that contained the device he’d manufactured. He was driving a car he’d hot-wired; he turned into the underground parking lot and drove around slowly, until he spotted Borman’s Audi. He drove a bit further, till he found an empty parking spot and parked the car.
He removed a few tools from the gym bag that was on the front passenger seat; an inflatable air wedge and a long-reach access bar. He walked over to the Audi and inserted the wedge into the driver’s side window, then he slipped the bar in so he could hook the door handle release. He had studied the manual, so he knew exactly where to insert the tool and how to hook and release the door handle mechanism on the Audi. Once he opened the driver’s door, he popped the hood.
He reached under the car and attached the bomb directly under the driver’s seat. The small cable from the igniter was long enough to reach the car’s voltage regulator, where he attached the two small alligator clamps. The device would lay dormant until Borman started the car and current flowed through the two contacts Farmer had selected.
The device was controlled by a small timer, which Farmer set for ninety seconds. He estimated it would take fifteen to twenty seconds to walk casually from the exit door to the Audi. He added another forty seconds in case Borman used his remote start fob to start the car the minute he entered the car park—he didn’t want to the bomb to go off before Borman got in the car.
Borman was late for a meeting with Senator O’Connor. He took the hotel elevator down to the parking garage in the basement. He walked down the hall, stepped through the exit door and hit the remote start button. When he walked around the corner, he could see the Audi had started because the running lights were on.
Borman was preoccupied as he walked toward his car. He still didn’t know how he was going to tie Flynn into the sting he had going with Conklin. Thinking of Flynn brought back the memory of Floyd Burney taking a bullet to the forehead seconds after Flynn left. Then he remembered when he’d first heard the name Flynn. He opened the driver’s door, sat in the car and closed the door. He put the key in the ignition and started to turn it, then stopped, as the memory of the explosion that killed Flynn’s two psychopathic henchmen flashed through his mind.
He pulled the key out of the ignition and got out of the car, leaving it running on autostart. He stepped back, closed the door and retraced his steps until he stood close to the entrance where he’d entered the parking garage. He could still see the Audi from where he stood. He checked his watch. He was thinking he’d give it another couple minutes when the bomb went off. It lifted the car off the ground. The explosion blew the driver’s door right off and onto the hood of another car parked ten feet away. Flames engulfed the car and set off the hotel’s sprinkler system.
A hotel security guard came running through the door and stopped next to Borman. He had his phone out, talking to someone, probably the hotel’s front desk. He described the burning wreck of the car and told the person to call the fire department. He asked Borman, “Did you see it go off? Was anybody in the car?”
Borman could barely make out what the man had said; the noise and pressure from the blast impaired his hearing. “No. It’s my car. I used my remote to start it, and it blew up.”
“What’s your name, sir? Are you a guest of the hotel?”
Borman answered his questions. Moments later the fire department showed up. The larger vehicles couldn’t get in the underground parking but two smaller trucks were able to. The firemen busied themselves putting out flames. People were walking into the underground parking from the street area, curious to see what was going on, asking if anyone had been in the car.
The fire marshal and police wanted to know who might want to blow up his car; more precisely, who would want to see him die in it. Borman said he didn’t know.
As soon as he could get free, he called Senator O’Connor to let him know what happened. The Senator sent his press secretary over to get Borman out of there and back to his office. He wanted to be the one to talk to the press.
O’Connor held a press conference outside the committee hearing room. He wanted to make it clear that the explosion, and the attempt on the life of the Special Agent in Charge of the investigation for his committee, would not deter the committee from doing its work. He considered the bomb a direct attack on the committee and concluded by saying the act was proof that some rotten apples needed to be weeded out. It was proof that certain government agencies were out of control.
Reporters were still shouting questions at the Senator when Flynn’s phone rang. It was Conklin. “Which part of my last instructions did you not get? Do you have any idea what kind of shit storm you’ve just caused?”
Flynn knew he had to deny his involvement. The last thing he needed was for Conklin to turn against him. “I had nothing to do with it; I told them to stand down.”
“Are you telling me some rogue contractor did this? One of your guys can’t take orders?” He wasn’t going to let Flynn off the hook. This had his name all over it.
“I don’t know, I’m trying to find out. I’m just hearing about this on the news now. It could be one of the contractors wanted to get back at him; I told you they think it was Borman who took two of them out.”
Conklin was livid. He needed to calm down so he could think clearly. “All right. This is a priority. You find out who it was and take care of it. They need to be found with clear evidence tying them to the explosion. I’m assuming they can’t be connected to you in any way. Am I correct in that assumption?”
“Yes sir. None of the independents have direct ties with us.”
Conklin had hung up as soon as he heard the yes sir.
Lenny Farmer knew he was in trouble when he saw the news conference. He’d fucked up. He didn’t know how Borman had survived the explosion. Maybe he should have set the timer for longer than ninety seconds; who the hell takes longer than ninety seconds to get in their car in the summer—it’s not like the car needed to warm up.
Flynn found out where Farmer was by tracing the number on the burner Farmer was using. It was standard procedure to use the same burner throughout the operation, unless your cover was compromised and you had to go to cover for some reason. Farmer hadn’t got rid of his burner phone yet—its GPS said he was in a room at the Georgetown Suites Courtyard at 1111 30th St. NW, in Washington, DC.
Flynn sent a three man mop-up crew to take care of Farmer. The maid found him the next morning. He’d been shot twice in the back of the head with a .22 caliber pistol. They found a picture of Nick Borman and a stack of bills in his gym bag. Farmer was a soldier of fortune—there was no way anyone could tie him to the agency.




Chapter 29

New York Harbor
Senator O’Connor insisted he be the one to ask for the search warrant. It would add pressure to not only issue the warrant, but to do so quickly.
Borman and three other treasury officers pulled into the shipyard in two separate vehicles. They checked the floor plans out ahead of time and knew exactly where Kevin Palmerston’s office was. Palmerston was unable to hide his surprise when he read the search warrant. He said to Borman, “This is highly unusual. We normally get a courtesy call letting us know you’re coming so we don’t have to interrupt our schedule.”
“I’m sorry we didn’t get a chance to do that sir, we just got the warrant and came right over.” He added, “There’s also the possibility that there’s a friendly here, who might try to throw us off the scent, if you know what I mean.” Borman’s eyes drilled a hole into Palmerston’s.
Palmerston was stuck between a rock and a hard place; he had to take Borman to the correct containers. There were five Petrenko containers in the yard, stacked on top of each other. Palmerston nodded to his junior, telling him to open the container he pointed at. The officer unlocked the doors and pulled one of them open. Borman and Palmerston looked in and swept the inside area with flashlights. It was full of crates filled with soybeans; Borman said “Let’s check another one.”
Palmerston replied, “Perhaps you got some bad information.”
Borman was surprised at the contents, but he certainly wasn’t ready to give up yet. “Let’s look at the next one up.”
The junior officer went up first and opened the door to the second container. Borman and Palmerston climbed up and looked in with flashlights again; it was exactly the same as the first—more soybeans.
Palmerston reiterated his complaint, “This is highly unusual. The warrant should stipulate specific containers—they’re all individually numbered. I don’t want to end up facing a . . . . ”
Borman cut him off. “The warrant clearly states any containers owned by Petrenko Manufacturing. Now, let’s take a look at the next one.”
The junior officer climbed up and opened the third container, then climbed back down. Borman climbed up first with Palmerston coming right behind him. This one was about two-thirds full. Borman recognized the boxes; they were the same ones he’d checked out earlier with a portable x-ray machine.
Borman opened one of the boxes; it contained dozens of microchips. The second box he opened was full of random access memory chips. They were the same boxes that Sokolov had dropped off at Costa Containers. Borman took pictures with his cell phone. He called down to the other officers that came with him and had them come up to witness what he’d found—they all took photos with their phones.
Borman ordered Palmerston to have the container sealed while they waited for a crew to come and remove the evidence. The younger officer was staring at Palmerston. Borman saw the look; he knew the young man suspected his superior officer.
Borman asked Palmerston, “You’ve been green-lighting Petrenko containers—why?”
Palmerston feigned surprise. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Sure you do.” Borman addressed the junior officer. “Have you been instructed to green-light Petrenko containers?”
The young officer looked briefly at Palmerston. He was clearly not happy about being put on the spot. “Yes sir, they’re on the safe list.”
“By Inspector Palmerston here?”
“Yes sir.”
Palmerston objected. “That’s a lie. We don’t treat this company’s containers any different from others. We can’t check them all—we’ve simply had no reason to suspect Petrenko containers, until now.”
Borman knew the younger officer was next in line to take over Palmerston’s position. “How long would it take you to come back with another officer to corroborate the instructions you were given by Inspector Palmerston?”
They all knew Palmerston was a compulsive gambler, and his grouchy disposition didn’t make him any friends. “Not more than a couple of minutes, sir. How many would you need?” He looked at Palmerston as he asked the question.
“Just one for now, but hold up for a minute.” Borman could see that Palmerston was furious. His normally red complexion was up several shades of brightness.
Borman offered him a way out. “It’s not too late to do the right thing—I’m sure you were pressured to look the other way. If you want to improve your position, now would be a good time.”
Palmerston didn’t take long to roll over. “You’re right. Shall we go back to my office where we can discuss this in private?”
“Let’s do that.” Borman gave the younger officer a wink and a nod, saying he did the right thing. He followed Palmerston up to his office. Palmerston walked stiffly, keeping his back erect. His mind scrambled, trying to come up with a plausible story he could feed to Borman.
Once in his office, Palmerston poured himself a cup of coffee. He lifted the pot up, asking Borman if he wanted a cup. Borman shook his head. He let Palmerston sit behind his desk before he spoke, “Tell me.”
Palmerston said, “Not much to tell. I was offered money; I needed it. What’s the harm in letting the odd container through? They assured me there wouldn’t be any drugs.”
Borman had already heard the same thing from Conklin. Promise me there won’t be any drugs—as if that were the only illegal thing that crossed the border.
“Who paid you?”
“I don’t know. Some bagman works for Petrenko, I imagine.”
“You don’t know. Well here’s what I know Kevin. You’re about to be charged under the Arms Export Control Act and tossed in a jail cell—maybe for the rest of your life, at your age. They’re going to want to make an example out of your sorry ass, so they’re also going to drum up a bunch of other charges under the International Emergency Economic Powers Act—to make sure you don’t get out.”
Palmerston froze. It suddenly hit him he was in really deep shit; and here he was, thinking about a way to salvage his pension.
“I had no idea it involved anything of that nature. We green-light containers all the time; we can’t check them all. Tell me how I fix this.”
“You can’t fix this Kevin. This is the end of the line for you and your career. The question you need to ask yourself is this, do I want to cooperate with law enforcement and help them clean this mess up, or do I want to go down with the ship.”
“What about my pension? I’ve put in twenty-eight years. I’m two years from retirement.”
“I won’t make promises I can’t keep, but if you help me nail the bigger fish, I will put in a good word for you. They usually go easier on people who cooperate. Now, who gave you the money?” Borman wasn’t going to make it any easier for him until he proved he was going to help by volunteering names.
“Donald Flynn. It was Flynn who called and asked me to green-light the shipments, and it was Flynn who sent me the money.”
“That’s better. I already knew it was Flynn, but I wanted to hear it from you. You’re at a crossroad here Kevin. You can do the right thing, or you can do the wrong thing. I’m not going to twist your arm, but I would like you to help me bring Flynn in.”
Palmerston seemed to have made a decision. “What do you want me to do?”
“How does he pay you?”
“A box comes by courier. It’s cash. His name isn’t anywhere on the package—he’s too smart to make that kind of mistake.”
“You’ve talked on the phone about it though, haven’t you?”
“Yes. I have a number for him. He changes it now and then, so it’s probably a burner.”
Borman expected as much. “That’s all right. You do recognize his voice when you talk to him?”
“Of course. It isn’t electronically altered, if that’s what you’re asking.”
A plan was already forming in Borman’s mind. He got a pad and some paper from Palmerston and started writing. One hour later, after a bit of coaching, Palmerston was ready to make a call. He dialed Flynn’s number. Flynn picked up on the second ring, “I don’t have a lot of time. What is it?”
“We need to talk. We’re getting a lot more Petrenko containers coming through lately. I looked in one of the boxes; I’ve been green-lighting stuff that shouldn’t get through, and I’ve got a feeling I’m not getting my fair share of the pie.”
Flynn was thinking Palmerston was becoming a greedy prick, but then he remembered how little he’d paid him. “All right, I’ll send you another package, but don’t start making a habit of trying to shake me down. I don’t like it.” Flynn hung up.
Palmerston closed his phone. Borman played back the recording; it was perfect. Palmerston’s lines had been crafted to show that Flynn was paying him money to let Petrenko containers go through with products that would not make it through a customs inspection. Borman decided not to specify what the boxes contained or use the word money; that probably would have been too much and would have scared Flynn off.




Chapter 30

Washington D.C.
Borman wanted to get Flynn and Conklin in the same room and get them talking about the money they were receiving to green-light shipments through the New York Port Authority. He had pretty good evidence already, but it wasn’t airtight. He wanted to catch both of them with their hands in the till, and he wanted to slam the drawer shut on their greedy fingers.
He’d been wracking his brain over this for weeks and still hadn’t come up with a workable plan. Finally, he had an idea that might work.
Flynn got a call from Kevin Palmerston saying he wanted to meet. Palmerston said he was in town for a conference at the Four Seasons and wanted to meet with him in one of the hotel’s restaurants. Flynn was tempted to say no, but decided to appease him. The greedy little prick was probably going to try to squeeze him for more money. Petrenko was a golden goose, and he didn’t want to risk upsetting the deal—he’d find a way to replace Palmerston if he had to.
Conklin got a call for a meeting at the Four Seasons from Leon Petrov, Petrenko’s accountant. Petrov always stayed at that hotel when he was in town and Conklin figured he was due for another briefcase full of cash—he’d heard there’d been more containers coming through.
August 15, 2018
Palmerston was already seated when Flynn arrived. He followed the waiter to the table and ordered a double scotch before the man could walk away. Conklin was seated at a table with Petrov on the other side of the room. He saw Flynn walk in and watched as he joined a gray-haired man at his table. Conklin didn’t know who Palmerston was, and he rarely bumped into Flynn outside of agency conventions. Petrov had just said something he didn’t think he heard correctly, “I’m sorry, what did you just say?”
“I said I had two surprises this week. The first surprise was a call saying one of Mr. Petrenko’s containers had been searched and seized. The second surprise was that I didn’t get a call from you ahead of time, telling me there was going to be an inspection. We are paying you to make sure this sort of thing doesn’t happen, are we not?”
Conklin was almost speechless. “One of your containers was searched and seized?” His head unconsciously turned toward the table where Flynn was sitting. “When did this happen?”
“You’re telling me you didn’t know?”
Conklin was now looking at Petrov. He could feel the man was straining to keep his composure. Conklin figured this sort of thing would never happen to someone like Petrov and Petrenko in Russia. “I can assure you I’m hearing about this for the first time right now.” He had to force himself to concentrate; something didn’t add up. “Why would one of your containers be seized? Was there some illegal cargo in it?”
“I don’t know exactly. As I mentioned earlier, we rent out space for the return trip whenever we can. Apparently, someone was shipping something out of the country that isn’t allowed to be shipped out. I don’t have any details yet. I was hoping you could tell me.” Petrov looked at Conklin as if he were an employee who was less than competent at his job. It wasn’t a flattering look. No admiration there.
Conklin wiped his mouth with his napkin. “Could you excuse me minute, I need to make a call? I’m going to get you some answers right now.” Before he could move, Petrov put a hand on his forearm, holding him there. “Please, make the call from here. I would like to hear what you say.” Conklin wasn’t used to people telling him what to do, but he could see Petrov was wondering if he’d been set up. He took out his phone and called Flynn.
Across the room, Flynn pulled his phone out to check his call display. He wasn’t going to take the call, but when he saw Conklin’s phone number, he hit the talk button and put the phone to his ear. Conklin was looking at him as he spoke, “When were you going to tell me we have a problem?”
Palmerston had just started telling Flynn about the raid by Borman and other security agents; he couldn’t believe the timing. “I’m just hearing about it right now. In fact, I’m sitting with the bearer of bad news as we speak.” Flynn’s eyes were boring holes in Palmerston.
“What happened and what did they find?” Conklin noticed that Petrov appeared to be relaxing a bit. The last thing he needed was to have a rich Russian think he’d been set up.
Flynn wanted Conklin to know he wasn’t hiding anything from him. He said, “Let’s both hear it at the same time.” He put his phone on speakerphone mode and put it on the table between him and Palmerston. “Go ahead,” he said.
Palmerston leaned toward the phone and spoke in a nervous voice, “It was that Borman guy, the one that was just appointed by the Senate Committee. He showed up with three other agents. They had a warrant to search any Petrenko containers we had in the shipyard. I tried to stop them; I told him warrants should have the individual container numbers spelled out, but I couldn’t stop them. They searched all five containers and found some electronic components that are on the controlled technology list in one of them. They sealed the container and said they would come back to confiscate all the contents.”
Flynn picked up his phone and put it back in standard mode. “Did you hear that?”
“Yes. Who was that doing the talking?”
“That was Port Authority Inspector Kevin Palmerston.” Conklin covered his phone and repeated the information for Petrov. Petrov said, “We cannot be held responsible for the actions of another person. The company that rented the space for the return trip needs to be held accountable; we can’t let something like this blemish Mr. Petrenko’s reputation.”
Conklin told Flynn the container space had been rented out to some other company for the return trip. When Flynn repeated the information to Palmerston, he replied as instructed, that they already knew this; Borman was getting an arrest warrant for Dimitri Sokolov. Flynn relayed to Conklin; Conklin said he would call him back shortly.
Conklin was gritting his teeth. He’d come to the hotel expecting to pick up a briefcase full of cash, and instead, he’d walked into a major fuck up. “They’re currently issuing a warrant for one Dimitri Sokolov. He will be charged and it will be made clear Mr. Petrenko had nothing to do with the illegal shipment. I’m afraid your container might be tied up for a while; there’s not much we can do about that. It’s standard procedure to keep it in impound until they get all the procedural stuff worked out. That could be a few weeks.”
Petrov didn’t seem too concerned about the container. “I understand. What concerns me is that we didn’t get advanced notice of this raid. How did that happen?”
Conklin sighed. “If any of our police forces had sought this warrant, we would’ve known about it in advance and could have told you about it. This particular warrant was issued as a result of a government committee that’s trying to stick their nose in police business. It did not go through normal channels; there’s no way that I, or anyone else, could have found out about it.”
“Are you telling me you are not in the position to offer the protection Mr. Petrenko has been paying you for?” Petrov was trying to push buttons. Borman had coached him for hours on how to do it. It was working. Conklin was speaking out of emotion. He wasn’t thinking rationally.
“No, that’s not what I’m saying. We’ve done exactly what we promised to do. Your containers are being green-lighted so they don’t get pulled aside for routine inspections. As I just said, if this warrant had been sought by any of our police forces, we would have known about it in advance and could have warned you. What happened here is beyond our control.”
Conklin didn’t know if he was getting through to Petrov. This sort of thing would probably never happen in Russia. He tried to salvage the deal.
“This kind of raid is very irregular. It was the work of an investigative committee that operates outside of our police forces. They’re looking into how government agencies run their operations and for some unknown reason, they ended up looking into one of your containers. There was no way for us to know about it.”
Petrov appeared to be considering what Conklin had just said. “So you’re saying you can protect our shipments on most days but you can’t guarantee one hundred percent that something like this won’t happen again?”
Conklin hated to, but he had to agree. “This is our government checking up on its own police forces. Let me see if I can explain this to you. Imagine if the President of Russia suspected someone in the FSB. Imagine the President orders his private security to do random checks. Those checks might compromise any protection you had arranged with the FSB.”
Petrov’s jaw was clenched as he listened to Conklin. Finally, he seemed to relax, his anger dissipating. “I understand. What do you plan to do about it?”
Conklin shrugged. “I don’t know. Unless we can get someone on O’Connor’s Committee who could report back to us, we have no way of knowing what he is up to.”
“And the odds of getting someone on his committee are good, or not good?”
“Not good I’m afraid. He’s a very suspicious man. This fellow who conducted the raid, Borman, isn’t a regular officer. He’s a citizen that was appointed by O’Connor because this committee doesn’t want us to know what they’re up to. These are difficult times.”
Petrov nodded. “I see,” he said. “I suppose being protected from the usual risks still has value.”
Conklin breathed a sigh of relief. There was something addictive about lots of money—it seemed you could never have enough. “I’ll look into which judge it was that signed the search warrant. Perhaps we can find a way to get some advance information from someone in his office.” Conklin was as much thinking out loud as he was speaking to Petrov. O’Connor was a wild cannon, and they needed to find a way to get a warning of what he was up to. There was no telling who Borman was going to go after next.
Across the room, Borman walked up to the table where Flynn and Palmerston were sitting. Flynn looked up. He knew who Borman was, but pretended he didn’t. Borman said, “Mr. Flynn. I’m sorry, we haven’t met; I’m Nick Borman.” He didn’t offer his hand.
Flynn was confused at the approach. “Is there something I can help you with Mr. Borman?”
Borman sat down next to Palmerston. He replied to Flynn, “Not really, I just thought we should have a quick chat.”
Flynn’s eyes darted back and forth between Palmerston and Borman; neither one was giving him any clues. “Have a chat? About what?”
Borman was enjoying this. “Well, let’s see. I’m sure you’ve heard about the raid I conducted at the shipping yards.”
Flynn stuck to his guns. “I heard something about a container being seized.” He was thinking the less he said the better.
Borman was nodding. “Tell me Mr. Flynn. How much are they paying you? I’m curious.”
Flynn shook his head slowly, feigning confusion. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. How much am I getting paid for what?” He shot a look meant to kill at Palmerston.
“We seized components that are on the controlled technology list; components that can be used in military systems to make triggers for bombs and components for radar and surveillance systems. Some of them are used in guided missiles.”
The blood drained from Flynn’s face.
Borman continued. “You took money to allow someone to circumvent U.S. laws. I’m talking about the International Emergency Economic Powers Act and the Arms Export Control Act. I’m talking about jeopardizing our national security Mr. Flynn. So tell me, how much did it take to buy your influence?”
Flynn figured it was his word against Palmerston’s. He wiped his mouth with a napkin and tossed it on his plate. “I don’t know where you get your information Borman, but I’m not going to listen to another minute of it.” He started to get up.
Borman raised his voice enough for Flynn to know he wasn’t asking. “Sit down Flynn or I’ll have you arrested and handcuffed right here, in public.”
Flynn sat back down. He pointed at Palmerston. “Is this your source? This man who is addicted to horse racing? He would say anything to get his hands on enough money to place another bet. His testimony will never stand up in court.”
Borman took out his phone and pulled up a recording of the conversation. He played some of it for Flynn. “I can tell this is you talking, and we have voice recognition software that will verify it to one hundred percent certainty—as you know.”
Flynn was surprised, but he wasn’t about to throw in the towel yet. He sat there saying nothing, looking at Borman. Borman hadn’t expected him to cave right away, so he carried on. “We have Conklin too … three times taking a briefcase full of cash for setting this up—well over half-a-million dollars. We have him on video.
“Half-a-million?” Flynn couldn’t hide that he was surprised at the amount of money involved.
“It was considerably more.” Borman rubbed it in. He figured Conklin had kept the lion’s share. “How long do you think Conklin will hold out before he tells us about your involvement?”
Borman watched Flynn’s resistance recede, like water draining out of a sink.
“What do you want?”
“I want a full confession of what you and Conklin have been up to.”
Flynn looked confused. “Why? You have recordings.”
Borman leaned closer to Flynn. “Not about this; about Shelton Montgomery. I want you to tell me what you did, why you did it, and who gave the orders.”
Flynn looked like he’d seen a ghost. It finally sunk in why Borman was sitting there across from him. He wasn’t there to gloat about busting him for the export laws. He wanted more. He wanted a lot more.




Chapter 31

Senate Committee Hearing
August 22, 2018
Borman and Senator O’Connor sat across from Donald Flynn in an interview room in the Senate building. The small room was down the hall from the Senate Committee Hearing room where O’Connor was investigating discretionary funding by the FBI and the CIA.
Borman had been working on both Flynn and Conklin, playing one against the other. Conklin broke first and once he started pointing the finger at Flynn, it didn’t take long for Flynn to tell his side of the story.
O’Connor started the questioning, “For the record Mr. Flynn, I have made you aware that this meeting is not part of the main committee hearing; it is being recorded and will help us decide who we might call into the main committee to testify at a later date.”
“You have, and I am aware this meeting is being recorded.”
“Mr. Borman, acting as Special Agent for the Committee, tells me you have agreed to provide information to the committee about some goings on before the last election. Is that correct?”
“It is.”
Senator O’Connor sat straighter in his chair. Finally, he had someone who would admit to what transpired in the last election. “I want to go over a few things with you because I want to be sure about what I say in front of those cameras in committee hearings. It doesn’t get more serious than tampering with Federal Elections, and I don’t want to make accusations that can’t be substantiated, do you follow?”
“Yes sir, I do, and as I told Mr. Borman, I am willing to testify to what I’ve said in front of the committee.”
O’Connor twisted his head as if he was working a kink out of it. “What is your relationship with NSB Assistant Director James Conklin?”
“Assistant Director Conklin overseas Clandestine Services for the NSB; he’s the person I report to at the National Security Branch.”
“By report to, am I to understand you also mean you take orders from?”
“That is correct.”
“You’ve said you played a part in the last Federal Election. What exactly did you do?”
“I got a call from Assistant Director Conklin. He said they were concerned about Shelton Montgomery running for office. I was asked to make sure he changed his mind about running before he got to the primaries.”
O’Connor sat back in his chair, looking at Flynn. “You were asked?”
Flynn didn’t flinch. “He said he wanted me to make sure Montgomery changed his mind. Candidates are offered protection by the Secret Service once they get to the primaries; Assistant Director Conklin wanted me to make sure Montgomery didn’t get that far.”
“So it was an order? I’m asking because you started out by saying you were asked to see to it. Those are two very different things.”
“It was a figure of speech sir. I was told to see to it that he didn’t run for office.”
O’Connor looked at Borman. All he did was blink, but Nick knew the Senator had what he needed. He asked Flynn, “And did you carry out that order?”
Flynn didn’t hesitate. This was his only chance to bargain for a better deal, whatever that might be. “I did. We intervened in his business and his private life until he announced he was not going to run.” Flynn looked at Borman. They had an agreement; Borman and O’Connor wouldn’t push any further than necessary for details.
Later in the day, in committee, Senator O’Connor questioned Assistant Director James Conklin in front of a packed room with cameras rolling.
“Assistant Director Conklin, did you instruct Chief of Clandestine Services Donald Flynn to obstruct Presidential Candidate Shelton Montgomery from running for President of the United States in the last election?”
It was like time stopped; you could hear a pin drop. It seemed as if everyone had stopped breathing. Conklin leaned closer to the microphone.
“I did.”
The sound level went from silent to deafening; everyone started talking at once. Some people were talking on their cell phones; others were simply talking out loud to no one in particular.
O’Connor banged his gavel, demanding silence from the room. He paused, waiting for the noise to subside.
“And why did you give that order to Chief Flynn?”
Conklin leaned toward the mike again.
“I got a call from the White House.”
The noise level was even louder after his second comment. Some reporters rushed out of the room, wanting to be first to publish a story, even if incomplete or full of guesses and errors. O’Connor kept banging his gavel until the the room quieted down.
This was the moment O’Connor had been building toward. He was just as anxious as the others to see whether Conklin would give a name.
“Who at the White House made the request? Who gave you the order?”
“I got the call from White House Chief of Staff Brad Bailie. It was a request from the President.” This time, the room was noticeably quieter. The noise level went up, but not enough to disrupt proceedings.
O’Connor asked Conklin, “Did Chief of Staff Bailie say he was calling for the President or did you just assume that?” Once again, you could hear a pin drop in the room.
“I don’t remember his exact words, but there was no question in my mind the request came from the President. The Chief of Staff didn’t call to ask me for a personal favor; it came from the White House.”




Chapter 32

Washington
Borman met with Senator O’Connor one last time after the hearing. He handed in his Special Agent badge and identification. The Senator tried to talk him out of it; he said there was still a lot of work to do. Borman didn’t disagree with him about the amount of work that needed to be done, but he’d traveled as far down that road as he was going to.
Flynn was sentenced to ten years for his part in the Port Authority caper. He was fired from his job at the FBI and did not get to keep his pension; Borman didn’t think that came as a surprise to anyone.
Conklin was sentenced to fifteen years. It was felt that he profited the most from the Port Authority caper and as Flynn’s senior, he should shoulder more of the blame.
Brad Bailie lost his job as Chief of Staff at the White House. He denied asking Conklin to prevent Shelton Montgomery from running for office. O’Connor and the other members of the Senate Committee didn’t believe him, but with only Conklin’s word, there wasn’t much they could do. The official position of the White House was, if Bailie did in fact ask or order Conklin to interfere in the last election, he acted on his own. President Shaw himself would have welcomed the competition. The fact that Bailie was embroiled in the scandal was enough to get him canned.
The common sentiment on the other side of the isle was one of disbelief. Shaw was known as an in-fighter, and most people suspected he’d been behind it from the beginning.
All the talk about interference in the last election brought renewed fervor for Montgomery to run. Montgomery for President posters were everywhere; the shouts for him to run for office picked up where they had left off when he was shot in New York City.
Borman had a small celebration for the crew he’d put together for the sting. He had a few awards made as mementos. A small replica of an Oscar was presented by Robbie to the young actor Max Levin, for the excellent job he did playing the part of Leon Petrov. Rousseau received a hole-in-one award for the part he played with Conklin. Lennox received the most valuable player award. Robbie got the amateur chef award for the part he almost played as kitchen staff at the Four Seasons Hotel. A tremendous amount of planning went into preparing to bring room service to the Presidential Suite—a part that was never required.
The four team members sat together sharing war stories about the sting over a few drinks. Nick and Alex sat at another table, watching the camaraderie. Alex appeared lost in thought.
Nick asked, “How are you holding up?” He knew she was thinking about her sister Max.
Alex smiled at Nick. “I’m doing just fine.”
“There’s nothing you could have done.”
“I know. I have mixed feelings about how it all turned out. I don’t know why, but I actually feel bad about Burney getting shot. It’s not like he didn’t deserve it after what he did to Max.” Alex was folding a napkin into small squares.
Nick placed a hand on hers. “It was very brave what you did in that cabin. It scared the hell out of me, but it was very brave, and it worked out exactly as you said it would.”
Alex looked into Nick’s eyes and smiled. She knew he cared for her. Not the way she cared for him—she’d had feelings for Nick since the day she met him. But nothing would ever come of it. Nick had lost a girl he cared deeply about to a crazed killer when he first started Trident. He wasn’t going to let that happen again. He wasn’t going to get that close to anyone again for fear something might happen to them because someone wanted to get back at him. That’s just the way it was.
Alex said, “I think I’m going to call it a night; go home and take a long, hot bath.” Nick walked her to her car and said goodnight. He gently kissed her on the forehead and said, “Drive safe.” He stood there and stared at the car as she drove away. Alex had to be hurting because of what happened to Max. He wished he could do something to take her pain away, but he also knew that only time could do that.
He went back in and said goodnight to the crew. They were in great spirits, each having received a healthy paycheck for their part in the sting. Senator O’Connor had been generous and Nick had been able to pay each of them more than they were expecting. He had no doubt they were going to close the place.
On the drive home, Nick thought about Shelton Montgomery. There was no doubt the American public loved the man, and would probably vote him in if he ran. He couldn’t say the same about big corporations; many powerful people wouldn’t be happy to have Montgomery as POTUS.
One other thing Nick was certain of; Shelton would probably ask him to provide security if he decided to run. Nick would turn him down—he didn’t like getting involved in politics. He would have to stick to his guns—Shelton was like O’Connor—he didn’t like to take no for an answer.
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