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EPILOGUE:  PRESIDIO OF SAN FRANCISCO

PROLOGUE:  SAN FRANCISCO, 1968

The wind came over the bay with such intensity that it nearly threw Derek Thompson off the edge of the dock.  Regaining his balance, he forced his way through the wind to a safer place to stand, one that was further away from the edge.

Even at such a late hour, ships poured into the bay as if it was the only safe refuge on the entire west coast.  Ships' officers' faint voices could be heard over the wind as they screamed their instructions to the men unfortunate enough to be serving under them in such intolerable weather.  Still, as they listened to their superiors bark orders at them, the only thought on their minds was the fact that they were about to dock in San Francisco, a town known to be quite a receptive harbor for weary sailors with overnight passes.  It was this fact that kept many of them working hard on their jobs because even they realized that the ride would have to end eventually.  Then, the city was theirs for the taking.

As the wind pounded on Derek's thin Windbreaker, he looked out over the bay at the tiny lights that penetrated through the dense, morning fog that was rolling in with a slow, but steady, pace.  The Golden Gate Bridge, usually prominently displayed from the dock, could barely be seen as it peeked out over the top of the misty cloud that showed no signs of disappearing, only a present sense of increased magnitude.  Foghorns could be heard from all ends of the bay's waters as the radar from unseen ships spotted other vessels that were moving too close to them.

A figure caught Derek's attention.  It was walking towards him across the tiny sidewalk that separated grassland from the edge of the wet dock.  The loud blare of another foghorn forced Derek's eyes back to the bay waters; the lights from two vessels could be seen as they neared each other.

"Hey, Thompson," said a voice that carried itself slightly above the roar of another foghorn that was blaring off in the distance.  "Is that you?"

Derek turned around to see the figure, a pudgy man, who was waving a Manila envelope in his hands to catch his attention.  Through the dim lighting of a flickering dock light, Derek recognized him; he was the man Derek had come to meet.  Leaving his place of refuge from the wind, he walked over to the man, his eyes constantly keeping a steady watch on the distance between his feet and the edge of the dock.

"Is that it?" said Derek once he reached the man.  His eyes were on the thin, Manila envelope.

Derek reached out to grab the envelope but missed as the man pulled it back out of reach.  "Not yet," he said.  "I need to know if they accepted my offer."

Derek sighed.  "I spoke to my commander.  If you give me the evidence I need, you will be guaranteed complete amnesty from all charges."

"What's the catch?"

"There is none."

He handed over the envelope.  "There's enough information in here to convict the entire government."

Derek allowed himself a smile.  "Why don't you go home and stay close to the telephone?  Being seen with me probably wouldn't be wise."

The man nodded his head before he turned away from Derek and took a step forward.  A second later, he stopped and turned back.  "Are you sure you came alone?"

Derek stared at him for a long time.  "Stop worrying.  I don't go back on my deals.  I promised you I would be the only one to come here.  No one else knows about our meeting."

"Good," he said as an air of relief came over him.  Reaching behind his back, he pulled out a Colt .45 automatic revolver and aimed it at Derek.  "That makes it so much easier to do this."

Derek's eyes opened wide.  "What the hell are you doing?"

"Did you honestly believe I was going to meet you at this abandoned dock just to give you incriminating information?"

"I offered you amnesty.  I gave you my trust."

"I'm flattered.  Unfortunately for you, I didn't give you anything.  Check the envelope if you don't believe me."

Derek opened the envelope and examined the contents.  There were several sheets of paper, but each one was blank.  "What's the meaning of this?"

"You've become dangerous," said the man.  "Believe it or not, my superiors sent me here to meet you here for reasons that have nothing to do with a deal."

Derek eyes darted back and forth while looking for some means of escape for him.  The only direction that offered any hope was the one that went forward for about ten feet before it ended at the edge of the dock; however, Derek knew a fall from the dock would probably kill him seconds after he hit the water; bay fog was not the type of weather that offered safe swimming conditions.

"You'll never get away with this," said Derek.  "I'm a military police investigator.  This meeting is on my appointment ledger."

"Good try," he said with a smile, "but not good enough."

He took a deep breath to focus his attention on the crime he was about to commit before he pulled the trigger.  Nothing happened.

A smile came to Derek's face.  "Obviously, you've forgotten a fact that's quite important to a situation like this.  You forgot to load the first round into your weapon's chamber.  How were you planning to kill me?"

Ignoring Derek's sarcastic outburst, the man reached over his weapon and pulled back the chamber to load the weapon.  However, at that moment, he realized the odds were no longer in his favor; he found himself looking down the barrel of Derek's service .38 revolver.

"Attempt to re-aim your weapon and that will be the last mistake you ever make."

The man thought about his options for a second before he let his own weapon go limp in his hands.  Cautiously, he tossed it to a grassy field several yards away from the wooden platform near the dock's edge, a position that guaranteed he would not be getting the weapon back.  "You're making a big mistake, Thompson.  These people aren't going to let you continue this investigation."

"I'm afraid that's not their choice," said Derek.  "Now, start moving towards my car?  I think it's time we brought you in for a little questioning."

"I'm warning you," he said.  "You won't make it to your car.  Do you honestly think these people sent me out here alone to kill you?"

He thought about it quickly.  "Good try, but you won't get off that easy."

At that moment, wood chips exploded from a brown column that was only a couple of inches away from Derek's head.  The explosion came from a bullet that had just been fired.

"Get down!" said Derek as he dropped back behind the cover of the column that was just hit.  The man ignored his advice and ran in the opposite direction.

Derek realized the man was getting away before he aimed his revolver at him and debated whether or not gunning him down was worth the effort.  However, he decided it was probably better to let him go.  If the man was being truthful with him towards the end, Derek was going to need every round he had.  Besides, he knew he would always be able to pick the man up whenever he felt like it; it wasn't like the guy was going anywhere considering the fact that his whole life was in San Francisco.

In seconds, bullets were flying everywhere around Derek from the directional source of the first round.  From what he could observe from behind his hastily constructed fighting position, there were at least five people firing at him.  That didn't rule out the possibility of there being more than that.

"Thompson!" screamed a voice from where the gunfire was originating.  The firing stopped immediately after.  "This doesn't have to end this way!  We can make a deal!"

Derek smiled.  Even when they had him cornered, they wanted to deal with him.  "What kind of deal?"

"Forget everything you discovered about us, and we'll make it worth your while."

His smile didn't show any sign of disappearing.  "How do I know I can trust you?"

There were several audible laughs from the other side.  "I can only give you my word," said the one voice.

"Not good enough," said Derek in a voice not loud enough for anyone else to hear as he peered around his protective column to notice one of the men moving forward through the misty cloud that was seeping in over the bay.  "So much for your word," he said in a voice that was meant for no one but himself.

Raising his weapon and taking aim, he fired off two rounds at the man who thought he was being observed.  One of the rounds hit the man in his chest knocking him to the ground.  He dropped to his stomach and made no attempt to get back up.

"Real stupid, Thompson," said the voice.  "Don't you realize what we can do to you if we decide it's necessary?"

"I thought you wanted to make a deal!" said Derek.  "How come you sent someone forward?  How am I supposed to trust you?" 

There was no answer.

Derek examined his surroundings while looking for some means of escape from the men on the other side of the dock.  From what he could see through the growing fog, the dock continued away from the men for another couple of hundred feet before it reached Warehouse Row, San Francisco's port area of dock warehouse spaces.  He disregarded all thoughts of running to that area because, even though it offered him refuge from the people trying to kill him, it was a deserted area where the men could track him down and kill him without the possibility of witnesses observing them.  At least on the dock, there was a chance of someone showing up to interfere with his or her plans.

It was because of that fact he realized how desperate his situation really was.  It was obvious the men would have to be working on a short schedule to kill him before the local fishermen heard the constant rate of gunfire and went to investigate.  Therefore, he knew they would have to kill him as soon as possible.

The resumption of gunfire reiterated that fact.

Bullets were ricocheting everywhere around him.  Even as he crouched further down behind his protective cover position, he realized there was no way for him to fire a shot of his own.  It was only a matter of time before they became brave enough to approach him under suppressive fire and gunned him down.  There was nothing he would be able to do to stop them without being gunned down for his efforts.

Dropping to his stomach, he low crawled towards the edge of the dock hoping the height of the column area would keep him out of view of the other men; the addition of the fresh fog was also used to his favor.

When he reached the edge of the dock, he peered over the side and searched for anything that could be used for his defense.  However, other than empty space reaching to the violent waters below, there was nothing he could find.  He realized he had no other choice but to go over the side and began to pray that he would be able to make it in one piece, alive.

He took a deep breath and turned back to see if the other men realized what he was doing.  His mouth dropped open when he spotted one of the men turning the column length corner directly behind him.

Derek aimed his weapon at the man and fired.  The man, not realizing where his target was located, took the round in his stomach and fell back against Derek's former hiding position.  As the man dropped back against the wooden railing, Derek tucked in his head and leaped off the side of the dock.

When the rest of the men charged forward and reached Derek's old fighting position, it took them a couple of seconds to realize what happened.  They expected to see Derek, either dead or alive, but they didn't expect to see one of their own people dead and no sign of Derek.  It was only a couple of minutes later before one of them made the connection between the dock's edge and Derek's disappearance.  By then, it was too late.  Derek was gone.

It was as if he disappeared over the side of the dock and off the face of the Earth.  He was never seen again.
CHAPTER I:  PRESIDIO OF SAN FRANCISCO

The first sergeant took a long, deep breath and stared at the private who was standing before his desk.  "Private Jenkins, in all of my years of military service, I have never met a soldier as stupid as you.  Did you honestly think you could get away with snooping through the personnel files in the commander's office without someone finding out?"  Private Jenkins made an attempt to answer but was interrupted by the first sergeant.  "You've only been in this company for a week and you've already been written up seven times by your platoon sergeant for disobeying orders.  Give me one reason why I shouldn't just turn this situation over to the old man."

Private Jenkins shook as he stood at a position of attention.  "First Sergeant, I really don't know what to say."

"Of course you don't," he said, the anger showing on his face.  "Since joining this man's Army, you've been demoted three times.  I'm surprised you're capable of tying your own boots."  He thought to himself for a moment.  "My first instinct is to send you right over to the old man, but something tells me you might be worth one more try.  However, you would have to be watched much closer in the future.  Do you understand what I'm saying?"

Jenkins thought quickly.  "Yes, First Sergeant."

The first sergeant stood up and opened his office door to insure no one was listening to their conversation from outside.  Once he was satisfied, he closed the door again and sat back down behind his desk.  "I've done some checking into your file."  The private's eyes opened wide.  "According to my information, you were a demolition's engineer before you lost your clearance and ended up in finance.

"I'm sure you've heard some rumors about me from the other soldiers concerning my ties with black-market activities."  He put his hand in the air before the private could deny it.  "All of them are true.  Are you interested in what I have to say, or should I call the old man?"  He gestured towards the telephone.

Jenkins stepped forward to prevent the first sergeant from picking up the receiver.  "There's no need for the old man, First Sergeant.  I am interested."

"My organization doesn't choose people on a whim.  Everyone is investigated thoroughly, and that includes you.  There is a position in this organization for a person trained in explosives.  I am willing to put your record on hold for a couple of months until you've proved yourself to be trustworthy to us; then, I'll wipe your record clean.  Instead of facing the old man on charges that could bring you a couple of years at Fort Leavenworth, you'll stand to make some pretty nice money until you leave the service.  What do you say to that?"

A smile came to the private's face.  "Before I answer that, what exactly will I be doing?"

The first sergeant sighed.  "I'm sure you can kind of guess why we would need demolition's people in a black-marketing organization.  Sometimes, people get in our way.  It's always nice to have inventive methods of getting rid of them.  So, are you with us, or should I just phone the old man and tell him we're filing charges on you?"

"One last question," said Jenkins.

The first sergeant stared at him with impatience flowing from his eyes.  "What?"

"What would you say if I told you this whole conversation was being taped?"

The first sergeant's eyes bulged out.  "Is that supposed to be taken as humor?"

"No humor, First Sergeant."

A sarcastic smile came over the first sergeant's face.  "If this is some type of sick attempt at blackmail, let me warn you now:  It will never work."  He shook his head in confusion.  "Are you that crazy?"

"Of course not," said Jenkins.  "I have no intentions of blackmailing you.  That would be against the law.  What I have in mind falls under the Universal Code of Military Justice's Powers of Arrest."

"UCMJ Powers of Arrest?  You are crazy.  Even with a tape, who's going to believe the word of a trouble making private when it's used against the word of his first sergeant?"

"They'll believe it when they realize I'm not really a trouble making private."  Reaching into the breast pocket of his battle dress uniform shirt, he pulled out a wallet commonly referred to as badge and credentials.

"What the hell is this?" said the first sergeant as his eyes refused to believe what was being thrust before them.

"My name is not Jenkins, and I am not a private.  My real name is Mark Thompson, and I am a Criminal Investigation Division police investigator.  I was sent here to infiltrate this unit to see what I could find.  Apparently, I found what I was looking for."

"This is impossible," he said.  "It's just some sorry attempt to avoid having to face your punishment.  I'm afraid it's not going to work."

"Would it help if I advised you of your rights?"

"You are serious, aren't you?"

Mark nodded his head yes.  "There is a team of CID agents and MPs listening to this conversation right now.  Unless you decide to deal with us, you will be the one facing the old man in the morning.  Unfortunately for you, it won't be your old man; you'll be facing the provost marshal.  You may spend the rest of your life in prison."

The first sergeant stared at Mark for a long time.  "I'm afraid you misread me, Mr. Police Officer.  I'm not going to cooperate with you, nor am I going to face the provost marshal."

He reached into his desk drawer and placed his hand on his .38 Special revolver a second before he realized Mark was holding something in his own hands.  When he looked up, he realized there was a Colt .45 pointed at him.

"I'm not the private I masqueraded as," said Mark as he peered down the sights of his revolver lining them up with the first sergeant's head.  "I am a CID agent who will blow you away without thinking twice about it.  As a matter of fact, I will probably sleep sounder tonight knowing that scum like you is no longer on the face of this planet dirtying it somewhere."

The first sergeant's hand was still on the weapon as he went through his options.  When he heard Mark click the hammer back on the weapon, he lifted his hand away from the weapon slowly and let his hands go into the air for the CID agent to see.  Something told him that Mark wasn't someone who bluffed his way into and out of situations.

"What now?" said the first sergeant after his hands went into the air.

"Stand up and face the far wall," said Mark.

At that moment, there was a knock on the first sergeant's door and the door opened to reveal a young woman in a military uniform.  There were lieutenant bars on her collar.  "First Sergeant, I have those—"  She stopped talking once she realized what was going on in the office.

The first sergeant noticed Mark's attention had turned to the uninvited intruder when he spotted his opportunity.  He whirled around and stuck his hand into his desk drawer pulling out the revolver that he leveled and fired.  The round hit Mark in the chest on his left side knocking him back into the wall.

Mark hit the wall hard, but the weapon was still in his hand ready to fire.  Realizing the first sergeant was readying the .38 Special for another shot, Mark used his momentum against the wall to drop to his side; the second round crashed into the wall behind him where his head had been only a second before.  Before the first sergeant could re-aim, Mark rolled to his side and aimed his own weapon.  He fired two rounds before the first sergeant could react.  Both rounds exploded upon impact with the man's chest knocking him back against the closed window.

The pain from Mark's injury whipped at him as the weapon fell from his hand and hit the carpeted floor.  He fought an urge to allow himself to pass out.

While two rounds in any normal person would have killed the individual, the first sergeant was a huge man who was still standing, the gun still in his hands.  Fighting his own pain, he readied his weapon and aimed it to finish off the CID agent.  He realized the agent was too concerned with his own injury to notice his adversary was still quite capable of causing further injuries.

Before he could pull the trigger, he felt a pain in his back that ripped through his whole body.  He lunged forward with the weapon falling from his hands.  Shattered glass from behind him splattered throughout the office as he fell on his desk and died.

Mark braced his back against the wall and forced himself to his feet to examine the first sergeant.  Moving across the office slowly, he took the man's pulse and determined that he was dead.  He could see the hole in the window where one of the MP snipers had gunned down the first sergeant when he determined Mark's life was in danger.  It was that determination that had saved Mark's life.  Mark let the first sergeant's dead hand fall to the desk once he realized he was dead.

"Is he dead?" said the lieutenant from behind him.

Without turning around, he nodded his head.  In the confusion, he forgot she was standing behind him.  "It was his choice."

"I'm afraid that was your choice, too," she said.

Mark turned around slowly, using the desk to brace himself, and realized that the female lieutenant was holding his revolver in her hands.  "You're making a mistake," said Mark.

"Wrong, private," she said.  "You made the mistake by killing your first sergeant.  I am placing you under arrest."

A weak smile came to Mark's face.  "Lieutenant—"  he read the name on her shirt "—Harrison, I am a CID agent who was investigating this unit.  I came here to arrest this unit's first sergeant."

"Don't move," she said.  "I won't hesitate to shoot you if it comes down to it."  It was obvious she was not going to listen to him.

"Fine," said Mark as he allowed himself to stoop against the desk.  "However, don't gun me down as I pass out in front of you."

He slid down the side of the desk and hit the floor.  He was out cold.

The lieutenant stared at him for a couple of seconds not sure of what to do.  If he was faking, she didn't want him to kill her once she let her guard down to check his situation.  Still, this situation was new to her, and she didn't know what to do.

She was about to call for someone to assist her when she felt a slight sensation on her neck which told her that the psycho private was no longer of importance to her; her own survival was.  Turning around slowly, she noticed two men standing at the first sergeant's office door with revolvers aimed at her.  Another man was directly behind her with a weapon's barrel lodged against her neck, the source of the sensation.

"Don't do anything foolish," said the man closest to her.  "We've heard everything over the tap, so we know you have no idea what's going on here.  The man on the floor is a CID agent.  Put the weapon down slowly and back away from it."

Realizing she was not equipped to deal with the situation, she did as the man told her.  The weapon was down and she backed away from it.  One of the men grabbed her and pulled her out of the office, not roughly, but strong enough to let her know that she was not to stay in the room.  The other two men went into the room to check on Mark and the dead first sergeant.

The lieutenant stared at the man who pulled her out of the room as he holstered his weapon.  "Who are you, and what the hell is going on here?"

"I'm sorry, lieutenant," he said.  "That man in there is one of our agents.  We just didn't want you to put anymore holes in him than was necessary."

Her eyes opened wide.  "He really is an agent?"

He nodded his head yes.

Her hand went over her face.  "I'm so sorry.  I almost killed him."

"Nothing to worry about," said the man.  "You wouldn't be the first woman to have tried."

She disregarded his statement as the sound of military police officers could be heard as they rushed into the company area.  A Letterman Hospital ambulance crew entered behind them.

"I almost killed him," she said even though no one was really listening to her.

One of the CID agents came out of the room.  He noticed the lieutenant walking towards him; he was the one who had stuck the weapon into her neck.  "I'm sorry about our style and technique," he said.  "Sometimes we don't have a lot of time to do things diplomatically."

The agent who had been sitting with the lieutenant turned to the agent who had just come out of the room.  "How is he?"

"He'll live," he said before adding a smile.  "Doesn't he always?"

CHAPTER II:  WASHINGTON, DC

In a city known for housing the most powerful people in the country, there were quite a few places for people to spend their free time.  One of these places was the Specialty Club, a bar located in a seedier section of the city.  While it maintained a higher-class attitude than most other bars and pubs in the city, it also maintained a reputation as one of the bars where people went when they were trying not to be recognized.

Devina Chapel was one such person.  As she sat at the bar in a purple blouse and black miniskirt, she sipped a dry martini and waited for the usual come-ons that eventually threw themselves at her.  Being only twenty-five years old, she usually received quite a few of them.  However, on this evening, she noticed there was another man at the end of the bar who didn't appear to be hitting on anyone.  For this type of bar, this person obviously didn't fit in.

Downing her drink, she stared at the man until he noticed her.  Then, before he could turn away again, she smiled.  She waited until he smiled back before she waved him over to her.

The blond-haired man stood up from the other end of the bar and walked over to her.  "Can I join you?"  Before she could answer, he took a seat next to her.

"I've never seen you in here before," said Devina.

"I'm new in town," he said.

She stared at him with a bit of suspicion in her eyes.  "If you're new in town, how did you find this place?  It isn't exactly in any tourist books."

"A friend of mine recommended it," he said as he stared deeply into her eyes.  "He said there were many sights of Washington that could be seen through this place."

She couldn't help but stare back into his eyes.  "You don't seem like the other men who spend their time here."

"Really?" he said as he motioned to the bartender to bring him a drink, a vodka martini.  "What kinds of men spend their time here?"

She smiled with a touch of embarrassment.  "Most men here are cheating on their wives."

"Then, why do you come here?"

"Equal rights," she said.  "Some women cheat on their husbands."

The vodka martini arrived.  He paid for it.  "Can I get you something?"

"No, thank you.  I'm fine."  She thought to herself for a second.  "My name is Devina."  She stared at him for a couple of seconds.  "Aren't you going to tell me your name?"

"Why don't we keep that our little secret between us?  You can't have a relationship without a little bit of mystery to it."  He sat back in his chair and took a longer look at her.  "Are you cheating on your husband?"

She balanced her drink nervously.  "Why?  Would that matter to you?"

"No," he said.  "I'm just wondering."

"My husband goes on long trips.  He has some secret job he can't tell me about, and I never know when he is going to come home."

"I understand."

"Do you really?"

He thought about it for a second.  "I guess I can't really say I do.  I've never had a husband who went on long trips."

She laughed with him before she finished her martini.  "I'll take that drink now."

He called over the bartender and ordered another drink.  The bartender took the order sheepishly and then went to another section of the bar to make the drink.

"You're the longest one so far," she said.

He stared at her for a long time not making the connection.  "The longest at what?"

"Everyone else I've met in this place has asked me home by the time the first drink has been ordered.  You've held out the longest."

"You might be surprised," he said.  "In my experience, I've thought it best for the woman to decide when it's time.  It cuts down on my rejection rate."

She laughed again.  "That's one thing I miss about all of the men that come here.  They're always so dry.  None of them want to talk; of the ones that do, they're usually not even worth the attempt."

He allowed himself a smile.  "Have I been worth the attempt?"

She nodded.  "I don't know why, but there's something different about you."

"Uh-oh, is this the part where you tell me you'd like us to remain friends?"

"No," she said in fact.  "This is the part where I invite you home."

"Do I have to meet your parents?" he said with a wide grin.

"No," she said.  "That probably wouldn't be wise."

They weren't even through the front door of her house before she grabbed him and pulled him closer to her.  Lip locked, they kissed for what seemed hours, but in reality only lasted about ten seconds.

She broke off the kiss.  "You never did tell me your name?"

He stared at her for a long time.  "Maxwell Lowe."

Before she could say another word, he lifted her up off the ground and carried her into the house's main room while kicking the front door closed with his foot.  When he reached the living room, he set her down softly on a black, vinyl sofa and edged himself up against her, their lips locking one more time in a warm embrace.  During the long embrace, she slid her hands down to the bottom of her blouse and pulled it over her head cutting off their contact as the piece of clothing passed between them.  Their contact resumed even before the blouse hit the carpet.

His hand reached under her miniskirt and moved up her legs slowly, savoring each touch of her flesh with his.  Suddenly, he stopped and eased his hand back.  "Are you sure you want to go through with this?"

Her eyes showed no second thoughts.  "We wouldn't be here if I didn't," she said.  "Does it bother you that I'm married?"

He thought about it for a second.  "Like you said:  we wouldn't be here if it did."

She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him closer to her.  Before anything else could be said, he maneuvered himself around on the couch and climbed on top of her with one hand fighting the clip that held her miniskirt to her body.  After a couple of seconds of combating the clip, he gave up on the fight and pulled tightly, ripping the elastic banding from her body.

As he savored the smell of her strong, but subtle perfume, he could feel her struggling with the belt on his pants.  In seconds, they were slid off him and crumpled on the floor next to the sofa.

The heat between them increased intensely as they shed the clothing away from each other.  In minutes, they were naked with only each other between them.  The sensation between them magnified to such intensity that he realized the couch was not going to be suffice for what they had in mind.  Without breaking the contact, he pulled her towards him and rolled her off the couch and onto the floor where their shed clothing served as both pillow and mattress.

In the heat of the moment, they made love on the carpeted floor.  There were no words between them the entire time.

Lowe sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the mass that he knew as Devina.  An hour after passionate love-making on the floor, they took their business to the bedroom where they continued for another couple of hours, never stopping until they had both practically passed out from exhaustion.  Their bout had ended only a couple of hours previously and still Lowe was building back his energy.

As he listened to her muffled snoring, he stood up from the bed and walked into the main living room and then into the kitchen to fix himself a snack.  It was then that he heard the car enter the house's driveway.

Stepping over to the window, he stared out into the darkness of the night to see a lone man getting out of a car that was parked in the driveway.  The man reached into the car and retrieved a briefcase that he held close to his chest as he walked up the stairs to the front door.

Lowe rushed back into the bedroom and found his clothes.  Throwing on his pants, he found his shirt and threw it over his shoulders.  Pulling on his suit jacket, he took one last look at Devina and decided to leave the room.

"What's going on?" said Devina as she rolled over in bed and discovered that Lowe was no longer next to her.

"Nothing," he said.  "Go back to sleep.  I'm just going to use the bathroom."

"Hurry back," she said drowsily as she drifted back to sleep.

Lowe stepped out of the room and back into the living room, the only room connected to the house's entrance.

The man had only stepped a couple of feet into the house when he realized something wasn't right.  There was a man sitting on his sofa drinking a glass of milk.  "Who the hell are you?" he said.

"Michael Forsythe?" said Lowe.  "It is really a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

Forsythe stared at him for a long time, never taking his eyes off of him.  "I will only ask this one more time before I pick up the phone and call the police.  Who are you?"

"My name is Lowe," he said.  "Does that name ring a bell?"

Forsythe's eyes opened wide.  "You're one of us."

Lowe smiled.  "Not exactly.  It's more along the lines of you are one of us.  Unfortunately, your section has gotten out of control."

"Wait a minute," said Forsythe.  "I know who you are.  I've seen your name come up in special operations from time to time."

"Unfortunately for you, you don't know what I do in special operations.  As a matter of fact, what I do for them is extremely important to you at this particular place and time."

"What do you do?" said Forsythe with a bit of impatience showing through in his voice.

"I'm a problem solver," he said.  "I chase down renegade agents and I eliminate them as potential problems.  From what I understand, you've exceeded your authority with your present position.  It is my job to insure that you relinquish all control of your present section.  One of our people will come in to replace you."

"This is absurd," said Forsythe.  "My present assignment comes directly under direct control of the White House.  We do not answer to any other department."  He thought to himself for a second.  "This has something to do with special operations trying to take over the Agency, doesn't it?"

"I'm afraid I don't involve myself in inner office politics," said Lowe as he reached into his suit jacket pocket and pulled out a .38 Special revolver.  "I only do what I am told, and I'm afraid that your employment with the Agency has been terminated."

"Wait a minute!  We're on the same side."

"That's where you're wrong," he said.  "I'm only on one side, and that's whatever side is right."

Forsythe glanced around the house.  "Where's Devina?"

"Your wife?" said Lowe as he smacked his lips.  "One of the best I've had in quite some time."

"You bastard!" he said as he rushed at Lowe with his hand going for a weapon of his own.

Lowe aimed his weapon and pulled the trigger.  Forsythe took the round in his chest and fell back against the front door with blood smearing against the white painted frame.  He fell to the floor dead.

He walked over to Forsythe's body and kicked it to insure he wasn't alive.  Just to make sure, he aimed his weapon at Forsythe's head and pulled the trigger.  The bullet exploded in the skull leaving no doubt in Lowe's mind whether or not Forsythe was still alive.

It was only a couple of seconds later before Devina came stumbling out of the bedroom to see her dead husband on the living room floor.  She rushed over to him in hopes that he was still alive.  A brief glance at the gaping holes in his flesh was more than enough for her to realize there was no hope for him.

She turned and glared at Lowe who was still holding the smoking gun.  "You didn't have to kill him!"

"I'm afraid I did," he said.

"He's caught me with other people before.  This would have blown over like the rest.  He understood."

Lowe smiled.  "I'm afraid you don't understand.  This had nothing to do with you.  As a matter of fact, I only used you to get into the house.  I knew he was coming home tonight."

"How could you know he was coming home unless—"

"Right," he said with a smile.  "I am also in the Agency."

"Then, why did you kill him?  He was one of you."

"I'm afraid I don't have time to explain," he said as he raised the weapon and aimed it at her.

"What are you doing?" she said as fear replaced her anger.

"I'm going to kill you," he said with a wide grin.  "What makes you ask?"

"This doesn't make any sense!"

"It doesn't have to," he said.  "You're not going to need any information where you're going."

"You just killed my husband," she said.  "Now, you're going to kill me.  I deserve an explanation.  Didn't last night mean anything to you?"

"Last night meant a lot to me," he said.  "Unfortunately, that doesn't change anything."

She turned and ran towards the far window as he aimed the weapon at her and fired.  The bullet hit her in the back and propelled her towards her destination, the window.  She crashed through it with such a force that she flipped over the balcony and landed on her husband's car, her head smashing through the windshield.

Lowe went out onto the balcony and stared down at the body.  "It's too bad," he said.  "We could have done well together."

With that, he walked back into the house and finished his milk.  Wiping the house clean of his fingerprints, he left and went to report for his next assignment.

CHAPTER III:  PRESIDIO OF SAN FRANCISCO

When Mark woke up, he discovered he was lying on a hospital bed; he didn't know where he was but his blurry vision distinguished the fact that there were other people in the room with him.  Seconds later, his eyes cleared, and he recognized two of the people:  Lieutenant Colonel Stewart Bruester and Command Sergeant Major Richard Dent, two senior members of Mark's chain of command.  "Am I in some type of trouble?" was all Mark could think of to say.

Colonel Bruester stepped forward.  "Trouble is not the word I would use."  There was a smile on his face that brought a sigh of relief from Mark.  "After the internal review of the shooting is completed, I'd be willing to bet you'll receive at least an ARCOM for this one."

ARCOM was the shortened term for the Army Commendation Medal, one of the more distinguished medals a soldier could receive in a peacetime army.

"If I was an officer, I'd probably get the Meritorious Service Medal," said Mark with a smile a second before he realized his comment just insulted the officer corps in front of his battalion commander, a senior officer.

The battalion commander took the joke as it was intended and laughed.  "It wouldn't surprise me.  I've seen stranger things happen."  Colonel Bruester turned to the large, black man standing next to him.  "Sergeant Major, was there anything you wanted to say to Mr. Thompson?"

Sergeant Major Dent stared at Mark for a couple of seconds, his teeth clenched tightly together to a point where they couldn't come any closer.  For a second, Mark thought the man was going to start growling at him, the trademark of a sergeant major feared by his subordinates.  "I noticed you didn't think twice about killing another senior NCO.  By my count, that's three.  Are you trying to get rid of all of us one by one?"

Mark noticed the small hint of a smile from Dent.  In all of his years of working in the sergeant major's brigade, this was the closest the man had come to cracking a smile.  "Of course not, Sergeant Major.  I have all of the respect in the world for senior NCOs."

He huffed as he turned away from Mark and noticed a young woman sitting on a chair at the opposite end of the room.  He turned back to Mark.  "New girlfriend?"

Mark looked up from his pillow to take a look at the woman.  For a second he didn't recognize her.

The woman stood up to face Sergeant Major Dent.  "My name is Lieutenant Harrison.  I was the officer who—"  She thought to herself for a moment as she searched for the right words.  "—who almost shot him."

Colonel Bruester turned away from Mark and faced the lieutenant.  "Lieutenant, is there something you wanted to do here?"

She dropped her head in embarrassment, already regretting her decision to come to see Mark.  "I just wanted to apologize."

"Why don't you just go home, lieutenant?" said the colonel.  "There's nothing more you can do here."

She was about to turn away when Mark held up his hand to catch Bruester's attention.  "It's all right, sir.  I'll speak to her."

Bruester stared at the lieutenant for a couple of seconds before he turned back to Mark.  "Take care of yourself, son.  Do whatever the nurses tell you to do and you'll be back in serviceable condition again in no time."

Bruester started for the door before he realized Sergeant Major Dent was still at Mark's bedside.  "Sergeant Major?"

"I'll join you in a minute, sir," he said.  "I just wanted to say something to Mr. Thompson before I left."  The colonel stared at the sergeant major for a second before he decided to leave the room without him; he was more interested in what the doctor's diagnosis of Mark's injury was.

Once the colonel was gone, the sergeant major allowed himself a smile.  "You did a good job on this one, Thompson."

Mark's face lit up.  "Thank you, Sergeant Major."

"You don't need to thank me," he said.  Suddenly, it looked as if there was something else that was on his mind.  "There's one more thing."

Mark sat up on his bed.  He started to wonder what would be important enough to make the man want to speak to him alone.

"It was a good bust," he said.  "However, in all of my years of service with the MPs, something tells me it was too easy."

"Too easy?" said Mark.  "I was shot."

Dent checked to make sure the lieutenant was not paying attention to their conversation; she was presently reading through a medical magazine that she had picked up in the main lobby (one of those magazines that only someone on a deserted island for six months could grow to appreciate).  Her attention was not on their conversation.

"I'm not trying to make your bust any less than it was," he said.  "I just want you to think about where this information came from.  In my opinion, which doesn't mean anything anymore because these jobs are now open to you young investigators, this information came way too easy."  He thought to himself for a second.  "The only reason I'm telling you this is because I think you have the makings of a decent investigator; not a great one, but a decent one.  Therefore, I think you should check out all facts before you close this case because it is possible that even easy information becomes enough information to open new doors."

Mark thought about what he said for a second.  "I don't think I understand what you're saying."

"If you check into it, you will," he said as he slipped back into character and pulled a cigar from his breast pocket.  Pulling a gold-plated lighter from his pants pocket, he lit the thing.  "I'd better leave before one of these medical want-a-bees comes in and tells me to put this out."

Mark nodded.  "That's a nice lighter.  Is it real gold?"

The sergeant major allowed himself a final smile.  "I'm not really sure.  It belonged to a lieutenant in Vietnam.  I was his platoon sergeant.  It was kind of like his gift to me for attempting to train him to be an officer."

"He must have been pretty grateful.  That's a pretty nice gift."

"He didn't need it anymore," said Dent as the cigar went back into his mouth.  "One of his own people killed him—shot him in the back if I recall the situation correctly.  A lot of lieutenants went down that way."  He directed his last comment to the female lieutenant who was beginning to take an interest in the conversation.  Without another word, he left.

The lieutenant, slightly flustered from the sergeant major's final comment, stood up and walked over to Mark.  "I just wanted to apologize for not believing you back there.  I could have killed you."

Mark smiled.  "You wouldn't be the first."

She stared at him for a long time.  "One of the other agents said that.  Is getting shot an occupational norm with you?"

"You might say that.  I've been shot five times on different assignments."

Her eyes opened wide.  "That's horrible.  You're lucky to be alive."

"Was there something else you wanted to say to me?"

She nodded her head yes.  She was about to say it but decided against it.  "No, I guess not."

He nodded as if he understood.  "Thank you for coming.  Don't worry.  I'll be all right."

She took a deep breath.  "If there's any way I can make it up to you, please give me a call."

Mark's smile grew brighter.  "I'll definitely take you up on that.  Unfortunately, you haven't caught me at my best today."

Without another word, she turned and left.  Before the door could close, another person entered the hospital room.  This man was wearing a doctor's laboratory coat.  "Mr. Thompson, how are we feeling today?"

Mark started laughing before he realized how much it hurt to laugh.  "Steve, what the hell are you doing here?"

Steve Darwood laughed with him.  "They told me that only your chain of command and family could see you.  Therefore, I became a doctor.  Considering I didn't have nine years to spend in medical school, I stole a uniform and decided to drop by."

"What brings you here?" said Mark.  "Is there something I can do for counterintelligence?"

Steve nodded his head yes.  "Believe it or not, they assigned me to finish off your counterintelligence application packet."

Mark stared at him.  "You're kidding?  You're the one who is going to finish off my clearance investigation before I can be transferred from CID into CI?"

He nodded his head yes.  "Unfortunately, this is more than just a social call.  This is concerning the investigation for your clearance."

"Oh no," said Mark with a look of mock horror on his face.  "They found out I smoked weed with the anarchists during that trip to Moscow?"

Steve's face was serious.  "No, worse than that."

The smile disappeared from Mark's face.  "I was joking.  What's worse than that?"

"Before you can join the ranks of the spooks, you have to receive a full clearance.  Unfortunately, there was a question that came up that you failed to answer correctly."

Mark sat up on his bed.  "I answered every question to the best of my ability."  He thought to himself for a second.  "Which question?"

"This is concerning your family history.  We need to know when the last time you had contact with your father was."

Mark stared at Steve for a long time.  "My father?  Are you joking?"

"No," he said.  "I'm quite serious."

"My father died during the Vietnam War.  I haven't seen him since I was too young to remember."

Steve took a deep breath.  "Unfortunately, our records reveal something completely different."

Mark's eyes opened wide.  "Like what?"

Steve pulled a manila envelope from his coat pocket and handed it over to Mark.  "Usually, during these background investigations, we don't offer any information over to the people we are investigating.  However, considering the fact that we go back a long way, I'm willing to bend the rules a slight bit."

"We go back more than a long way," said Mark with a smile as he grabbed the manila envelope.  "I saved your ass back in Germany when you and Jeff went into that warehouse to break up that black-market organization.  If it wasn't for me, the two of you wouldn't be alive today."

Steve took a deep breath.  "Jeff isn't alive today."

Mark's mouth dropped open.  "You're kidding this time, right?"

"Jeff was killed during an undercover mission in Korea."

"Did they find the person who did it?"

He shook his head no.  "They didn't, but I did.  Consider the mission closed."

Mark said nothing else.  He knew Steve long enough to know that when he stated he fixed a situation, it was fixed with no room for error.

He opened the manila envelope.  There were several military forms within the envelope but one of them caught his eye.  It stated:

DEPARTMENT OF THE ARMY

4 September 1968

EAIGBI-MPI

Laura Thompson  

131 Adamson Way 

Houston, Texas 

Dear Mrs. Thompson:

I regret to inform you that Derek Thompson has been absent without leave from this unit since 1 September 1968.  Your husband's absence could result in a trial by court-martial with loss of pay and allowances which could mean that his family members would lose all rights to receive allotments, medical care, commissary and post exchange privileges, and other military benefits.  Continued absence could also result in confinement or dismissal with dishonorable or bad conduct discharge.

If you know where he is, please urge him to return immediately to military control at the nearest Army installation in order to avoid serious consequences of prolonged unauthorized absence.

Rest assured that he will be given a fair hearing and the opportunity to present any information on his behalf.

Should your husband fail to return to duty with the next 20 days, you may be eligible to receive a basic allowance to financially assist you for a period not to exceed 2 months beginning with the first day of his unauthorized absence.  I am enclosing an application for you to complete and return to me as soon as possible.

Sincerely,

––––––––

Darrell Thomas

CPT, MP

Commanding

Mark's eyes couldn't believe what he had just read.  "I never knew my father went AWOL.  What does this have to do with anything?"

"Read the next one," said Steve.

He did.  It read:

DEPARTMENT OF THE ARMY

4 October 1968

EAIGBI-MPI

Laura Thompson

131 Adamson Way 

Houston, Texas 

Dear Mrs. Thompson:

I refer to my letter of 4 September 1968 in which I informed you that Derek Thompson had been absent without leave from this organization since 1 September 1968.  His name was dropped from the rolls of this organization on 1 October 1968 and he has been administratively classified as a deserter from the United States Army.  Civilian and military law enforcement agencies have been notified of his status and requested to apprehend him.  Spouse/family members of military personnel classified as deserters are not eligible for post exchange, commissary, medical care or other military privileges.

Therefore, you are requested to return your Uniformed Services Identification and Privilege Card(s), DD Form(s) 1173.  A postage-free, pre addressed, envelope is enclosed for this purpose.

If you know where he is, please urge him to return to military control without further delay.

Sincerely,

––––––––

Darrell Thomas

CPT(P), MP

Commanding

"I don't understand," said Mark.  "My father died in Vietnam."

Steve lowered his head and shook it back and forth.  "I'm afraid not.  There is further information which states that your father never returned back to military control.  He was a deserter."

"How can you say that?  I know he died in Vietnam.  I've known that all of my life."

"Who told you that?"

He thought for a moment.  "My mother."

"I don't know why, but she lied to you.  Your father never made it to Vietnam."

"Why would she lie to me?"

"I don't know," he said.  "However, can I assume that you've had no contact with your father since he went AWOL?"

Mark stared at him for a long time.  "What kind of a question is that to ask?"

"I have to ask it before I can sign off on my investigation of your clearance.  It's the last section before I can send it in."

Mark shook his head.  "No, I have had no contact with my father since he deserted."

"I'm sorry I had to break it to you this way," said Steve.  "However, I had to ask the question before I could sign my approval."

"I understand," said Mark.  "As a matter of fact, I appreciate that it came from you rather than from someone I didn't know.  However, I do have one question."

"What's that?"

"Where was my father stationed before he went AWOL?"

"Here."

"Here?"

"He was an MP investigator at the Presidio."  He motioned towards the envelope.  "It's all in there."

"Can I keep these?"

He shook his head no.  "However, I don't need that paperwork back for a couple of days.  Why don't you look them over and copy what you need?  Get them back to me as soon as you're done."

"I appreciate that.  You're a real friend."

"I can understand what you're going through.  It must really come as quite a shock to you."

"I don't understand why my mom lied to me about it."

"You should have about a month's worth of convalescent leave because of your injury.  Why don't you find out?"

A smile came to Mark's face.  "You know?  You always did have the right attitude towards things."

"Someone has to," said Steve as he walked towards the door.  "Get better soon.  CI needs people like you."  Just as he reached the door, he turned back to Mark.  "Congratulations on that bust.  The whole post is going ballistic over it.  It's nice to see someone's ruffling feathers again.  There just doesn't seem to be enough of that around here."

With that, he left.

CHAPTER IV:  LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

The police officer wearing the sergeant stripes set the microphone transmitter back into its holder and walked over to the small group of police officers that was gathering around the entrance to the Palmorly Hotel, one of the three-star hotels in the downtown Los Angeles area.  The sergeant walked directly to the only member of the ten-person group who was wearing a suit; he stared at the man's suit for a long time; it looked like it had just been slept in.  "Sir, rear entrances are covered."

"Have snipers been set in place?" said Lawrence Barnes as he pulled his badge from his jacket pocket and attached it to the outside of his jacket with its clip.  The badge identified him as an FBI agent.

"Yes, sir," said the police officer.  "They have orders to fire at anyone who tries to exit the building after we enter."

Lawrence thought to himself for a second.  "Make sure your people get that word to the people inside the hotel.  The last thing we need is some innocent civilian getting shot."

He nodded knowing that everyone he would have to inform was already informed considering the fact that they were standing next to him listening to his conversation with the FBI agent.  "What did this person do?"

Lawrence turned and stared at the hotel building with his eyes beginning at the bottom floor and moving up all seven floors.  "He's the right-hand man of one of the most powerful drug dealers on the West Coast.  Until recently, he's been keeping close to his superiors in San Diego.  For some reason, he's on the move again."

Several of the police officers shifted nervously.  Each one of them knew the dangers of taking on known drug dealers.  Many of their partners and friends had paid the price of that action in the past.

"Let's go," said Lawrence.

The sergeant picked up his portable transmitter and issued the order.  In seconds, police officers rushed through the entrances of the building.

Lawrence followed closely behind the sergeant, the one who knew the layout of the building better than anyone else.  One of their informants had spotted the man in one of the rooms on the fourth floor; another FBI agent was presently watching the room to insure their target didn't leave.

The large group of officers was on the fourth floor in only a couple of minutes.  When they turned the corner to where the FBI agent was supposed to be, every one of them stopped and stared.

The FBI agent was sprawled out on the carpeted floor.  There were two bullet holes in his head.

"Damn," said Lawrence.

The sergeant stared at the body for a couple of seconds before he pressed the transmit button on his radio.  "Get an ambulance up here.  One officer down."  He turned back to Lawrence.  "I'm sorry, sir.  I think he got away."

Lawrence shook his head no.  "Wrong," he said.  "He just wants us to think he got away.  Fortunately, that's impossible.  With all of us watching the entrances, there is no way he could have exited the building without us seeing him."

"What now?" said the sergeant.

"How well do you know this building?"

"I used to be a security officer here before I became a police officer."

"Where would someone go if he's not extremely knowledgeable about this hotel?"

"Either the lobby or the ballroom floor."

"Send your men into the lobby.  We'll check out the ballroom floor."

He gave the order with his radio.

"Come," said Lawrence as a big smile crossed his face.  "The game is afoot."

The sergeant and his officers stared at the FBI agent for a couple of seconds before they followed after him.  "Afoot?" said one of the police officers to the sergeant.

They were on the ballroom floor a couple of minutes later.  As it was expected, the area was deserted.

The sergeant received a call over the radio before he turned to Lawrence.  "The lobby is clean.  If he's in the building, he's somewhere up here."

"Good," said Lawrence.  "This chase has lasted long enough."

The sergeant walked up to Lawrence and checked to make sure there was no one else close enough to hear him.  "How come I get the feeling there's something you're not telling me?"

"There is," said Lawrence.  "His name is McDougal.  He works for a man named Garcia.  Both McDougal and he have escaped me before.  I'm not going to let it happen again."

"No," he said.  "It seems more personal than that."

Lawrence took a deep breath.  "It is."

The sergeant realized Lawrence wasn't going to explain it to him, so he decided not to ask again.  Instead, he turned to a couple of his people and ordered them to check the other side of the ballroom level.  So far, they hadn't seen anything resembling another human.

"Where could he be?" said Lawrence.

"If he found one of the stairwells, we'll never find him.  There are too many of them for us to check each one."

"Wait a minute," said Lawrence.  "Is there a pay phone around here?"

The sergeant stared at him.  "You want to make a call right now?"

"No," he said.  "But McDougal would need to alert Garcia.  For that, he would need a phone.  We've had a tap on his room phone all day and not one call has been made."

"There are phones down this corridor," said the sergeant as he pointed down the only corridor stretching away from the hall.

As they rounded the corner, they noticed a long wall of telephones.  Before they could reach the wall, a phone started ringing.

Lawrence stared at the sergeant for a couple of seconds as the phone continued ringing.  "What do you think?"

"It's too much of a coincidence," said the sergeant.

"Are there any exits from here?"

"There's a stairway on the other end of the corridor.  It goes down to a basement level."

"Is there an exit there?"

"Yes, but it would set off an audible alarm.  Our people outside would hear it before the person could get two feet out the door."

Lawrence walked over to the ringing telephone and picked up the receiver.  Putting the receiver to his ear, he listened for a couple of seconds.  There was an audible clicking sound before a voice came on the phone.

"Please deposit forty cents," said the recorded voice.  A second later, the recorded voice repeated itself.

"Someone was here," said Lawrence.  He pressed 0 on the phone dialer.

A second later, an operator came over the phone.  "Forty cents, please," said the female voice.

"This is Agent Barnes of the FBI," he said.  "I was not the person on this phone."

There was a long pause.  "Thank you."

"Don't hang up," said Lawrence.  "Where was this call placed to?"

"I'm sorry," said the operator.  "That's privileged information."

Lawrence sighed.  "All right.  I admit it.  It was my call.  I'll insert the money.  Now, where did I call?"

"Forty cents?"

He pulled out some change from his pocket and inserted forty cents into the machine.  "There."

"San Diego, Agent Barnes," said the voice before the line went dead.

Lawrence put the phone back on its holder.  "It was him.  The call was to San Diego."

"That means he has to be in the stairwell," said the sergeant.

"Let's go," said Lawrence as he charged in the direction of the stairwell.  The police officers followed close behind him.

Once in the stairwell, Lawrence motioned for the sergeant to take a couple of police officers up the stairs to the roof while he and a couple others went down to the alarmed exit.  If either one was to find anything, radio contact was to be made immediately.

Several flights down the stairs, Lawrence noticed that there were no other doors for anyone to use to escape.  If someone went down the stairs, the person had to go all of the way to the basement.

Seconds later, Lawrence and the police officers were on the last set of stairs heading down.  When the first of several gunshots went off, they backtracked and climbed back up the stairs to keep themselves out of range.

"He's definitely down there," said one of the officers.

"Give it up!" said Lawrence as he pulled his revolver from his shoulder holster.  "You won't get out of this one alive if you don't."

"Is that Barnes?" said a rough voice with the hint of amusement in it.

"Don't make me have to warn you again?" said Lawrence.

"Forget it," he said.  "I know you.  You aren't going to let me out of this one alive."

"You're wrong.  I only want to speak to you.  Surrender and you'll live."

"I said:  forget it."

"We'll have to take him," said Lawrence to one of the officers closest to him.

One of the police officers finished making radio contact with the sergeant to insure that reinforcements were on the way.  "Sir, the two of you seem to go back a ways."

"Don't worry about it," said Lawrence.  "It won't cloud my judgment."  He turned away from the officer.  "Last chance, McDougal.  Don't make us have to kill you.  Garcia's not worth your life."

Another gunshot ricocheted on the metal stairway.

Lawrence holstered his gun.  "McDougal!  Let me come down there and talk to you!  We can work this out!"

"I'm not going for your tricks this time," said McDougal.

"My gun is in my holster," said Lawrence.  "Just let me speak to you."

There was a long pause.  "All right. Just you."

Lawrence moved around the cover he'd been using and walked slowly towards the metal beam McDougal was using for his own cover.  Lawrence's hands were in the air to assure him he was not going to gun him down.  "This doesn't have to end this way," he said once he reached him.

"You don't have anything on me," said McDougal.  "This is illegal."

"Not exactly," he said.  "We have a warrant out on you for drug trafficking.  You also skipped bail a couple of months ago.  That doesn't even mention the murder of one of our agents."

Lawrence was close enough to McDougal to reach out and hit him.  However, seeing the gun in McDougal's hands was enough to keep him from doing it.  "There is a group of trigger-happy police officers that would like nothing more than to blow your brains out.  Is that what you want?"

"I'll kill you first," said McDougal.  "I think they know that."

Lawrence turned back and glanced in the direction of the police officers.  "Let me have one of you show yourself."

One of the police officers moved out from behind cover with his revolver aimed in their direction.  "In three seconds, I want you to open fire and kill him."

McDougal stared at Lawrence in horror.  "You're crazy.  You know I'll kill you."

"Stuff like that has been known to happen."  He turned back to the police officer.  "One."

McDougal's eyes darted around frantically.  He couldn't believe what was happening.

"Two."

McDougal stared at the police officer and then back at Lawrence.  "I'll do it.  I'm warning you."

"Three," said Lawrence.

McDougal's eyes opened wide as he turned to see the police officer take closer aim.
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