
1 

1 
DESERT NIGHTS AND WEEPING FLOWERS 

 
Egypt, 1964 

Alexei Bukharin thought the setting a cliché: a half-moon, the desert outside Cairo, the looming shadow of 
the pyramids of Giza as a backdrop. Even the requisite Egyptian in a dishdasha waited. 

 He stayed in the shadow of a rusting hulk of a bus that tourists trusted to get them here safely. His 
eyes scanned as he turned 360 degrees around his position. The scant moonlight was enough for him to see 
he was alone, except for the robed man who watched at the entrance to the smallest of the pyramids on the 
Giza plateau. 

 He waited another full hour to assure no one had followed him then emerged from the shadow of 
the bus, clad in his own version of desert robes, hood up to cover the blond hair that would be a beacon in 
the moonlight. Though he could get to his gun beneath the robes, his hand lay on the combat knife he’d 
carried in the Soviet Army. Knives were quieter anyway; guns brought too much unwanted attention. This 
meet had been well-planned, vetted down to the commas and periods, but he never took chances. 

 The Egyptian’s face broke into a smile when Alexei approached. A hand over his heart, he bowed to 
Alexei and murmured in Arabic. Alexei caught only a few words—the man you want is there. The Egyptian 
pointed toward the entrance to the tomb. A faint glow came from within, and Alexei almost shook his head 
at the deepening of the cliché. 

 Alexei motioned for the Egyptian to precede him, not wanting the man at his back, and they entered 
the tomb. Alexei had to hunch to keep from scraping his head on the ceiling of the passageway, but the 
Egyptian had no such issue. 

 They homed in on the faint glow, and it brightened until they emerged into a square chamber lit with 
torches. Boizhe moi, Alexei thought, can it get more B movie than this? 

 Keeping the exit accessible and his back to a wall of the chamber, Alexei scanned his new 
surroundings. On a camp table lay the tools of an archeologist—a magnifying glass, a flashlight, picks, 
brushes, a notebook, colored pencils, a folding ruler. The implements were closest to a wall filled with 
hieroglyphs and a mural of the life of the Egyptian buried here, he supposed. Alexei could see a decent sketch 
of the mural on the pages of the open notebook. All that added up to the cover of the person he was 
supposed to meet. 

 His hand went back to the hilt of his knife when he heard murmuring—a man’s voice, gentle, a 
woman’s soft weeping. From a side chamber two people emerged. A dark-haired man about Alexei’s height 
had his arm around the shoulders of a woman whose robe covered colorful, silken skirts. Alexei could hear 
the jangle of tiny bells in time with her steps. The woman’s head came up when she sensed other people in 
the room, and Alexei saw her beauty, her eyes rimmed with kohl, which had streaked her cheeks as she wept. 

 The man carried a pith helmet and wore archeologist chic—jodhpurs, a safari jacket, unbuttoned to 
show a well-developed chest beneath it, and soft, leather knee boots. The man’s rumpled hair looked as if the 
woman had run her hands through it. Indeed, Alexei could see the remnants of the berry stain the woman 
used on her lips on the man’s mouth.  

 With a forlorn look at Alexei, the woman dashed across the chamber to the Egyptian and wept onto 
his shoulder. He soothed her, and they left. 

 The two men studied each other. Where Alexei’s expression was closed and stern, the other man 
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smiled, his brown eyes shining in the torchlight. He lay his helmet on the camp table, took a handkerchief 
from a pocket of the jacket, and wiped his mouth. The handkerchief went back into the pocket, and he 
buttoned up the jacket, his eyes never leaving Alexei. A half-smile stayed on his lips. 

 Alexei cleared his throat and said, “The Yankees’ prospects are good this year.” 

 The man laughed and shook his head. “Why is it the code phrases are always baseball-related? I’m 
more of a football fan myself.” 

 Alexei said nothing, but he drew the knife a half-inch from its sheath. 

 “Oh, of course,” the man said. “Sorry. It’s just this is all so trite.” His face took on a false 
seriousness, then he said, “Actually, I think the Red Sox may just break the curse of the Bambino this 
season.” 

 Alexei let the knife slide back into the sheath but kept his hand resting on the hilt. “I am Alexei N. 
Bukharin. KGB.” 

 “Yeah, you seem to match the picture in your dossier, but, you know, to make a sure 
identification…” The man pointed to the hood of Alexei’s robe, and Alexei pushed it back. A grin came to 
the man’s face again, and he stepped closer, right hand extended.  

 “Nelson,” he said. “United Nations.” 

 Alexei shook the offered hand. “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Nelson.” 

 “Just Nelson. So, Alex, here we are.” 

 “Please. Alexei, not Alex.” 

 “Of course. Sorry. I have to ask you a few questions.” 

 “I would do the same if you were defecting to the KGB.” 

 Nelson laughed. “That’s not too likely, my friend, but I’m glad you understand. This is going to be a 
complicated relationship. You’re defecting from the KGB, which is what they want us to believe, but you’re 
really their mole, which is what they believe, but your defection is real, which is what they don’t know.” 

 “We Russians have a history of being obtuse.” 

 “But you don’t consider yourself Russian, right?” 

 “I was born in Ukraine, which is a Soviet Socialist Republic. I was born a Russian, schooled a 
Russian, but I consider myself Ukrainian.” 

 “You have family in the USSR. Is that going to be a problem?” 

 “They will denounce me to the Party, but they are aware of the convoluted situation. They will be no 
problem.” 

 “Not even the son you left behind?” 

 Alexei felt heat rise to his face. He thought his mentor had covered that knowledge, but apparently 
the U.N.’s spy service had resources he—or the KGB—didn’t know.  

 “He’s not yet two,” Alexei said. “He’ll be raised to think I’m dead, like his mother.” 
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 Nelson nodded, his eyes narrowing. “Why did you pick us?” 

 “The U.N. Intelligence Directorate?” Nelson nodded again, arms folded across his chest. “If I went 
to the CIA with this proposal, they would give me a new name and put me in Podunk, America, after 
debriefing me. I want to fight back against the KGB. I want to bring down the Communist Party.” 

 “Yeah, your little cabal—what’s it called again?” 

 “Kracniyi Krug. The Red Circle.” 

 “Right. Well, they have an intriguing plan, but it could take years. You understand that?” 

 “Of course. Russians are a patient people. If it takes decades, it will.” Alexei gave a very Russian 
shrug, the one where you indicated acceptance of what fate had in store for you. 

 In Russian, Nelson began, “Chto yest…” 

 “Yest,” Alexei finished. What is, is. 

 “All right, that’s settled,” Nelson said. “Welcome to the United Nations Intelligence Directorate—
after we debrief you, of course. Oh, and the pay’s not bad, either.” 

 “I’ll count money later. Now, it would be bad luck. Why was the woman crying?” Alexei asked. 

 Nelson seemed nonplussed at the question but recovered, the characteristic grin returning. “She was 
sad to see me go,” he said. “Poor thing. You spend a few days with them, and they think it’s for life. She 
thought the dashing, rich archeologist was going to take her back to America with him. I had to disabuse her 
of that, naturally.” 

 “Naturally.” 

 “However, because she dances at a lot of diplomatic events, she told me quite a few juicy items that 
I’ll take back to our analysts.” 

 “Pillow talk. Old KGB method.” 

 “Whatever works, my friend. I think you’ll find we’re a little more flexible than the CIA when it 
comes to using sex to get information.” 

 Nelson bent down to a small valise leaning against the camp table, but he caught Alexei’s hand 
tightening on his knife again. 

 “Easy, old man,” Nelson said. “Just a little something for us to seal the deal.” He took out an iced 
bottle of vodka and two glasses, then poured liquid into both. He took up one and handed the other to 
Alexei. 

 The two men raised the glasses in a toast. 

 “Here’s...” Nelson paused, then gave that open smile again. “Here's to the beginning of a beautiful 
friendship.” 

 Alexei rolled his eyes. “How did I know you were going to say that?” 

 They drank and smashed the glasses against the mural. 
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2 
FOOTSTEPS 

 
Sir John Nevis Stone, GBE, stared at his fifteen-year-old ward and shook his head. The scrubbing he’d 
ordered had removed the overdone make-up and the dye from her hair. The black jeans, studded leather 
jacket, and chains were gone, and in her riding pants and casual sweater, she looked more like who she was—
the daughter of decent people who gave their lives for an ideal. Still, with her legs crossed at the knee, top leg 
swinging, the arms folded over her chest, her gaze at some point in the room other than his face, she sat 
before him, a sullen and defiant adolescent. 

 The library of her London home wasn’t as extensive as the one in the home on her country estate, 
but it leant this conversation the proper, serious atmosphere. 

 “Were you listening to me?” he asked her. 

 That almost got an eye-roll, but she answered, “Yes. I was irresponsible, blah, blah. I wasn’t thinking, 
blah, blah. All the same things you’ve said since you dragged me away from Amsterdam,” Maitland Fisher 
replied. 

 “Maitland, really, you make it sound like I kidnapped you. I dragged you out of a drug-sodden rock 
star’s bed, and I’m still considering exactly what I’m going to do about the bastard,” Stone said. 

 She finally made eye contact with him, her face showing her fear, her eyes pleading with him. “John, 
please, don’t do anything to Ian. I told him I was eighteen. It’s not his fault,” she said. 

 “No, my dear, it is his fault, because he shouldn’t have taken your word for it. For the meantime, 
anyway, I’m doing nothing, but if you have any contact—a letter, a post card, a phone call, anything—I’ll 
make certain the media learn about his defilement of an underage girl. Am I clear?” 

 She sat up in the chair, both feet on the floor, hands gripping the chair arms. “John, he didn’t defile 
me. I wanted…” 

 “Am I clear?” 

 She slouched in the chair again. “Yes,” she muttered; he strained to hear her. 

 “Excellent. I’m glad we understand each other. Now,” he said, reaching to open a drawer in the desk, 
“I have something you will read. Once you’re finished, we’ll discuss your future.” 

 Stone placed two, thick file folders on the desk. 

 “What are those?” she asked, but he saw her eyes scan the U.N. globe and the red words in a 
diagonal slash across the cover—Top Secret. 

 “Information on your parents,” he replied. 

 “My parents were missionaries. Why would the United Nations have Top Secret folders on them?” 

 “Read them and find out.” 
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 She picked up the top one, which happened to be her mother’s. “What does the black square mean?” 
she asked him. 

 “It means they died in the line of duty.” 

 Her eyes contacted his again, wariness now in them. “They died in a plane crash,” she said. 

 “Did they? Read and find out.” 

 Stone leaned back in his chair and tented his fingers as he watched her open the folder. After a few 
seconds of reading, she closed it again, and she looked up at him. 

 “Am I supposed to be seeing this?” she asked. 

 “Technically, no, but I’m the boss so I have some leeway. Read.” 

 A half-hour passed before she finished and tossed the folders on the desk with such force they slid 
across the top toward him. 

 “Those are lies,” she said. 

 “No,” he replied. “That’s the truth about your parents.” 

 “My parents weren’t the kind of people who peek through keyholes and spy on everyone.” 

 Her chin came up, defiant, and, damn, but didn’t she look like her mother when she did that? 

 “They were exactly that ‘kind of people,’ and now that you know, you have some thinking to do.” 

 “About what?” 

 “I want you to finish their work.” 

 “What? Why?” 

 “Because given your recent behavior, they’d be ashamed to call you their daughter, and you have to 
do something to restore their honor, which you’ve dragged through layers of mud.” 

 He intended his words to sting, and they did. The girl began to weep, her head lowered, and he 
steeled himself to be unaffected by it. 

 “Now,” he said, “you can go be the idle aristocrat you claim to abhor. You can go to the right 
parties, marry just the right lesser lord, who’ll be more than willing to count your money for you, and give 
him a brace of children destined to make nothing of their lives either. Or you can follow in the footsteps of 
two very brave people who wanted only to make a better world.” 

 She raised her head, fingers swiping at the tears on her cheeks. “You make it sound so noble. 
Digging dirt on people and worse,” she said. “Why did you lie to me for so long?” 

 “Maitland, you were five when they were murdered. You could understand a plane crash, not that 
your parents were spies, burned by someone they trusted, and killed by a foreign government,” he said. He 
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saw her wince and added, “I did what I thought was best. I never planned on being a father, then, there I was, 
responsible for a five-year-old child while trying to run a covert organization and keep that from you.” 

 “So, you’re not MI-5?” 

 “No, this is a U.N. organization, but there’ll be more time to explain all that later. I need your 
answer.” 

 “Right now?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Well, I think it’s a horrible idea.” 

 “I didn’t ask your opinion. I want your answer.” 

 He watched her rise and walk to the fireplace, where she stared for a while at the flames before her 
eyes came up to a framed picture on the mantelpiece—Katherine Maitland and Lord Frederick Fisher on 
their wedding day with their witness, just plain John Stone then. 

 “They don’t look like spies,” she said. 

 Stone crossed the room to her. “No, they look like who they were, two people very much in love 
getting married. That love was what orphaned you. Your mother wasn’t the type to stay home and pace the 
floor waiting for your father to get back from a mission. That’s why she switched from cryptography to 
operations during the war. That’s why when he and I joined The Directorate, she came, too, as his partner.” 

 “So, I was nothing to them, that they left me so often.” 

 “No, dear girl, you were everything to them. As I said, it may sound like a cliché, but they wanted a 
better world for you.” 

 “What happened to the person who… What was the word?” 

 “Who burned them?” She nodded. “She was their translator for many years on Taiwan, but the 
government there began to suspect she was a Communist. She gave your parents up to save her life, but the 
authorities killed her anyway.” 

 “Well, that’s some solace.” Maitland turned to him. “What makes you think I can do this?” 

 “Because you are their daughter. You are your mother’s daughter.” 

 “Would they want me to do this?” 

 “Lord, no! I suspect they’ll haunt me for even suggesting this, but I don’t want you to think about 
that. I’m giving you a chance to finish their work.” 

 Her eyes narrowed at him. “If you don’t let me see Ian Flynn again, I’ll go to the press and tell them 
all about this super-secret Directorate,” she said. 

 “No, you won’t.” 
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 “Won’t I?” 

 “No, because you’re your parents’ child. Faced with death they kept their oath. A lot to live up to, to 
be sure, but you can do it. In fact, that little threat just proved it to me. You’ve got what it takes.” 

 For a moment he thought he’d get slapped, but she glanced once more at her parents’ picture then 
back at the fire. When she looked at him again, it was her mother who stood there, the woman who’d been 
the best covert operative he’d ever encountered, male or female, and John Stone felt a rare qualm that he 
would lose the innocent girl Maitland had been, much as he’d lost her mother to Freddie Fisher thirty years 
before. 

 “Where do I start?” she asked. 
 

3 
FAMILY MATTERS 

 
When Mai entered the conference room, she smiled at John Stone, then she saw MacArthur Holt. She gave 
him a smile as well and got his usual scowl in return. He was an Eton man, reaching for a title, but John had 
confidence in him. His field work had diminished as Stone had involved him more in management.  

 Mai thought he had a bit of a James Bond streak. Holt wore only the best suits, carried a Walther 
PPK in a shoulder holster, and had a fondness for martinis. She often wondered if he took them shaken, not 
stirred. Today, he wore an immaculate white shirt and striped tie, the shoulder holster over the shirt but 
daring not to wrinkle it. He stood by the window, hands on hips. 

 “You wanted to see me?” she said to John. 

 “Yes, Mai. Sit down,” John said, an off-hand smile showing. 

 Her stomach lurched, and she wondered if she’d done something wrong. No, she thought, the last 
dead drop went exactly as intended. She sat at the table as John took his seat at the head. Holt sat across from 
her, arms on the tabletop, fingers interlaced. If anything, the scowl deepened.  

 “Is this about the dead drop in Rome?” she asked John. 

 “No, not at all. That went well. We debriefed that. Excellent work. This is the next step.”  

 “The next step to what?” she asked. 

 “You expect to fill and clear dead drops and eavesdrop at society parties your entire career?” Holt 
asked, his derision unconcealed. 

 “I’m sorry, Arthur,” she said, “have I done something to upset you?” 

 “No, Mai,” Stone said. “Arthur is upset that I assigned him to work you through a new project.” 

 “John, I’m not upset,” Holt said. “I just think I should be working with someone a bit more 
experienced.” 
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 “Arthur, how will she get experience except through tutelage from an experienced agent?” 

 “I’d prefer she have a few more ops under her belt.” 

 “‘She’ is sitting here and has never liked it when others discuss her in the third person in front of 
her,” Mai said. 

 “Easy, old girl,” John said. “Arthur, get started with the briefing.” 

 Holt opened a folder that had been at his right hand, took out a picture, and slid it across the table 
toward her. She picked it up and studied it, getting a vague memory of a man with a younger face in a corner 
of a pub, playing a guitar and singing Irish songs. Holt then passed her the file, which she began to read. 

 “Fintan Maitland,” she said and looked up at Holt. 

 “You should know him. He’s your cousin,” Holt said. 

 “His father and my grandfather were siblings. That makes him my mother’s first cousin, mine once 
removed or some such. I don’t think I’ve seen him since I was eight or nine.”  

 “You don’t think?” Holt asked. 

 “Excuse me?” 

 “He’s your cousin.” 

 “Yes, we’ve established that. I think the last time I saw him was during a summer visit to a family 
house in Belfast when I was eight or nine. He was singing at a local pub.” 

 “And there’s been no contact with you since?” Holt asked. 

 “No, but he may have had ‘contact,’ as you call it, with Roisin O’Saidh. She manages the money of 
anyone who was left funds from my mother’s estate,” Mai replied. 

 “Mr. Maitland has indeed ‘spoken with’ Miss O’Saidh about money recently. She denied him.” 

 “I’m sure she had her reasons,” Mai said. Roisin had cut her off often enough. 

 “Those reasons were probably that any money he gets he funnels to the IRA,” Holt said, with a 
smirk. 

 “There have been factions of the Maitland family with connections to the IRA,” Mai said. “John is 
aware of that. John, I thought you said something about a next step. This feels like an interrogation.” 

 “I was beginning to notice that. Arthur, shall we get to the point?” Stone asked. 

 Holt was not happy to be brought back on topic. He gave Stone a glare, then turned it again on Mai. 
“All right, then. The ‘next step’ John is talking about is recruiting. You’re going to recruit Fintan Maitland to 
provide us information on the IRA.” 

 “Which you’ll, in turn, provide to MI-5.” 
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 “You have a problem with that?” 

 “No. I just wanted to be clear about that fact if I’m supposed to betray a part of my family.” 

 Holt smiled for the first time, though it had some inner triumph behind it. “This is the profession 
you’ve said you wanted, following in Mummy and Daddy’s footsteps, and all that. Part of this profession is 
betrayal, and sometimes you betray friends, family, whatever it takes. If you have qualms, tell us now, and you 
can go back to the Army or the RAF.” Mai looked at John Stone, whose face was utterly neutral. “No, don’t 
look at him! This op is you and me.” 

 “Maybe the op should just be you,” Mai said. 

 “Arthur, give us a moment,” Stone said. 

 “John, I…” 

 “A moment, Arthur,” John repeated, giving him a pointed look. 

 Holt stood up and shoved the chair back under the table before stalking from the room and 
slamming the door. 

 “God, who squeezed his balls?” Mai said. 

 “Mai,” Stone said, his voice so sharp, she jumped. “This is not a business where you get to pick and 
choose what you do or with whom you work, and you do not play on our relationship.” 

 “When did I do that?” she asked, genuinely surprised. 

 “Calling on me when Arthur’s questions got too pointed, looking to me to intercede when it gets too 
hard on you.” 

 “But I…” 

 “I’m talking now as your superior, not your lover. Understand?” 

 “Of course.” 

 “You will recruit Fintan Maitland, and you will do it under Arthur’s supervision. You will do exactly 
what he says, when he says. If you do not recruit Fintan, you’re finished. Do you understand?” 

 She swallowed the lump in her throat and fought tears. “You’ve never spoken to me that way.”  

 “Then don’t put me in a situation where I have to.” 

 “Why can’t you supervise me on this, like the dead drops?” 

 “Mai, I supervise thirty full-time agents, manage the budget, provide logistics for four satellite offices, 
deal with agencies from every European government and America. I don’t have the time to oversee a trainee. 
And this is a test for Arthur. He wants to transition to management.” 

 “So I’m just the guinea pig?” 
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 “Have you changed your mind about becoming a full operative?” 

 “No, of course not.” 

 “Then, get it through your head that you don’t get to plan out your career here just yet. You’ll work 
with Arthur on this mission, and I better get a good report from him.” 

 Before she could stop them, the tears spilled over her cheeks. She swiped them away and tried to 
keep more from falling. 

 “I’m going to get Arthur,” Stone said, rising. “Get yourself straightened out. I don’t want him to see 
you crying.” 

 Stone left her alone after tossing her his handkerchief, and she fought her emotions, trying to get 
them under control. She wasn’t certain why she was so emotional about this. She barely knew Fintan, but she 
didn’t understand why Holt was so dead set against her.  

 Not for the first time, she questioned her choice, but one thing she never did was quit, despite both 
the Army and RAF thinking that was the case. She did those things to make certain she’d never cower in a 
hotel closet again after a blown dead drop. 

 Using the handkerchief, and her reflection in the window, she made herself presentable just before 
the door opened and Holt returned—alone. 

 “All right, then,” he said. “Are you on board?” 

 “Of course.” 

 “Sit down.”  

 “Look, Arthur, John read me the riot act, and I understand the roles, but ordering me about isn’t 
going to do either of us any good.” 

 “Apparently, you weren’t listening when Stone said you were finished here if you didn’t recruit Fin 
Maitland.” 

 “Oh, I fully intend to do that, but keep pushing me, and I’ll do exactly opposite of what you want. 
Meaning you don’t get your shot at management either.” 

 For a moment she thought she’d overstepped and that Holt would throttle her, but he laughed and 
shook his head. 

 “You’ve learned the manipulation lesson very well,” he commented. “I’m glad we understand each 
other, then. You want to make the grade and so do I.” 

 He gestured to a chair, and she sat. He sat down, an empty chair between them. “Tell me what you 
remember about Fintan Maitland.” He looked at her, smirked, then added, “If you please.” 

 She decided that was bait, and she wouldn’t rise to it. “What I said earlier sums it up. I was visiting 
the Belfast cousins, and he was playing guitar and singing at a local pub. He had a beard then.”  


