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1




FOUR HUNDRED MEN LIVED HERE, most for the rest of their time on earth.


And then hell would get them for the rest of eternity.


The walls were thick concrete and their interior sides were layered with repulsive graffiti that spared virtually nothing in its collective depravity. And each year more filth was grafted onto the walls like sludge building up in a sewer. The steel bars were nicked and scarred, but still impossible to break by human hands. There had been escapes from here, but none for more than thirty years—once outside the walls there was no place to go. The people living on the outside around here weren’t any friendlier than the ones on the inside.


And they actually had more guns.


The old man had another severe coughing fit and spit up blood, which was as much evidence of his terminal condition as any expert medical pronouncement. He knew he was dying; the only question was when. He had to hang on, though. He had something left to do, and he would not get a second chance to do it.


Earl Fontaine was large but had once been larger still. His body had imploded as the metastatic cancer ate him from the inside out. His face was heavily wrinkled, savaged by time, four packs of menthols a day, a poor diet, and most of all a bitter sense of injustice. His skin was thin and pasty from decades inside this place where the sun did not reach.


With a struggle he sat up in his bed and looked around at the other occupants of the ward. There were only seven of them, none as bad off as he was. They might leave this place upright. He was beyond that. Yet despite his dire condition, he smiled.


Another inmate from across the floor saw Earl’s happy expression and called out, “What in the hell do you have to smile about, Earl? Let us in on the joke, why don’t you.”


Earl let the grin ease all the way across his broad face. He managed to do so despite the pain in his bones that was akin to someone cutting through them with a brittle-bladed saw. “Gettin’ outta here, Junior,” Earl said.


“Bullshit,” said the other inmate, who was known as Junior inside these walls for no apparent reason. He had raped and killed five women across three counties simply because they had been unfortunate enough to cross his path. The authorities were working like mad to treat his current illness so he could keep his official execution date in two months.


Earl nodded. “Out of here.”


“How?”


“Coffin is how, Junior, just like your scrawny ass.” Earl cackled while Junior shook his head and turned back to stare glumly at his IV lines. They were similar to the ones that would carry the lethal chemicals that would end his life in Alabama’s death chamber. He finally looked away, closed his eyes, and went swiftly to sleep as though practicing for the deepest of all slumbers in exactly sixty days.


Earl lay back and rattled the chain attached to the cuff around his right wrist, which in turn was hooked to a stout though rusted iron ring set into the wall.


“I’m getting away,” he bellowed. “Better send the coon dogs come get me.” Then he went into another coughing spell that lasted until a nurse came over and gave him some water, a pill, and a hard slap on the back. Then he helped Earl sit up straighter.


The nurse probably didn’t know why Earl had been sent to prison and probably wouldn’t have cared if he did know. Every inmate in this max prison had done something so appallingly horrific that every guard and worker here was completely desensitized to it.


“Now, just settle down, Earl,” said the nurse. “You’ll only make things worse.”


Earl calmed, sat back against his pillow, and then eyed the nurse steadily. “Can they be? Worse is what I mean.”


The nurse shrugged. “Guess anything can be worse. And maybe you should’ve thought of that before you got to this place.”


With a burst of energy Earl said, “Hey, kid, can you get me a smoke? Just slip it twixt my fingers and light me up. Won’t tell nobody you done it. Cross and swear and all that crap though I ain’t no God-fearing man.”


The nurse blanched at the very idea of doing such a thing. “Uh, yeah, maybe if it were 1970. You’re hooked up to oxygen, for God’s sake. It’s explosive, Earl, as in boom.”


Earl grinned, revealing discolored teeth and many gaps in between. “Hell, I’ll take blowing up over being eaten alive from this crap inside me.”


“Yeah? But the rest of us wouldn’t. See, that’s most people’s problem, only thinking of themselves.”


“Just one cig, kid. I like the Winstons. You got Winstons? It’s my dying wish. Got to abide by it. Like my last supper. It’s the damn law.” He rattled his chain. “Last smoke. Gotta gimme it.” He rattled his chain louder. “Gimme it.”


The nurse said, “You’re dying of lung cancer, Earl. Now, how do you think you got that? Here’s a clue. They call ’em cancer sticks for a damn good reason. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! With that kinda stupidity you can thank the good Lord you lived long as you have.”


“Gimme the smoke, you little prick.”


The nurse was obviously done dealing with Earl. “Look, I got a lot of patients to take care of. Let’s have a quiet day, what do you say, old man? I don’t want to have to call a guard. Albert’s on ward duty now and Albert is not known for his TLC. He’ll put a baton to your skull, sick and dying or not, and then lie in his report and not one person will dispute it. Dude’s scary and he don’t give a shit. You know that.”


Before the nurse turned away Earl said, “You know why I’m here?”


The nurse smirked. “Let’s see. ’Cause you’re dying and the state of Alabama won’t release someone like you to secure hospice even if you are costing them a ton of money in medical bills?”


“No, not this here hospital ward. I’m talking prison,” said Earl, his voice low and throaty. “Gimme some more water, will ya? I can get me water in this gol-damn place, can’t I?”


The nurse poured a cup and Earl greedily drank it down, wiped his face dry, and said with pent-up energy, “Got behind bars over twenty years ago. First, just for life in a federal cage. But then they got me on the death penalty thing. Sons-a-bitches lawyers. And the state done took ahold of my ass. Feds let ’em. Just let ’em. I got rights? Hell, I got nuthin’ if they can do that. See what I’m saying? Just ’cause I killed her. Had a nice bed in the fed place. Now look at me. Bet I got me the cancer ’cause of this here place. Know I did. In the air. Lucky for me I ain’t never got that AIDS shit.” He raised his eyebrows and lowered his voice. “You know they got that kind in here.”


“Uh-huh,” said the nurse, who was checking the file of another patient on his laptop. It was set on a rolling cart that had locked compartments where meds were kept.


Earl said, “That’s two decades plus almost two years now. Long damn time.”


“Yep, you know your math all right, Earl,” the nurse said absently.


“The first Bush was still president but that boy from Arkansas done beat him in the election. Saw it on the TV when I got here. Year was 1992. What was his name again? They say he’s part colored.”


“Bill Clinton. And he’s not part black. He just played the saxophone and went to the African-American churches sometimes.”


“That’s right. Him. Been here since then.”


“I was seven.”


“What?” barked Earl, squinting his eyes to see better. He rubbed absently at the pain in his belly.


The nurse said, “I was seven when Clinton was elected. My momma and daddy were conflicted. They were Republicans, of course, but he was a southern boy all right. I think they voted for him, but wouldn’t admit to it. Didn’t matter none. This is Alabama, after all. A liberal wins here hell freezes over. Am I right?”


“Sweet home Alabama,” said Earl, nodding. “Lived here a long time. Had a family here. But I’m from Georgia, son. I’m a Georgia peach, see? Not no Alabama boy.”


“Okay.”


“But I got sent to this here prison ’cause of what I done in Alabama.”


“Sure you did. Not that much difference, though. Georgia, Alabama. Kissing cousins. Not like they were taking your ass up to New York or Massachusetts. Foreign countries up there for shit sure.”


“’Cause of what I done,” said Earl breathlessly, still rubbing at his belly. “Can’t stand Jews, coloreds, and Catholics. Don’t much care for Presbyterians neither.”


The nurse looked at him and said in an amused tone, “Presbyterians? What the hell they ever done to you, Earl? That’s like hating the Amish.”


“Squealed like hogs getting butchered, swear to God they did. Jews and coloreds mostly.” He shrugged and absently wiped sweat from his brow using his sheet. “Hell, truth is, I never killed me no Presbyterian. They just don’t stand out, see, but I woulda if I got the chance.” His smile deepened, reaching all the way to his eyes. And in that look it was easy to see that despite age and illness Earl Fontaine was a killer. Was still a killer. Would always be a killer until the day he died, which couldn’t come soon enough for lawful-minded citizens.


The nurse unlocked a drawer on his cart and took out some meds. “Now, why’d you want to go and do something like that? Them folks done nothing to you, I bet.”


Earl coughed up some phlegm and spit it into his cup. He said grimly, “They was breathing. That was good enough for me.”


“Guess that’s why you’re in here all right. But you got to set it right with God, Earl. They’re all God’s children. Got to set it right. You’ll be seeing him soon.”


Earl laughed till he choked. Then he calmed and his features seemed to clear.


“I got people coming to see me.”


“That’s nice, Earl,” said the nurse as he administered a painkiller to the inmate in the next bed. “Family?”


“No. I done killed my family.”


“Why’d you do that? Were they Jews or Presbyterians or coloreds?”


“Folks coming to see me,” said Earl. “I ain’t done yet, see?”


“Uh-huh.” The nurse checked the monitor of the other inmate. “Good to make use of any time you got left, old man. Clock she is a-ticking, all right, for all of us.”


“Coming to see me today,” said Earl. “Marked it on the wall here, look.”


He pointed to the concrete wall where he had used his fingernail to chip off the paint. “They said six days and they’d be coming to see me. Got me six marks on there. Good with numbers. Mind still working and all.”


“Well, you sure tell ’em hello for me,” said the nurse as he moved away with his cart.


Later, Earl stared at the doorway to the ward, where two men had appeared. They were dressed in dark suits and white shirts and their black shoes were polished. One wore black-framed glasses. The other looked like he’d barely graduated from high school. They were both holding Bibles and sporting gentle, reverential expressions. They appeared respectable, peaceful, and law-abiding. They were actually none of those things.


Earl caught their eye. “Coming to see me,” he mumbled, his senses suddenly as clear as they had ever been. Once more he had a purpose in life. It would be right before he died, but it was still a purpose.


“Killed my family,” he said. But that wasn’t entirely accurate. He had murdered his wife and buried her body in the basement of their home. They hadn’t found it until years later. That was why he was here and had been sentenced to death. He could have found a better hiding place, he supposed, but it had not been a priority. He was busy killing others.


The federal government had let the state of Alabama try, convict, and sentence him to death for her murder. He had had a scheduled visit to Alabama’s death chamber at the Holman Correctional Facility in Atmore. Since 2002, the state of Alabama officially killed you by lethal injection. But some death penalty proponents were advocating the return of “Old Sparky” to administer final justice by electrocution to those on death row.


None of that troubled Earl. His appeal had carried on for so long that he’d never be executed now. It was because of his cancer. Ironically enough, the law said an inmate had to be in good health in order to be put to death. Yet they’d only saved him from a quick, painless demise so that nature could substitute a longer, far more painful one in the form of lung cancer that had spread all over him. Some would call that sweet justice. He just called it shitty luck.


He waved over the two men in suits.


He had killed his wife, to be sure. And he’d killed many others, though exactly how many he didn’t remember. Jews, coloreds, maybe some Catholics. Maybe he’d killed a Presbyterian too. Hell, he didn’t know. Wasn’t like they carried ID proclaiming their faith. Anybody who got in his way was someone who needed killing. And he had allowed as many people to get in his way as was humanly possible.


Now he was chained to a wall and was dying. But still, he had something left to do.


More precisely, he had one more person to kill.
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THE MEN COULD NOT HAVE looked any more tense. It was as though the weight of the world was resting on each of their shoulders.


Actually, it was.


The president of the United States sat in the seat at the end of the small table. They were in the Situation Room complex in the basement of the West Wing of the White House. Sometimes referred to as the “Woodshed,” the complex was first built during President Kennedy’s term after the Bay of Pigs fiasco. Kennedy no longer thought he could trust the military and wanted his own intelligence overseers who would parse the reports coming in from the Pentagon. The Truman bowling alley had been sacrificed to build the complex, which had later undergone major renovations in 2006.


During Kennedy’s era a single analyst from the CIA would man the Situation Room in an unbroken twenty-hour shift, sleeping there as well. Later, the place had been expanded to include the Department of Homeland Security and the White House Chief of Staff’s office. However, the National Security Council staff ran the complex. Five “Watch Teams” comprised of thirty or so carefully vetted personnel operated the Situation Room on a 24/7 basis. Its primary goal was to keep the president and his senior staff briefed each day on important issues and allow for instant and secure communications anywhere in the world. It even had a secure link to Air Force One in the event the president was traveling.


The Situation Room itself was large, with space for thirty or more participants and a large video screen on the wall. Mahogany had been the wood surface of choice before the renovation. Now the walls were composed mainly of “whisper” materials that protected against electronic surveillance.


But tonight the men were not in the main conference room. Nor were they in the president’s briefing room. They were in a small conference room that had two video screens on the wall and a row of world time clocks above. There were chairs for six people.


Only three of them were occupied.


The president’s seat allowed him to stare directly at the video screens. To his right was Josh Potter, the national security advisor. To his left was Evan Tucker, head of the CIA.


That was all. The circle of need to know was miniscule. But there would be a fourth person joining them in a moment by secure video link. The staff normally in the Situation Room had been walled off from this meeting and the coming communication. There was only one person handling the transmission. And even that person would not be privy to what was said.


The VP would normally have been part of such a meeting. However, if what they were planning went awry, he might be taking over the top spot because the president could very well be impeached. Thus they had to keep him out of the loop. It would be terrible for the country if the president had to leave office. It would be catastrophic if the VP were forced out too. The Constitution dictated that the top spot would then go to the Speaker of the House of Representatives. And no one wanted the head of what could very well be the most dysfunctional group in Washington to be suddenly running the country.


The president cleared his throat and said, “This could be momentous or it could be Armageddon.”


Potter nodded, as did Tucker. The president looked at the CIA chief.


“This is rock solid, Evan?”


“Rock solid, sir. In fact, not to toot our own horn, but this is the prize for nearly three years of intelligence work performed under the most difficult conditions imaginable. It has, frankly, never been done before.”


The president nodded and looked at the clocks above the screens. He checked his own watch against them and made a small adjustment to his timepiece. It looked as though he had aged five years in the last five minutes. All American presidents had to make decisions that could shake the world. In numerous ways, the demands of the position were simply beyond the ability of a mere mortal to carry out. But the Constitution required that the position be held by only one person.


He let out a long breath and said, “This had better work.”


Potter said, “Agreed, sir.”


“It will work,” insisted Tucker. “And the world will be much better off for it.” He added, “I have a professional bucket list, sir, and this is number two on it, right behind Iran. And in some ways, it should be number one.”


Potter said, “Because of the nukes.”


“Of course,” said Tucker. “Iran wants nukes. These assholes already have them. With delivery capabilities that are inching closer and closer to our mainland. Now, if we pull this off, believe me, Tehran will sit up and take notice. Maybe we kill two birds with one stone.”


The president put up a hand. “I know the story, Evan. I’ve read all the briefings. I know what hangs in the balance.”


The screen flickered and a voice came over the speaker system embedded in the wall.


“Mr. President, the transmission is ready.”


The president unscrewed the top of a water bottle sitting in front of him and took a long drink. He put the bottle back down. “Do it,” he said curtly.


The screen flickered once more and then came fully to life. They were staring at a man short in stature, in his seventies, with a deeply lined and tanned face. There was a rim of white near his hairline where the cap he normally wore helped to block the sun. But he was not in uniform now. He was dressed in a gray tunic with a high, stiff collar.


He stared directly at them.


Evan Tucker said, “Thank you for agreeing to communicate with us tonight, General Pak.”


Pak nodded and said, in halting but clearly enunciated English, “It is good to meet, face-to-face, as it were.” He smiled, showing off highly polished veneers.


The president attempted to smile back, but his heart was not in it. He knew that Pak would lose his life if exposed. But the president had a lot to lose too.


“We appreciate the level of cooperation received,” he said.


Pak nodded. “Our goals are the same, Mr. President. For too long we have been isolated. It is time for us to take our seat at the world’s table. We owe it to our people.”


Tucker said encouragingly, “We completely agree with that assessment, General Pak.”


“Details are progressing nicely,” said Pak. “Then you can commence your part in this. You must send your best operatives. Even with my help, the target is a very difficult one.” Pak held up a single finger. “This will be the number of opportunities we will have. No more, no less.”


The president glanced at Tucker and then back at Pak. “We would send nothing less than our very best for something of this magnitude.”


Potter said, “And we are sure of both the intelligence and the support?”


Pak nodded. “Absolutely sure. We have shared that with your people and they have confirmed the same.”


Potter glanced at Tucker, who nodded.


“If it is discovered,” said Pak. They all became riveted to him. “If it becomes discovered, I will surely lose my life. And, America, your loss will be far greater.”


He looked the president directly in the eye and took a few moments seemingly to compose his words carefully.


“It is why I asked for this video conference, Mr. President. I will be sacrificing not only my life, but the lives of my family as well. That is the way here, you see. So, I need your complete and absolute assurance that if we move forward, we do so together and united, no matter what might happen. You must look me in the eye and tell me this is so.”


The blood seemed to drain from the face of the president. He had made many important decisions during his term, but none so stressful or potentially momentous as this one.


He didn’t look at either Potter or Tucker before answering. He kept his gaze right on Pak. “You have my word,” he said in a strong, clear voice.


Pak smiled, showing off his perfect teeth again. “That is what I needed to hear. Together, then.” He saluted the president, who gave his own crisp salute in return.


Tucker hit a button on the console in front of him and the screen went black once more.


The president let out an audible breath and sat back against the leather of his chair. He was sweating though the room was cool. He wiped a drop of moisture off his forehead. What they were proposing to do was quite clearly illegal. An impeachable offense. And unlike the presidents impeached before him, he had no doubt the Senate would convict him.


“Into the breach rode the five hundred,” the president said in barely a whisper, but both Potter and Tucker heard it and nodded in agreement.


The president leaned forward and looked squarely at Tucker.


“There is no margin for error. None. And if there is the least hint of this coming out—”


“Sir, that will not happen. This is the first time we’ve ever had an asset placed that high over there. There was an attempt on the leadership last year, as you know. While he was traveling on the street in the capital. But it was botched. That was from low-level internal sources and had nothing to do with us. Our strike will be quick and clean. And it will succeed.”


“And you have your team in place?”


“Being assembled, and then they’ll be vetted.”


The president looked sharply at him. “Vetted? Who the hell are you planning to use?”


“Will Robie and Jessica Reel.”


Potter sputtered, “Robie and Reel?”


“They are the absolute best we have,” said Tucker. “Look what they did with Ahmadi in Syria.”


Potter eyed Tucker closely. He knew every detail of that mission. Thus he knew that neither Reel nor Robie had been intended to survive it.


The president said slowly, “But with Reel’s background. What you allege she did. The possibility of her going—”


Tucker broke in. Normally, this would be unheard of. You let the president speak. But tonight Evan Tucker seemed to see and hear only what he wanted to.


“They are the best, sir, and the best is what we need here. As I said, with your permission, they will be vetted to ensure that their performance will be at the highest level. However, if they fail the vetting, I have another team, nearly as good, and certainly up to the task of performing the mission. But the clear preference is not the B Team.”


Potter said, “But why not simply deploy the backup team? Then this vetting process becomes unnecessary.”


Tucker looked at the president. “We really need to do it this way, sir, for a number of reasons. Reasons which I’m sure you can readily see.”


Tucker had prepared for this exact moment for weeks. He had studied the president’s history, his time as commander in chief, and even gotten his hands on an old psychological profile of the man done while he was running for Congress many years ago. The president was smart and accomplished, but not that smart, and not that accomplished. That meant he had a chip on his shoulder. Thus he was reluctant to acknowledge that he was not always the smartest, most informed person in the room. Some would see that attribute as a strength. Tucker knew it to be a serious vulnerability ripe for exploitation.


And he was exploiting it right now.


The president nodded. “Yes, yes, I can see that.”


Tucker’s face remained impassive, but inwardly he breathed a sigh of relief.


The president leaned forward. “I respect Robie and Reel. But again, there is no margin for error here, Evan. So you vet the hell out of them and make damn sure they are absolutely ready for this. Or you use the B Team. Are we clear?”


“Crystal,” said Tucker.
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WILL ROBIE, UNABLE TO SLEEP, stared at the ceiling of his bedroom while the rain pounded away outside. His head was pounding even more, and it would not stop when the rain did. He finally rose, dressed, put on a long slicker with a hood, and set out from his apartment in Dupont Circle in Washington, D.C.


He walked for nearly an hour through the darkness. There were few people about at this hour of the morning. Unlike other major cities, D.C. did sleep. At least the part you could see. The government side, the one that existed underground and behind concrete bunkers and in innocuous-looking low-rise buildings, never slumbered. Those people were going as hard right now as they would during the daylight hours.


Three men in their early twenties approached from the other side of the street. Robie had already seen them, sized them up, and knew what they would demand of him. There were no cops around. No witnesses. He did not have time for this. He did not have the desire for this. He turned and walked directly at them.


“If I give you some money, will you leave?” he asked the tallest of the three. This one was his size, a six-footer packing about one hundred and eighty street-hardened pounds.


The man drew back his Windbreaker, revealing a black Sig nine-mil in the waistband that hung low over his hips.


“Depends on how much.”


“A hundred?”


The man looked at his two comrades. “Make it a deuce and you’re on your way, dude.”


“I don’t have a deuce.”


“So you say. Then you gonna get jacked right here.”


He went to draw the gun, but Robie had already taken it from his waistband and pulled down his pants at the same time. The man tripped over his fallen trousers.


The man on the right pulled a knife and then watched in amazement as Robie first disarmed him and then laid him out with three quick punches, two to the right kidney, one to the jaw. Robie added a kick to the head after the man smacked the pavement.


The third man did not move.


The tall man exclaimed, “Shit, you a ninja?”


Robie glanced down at the Sig he held. “It’s not balanced properly and it’s rusted. You need to take care of your weapons better or they won’t perform when you want them to.” He flicked the weapon toward them. “How many more guns?”


The third man’s hand went to his pocket.


“Drop the jacket,” ordered Robie.


“It’s raining and cold,” the man protested.


Robie put the Sig’s muzzle directly against his forehead. “Not asking again.”


The jacket came off and fell into a puddle. Robie picked it up, found the Glock.


“I see the throwaways at your ankles,” he said. “Out.”


The throwaways were handed over. Robie balled them all up in the jacket.


He eyed the tall man. “See where greed gets you? Should have taken the Benny.”


“We need our guns!”


“I need them more.” Robie kicked some water from the puddle into the unconscious man’s face and he awoke with a start, then rose on shaky legs. He did not seem to know what was going on, and probably had a concussion.


Robie flicked the gun again. “Down that way. All of you. Turn right into the alley.”


The tall man suddenly looked nervous. “Hey, dude, look, we’re sorry, okay? But this is our turf here. We patrol it. It’s our livelihood.”


“You want a livelihood? Get a real job that doesn’t involve putting a gun in people’s faces and taking what doesn’t belong to you. Now walk. Not asking again.”


They turned and marched down the street. When one of the men turned to look back, Robie clipped him in the head with the butt of the Sig. “Eyes straight. Turn around again you get a third one to look through in the back of your head.”


Robie could hear the men’s breathing accelerate. Their legs were jelly. They believed they were walking to their execution.


“Walk faster,” barked Robie.


They picked up their pace.


“Faster. But don’t run.”


The three men looked idiotic trying to go faster while still walking.


“Now run!”


The three men broke into a sprint. They turned left at the next intersection and were gone.


Robie turned and headed in the opposite direction. He ducked down an alley, found a Dumpster, and heaved the jacket and guns into it after clearing out all of the ammo. He dropped the bullets down a sewer grate.


He did not get many opportunities for peaceful moments and he did not like it when they were interrupted.








Robie continued his walk and reached the Potomac River. This had not been an idle sojourn. He had come here with a purpose.


He drew an object from the pocket of his slicker and looked down at it, running his finger along the polished surface.


It was a medal, the highest award that the Central Intelligence Agency gave out for heroism in the field. Robie had earned it, together with another agent, for a mission undertaken in Syria at great personal risk. They had barely made it back alive.


In fact, it was the wish of certain people at the agency that they not make it back alive. One of those persons was Evan Tucker, and it was unlikely he was going away, because he happened to head up the CIA.


The other agent who had received the award was Jessica Reel. She was the real reason Evan Tucker had not wanted them back alive. Reel had killed members of her own agency. It had been for a very good reason, but some people didn’t care about that. Certainly Evan Tucker hadn’t.


Robie wondered where Reel was right now. They had parted on shaky ground. Robie had given her what he had believed was his unconditional support. Yet Reel did not seem to be capable of acknowledging such a gesture. Hence the shaky parting.


He gripped the chain like a slingshot and whirled the medal around and around. He eyed the dark surface of the Potomac. It was windy; there were a few small whitecaps. He wondered how far he could hurl the highest medal of the CIA into the depths of the river that formed one boundary of the nation’s capital, separating it from the commonwealth of Virginia.


The chain twirled several times in the air. But in the end Robie didn’t fling it out into the river. He returned the medal to his pocket. He wasn’t sure why.


He had just started back when his phone buzzed. He took it out, glanced at the screen, and grimaced.


“Robie,” he said tersely.


It was a voice he didn’t recognize. “Please hold for DD Amanda Marks.”


Please hold? Since when does the world’s most elite clandestine agency have its personnel say, “Please hold”?


“Robie?”


The voice was crisp, sharp as a new blade, and in its undertone Robie could detect both immense confidence and a desire to prove oneself. That was a potentially deadly combination for him, because Robie would be the one doing this woman’s bidding in the field while she safely watched from a computer screen thousands of miles away.


“Yes?”


“We need you in here ASAP.”


“You’re the new DD?”


“That’s what it says on my door.”


“A mission?”


“We’ll talk when you get in here. Langley,” she added, quite necessarily because the CIA had numerous local facilities.


“You know what happened to the last two DDs?” Robie asked.


“Just get your butt in here, Robie.”
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JESSICA REEL COULD NOT SLEEP either. And the weather was as bad on the Eastern Shore as it was in D.C. She stared at where her home had once been before it had been destroyed. She had actually done the deed herself. Well, she had booby-trapped the place and Will Robie had triggered the explosion that had almost claimed his life. It was incredible how a partnership could have been born out of such grim circumstances.


She pulled her hood tighter against the rain and wind and continued to tramp over the muddy earth, while the waters of the Chesapeake Bay to the west continued to pound the little spit of land.


She had departed from Robie feeling both hopeful and lost, such an unsettling feeling that she was unsure from which end to work through it. If there was even a way to do so. For most of her adult life her work had been her entire world. Now Reel wasn’t sure she really had a job or world left. Her agency despised her. Its leadership wanted her not merely out of the way but dead.


If she left her employment there she felt she would be giving them license to terminate her in that far more permanent way. Yet if she stayed, what would her future be like? How long could she reasonably survive? What was her exit strategy?


All troubling questions with no apparent answers.


The last few months had cost her all she had. Her three closest friends in the world. Her reputation at the agency. Perhaps her way of life.


But she had gained something. Or someone.


Will Robie, initially her foe, had become her friend, her ally, the one person she could count on, when Reel had never been able to do that easily or convincingly.


But Robie knew her way of life as well as she did. Her way was his way. They would forever share that experience. He had offered her friendship, a shoulder to lean on if it ever came to that.


Yet part of her still wanted to withdraw from such an offer, to keep going it alone. She had not figured out her response to that or him yet. Maybe she would never have one.


She looked up at the sky and let the pelting raindrops hit her in the face. She closed her eyes and a rush of images came to her. Each one a person and each one of them dead. Some were innocent. Others not. Two had been killed by someone else. All the rest had died by her hand. One, her mentor and friend, lay in a vegetative state from which she would never awaken.


It was all pointless. And it was all true. And Reel was powerless to change any of it.


She slipped the medal on its chain from her pocket and looked down at it. It was identical to the one Robie had been awarded. It had been given to her for the same mission. She had performed the kill shot—agency orders. Robie had helped her escape nearly certain death. They had made it back to the States to the chagrin of a powerful few.


It was a meaningless gesture, this medal.


What they really wanted to do was put a hole in her head.


She walked to the edge of the land and watched the waters of the bay spray over the dirt.


Reel hurled the medal out into the bay as far as she could. She turned away before it struck the surface of the water. Metal didn’t float. It would vanish in a few moments.


But then she turned back around and used her middle finger to flip off the sinking medal, the CIA in general, and Evan Tucker specifically.


That was the main reason she’d come—to chuck her medal into the bay. And this place had been her home, to the extent any place was. She did not intend to come back here. She had come to take one last look, perhaps to gain some closure. Yet she wasn’t finding any.


The next instant she pulled her gun and ducked down low.


Over the sounds of the water had come a new intrusion.


A vehicle was pulling to a stop near the ruins of her waterside cottage.


There was no reason for anyone to be visiting her here. The only reason anyone would appear here would be a violent one.


She raced over to the only cover there was: a pile of rotted wood stacked near the water’s edge. She knelt down and used the top log as a gun rest. While she could see nothing clearly, they might have night optics that would reveal all, including her location.


She managed to follow them only by subtracting their darkened silhouettes from the darkness around them. She centered on one spot and waited for their movements to cross that point. By this method she counted four of them. She assumed they were all armed, all commed, and here for a specific purpose: her elimination.


They would try to outflank her, but her rear was not capable of being flanked, unless they wanted to jump into the bay’s cold and storm-tossed waters. She focused on other spots and waited for them to cross. She did this again and again until they were within twenty meters of her location.


She wondered why they were staying packed together. Separating during an attack was standard tactics. She could not follow so easily multiple groups coming at her from different points of the compass. But so long as they stayed together her focus need not be diffused.


She was deciding whether to fire or not when her phone buzzed.


She was not inclined to answer, not with four bogies bearing down on her outgunned butt.


But it might be Robie. As corny as it sounded, this might give her an opportunity to say goodbye in a way that had not been possible before. And maybe he would go after her killers and slay them for her.


“Yes?” she said into the phone, keeping her shooting hand on her Glock and her eyes on the forces coming for her.


“Please hold for DD Amanda Marks,” said the efficient voice.


“What the—” began Reel.


“Agent Reel, this is Amanda Marks, the new deputy director of Central Intelligence. We need you to come in to Langley immediately.”


“I’m a little busy right now, DD Marks,” replied Reel sarcastically. “But maybe you’re already aware of that,” she added in a harsh tone.


“There are four agents currently at your cottage on the Eastern Shore. Correction, where your cottage used to be. They are there simply to escort you to Langley. Please do not think of engaging with them and perhaps doing them harm.”


“And are they planning to do me harm?” snapped Reel. “Because it’s the middle of the night, I have no idea how they even knew I was here, and they’re acting quite furtive.”


“Your reputation precedes you. Hence they are acting with care. As to your location, we determined you were nowhere else.”


“And why do you need me to come in ASAP?”


“That will all be explained when you get here.”


“Is this about a new mission?”


“When you get here, Agent Reel. I can’t trust that this line is secure.”


“And if I choose not to come in?”


“As I told Agent Robie—”


“You called Robie in as well?”


“Yes. He’s part of all this, Agent Reel.”


“And you’re really the new DD?”


“Yes.”


“Do you know what happened to the last two?”


“The exact same question Agent Robie presented to me.”


In spite of everything Reel smiled. “And your answer?”


“The same as yours will be. Just get your butt in here.”


The line went dead.
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HOURS LATER JESSICA REEL ARRIVED at Langley. The sun was up, the rain had passed, but her mood had not improved.


She cleared security and entered a building she knew well.


In some ways too well.


She was escorted to a room where she found a familiar face already waiting.


“Robie,” she said curtly before sitting down next to him.


“Jessica,” said Robie, inclining his head slightly. “I take it you received the same invitation.”


“It wasn’t an invitation. It was an order. Did they send goons to bring you in?”


He shook his head.


“Then I guess they trust you more than they trust me.”


“We trust you both the same,” said a voice as the door opened and a woman in her early forties, with shoulder-length brown hair
walked in carrying an electronic tablet. She was petite, about five-four and maybe a hundred and ten pounds, but lean and fit, and her wiry physique suggested a strength that belied her small size.


DD Amanda Marks. She shook each of their hands while Robie and Reel exchanged bemused looks.


“Thank you both for coming in so promptly.”


Reel said, “If I knew I had a choice I wouldn’t have. The four guys you sent after me didn’t provide any options.”


“Nevertheless, your cooperation is appreciated,” said Marks in a brisk tone.


Robie said, “I thought after the last mission we had some stand-down time?”


“You did and now that’s over.”


“So a new mission?” Reel said wearily.


“Not yet,” replied Marks. “First things first.”


“Meaning what?” asked Reel.


“Meaning that you both need to be what I would term recalibrated.”


Robie and Reel exchanged another glance. He said, “You recalibrate instruments.”


“You are instruments. Of this agency.”


“And we need recalibration why, exactly?” asked Reel.


Marks had not made eye contact with them before, even when shaking their hands. She had either looked down or over their shoulders. It was disconcerting, but the tactic was not unexpected by either Robie or Reel.


Now Marks stared directly at them. And to Robie she had the eyes of someone who had spent time behind a long-range scope at some point in her career.


“You really want to waste my time and yours asking crap like that?” she said in a low, even voice.


Before either of them could respond Marks said, “You both went rogue on us.” She turned to look at Reel. “You killed one of our analysts and my predecessor.”


She turned next to stare at Robie. “And you aided and abetted her after being sent out to terminate her. In the aftermath of that situation, we had the decision to terminate or rehabilitate. The decision to rehabilitate was made. I’m not saying I agree with it, but I am here to implement it.”


“I guess so much for our being awarded the CIA’s highest honor,” said Robie.


“Congratulations,” said Marks. “I have one in my closet too. But that’s history. I’m concerned only with the present and the future. Yours. You’ve been given an unbelievable offer. There are some people here who desperately want you to screw up so other plans can be put into motion.”


“I can guess who one of them is,” said Reel. “Your boss, Evan Tucker.”


“And there are others here who hope you succeed and become productive members of this organization once more.”


“And what camp are you in?” Robie asked.


“Neither. I’m Switzerland. I will lead your rehab, but the outcome is entirely up to both of you. I don’t really care which way it goes. Up, down, or sideways. It doesn’t matter one iota to me.”


Reel nodded. “Comforting. But you report directly to Evan Tucker.”


“In a sense everyone here reports directly to him. But I can assure you that you will have a full and fair opportunity to be rehabilitated. Whether you are or not is up to you.”


Robie said, “And exactly whose idea was this? If it was Tucker’s I really can’t see how the process will be fair in any way.”


“Without going into details I can tell you that a compromise was reached at the very highest level. You have powerful friends, Mr. Robie. You know exactly who I’m talking about. But there are also powerful forces aligned against both of you.” She looked at Reel. “Some who want nothing more than to see you executed for your past actions. If I’m not making myself crystal clear, please stop me.”


Neither Robie nor Reel spoke.


She continued. “Those forces collided and the result was this compromise. Rehab. Do or die. Up to you. Pretty generous, actually, in my humble opinion.”


“I didn’t think anyone trumped the president,” said Robie.


“Politics is a dirty, ruthless business, Agent Robie. It makes the intelligence sector look relatively honorable by comparison. While it’s true that the president is the thousand-pound gorilla, there are lots of big beasts in this playground. And the president has an agenda he wants to push through, and that means he has to make concessions. In the grand scheme of things you and Agent Reel are not so important that you are above being traded as chits to further the man’s agenda. Whether you got a medal or not. Do you follow?”


“What precisely does rehab mean in this context?” asked Robie.


“We start from square one. You both have to be evaluated in every possible way. Physically, psychologically, and intellectually. We’re going to look pretty deep into your heads. We’re going to see whether you have what it takes to cut it in the field.”


“I thought we had proved that in Syria,” interjected Reel.


“Not part of the compromise. That was a one-off and even then you didn’t follow orders.”


“Well, if we had followed orders we’d both be dead,” Robie pointed out.


“Again, not something I care about. It was the not-following-orders part that helped trigger what will happen now.”


She turned on her electronic tablet and tapped the screen. Robie noted that her fingernails were cut below the tips of her fingers and had not a speck of color on them. The image of her as a sniper entered his mind once more.


She looked up at him. “You sustained serious burns to your leg and arm.” She glanced at Reel. “Her doing, not that anyone is keeping count. How are these injuries?”


“Coming along.”


“Not good enough,” said Marks. “Now, you both jumped off a moving train. I’m sure that was fun.”


“More fun than the alternative,” replied Reel.


Marks said, “You lost friends during this past, uh, adventure. I understand that you blame the agency for that.”


“Well, their personnel were partially responsible. I’m not sure how else you can cut that.”


“To have an effective rehab you will have to get over that,” replied Marks sharply.


She looked once more at Robie. “You were sent out to find Reel. You did find her but did not bring her in. You ended up joining forces with her against the agency’s orders.”


“I went with my gut and it turned out to be right.”


“Again, during rehab you will have to decide where your ultimate loyalties lie, Robie. The next time your gut may be wrong. And where does that leave you and the agency?”


She did not wait for an answer but continued. “The rehab will be very hard on all of us. I will be with you both every step of the way. You may quit the process at any time.”


“And if we do?” asked Reel quickly.


“Then all appropriate action will be taken against you.”


“So I get habeas corpus and a fair trial?” Reel said.


Marks looked up. “I didn’t say legal action, did I?”


“So it’s do or die, then?” said Robie.


“You can label it however you wish. But ultimately the choice is completely up to you. So what will it be?”


Robie and Reel exchanged another glance. Then Reel nodded. Robie did the same.


“Excellent choice,” said Marks.


“Where is this rehab going to take place?” asked Reel.


“Oh, I’m sorry, didn’t I mention that?”


“No, you didn’t,” said Reel tersely.


“It will take place at a location I think you both know well.”


She paused and took a moment to look at one and then the other.


“The Burner Box,” she said with a slight smile. “We leave in twenty-four hours.”
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HOW LONG WILL YOU BE gone?” Julie Getty asked.


Robie looked down at his plate and didn’t answer right away. They were at a hole-in-the-wall diner in D.C., not far from where fifteen-year-old Julie attended school. Robie had about eight hours to go before he and Reel would be headed to the Burner Box. Julie had been excited to hear from him; her excitement had diminished when she learned it was to say goodbye, at least for a while.


“I’m not sure,” said Robie as he pushed his food around on his plate. “It wasn’t specified,” he clarified.


“And you can’t tell me where you’re going, of course,” she said resignedly.


“It’s…it’s a training site.”


“Why do you need to train? You’re already, like, I mean, great at what you do, Will.”


“It’s like going back to school, you know, continuing education. Lots of professions do it.” He hesitated. “Even mine.”


She studied him critically and he just as resolutely avoided her gaze.


“Are you going alone on this?” she asked.


He shook his head. “No.”


“Is that woman going with you? Jessica?”


Robie hesitated before answering. “Yes.”


“So you’re both in trouble?”


Robie glanced sharply at her. She stared back at him with an expression that said his look of surprise was unnecessary.


“I’ve spent a lot of time with you, Will. When people were trying to kill us. When you were moody. When you didn’t have many options, but you still figured out how to get out of a jam.”


“And your point?” he asked with genuine curiosity.


“You look to me like a guy who doesn’t see a way out of this. And that’s just not you. So it must be really bad.”


Robie said nothing while Julie fiddled with the straw in her drink. She said, “I read in the papers a while back that Ferat Ahmadi, the crazy Syrian trying to gain power over there, was gunned down. They never found who killed him.”


Robie remained silent.


“I’m not going to ask you if you and Jessica had something to do with that because I know all I’ll get is a blank stare. But if you did, then it seems that your mission was successful. So it has to be something else. Is it connected to Jessica?”


“Why do you ask that?” Robie said abruptly.


“Because things were going good for you at your agency. Until she showed up.”


“I can’t get into that with you, Julie.”


“Because, you see, I liked her. I think she’s a good person.”


“I think so too,” said Robie before he could catch himself.


Julie smiled. “Cool.”


“What?”


“You’re letting your guard down around me. And you must really care for her,” she added in a more serious tone.


“I can relate to her and what she’s going through,” Robie said diplomatically.


“So she’s your friend?”


“Yes.”


“You need to take care of your friends, Will.”


“I’m trying, Julie, I really am.”


“Are you ever going to be free of all this crap?”


“I wish I had the answer to that.”








After they left the restaurant and Robie dropped Julie off, his phone buzzed. It was Reel.


“I think we need to talk.”


“Okay.”


“But you’re being followed and I want some privacy.”


Robie’s gaze flicked to his rearview mirror. He noted the car on the street two back from his.


“Okay, let me see what I can do.”


“No need. I’ll take care of it.”


“So you’re back there too?”


“Did you really have to ask? How’s Julie?”


“Concerned. Where do you want to meet?”


“In case someone is listening in, our place in the rain.”


“Roger that.”


“Take the next right. When you reach the alley, punch it.”


Robie clicked off and sped up. He hung the right. The tail did the same.


He saw the alley and floored it, creating separation from the tail. In the rearview he watched as a semi pulled out of the alley, blocking the road.


He heard brakes screech and a horn blaring.


“Nice, Jessica,” he said to himself.


He punched the gas, made a series of turns, and then glided onto Constitution and passed the Washington Monument, no longer shrouded in scaffolding after the earthquake and lit up like the Eiffel Tower. Some people thought they should have left it that way.


Five minutes and as many turns later he pulled to the curb, put the car in park, cut the engine, and got out. He walked to the car parked in front of him and slid into the passenger seat. Jessica Reel started the car and sped off.


“Where to?” he asked.


“Nowhere. Just want to move while we talk.”


“Talk about what?”


“The Burner Box.”


“We’ve both been there, Jessica.”


“And you really want to go back?”


“I didn’t think we had a choice.”


“You have a choice, Will. It’s me they really want. I’ll go. You don’t have to.”


“I think it was a package deal.”


She pulled off the street, stopped the car, and slammed it into park.


“Look, if you think you’re doing me a favor by coming with me, you’re not. It’s just one more thing for me to worry about.”


“When did I say you ever had to worry about me?”


“You know what I’m talking about. It’s better if I go it alone.”


“And what if they kill me for not going? How is that better for me?”


“I pulled the triggers on those two, Robie, not you. You can work out a deal. Go to your people. They’ll provide you cover. POTUS is on your side, for God’s sake.”


“But what if I want to go to the Burner Box?”


“Why in the hell would you? And don’t say for me, because that’ll just piss me off even more.”


“Then I’m doing it for me.”


“You’re making no sense now.”


“I want to know if I can still cut it, Jessica. The Burner will tell me that.”


“The Burner could end up killing you.”


“Well, if I can’t cut it there, I sure as hell can’t cut it in the field.”


“You heard Marks. She’ll be gunning for both of us. It won’t be a fair evaluation, despite what she said. Evan Tucker will have seen to that.”


“I don’t really care.”


“Robie, how can you not care? You’ve only got one life.”


“Now you’re the one not making sense. Every time I walk out the door I’m risking my one life.”


“Evan Tucker went after us once and missed. This is his follow-up act. I doubt he’ll make the same mistake. Unlike in Syria, he can control all aspects of the Burner Box and what goes on in there. Take it from me, an ‘accident’ will happen that will tragically end our lives.”


“Well, if we’re both there he’ll have to work twice as hard to nail us.”


“But he’ll still nail us.”


“You need to be more optimistic.”


“And you need to get your head out of your ass.”


“I’m going, Jessica.”


“What about Julie? You’re just going to walk out on her?”


“No, I’ll do my best to get through this and see her again. But I have a job to do. And I’m good at it. And I’m going to keep doing it. And I’m going to have as normal a life as I possibly can while I’m doing it.”


“That’s impossible and you damn well know it.”


He shook his head wearily. “You really have to work on having a more positive attitude. And the only thing I know for certain is that I’m leaving on a trip tomorrow. So just drive me back to my car. I need to pack my bag and get some shut-eye.”


She dropped him back at his car. As he was getting out she broke the silence. “You are the most exasperating person I have ever met in my life.”


“You need to get out more.”


She snorted and then, despite her evident anger, she smiled. “Why are you really doing this?”


“Just remember the rain, Jessica. What I said then is what I mean now.”


“That you’ll always have my six?”


“Just so you know, it’s not a freebie. I expect the same in return. Figure it’s the only way we survive this.”


Then he was gone.
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EVAN TUCKER STARED ACROSS AT her. They were in a SCIF at Langley. Technically, Langley was one big SCIF, or Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility, but Tucker had become paranoid and had demanded an extra layer of protection from prying eyes and ears at keyholes.


Tucker’s waist had thickened over the last month and his hair had turned whiter. In fact, he seemed to have aged even more since his meeting with the president in the Situation Room complex.


Amanda Marks looked back at him.


“So it’s a go?” asked Tucker. “I told the president it was.”


“They both agreed to it, so I’d say yes. It’s a go.”


“Like they had a choice,” muttered Tucker.


“Well, they did. It just wasn’t much of one.”


“And you have eyes on them now, just in case? They’re slippery, Marks, trust me. I speak from experience.”


“I’m sure you do, sir. To tell the truth, we lost them for a bit this evening. It seems they wanted a quiet word with one another.”


Tucker came halfway out of his seat. “You lost them?” he exclaimed.


“Only temporarily, Director. They went their separate ways and we regained surveillance. Robie is at his apartment and Reel is staying at a hotel.”


“Don’t let that happen again. You have carte blanche in the way of assets to throw at this sucker, Marks. Do what you have to do. But do not lose them again.”


“Understood. And now a question for you, Director?”


“I’m listening.”


“What outcome do you want on this exactly?”


“They’re going to the Burner Box.”


Marks nodded, crossed her legs, and placed her hands in her lap. “I understand that. But what exactly is the endgame here?”


“You put them through their paces. You put them through their paces hard. I want to see if they still have it. And I’m not simply talking about shooting straight and kicking someone’s ass. By what they just accomplished I have little doubt they’re fully qualified there, but I don’t want that personal assessment to cause you to let up on them one iota, Amanda.”


“Rest assured, it will not. I was a trainer at the Burner for two years. I do not let up on anyone, most of all myself.”


“What I’m most concerned about,” began Tucker, “is what’s going on up here.” He tapped his head. “You know what Reel did?”


“I know the allegations.”


“They’re not allegations,” he snapped. “They’re facts. She’s admitted to them.”


“Yes, sir,” she said quickly.


“And Robie was sent after her, disobeyed orders, and joined forces with her. Under any other scenario they would both be in prison right now. Hell, Reel should be executed for treason.”


“Granted that, sir. But the men she killed, weren’t they also traitors?”


“That was never proven. That is an allegation, but from a less than trustworthy source.”


“My apologies. I spoke with APNSA Potter and—”


“Potter just came on board and doesn’t even know where the damn bathrooms are in the White House. He’s the national security advisor, Marks. He works for the president. You, you work for me.”


“Indisputably,” she replied. “Which gets me back to what you want to accomplish here.”


“If they pass the Burner they’ll be deployed on a mission that is currently shaping up. It is a mission to end all missions, and I have to know that they’re ready for it, because there is no margin for error.”


She looked at him curiously. “We have lots of teams that can do those sorts of missions.”


“I told the president we were vetting Robie and Reel for it. And that’s what we’re going to do.”


“And do you want them to pass the Burner, sir?”


Tucker looked at her warily. “That’s not up to me. Either they pass it or not. It’s up to them.”


“If you say so, sir.”


Tucker took off his glasses, laid them on the table, and rubbed his eyes. “But just so we make this as clear as possible, you are to stretch them to their absolute limits. And then you are to keep going. If you can break them, break them. If you can, they’re of no use to me in the field. They will not qualify for this mission. I have a Plan B standing by just in case.”


“It’s not a question of if. I can break anyone, Director.”


“One reason I selected you for this task.”


“And made me the DD?”


“Hand in hand.” He tapped his head and then his hand dipped to his chest. “Those are what count, Amanda, the head and the heart. If they’re not with us, with me, then they are against us. Against me. I cannot have agents going rogue, I don’t give a shit what reasons or grievances they have. Rogues cause international incidents. International incidents can get this country embroiled in unnecessary conflicts. That will not happen on my watch.”


“But it seems that they acted to avoid just such an international incident,” said Marks. “And they succeeded. I think that’s why they have such powerful allies, starting with the man in the Oval Office.”


“I’m quite aware of that, thank you. But your friend today can be your foe tomorrow. It all depends on what happens on the ground.”


“And conditions on the ground can be dictated, as I’m sure you are aware.”


“You just do your job and see how it shakes out.”


“And no preference?”


“If they pass they get the mission. It’ll be the most difficult one they’ve ever attempted so they might die trying. And if they don’t pass the Burner, well, that’s their problem.”


Marks rose. “Understood, sir.”


“Do you really understand?”


She looked taken aback by this. “I’m on your side, Director.”


“I thought others were on my side too, but it appears they weren’t.”


“I’m not sure who you’re referring to. I just arrived on the scene and—”


“That will be all, Marks. I want hourly reports on how my protégés are doing. Make sure I get them.”


“Consider it done, sir.” She turned and left.








As soon as the door was closed Tucker rose and poured himself a drink from the small bar in a cabinet behind his desk. A bar behind a desk at CIA seemed very Cold War-ish. But he didn’t care. With this job one needed a belt of booze every once in a while. Well, perhaps more often than that.


He envisioned having to stand up at an AA meeting one night and say, I’m Evan Tucker. My job is to keep all Americans safe. And I’m a raging alcoholic.


He sat back behind his desk.


There were forces aligned against him here, he was aware of that. Someone had tipped off Reel and Robie about the mission in Syria. Forewarned, they had taken advantage of that intelligence and escaped a fate that they shouldn’t have. Someone here had done that. Tucker had suspicions of who that might be. But he needed more than suspicions. And he aimed to get it.


Along with two rogue agents.


He stared at the doorway that Amanda Marks had walked through a few minutes before.


He had brought her here principally because she had the reputation of being both a ball buster and a company person through and through. He hoped that she lived up to that rep. If not, she would be assigned to a place in the middle of nowhere, with no possibility of ever getting back.


But he didn’t really care about her. His fixation was Robie and Reel. Jessica Reel was in his crosshairs. She was the trigger woman on his former DD and an analyst whom she had shot in the back.


Illegal. Treasonous. Unforgivable.


Tucker didn’t care what her reasons were. That was why they had courts and judges and juries. And executioners. Reel had taken it upon herself to be all of those things. Then she had jumped right to the execution part. For that she had been allowed to walk free and even given a medal.


That stark injustice made Tucker seethe.


Well, he was not without influence or resources. He would use both to make sure that the appropriate punishment was meted out to her. And Robie too, if he was idiotic enough to stick with her.


The fact was, Tucker knew that he would likely be resorting to his Plan B on the upcoming mission. The odds were very high that Robie and Reel were not going to make it out of the Burner Box. So if justice could not prevail in a court of law, it would still triumph somewhere in the wilderness of North Carolina.


Tucker knew that he was staking everything on this. The mission he was engaged in with General Pak would be the pinnacle of his career. Or the catalyst for his downfall. For what they were proposing to do was quite illegal, even if the president had signed off on it. Tucker had not believed that the current occupant of the Oval Office had the cojones to make that sort of call. But the president had surprised Tucker and done so. Now the die was cast. There was no going back.


In a perfect world, the mission would succeed and Robie and Reel would be history.


A perfect world. The only problem was, his world was about as imperfect as it could possibly be.


He cradled his drink, took a sip, and sat back. Another long day of keeping everyone safe. It was a dirty, filthy business, what he did. And no one involved in it was anything other than filthy.


Including me, thought Evan Tucker. Most of all, me.
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EARL FONTAINE SAT BACK IN his bed and let out a contented sigh.


The visit had been a successful one. The two men had been all that they had claimed to be when they had first contacted him. It was a little surprising to Earl that he was allowed visitors at this point, but perhaps the warden didn’t think he was dangerous anymore since he was old and dying in a crappy prison hospital ward.


Well, the man could not have been more wrong. Maybe his stinger had been pulled, but Earl had other resources, starting with the two men in the black suits toting the Bibles. And they had others, lots of others, to work with them.


The Bibles were a nice touch, he thought. Bibles put people at ease, when they should be on the highest alert. Good for Earl. Bad for the law. In fact, what was bad for the law was always great for Earl Fontaine.


The men in black had done their part. They were all ready. Now it was time for Earl to do his part.


He grabbed at his belly and hacked up what felt like part of his left lung. That was really the only one he had left. They’d cut most of the other one out years ago in an effort to stem the cancer. They’d only done it to try to get him healthy so they could kill him. But he’d beaten them on that. He wasn’t getting healthier. He was dying. Dying fast, but not too fast.


Ironically, the only thing keeping him going was the idea that if he could accomplish this last thing in his life, he could die easy. It was all he thought about. He was obsessed with it. It was the only thing keeping his good lung moving, his diseased heart pumping, and the pain relatively at bay.


He caught his breath, wiped the sweat from his face, and struggled to a sitting position. It was hot. It was always hot here. Apparently, Alabama didn’t enjoy a winter season. For over twenty years the sweat had spilled off him day by day, hour by hour, minute by minute—but he had endured, eventually making clever jokes about the heat that had passed from one cell to the next, making Earl a bit of a celebrity in here.


He looked down at the tube. He got his basic nutrients through an IV right into his belly. Although he’d been a hearty eater all his life, food meant nothing to him now. And neither did the smokes, despite his giving the nurse a hard time about those.


He gathered his energy and eyed the woman making her rounds through the patients here. She was young and attractive, and the first time Earl had seen her, he had had thoughts that he hadn’t had in a while. In his day, big, tall, handsome, what he could have done with a woman like that. To a woman like that. She would know who ruled the roost, that was for damn sure. She was a doctor, smart, educated, liberated no doubt. She probably had a bunch of ideas in that pretty head. Hell, she probably went and voted too, and not just the way her hubby told her to. He loathed women like that. But that didn’t mean he didn’t want to possess them.


He stared over at Junior, who had perked up when he too had eyed the young doctor making her rounds. Earl grinned at this. He could see Junior taking in the shoulder-length hair that smelled so good, the slender hips, the nicely rounded bottom that pushed against the fabric of her skirt, the glimpse of a soft bosom resting just beneath the white blouse. The stethoscope around the long neck. Her ears were pretty too, Earl had decided. He would like to nibble on them. He would like to nibble on all of her.


He imagined her naked and then in every sort of scanty lingerie. He imagined himself doing things to her. His breathing grew heavy, but that was all. His equipment downstairs no longer worked. The chemo and radiation had seen to that.


But Junior had no such problem. Earl could see his right hand under his sheet. Disgusting little shit. World would be better off when they killed the bastard. But part of Earl was jealous that Junior could still jack off and he couldn’t.


Behind the doc was Albert, the largest and meanest guard here by far. He made Earl look small. He made everybody look small. His uniforms were always too tight because the Alabama correctional system apparently had none large enough to properly fit him. He surveyed the room, his gaze always moving, his baton held at his side. He was shadowing the doc, Earl knew, because of past incidents.


Inmates had tried to put hands on her, feel her up, snatch a kiss. Now Albert walked with her as she made her rounds. You tried to touch the skirt now, you got a baton rammed down your throat. Albert didn’t care how sick you were or how much pain you were in. He’d just make you hurt more. Earl knew because he’d seen Junior try it once. And any thought Earl had had of doing the same had disappeared because of what had happened to Junior.


Albert had knocked three of his teeth out and the blood had flown so far that it had reached Earl’s bed. That had been two months ago, when Junior had been in here for another ailment. The man was full of sick, it seemed. Although maybe it was just the thought of the poison needle heading his way that made him feel so poorly. Earl didn’t know and really didn’t care. He was simply biding his time until she got to him.


Twenty minutes later the doctor arrived.


Her scent reached him long before that, though—honeysuckle and lily of the valley. They were smells he knew well growing up in the backwoods of Georgia. She was the only one who smelled like that in the whole place. There were no female guards, and the male guards reeked almost as bad as the inmates. But the doc was a honeysuckle. She was fine. Earl looked forward to her visits and got himself in a temper when another doc substituted for her.


She took his records off the hook on the end of the bed and read through them. She must know them intimately by now, Earl thought, and they all pointed relentlessly to his demise. But she had to see that his meds and such had been properly given, he figured.


“How are we doing today, Mr. Fontaine?” she asked. She never smiled, never frowned. Never looked happy or sad. She was just…there. And for Earl, that was enough, especially today.


He eyed Albert standing behind her. Albert glanced down at Earl, and the smirk on his face was something that made Earl want to put a bullet in the guard’s brain.


“Fine, fine. No complaints. Mebbe a little more morphine in the drip, Doc. Get me through the night.”


“I’ll see if we can do something about that,” she said, her eyes flicking over his chart. She checked his vitals on the monitor and then listened to his heart pumping away. When her hand grazed his neck he felt his skin burn with pleasure. He hadn’t been touched by a woman in over…well, he couldn’t exactly remember how long it’d been. Before the Clinton boy got to be president, probably.


She asked him a few questions and even sat on the edge of his bed as she checked him over. When she crossed her legs her skirt rose enough that Earl could see her rounded knee. It gave him the tingles. Her in his bed?


He looked up at Albert and gave the smirk right back, the big asshole.


“Anything else, Mr. Fontaine?” she asked as she rose off the bed and looked down at him.


This was the moment. This was what Earl had been waiting all this time for.


“I do got me something, Doc.”


“What’s that?” she said, but there was no interest behind her eyes. Inmates here probably had lots of special requests of her, most of them perverted, even with the massive Albert standing behind her. Lust often trumped good sense.


“Got me a daughter.”


Now her eyes focused on him. “A daughter?”


He nodded and struggled to sit up. “Ain’t seen her in forever. She’s all growed now. Must be, let me see, well into her thirties sure enough.”


“Okay?”


“See, thing is, hell, you know it, I’m dying. Ain’t long for this world, right? She’s all I got left. Like to see her, if I could. Say goodbye, all that. You unnerstand?”


She nodded. “I can see that, certainly. Where is she?”


“See, there’s the thing. I don’t know. Hell, for all I know she’s changed her name. Well, I know she did for a fact.”


“Why would she have done that?”


Earl could not lie here, though he wanted to. The doctor could check. And if she found out he was lying she would surely not do what he so desperately needed her to do.


“She went into Witness Protection. Her real name’s Sally, named after my momma, God rest her soul. Last name Fontaine, o’course. Like mine. I’m her daddy. Ain’t seen hide nor hair since she done that.”


“Why did she go into Witness Protection?”


“Ain’t nothing I done,” he said quickly. And this was true. She had gone into the protection program for another reason unrelated to her murderous father. “It was because of what others done, over in Georgia. After her momma died and I went to prison she got put into foster care. Got mixed up with some bad eggs and then turned agin ’em. That’s why she went in.”


“Okay, but what do you want me to do?”


Earl shrugged and put on his most pathetic expression. He even forced tears to slide down his face. He had always been able to do that on command. The tactic had worked on many women. Too bad for them.


He said simply, “I’m dying. Want to see my only kid before I kick off.”


“But if she’s in Witness—”


He broke in, growing impatient. “You can call ’em. Tell ’em about me. They’ll have a record of her. Maybe she’s still in there, maybe she ain’t. Maybe it’s a long shot. Hell, probably is. But if they could get a message to her? Be up to her, o’course, if she wants to come see me or not.”


“But will they let her?”


“Long time ago all that stuff happened. Folks after her, hell, they’re all dead now. Or in prison. She’s got nothing to be afraid of. And she don’t have to come. Up to her, like I said.” He paused and looked directly at the doctor, assuming the most sincere expression of his life. “My only chance to say goodbye, Doc. Ain’t got much time left. Hell, you know that better’n anybody. Better’n me even. Why I decided to ask you. Don’t think the warden gives a damn.” He paused. “You got kids?”


She looked startled by this. “No, I mean not yet. But I hope to—”


“Best thing I ever did in my life. Royally screwed up the rest of it, no lie there, but my little girl? Now, I done good bringing her into this world, and I’ll tell anyone who asks.”


Earl heard Albert snort at this but he kept his gaze on the doctor. His eyes bored into hers. He had always been able to play to the sympathies of women. He hoped he had not lost this skill.


“My little girl,” he said. “Last chance. If she wants to come and see me, so be it. If not, then that’s okay too. But I just want to give her the chance to see her daddy one last time. That’s all, Doc. Can’t make you do it. You got to want to. All I can do is ask. Well, that’s all I got to say. Up to you now. If you don’t want to, I’ll unnerstand. Shoot, just go to my grave wondering, I guess. Mebbe no mor’n I deserve. Don’t know. Just don’t know. My little girl. My little…”


He lay back against his pillow, out of breath, his frame sunken in, looking as pitiful as he possibly could.


He could see the conflict going on in the woman’s mind. He had spent much of his life studying people in order to learn how to best exploit them. The eyes revealed the internal turmoil she was experiencing. She looked uncertain, confused, all good things for him.


At last she said, “I’ll…I’ll see what I can do, Mr. Fontaine.”


He reached out his hand for her to shake. Albert quickly stepped up but the doctor motioned him back. She shook Earl’s hand. Hers felt warm and soft inside his bony cold one.


“God bless you, Doc. God bless you from a dying old man.”


She walked off to the next patient. But Earl had done his job.


He knew she was going to do exactly as he had asked.
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THE CARGO PLANE BUMPED ALONG at about ten thousand feet as they descended into what looked to be dense forest. Robie and Reel sat across from each other in jump seats in the cargo hold. As the plane shuddered and thrashed through the air Reel smiled.


“What?” asked Robie.


“For some reason I thought the agency would have sent one of the Gulfstream jets for us.”


“Right. At least the trip wasn’t long.”


“Good old North Carolina. In the middle of nowhere, North Carolina,” she amended.


“The agency does not encourage neighbors,” replied Robie.


There were no windows for them to look out, but their ear pops told them the plane was in descent. And their watches confirmed this to be the case.


“What’s your best guess for when we get there?” she asked.


Robie shrugged. “They said they were going to put us through the paces. I expect them to do nothing less than that.”


“And afterward?”


“If there is an afterward.”


“I don’t think that’s entirely up to us, Robie.”


“Never thought anything different.”


Five minutes later they heard the landing gear come down. A few minutes after that the plane touched down on the tarmac, then rolled for a bit as the thrust reversers and wheel brakes were engaged and the aircraft came to a clunky halt far down the runway.


The plane taxied and then the engines were killed. A door was opened and they were told by one of the aircraft’s personnel to exit.


They walked down a set of portable stairs that had been rolled to the open door of the plane.


When they touched ground a Humvee pulled up with a skid. Inside was a driver and, next to him, Amanda Marks, dressed in cammie gear. She got out and faced them.


“Welcome to the Burner. We’ve made some changes since you were here last.”


“What kind?” asked Reel.


“I don’t want to spoil the surprise,” replied Marks. She eyed them both and then looked at a sky full of clouds. The chilly wind whipped around them.


“Down to your skivvies. You can keep your shoes on.”


“Excuse me?” said Reel.


“Strip down to your skivvies,” Marks said again. Her tone now carried no pleasantness.


“And why would that be?” asked Robie.


“Either do it or get back on the plane and hire a lawyer,” she retorted.


Robie and Reel looked at each other and then slowly started to undress on the tarmac.


Robie had on running shorts and a white thermal long-sleeved T. Reel had on bike shorts and a blue tight-fitting long-sleeved Under Armour workout shirt. Both had on running shoes.


This was not lost on Marks.


“I can see you anticipated something like this,” she said, her tone somewhat disappointed.


Robie and Reel said nothing.


Marks pointed to her left. “The complex is down that way. Only a few miles, although it does get hilly the last mile. You will follow the Humvee. We will keep to a six-minute-a-mile pace. If you drop back from that for longer than five seconds, we will have an issue.”


She climbed back into the Humvee and signaled for the driver to start up. He spun the vehicle around and headed off east.


Robie and Reel exchanged one more glance and then fell in behind the vehicle at a swift pace.


“Good thing we figured they’d start to kick our asses from the get-go,” said Robie. “And dressed accordingly.”


“Six-minute pace isn’t a killer. But the hills might make it seem like a five-minute pace, maybe less.” She eyed the Humvee, gauging distance and speed. “Figure fifty feet back will keep us from having an issue.”


“Right.”


The run was not three miles, though. It was six. And the last mile wasn’t hilly. The last three miles were. Exactly four seconds short of thirty-six minutes later they reached the sprawling complex set on a plateau surrounded by forests of mostly evergreens. The CIA loved putting facilities in the middle of nowhere, if only because they could see someone coming from miles away.


The Humvee stopped and Marks jumped out as Robie and Reel reached her. They kept running in place, letting their muscles, lungs, and hearts cool down.


“Now, that wasn’t so bad was it?” said Marks.


“No. I’m sure your Hummer ride was very warm and comfortable,” said Reel. “So when you said you’d be with us every step of the way I guess that was metaphorically speaking?”


Marks smiled. “You’ll see far more of me than you ever wanted to.”


“From behind a window? Or next to us?” said Reel. “I mean, why should we have all the fun? But if you can’t cut it, no worries. Desk jockeys get out of shape really fast.”


Marks’s smile disappeared. “Your gear is in your room. But we won’t be heading there just yet. After that little warm-up we wanted to let you get in a real workout.”


She jogged up the steps into the complex. It was built of logs, had a metal roof, was covered with cammie netting, and had sensors arrayed all over it with jamming devices built into them. There were more surveillance cameras than in the city of London and armed guards patrolled with German shepherd attack dogs that would not be your friends if you didn’t belong here. There were watchtowers with men wielding sniper rifles that could kill from over a mile away. The entire property was enclosed with electrified fencing.


There were also minefields located on the perimeter; several deer and a black bear had discovered this fact at the exact moment they had died.


There was only one road, full of switchbacks, in and out. The rest of the area was thick forest except for the runway, which had been carved out of the flattest spot on the mountain.


Marks parked her eye in front of a retina scanner and the steel door set in a bomb-resistant frame clicked open. She pulled it all the way open and motioned to Reel and Robie to hurry.


“We’re on a tight schedule. So let’s step it up.”


“Stepping it up,” said Reel as she passed by Marks and into the complex.


The halls were empty and smelled like someone had sprayed a chemical wash over them. The walls and ceiling were layered with surveillance devices mostly invisible to the naked eye.


There would be no such thing as privacy here. Reel wondered briefly if the agency had discovered how to read minds. She wouldn’t put it past them.


Marks led them down the main corridor and then hung a left down another, narrower hall. The overhead lights were so bright that it was actually painful to look around. This was intended and both Robie and Reel kept their gazes down, following Marks’s heels as she marched toward their destination.








The next four hours were challenging, even by Robie’s and Reel’s standards.


Swimming against machine-generated currents with weights on their ankles and wrists.


Rope climbing up six stories without benefit of a net while a wind machine did its best to blow them off two-inch-wide ledges.


The military functional fitness training done at triple speed until the sweat poured off them and muscles and tendons were pushed to their breaking points.


Next came push-ups and sit-ups and pull-ups in a sauna where the temperature soared well past a hundred degrees.


Then stair runs where the vertical comprised one hundred steps on a sixty-degree angle. They did it over and over until they were both gasping for air.


Then guns were tossed at them, they were shoved into a darkened room, and beams of light hit them from every angle. Then the shots started coming. And the fire was composed of rubber bullets, as evidenced by a slug ricocheting off a wall and nearly hitting Robie in the head.


Their moves were instinctive. Forgetting about their fatigue, they started advancing in seemingly choreographed steps, shooting target after target until the fire aimed at them stopped.


The lights came on and they blinked their eyes rapidly to adjust to the glare.


Two stories above them, an observation window made of polycarbonate glass slid open and Marks leaned out.


“Exit at the door over there. You’ll be escorted to your room. I’ll meet you there.”


Robie and Reel looked at each other.


“Nice first day,” he said.


“Who says it’s over?” she shot back. “Not the bitch up there.”


Their guns were taken at the door and a man in black cammies led them down a hall and pointed to a room at the end.


Robie opened the door and looked in. Reel stared over his shoulder.


It was about the size of a typical prison cell and just as inviting.


“Just the one room?” said Reel.


Robie shrugged. “Guess so.”


“Well, this will be fun. Comfy-cozy. I just hope you don’t snore.”


“Thinking the same thing about you.”


They walked in and shut the door behind them. There were two bunk beds with thin mattresses and a single sheet and flat pillow on each. There was a sink. There was no commode. There was nothing on the walls. There was a single metal desk. There was a single chair bolted to the floor. There was an overhead light. The walls were painted beige.


Robie sat on a bed.


Reel leaned against the wall.


The door opened and Marks stood there.


“You both did better than I thought you would. But it’s only the first day. And it’s not over yet, of course. Plenty of time.”


Reel looked over at Robie and hiked her eyebrows as if to say, I told you so.


Marks shut the door behind her.


“So what’s the deal here?” said Reel. “Did Tucker tell you to make sure we never left here alive? Are we going to end up maimed? Drugged out of our minds? Losing a limb?”


“Or all of the above?” added Robie.


Marks smiled. “What, from just those little exercises you divine some sinister purpose? Regular recruits go through far worse.”


“No they don’t,” said Reel.


Marks focused on her. “Oh, really?”


“Yeah, really.”


“And you know this how?”


“Tucker didn’t brief you properly. I used to be an instructor here. Recruits didn’t get hit with this much even on their last day. But it’s your program to run, not ours. So just save the bullshit for somebody who has her head up her ass.”


Robie looked from Marks to Reel and back to Marks. “What now?” he said.


Marks finally drew her gaze from Reel and looked at him.


“You get a little break. You’re both going to have physicals. So strip down to skin and follow me.”


“Strip down here?” said Reel.


“You have a problem getting naked in front of people, Reel?”


“No, but anyone that’s not a doctor grabs my ass or my boobs, they won’t wake up for a week. And that includes you.”


She shucked her clothes and stood there naked while Robie peeled off his own.


Reel said, “You joining us, Marks? Or you sitting this one out too?”


“I don’t have to have a physical,” she shot back. But as she looked over Reel’s lean, muscled physique, it was obvious she was impressed by what she saw.


She turned her attention to Robie. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on the man; he was in his early forties yet nearly as fit as an Olympian. But her attention was drawn to the burns on his arm and leg.


“I understand you have Reel to thank for those,” said Marks in a mocking tone.


“If you’re going to do something, do it well,” said Robie matter-of-factly. “Now, if you’re done eyeballing us, can we get our physicals?”
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YOU SHOULD PROBABLY GET SKIN grafts,” said the doctor who was examining Robie’s burns.


“Thanks. I’ll put that on my to-do list,” Robie said.


The doctor was a man in his fifties with powdery white hair and not very much of it. He was beefy and sweaty, and he had a thin line of mustache over his top lip. Robie didn’t know if it was by design or just inattention.


“Well, it should be sooner rather than later. The agency has an excellent person on staff.”


“And how long would I be out of commission?”


“Well, several weeks at least.”


“Yeah,” said Robie.


“Got any vacation coming up?”


“No, can I have some of yours?”


The doctor straightened and put some of the examination instruments into a drawer next to the table.


“I take it you don’t get much downtime.”


“Well, it’s been nice here so far. Started with a leisurely run. Then I went for a swim and then did some sauna time. And then a little target practice.”


“With you as the target?”


“Didn’t think the medicos were read in for details like that.”


“I’ve been here a long time, Agent Robie. I’m surprised our paths never crossed. I presume you’ve been to the Burner before.”


“I have,” he said curtly.


“Otherwise you are in outstanding physical shape.”


“Are you also examining Agent Reel?”


“No, we’re running parallel courses today.”


“You know her? She used to instruct here.”


“I know her,” he said. “Proud to call her a friend, actually.”


“That’s good to know, Doctor…?”


“Halliday. But you can call me Frank.”


Robie looked around for surveillance devices planted in the walls. Halliday followed his movement with understanding.


“Not in here, Agent Robie. One of the few places they’re not. Doctor/patient confidentiality extends even to the CIA. The room where you’ll be staying is not so configured.”


“Yeah, that I knew.”


“I’ll give you some topical ointment for the burns, but you really should consider the skin grafts and some antibiotics. If left unrepaired, at some point the skin will tighten so much it will limit your mobility. And then of course there’s always the possibility of infection.”


“Thanks, Frank. I’ll definitely consider that option.”


“You can wear that robe hanging on the wall.”


“Good. It wasn’t my idea to come here in my birthday suit.”


“I’m well aware of that.”


Robie slipped off the table, crossed the room, and donned the robe. “Are you also aware of why we’re here?”


Halliday stiffened just a bit. “No, not really.”


“Two different answers, Frank.”


“I’m just the doctor. As you know, my security clearances are limited.”


“But you still have some or else you wouldn’t be here. What do you know about Marks?”


“She’s the DD, Clandestine.”


“You know what happened to her predecessors?”


“Of course. It’s sort of like the Defense Against the Dark Arts teachers. Bad things happen to them.”


“Defense Against the Dark Arts?”


“You know, in Harry Potter.”


“Makes one wonder why Marks wanted the job.”


“She’s ambitious.”


“Has she been here recently?”


“Yes.”


“To get ready for us?”


“I don’t know about that. Look, I’m very uncomfortable with this discussion.”


“I’m very uncomfortable having to ask, but I have to. I’m in the intelligence business. It’s second nature.”


Halliday washed his hands in the sink. “I can see that.”


“So you knew Reel when she instructed here? You said you were friends.”


“Yes, well, as much as one can be in this place.”


“I’m her friend too.”


Halliday dried his hands and turned to look at Robie. “I am not unaware of what the two of you recently have been through.”


“We’re just trying to survive, Frank. Any assistance you can give on that will be much appreciated.”


“I’m not sure I can do anything to help with that.”


“You might surprise yourself. I’ll tell your friend you said hello.”


Robie left Halliday standing there lost in thought.








Robie was escorted back to their room. Reel had not yet returned.


Their duffels had been brought to the room and Robie quickly dressed. He had no idea what was next on the agenda, but he preferred clothes over being in the buff.


He looked around the room and his experienced gaze caught four different surveillance devices, two audio and the other pair video feeds. The video cams were strategically placed so that there was no hidden angle anywhere in the small space.


He wondered how Reel’s exam was going.


It was not lost on Robie that Reel was really the marked woman here. He was just along for the ride. She had killed two CIA agents. Tucker had his gunsights set on her. Robie was, at best, collateral damage.


He looked around the small space again. This might be the last place he ever saw. Training accidents happened at the CIA. They were just never publicized. Smart, dedicated people lost their lives all the time as they trained to be the best they could be to serve their country.


Celebrities broke a nail and they immediately took to Twitter, alerting their millions of followers to the “injury,” which in turn elicited thousands of replies from people with apparently not enough going on in their lives.


And all the while brave men and women died in silence, forgotten by all except their families.


And I don’t even have family to remember me.


“Agent Robie?”


Robie glanced up to see a woman in her thirties standing at the door. She was dressed in a black skirt, white blouse, and heels. Her hair was pinned back. Around her neck was a lanyard with her ID in a plastic case.


“Yeah?”


“Will you please come with me?”


Robie remained seated. “To where?”


The woman looked flustered. “Some more tests.”


“I’ve already had my physical. I’ve already had my butt dragged all over this place. I’ve already been shot at, nearly drowned, nearly blown off a ledge six stories up. So exactly what tests are we talking about?”


“I’m not authorized to say.”


“Then get someone in here who is.”


The woman glanced up at one of the surveillance devices on the wall.


“Agent Robie, they’re expecting you now.”


“Well, they can expect me later.”


“I’m not sure you have that latitude.”


“Are you armed?”


She took a step back. “No.”


“Then I have that latitude until they send people who are armed and who are prepared to shoot me.”


The woman glanced nervously around the room once more. In a soft voice she said, “It’s psychological testing.”


Robie rose. “Then lead the way.”
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THE DOCTOR HAD FINISHED EXAMINING Reel. She glanced over at her patient as she looked through some paperwork.


“How long ago was it?” she asked.


“How long ago was what?”


“The birth of your child.”


Reel said nothing.


The doctor pointed to her flat belly.


“Low transverse abdominal incision. Technically, it’s called the Pfannenstiel incision. Also known as the bikini cut because it’s just over the pubic hairline. It’s very faint but unmistakable to the trained eye. Did you have a go at removing traces by Fraxel laser? It works pretty well.”


Reel said, “Can I put on a robe?”


“Yes, absolutely. Take that one on the wall over there. And I didn’t mean to pry. It was just a medically based inquiry.”


Reel slipped on the robe and cinched it tight. “Do you need a response from me for any reason related to why I’m here?”


“No.”


“Good to know,” said Reel curtly. “Not that I would have given you one if you’d answered yes.”


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”


Reel cut her off. “Look, I’m sure you’re a very nice person and a highly competent doctor, but the odds of me even leaving this place alive are pretty slim, so I’m focusing on my future, not my past, okay?”


The doctor frowned. “I’m not sure I know what you mean about not leaving here alive. If you’re sugges—”


Reel had already walked out the door.








A uniformed escort waiting outside the room accompanied Reel back to her quarters.


Robie was not there. She opened her duffel and quickly dressed, mindful of the eyes watching her from the devices on the wall.


Reel took out a Sharpie pen from her duffel and wrote on the wall:


Déjà vu Orwell’s 1984.


Then she sat and waited for the footsteps to come. And for the door to open.


It wouldn’t be long. She doubted Marks had built a refreshing nap into their itinerary.


Next, she wondered where Robie had gone. Had they split them up deliberately to try to turn one against the other?


Barely five minutes went by and then two things happened.


The footsteps came and the door opened.


It was the same young woman who had come for Robie. “Agent Reel, if you would accom—”


Before she could finish Reel was up and past her through the door.


“Let’s get this over with,” she called out over her shoulder as the surprised woman hurried to catch up with her.








Robie sat across from the man in an office lined with bookcases. The light was low. There were no windows. Soft music played in the background.


The man across from him had a beard, was bald on top, and fiddled with a pipe. He had black glasses that he let slide down near the tip of his nose. He pushed them back into place and held up his pipe.


“No-smoking policy extends even here,” he said by way of explanation. “I’m addicted to it, I confess. Sorry state of affairs for a psychologist. I help others with their issues and I find I can’t solve my own.”


He held out a hand across the desk. “Alfred Bitterman. Psychologist. I’m like a psychiatrist, only without a medical license. I can’t prescribe the big-gun drugs.”


Robie shook his hand and then sat back. “I take it you know who I am.” He eyed the thick file in front of Bitterman.


“I know what the file says. That is not the same as knowing the man himself.”


“Enlightened statement,” said Robie.


“You are a veteran of this agency. You have accomplished many things. Some would say impossible things. You have received the highest official commendations the agency can bestow on one of its own.” Bitterman leaned across the desk and tapped his pipe against the wood. “Which raises the question of why you’re even here.”


Robie instantly started to glance around the room. Bitterman shook his head. “No surveillance,” he said. “It’s not allowed.”


“Who says?” asked Robie.


“The highest authorities at the agency.”


“And you trust that to be the case?”


“I’ve been here a long time. And in my work I have been privy to a lot of secrets, many from people high up in the agency.”


Robie looked interested in this. “And this gives you protection how? Something happens to you those secrets get sent to the media?”


“Oh, it’s not really that melodramatic. And it’s far more self-serving. You see, none of these ‘higher-ups’ would ever want these secrets to be recorded and later come out. Thus great pains were taken and multiple eyes ensured that the psychologists’ offices here are free from surveillance of any kind. You can speak freely.”


“Why do you think I’m here, then?”


“You have undoubtedly pissed off upper management. Unless you have another explanation.”


“No, I think that one covers it.”


“Jessica Reel is here as well.”


“She was an instructor at the Burner.”


“I know she was. A damn good one too. But she’s a complicated person. Far more complicated than most who come through here, and that’s saying something, for they’re all complicated, in a way.”


“I know something of her history.”


Bitterman nodded. “Did you know that I did her entry psych evaluation when she first came to us as a recruit?”


“No, I didn’t know that.”


“After reading her background file, but before meeting her, I was convinced that she could not pass the psych eval. There was no way. She was too screwed up by life’s events.”


“But she did pass, obviously.”


“Of course she did. She literally amazed me in our first meeting. And she couldn’t have been much more than nineteen. An unheard-of thing. I don’t believe the agency bothers recruiting field agents that have not graduated college. And near the top of their classes. If ‘the best and the brightest’ sounds archaic, it’s anything but. You can’t be stupid and unmotivated and succeed at the CIA. The work is too demanding.”


“You must have seen something special in her.”


“Perhaps, perhaps not.”


“What do you mean by that?”


“Despite all my experience with reading people I’m not convinced that I was ever able to see the real person inside her, Agent Robie. I don’t think anyone ever has. Including probably you.”


“Janet DiCarlo told me roughly the same thing.”


Bitterman sat back, a frown creasing his features. “A tragedy. I understand that you are the only reason she’s not dead.”


“No, there was another reason. Jessica Reel. She’s also the reason I’m not dead.”


Bitterman tapped Robie’s bulky file. “I take it you two make a good team.”


“We have.”


“You respect her?”


“I do.”


“She has done questionable things in the past. Some have classified them as treasonous.”


“And now we jump to management’s side of things?” said Robie.


“I have to earn my paycheck, Agent Robie. I make no judgments. I don’t take sides. I just try to…understand.”


“But you’re here to evaluate whether I’m still psychologically fit for field duty. Not to figure out Reel.”


“I think those fields of inquiry may be interconnected. You made the decision to help her. Against orders. That is a serious breach of agency protocols. Even you must admit that. So the question becomes why a highly professional agent like yourself would have done that. Now that, Agent Robie, that does speak directly to the question of fitness to perform.”


“Well, if you’re judging that on the basis of my ability to follow orders, then I guess I’ve already failed the test.”


“Not at all. It goes deeper than that. Agents have not followed orders before. Some for reasons that later turned out to be indefensible. Others did so for reasons that later turned out to be justified. But even that is not definitive. Justified or not, not following orders is a very serious breach of duty. An army controlled by the whim of the lowest soldier is not an army at all. It is anarchy.”


Robie shifted in his seat. “I wouldn’t disagree with that.”


“And this was not the first time you so acted,” said Bitterman.


Now he opened the file and perused some pages. In fact, he took so long that Robie thought he had forgotten he was even there.


Finally, he looked up. “You didn’t pull the trigger.”


“The woman died anyway. And her very young son.”


“But not by your hand.”


“She was innocent. She was set up. The order for her death was not given by the agency. It was given for personal reasons by those who had infiltrated the agency. I did the right thing in not shooting her.”


“Based on what?”


“My gut. Conditions on the ground. Things I saw in her apartment that did not add up. All those things told me that something was off. I had never not pulled the trigger before. It was justified that time.”


“And then we come to Jessica Reel. You did not pull the trigger on her either. Based on what? Your instinct once more? Conditions on the ground?”


“A little of both. And I was proved right again.”


“Some at the agency don’t believe that.”


“And I know who they are, trust me.”


Bitterman pointed a stubby finger at him. “That’s the gist of it, Agent Robie, isn’t it? Can you be trusted? That’s what they all want to know.”


“I think I’ve proven that I can be. But if the agency wants me to be a robot and not exercise my judgment, then maybe we should part company.”


Bitterman sat back and seemed to be considering this.


Robie looked over his shoulder. “Do you regret not having windows?”


Bitterman looked behind him. “Sometimes, yes.”


“It’s hard to see what’s around you without windows. You tend to get cloistered, detached, and your judgment can be impaired.”


Bitterman smiled. “Now who is testing whom?”


“I’m just being transparent, Doc.”


“And I know better than that, don’t I?”


“How well do you know Amanda Marks?”


“Not all that well. She’s the new number two, of course. You don’t get there without being an overachiever. Her record is a brilliant one. Excelled at every level.”


“And she can be trusted to follow orders under any circumstance?” asked Robie.


Bitterman didn’t say anything for several long moments as a clock on a shelf ticked the seconds away.


“I have not performed a psych evaluation on her.”


“Best guess based on your observations thus far.”


“I would say that she is a good soldier,” said Bitterman slowly.


“Then you’ve answered my question.”


“But you haven’t answered mine, Agent Robie. Far from it.”


“So I failed the eval?”


“This is just the preliminary. We’ll meet again.”


“And how long am I being kept here?”


“That’s way above my pay grade.”


“And if it’s determined that I don’t measure up?”


Bitterman clamped down on his unlit pipe’s stem. “Same answer.”
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YOUR HISTORY IS ONE OF the most unusual I’ve ever encountered.”


Reel sat across from another agency shrink, this one a woman in her fifties with dull brown hair with gray roots, spectacles on a chain, and a dour expression. Her name was Linda Spitzer. She wore a long skirt, a cotton vest over a white blouse, and boots. They were seated across from each other in the woman’s office, a coffee table between them.


“So do I get a prize?” said Reel.


Spitzer closed the folder she was holding. “Why do you think you’re here?”


“I don’t think, I know. I’m here to be punished.”


“For what?”


Reel closed her eyes and sighed. When she reopened them she said, “Do we really have to do this? I’m a little tired and I’m sure DD Marks has more fun planned for me today.”


Spitzer shrugged. “We have an hour. It’s up to you how we use it.”


“Why don’t you read a book, then? I can steal a catnap.”


“You know, I’m not sure I would have recommended you for field duty given your history.”


“Well, maybe I was unlucky I didn’t run into you way back when. I could have skipped this part of my life.”


Spitzer smiled benignly. “I know that you’re very smart and cunning and you can talk circles around pretty much anyone, including me. But that doesn’t get us far, does it?”


“It works for me, actually.”


“Agent Reel, I think we can be more productive than this.”


Reel sat forward. “Do you know why I’m here? I mean really why?”


“My job is not tied to that. My job is to evaluate you to determine if you are up to the task of field redeployment.”


“Well, they didn’t seem to have a problem with my field deployment on my last mission. They gave me a medal.”


“Nevertheless, those are my instructions,” countered Spitzer.


“And you always follow orders, I take it?” said Reel contemptuously.


“Do you?”


“Okay, so here we go.” She sat back. “I pretty much always follow orders.”


Spitzer said, “Does that mean nine times out of ten? And under what circumstances do you not follow orders?”


“Actually higher than nine times out of ten. And I don’t follow orders when my gut tells me not to.”


“Your gut? Can you elaborate?”


“Sure. My gut.” She pointed to her belly. “That thing right here. It gives me tingly feelings when something is off. It’s also useful in holding and then digesting food.”


“And you listen to this instinct always?” asked Spitzer.


“Yes.”


“What is it telling you now?”


This query seemed to catch Reel off guard. She quickly regrouped. “That both of us are wasting our time.”


“Why?” Spitzer wanted to know.


“Because my being here is bullshit. I’m not being evaluated for redeployment. I’m damaged goods. I was sent here for another reason.”


“To be punished, like you said.”


“Or killed. Might be the same thing to some.”


Spitzer looked at her skeptically. “You actually think the agency wants to kill you? Aren’t you being a bit paranoid?”


“I’m not a bit paranoid. I’m a lot paranoid. I have been most of my life. The mind-set serves me well.”


Spitzer looked down at the file she held. “I guess I can understand that given your background.”


“I’m sick of people defining me by where I came from,” snapped Reel. She rose and paced the small room while the other woman watched her closely. “Lots of people have shitty backgrounds and grow up normal and accomplish a great deal. Lots of people born with silver spoons turn out to be worthless, bad people.”


“Yes, they do,” said Spitzer. “We’re all individuals. There are no hard-and-fast rules. You have accomplished much, Agent Reel. I think you would have done so whether you were born with a silver spoon or not. I believe it’s just how you’re wired.”


Reel sat down and studied her. “Right,” she scoffed. “You really think that?”


“You yourself just said that you were sick of people defining you by your upbringing. Or lack of one.” She stared at Reel expectantly.


“If you’re waiting for me to spill my guts, Doc, you’re going to be disappointed.”


“I wouldn’t expect a field agent with your level of experience to be loose of lip.”


“So what I am doing here?”


Spitzer said, “I’ve been instructed to perform a psych eval on you. I know you’ve had them done before. Nothing more, nothing less.”


Reel sat back. “Okay.”


“Do you agree that following orders is important if the agency is to be functional?”


“I do.”


“And yet you chose not to follow orders.”


“I did. Because the agency also expects me to exercise my judgment. Orders are handed out by humans. Humans make mistakes. They issue their orders from the safe confines of their offices. I’m in the field, where it is hardly ever safe. I have to make decisions on the fly. I have to execute the assignment in the best way I see fit.”


“And does that sometimes include not executing the assignment?” asked Spitzer.


“It could.”


“And what about creating your own assignments for your own purposes?”


Reel appraised the other woman from under half-closed eyes. “I see your briefing has been more complete than you let on.”


“It is a very tight need to know. I have always felt that is the only way I can do my job. But I’m here to listen far more than talk.”


“So you know what I did.”


Spitzer nodded. “I do.”


“Were you also told why I did it?”


“Yes. Although some of the facts seem to be in dispute.”


“You mean the truth versus the lies?”


“I would like to hear your side,” answered Spitzer.


“Why? Why does that possibly matter?”


“It’s part of the eval. But if you don’t want to go into it—”


Reel impatiently waved this away. “What the hell? If I don’t, I suppose it’ll just be another mark against me, not that they need one.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees and clasping her hands. “You ever have a close friend of yours murdered?”


Spitzer shook her head. “Fortunately, no.”


“The shock of it just takes hold of you. You go through all the stages of grief in what seems like a few seconds. It’s not like an accident, or illness, or old age. It’s like someone shot you as well as your friend. They took both our lives, just like that.”


“I can see that.”


“No, you really can’t. Not unless it’s happened to you. But when it does, all you want is revenge. You want to take the hurt you’re feeling, this acid hole in your belly, and hurl it at the person responsible. You don’t just want to make them suffer. You want them to die too. You want to take from them what they took from you.”


Spitzer sat back, looking uncomfortable but curious. “Is that how you felt then?”


“Of course it’s how I felt,” said Reel quietly. “But unlike most people in that situation, I could do something about it. I took the pain and I hurled it right back where it belonged.”


“And two people died. Two members of this agency, in fact.”


“That’s right.”


“So you played the roles of judge, jury, and executioner?”


“Judge, jury, and executioner,” repeated Reel, her eyes hooded again as she stared over at the other woman. “But I’ve been playing the executioner role for years. You people here have been handling the judge and jury parts. You decide who dies and you tell me. And then I do it. Sort of like playing God, isn’t it? Who lives, who doesn’t?” Before Spitzer could say anything Reel added, “Do you want to know how that makes me feel? You shrink types always like to know that, right? How we feel about every little thing?”


Spitzer slowly nodded. “I would like to know.”


“It makes me feel great. The agency does the heavy lifting. They decide who bites the bullet. I just carry out the order. What could be better?”


“So how did it make you feel to play all three roles?”


The smile that had emerged on Reel’s face slowly disappeared. She covered her eyes with her hands for a moment. “I didn’t care for it as much.”


“So not a role you can see yourself playing in the future?” asked Spitzer.


Reel glanced up. “Why don’t we cut the bullshit and just face reality, shall we? It’s not a role. This is not play-acting. The guy on the floor with the bullet in his head doesn’t get back up when the curtain drops. My bullet. My kill. He stays quite dead.”


“I take it you don’t enjoy killing.”


“I enjoy a job well done. But it’s not like I’m a serial killer. Serial killers love it. They’re obsessed with the opportunity for domination of another human being. The rituals, the details. The hunt. The strike. I’m not obsessed with any of it. It’s my job. It’s what I do as a profession. For me it’s a means to an end. I build a wall around it, do it, and then move on. I don’t care who the target is. I only care that it’s the target. It’s not a human to me. It is a mission. That’s all. I don’t read any more into it than that. If I did, I couldn’t do it.”


A minute of silence passed, punctuated only by Reel’s accelerated breathing.


Finally Spitzer said, “You were recruited into the agency at a young age, with no college behind you. That is highly unusual.”


“So they tell me. But I guess you don’t need a degree to pull a trigger.”


“Why did you choose to do so? You were a very young woman, barely at the age of majority. You could have done many other things in your life.”


“Well, I didn’t see many other options, actually.”


“That is hard to believe,” countered Spitzer.


“Well, you didn’t have to believe it, did you? It was my choice,” Reel said harshly.


Spitzer closed her notebook and capped her pen.


Reel noted this. “I don’t think our hour is up.”


“I think that’s enough for today, Agent Reel.”


Reel rose. “I think it’s enough for the rest of my life.”


She slammed the door on her way out.
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THE PLACE HAD SEVERAL DIFFERENT names: Bukchang, Pukchang, Pukch’ang.


It was officially known as Kwan-li-so Number 18. That meant Penal Labor Colony in Korean. It was a concentration camp. It was a gulag. It actually was hell, near the Taedong River in North Korea’s P’yongan-namdo province.


The oldest of North Korean labor camps, Bukchang had been hosting dissidents and alleged enemies of the state since the fifties. Unlike the other labor camps, all of which were run by the Bowibu—also known as the State Security Department or the secret police—Bukchang was operated by the inmin pohan seong, the Interior Ministry. There were two parts to the camp. One zone was for reeducation. Inmates here would learn the teachings of the country’s two great dead leaders and might be released, though they would be monitored for the rest of their lives. The other zone was for lifers who would never see outside the camp. The majority here were lifers.


Nearly the physical size of Los Angeles, Bukchang housed fifty thousand prisoners who were kept in by, among many other things, a four-meter-high fence. If you were sent here, so was your entire family—the classic definition of guilt by association, which extended to infants, toddlers, teenagers, siblings, spouses, and grandparents. Babies born here shared the same guilt as their families. Unauthorized babies born here, because intercourse and pregnancies were strictly regulated, were killed. Age and personal culpability meant nothing, and a toddler and an ancient grandmother were treated the same—brutally.


At Bukchang everyone worked nearly all the time, in the coal mines, in the cement factories, and at other vocations. All of the work was dangerous. All of the workers were left totally unprotected. Many died from work accidents. Black lung disease alone had felled legions of forced coal miners. Food was largely unavailable. You were expected to scavenge for yourself, and families feasted on garbage, insects, weeds, and sometimes each other. Water came from the rain or the ground. It was dirty, and dysentery, among many other diseases, was rampant. These living conditions were used at Bukchang as highly effective population control.


It was not known precisely how many labor camps there were in North Korea, although the international consensus was six. The fact that they were numbered and those numbers reached at least as high as twenty-two was an indicator of their pervasiveness. At least two hundred thousand North Koreans, or nearly one percent of the entire population, called these labor camps home.


There were allegations of corruption inside Bukchang. Things were not going smoothly. For one, there had been ten escapes in less than two months. That, by itself, was inexcusable. Two armed battalions guarded the camp. The four-meter-high fence was electrified, with booby traps everywhere. Five-meter-high guard towers ringed the fence, and guards on the ground remained both overt and hidden, looking for any signs of problems. Thus escape should have been impossible. But since it had happened, there had to be an explanation. There were rumors that the escapees had benefited from inside help. That was not only inexcusable, it was also treasonous.


The female prisoner was huddled in a corner of the stone room. She was a recent arrival here after being caught in China and repatriated. She was barely twenty-five but looked older. Her body was small, scarred but also hardened and sinewy; there was strength in her small footprint. The money that she had hidden inside an orifice had been discovered. The guards had pocketed it before beating her.


She now sat shivering with fear in the corner. Her clothes were rags, filthy from the trip out and now the forced journey back. She was bleeding, her hair matted and dirty. She was breathing heavily, her small chest pushing out and pulling in with each frantic breath.


The heavy door opened and four men came in: three guards in uniform and the administrator of Bukchang, who wore a gray tunic and pressed slacks. He was well fed, his hair neatly combed into a precise side part, his shoes shined, his skin smooth and healthy. He looked down at the mess of a human in front of him. She was like an animal found by the side of the road. He would treat her as such, which was how all prisoners here were treated. Any guard showing pity or kindness would in turn become a prisoner himself. Thus no guard ever showed compassion. From a totalitarian mind-set, it was a perfect arrangement.


He gave orders to his men, who finished stripping her down. The administrator stepped forward and nudged her exposed buttock with his glossy wingtip.


She bunched tighter, seemingly trying to melt into the wall. He smiled at this and then drew nearer still. He squatted down.


In Korean he said, “You have money, it seems.”


She turned her face to his, her limbs trembling. She managed to nod.


“You have earned this while away?”


She nodded again.


“By taking Chinese filth into your bed?”


“Yes.”


“You have more money?”


She started to shake her head but then stopped. She said, “I can get more.”


The man nodded in satisfaction and looked up at the guards.


“How much more?” he asked.


“More,” she said. “Much more.”


“I want more. Much more,” he answered. “When?”


“I will need to get a message out.”


“How much more can you get?”


“Ten thousand wons.”


He smiled and shook his head. “Not enough. And I don’t want wons.”


“Renminbis then?”


“Do I look like I want Chinese toilet paper?”


“What then?” she said fearfully.


“Euros. I want euros.”


“Euros?” she said, shivering once more since it was freezing in here and she was naked. “What good are euros here?”


“I want euros, bitch,” said the warden. “It is no concern of yours why.”


“How much euros?” said the woman.


“Twenty thousand. Up front.”


She looked shocked. “Twenty thousand euros?”


“That is my price.”


“But how can I trust you?”


“You can’t,” he said, smiling. “But what choice do you have? The coal mine awaits.” He paused. “Your record says you are from Kaechon,” he said.


This was known as Camp 14 and located on the other side of the Taedong River, adjacent to Bukchang.


He continued. “They coddle their prisoners there. Even though we have a reeducation zone here, and Kaechon is only for sons of bitches that are irredeemable, we do not coddle at Bukchang. You will not leave here alive. You will be caught trying to escape. And you will be tied to a pole, your mouth stuffed with rocks, and you will be shot five times by each guard. And every minute you are here alive will feel like death.”


He looked at his men. “Kaechon,” he said, and laughed. “For shit coddlers.”


They all laughed too, grinning at each other and slapping their thighs.


He stood. “Twenty thousand euros.”


“When?”


“Five days.”


“But that is impossible.”


“Then I am sorry.” He motioned to his guards, who moved forward.


“Wait, wait!” she screamed.


The men stopped and looked at her expectantly.


She rose on quivering legs. “I will get it. But I need to get a message out.”


“Perhaps that can be arranged.” He looked over her naked body. “You are not so scrawny. When you are cleaned up, you will be pretty, I think. Or at least not so disgusting.”


He reached out and touched her hair. She flinched and he slapped her so violently he drew blood.


“You will never do that again,” he ordered. “You will welcome my touch.”


She nodded and rubbed the skin where he had struck her and tasted the blood on her lips.


“You will be cleaned up. And then you will be brought to me.”


She looked at him and knew what that meant. “But the euros? I thought that was the payment.”


“In addition to the euros. While we wait the five days. Or do you prefer the filthy, dangerous mines to my bed?”


She shook her head and looked down, defeated. “I…I do not want to go to the mines.”


He smiled and cupped her trembling chin, lifting her gaze to his.


“You see, not so difficult. Food, clean water, warm bed. And I will have you as often as I want.” He turned to his men. “As will they. Anytime we want. You understand? Anything we want, I don’t care what it is. You are nothing but a dog, do you understand?”


She nodded tearfully. “I understand. But you will not hurt me? I…I have been hurt enough.”


He slapped her again. “You make no demands, filth. You do not speak unless I ask you a question.” He put his hands around her throat and slammed her against the wall. “Do you understand?”


She nodded and said in a defeated voice, “I understand.”


“You will call me seu seung,” he added, using the Korean word for master. “You will call me this even after you leave here. If you leave here. I make no promises, even if you get me the euros. You may not safely escape. It is up to me and me only. Do you understand?”


She nodded. “I understand.”


He shook her violently. “Say it. Give me my proper respect.”


“Seu seung,” she said in a tremulous voice.


He smiled and let her go. “See, that was not so bad.”


A moment later he clutched at his throat where she had struck him. He staggered backward, colliding with one of his men.


She moved so fast it seemed that everyone else had slowed by comparison. She catapulted across the room, slipped one guard’s gun from his holster, and shot him in the face with it. Another guard came at her. She turned and kicked so high her foot caught him in the eye. Her jagged toenails ripped his pupil, blinding him. He screamed and fell back as the third guard fired his gun. But she was no longer there. She had pushed backward off the wall and cartwheeled over him, taking the knife off his belt holder as she sailed past, landing a foot behind him. She slashed four times so fast no eye could follow. The guard clutched at his neck where his veins and arteries had been severed.


She never stopped moving. Using his falling body as a launch pad she leapt over him and caught the blinded guard in a leg lock around his head. She twisted her body in midair and hurled him forward, where his head struck the stone wall with such force that his skull cracked.


She picked up the pistol she had dropped, stood over each guard, and fired into their heads until they were all dead.


She had always loathed the camp guards. She had lived for years with them. They had left scars inside and outside of her that would never heal. She would never be a mother because of them. Because of them she had never even contemplated being a mother because that would mean she had come to accept herself as a human being, which she never could. Her name in the camp had been “Bitch.” Every woman in the camp had had that name. “Bitch. Bitch.” That was all she had ever heard from light to night for years on end. “Come, Bitch. Go, Bitch. Die, Bitch.”


She turned to the administrator, who lay on the floor near the door. He was not yet dead. He was still clutching his throat and gasping for air, his eyes unfocused but panicked. She had planned it this way, hitting him just hard enough to incapacitate but not kill. She knew exactly what the difference was.


She knelt down next to him. He stared up with bulging eyes, his hands at his throat. She did not smile in triumph. She did not look sad. Her features were expressionless.


She knelt down closer.


“Say it,” she said in a whisper.


He whimpered and clutched at his ruptured throat.


“Say it,” she said again. “Seu seung.”


She cupped a hand under his neck and squeezed. “Say it.”


He whimpered.


She placed her bony knee against his crotch and pressed. “Say it.”


He screamed as she jammed her knee down harder against his privates.


“Say it. Seu seung. Say it and no more pain.” She rammed her knee against him. He screamed louder. “Say it.”


“S…seu…”


“Say it. Say it all.” She ferociously ground her knee into him.


He screamed as loud as his damaged windpipe would allow. “Seu seung.”


She straightened. She did not smile in triumph. She did not look sad. She was expressionless. “See, that was not so bad,” she said, parroting his earlier words.


As he stared helplessly up at her she leapt into the air and came down on top of him. Her elbow slammed into the man’s nose with such force that she pushed the cartilage there right into his brain, like a fired bullet. This killed him instantly, whereas his crushed windpipe would have taken more time to finish him off.


She rose and looked around at the four dead men.


“Seu seung,” she said. “Me, not you.”


She searched the guards’ pockets and found a walkie-talkie. She pulled it out, turned it to a different frequency, and said simply, “It is done.”


She dropped the walkie-talkie, stepped over the dead men, and walked out of the room, still naked, covered in the men’s blood.








Her name was Chung-Cha, and she and her family had been labor camp prisoners many years ago at Camp 15, also known as Yodok. She had been only one year old when the Bowibu had come for them in the night. They always came at night. Predators did not come during the light. She had survived Yodok. Her family had not.


Other guards passed her in the hall and rushed onward to the room where the dead men were.


They said nothing to her. They didn’t look at her.


When they got there two of the guards vomited onto the stones after seeing the carnage.


When Chung-Cha reached the prearranged spot two men who wore the markings of generals in the North Korean military greeted her with respect. One handed her a wet towel and soap with which to clean off. The other held fresh clothes for her. She cleaned and then dressed in front of them without a shade of embarrassment for her nudity. Both generals averted their gazes while she did so, although it did not matter to her. She had been naked and brutalized in front of many men. She had never had privacy and thus had no expectation of it. It simply meant nothing to her. Dogs did not require clothes.


She glanced at them only once. To her, they did not look like soldiers; with their broad-rimmed puffy caps they looked more like members of a band, ready to pick up musical instruments rather than weapons. They looked funny, weak, and incompetent, when she knew them to be cagey and paranoid and dangerous to everyone, including themselves.


One said, “Yie Chung-Cha, you are to be commended. His Supreme Leader Kim Jong Un has been informed and sends his personal thanks. You will be rewarded appropriately.”


She handed back the soiled towel and soap.


“How appropriately?”


The generals glanced at each other, their features showing their amazement at this comment.


“The Supreme Leader will determine that,” said the other. “And you will be grateful for whatever he decides.”


His companion added, “There is no greater honor than to serve one’s country.”


She stared up at them both, her features unreadable. Then she turned and walked down the corridor and made her way out of the camp. As she passed, many watched her. None attempted to make eye contact. Not even the most brutal of all the guards there. Word of what she had done had already made its way through the camp. Thus none wanted to look Yie Chung-Cha in the eye because it might be the last thing they ever saw.


Her gaze never wavered. It pointed straight ahead.


Outside the four-meter fence a truck awaited. A door opened and she climbed in.


The truck immediately drove off, heading to the south, to Pyongyang, the capital. She had an apartment there. And a car. And food. And clean water. And some wons in a local bank. That was all she needed. It was far more than she had ever had. Far more than she had ever expected to have. She was grateful for this. Grateful to be alive.


Corruption could not be tolerated.


She knew that better than most.


Four men dead today by her hand.


The truck drove on.


Chung-Cha forgot about the corrupt administrator who had demanded euros and sex in payment for her escape. He was not worth any more of her thoughts.


She would return to her apartment. And she would await the next call.


It would come soon, she thought. It always did.


And she would be ready. It was the only life she had.


And for that too she was grateful.


No greater honor than to serve one’s country?


She formed spit in her mouth and then swallowed it.


Chung-Cha looked out the window, seeing nothing as they drew nearer to Pyongyang. She spoke to none of the others in the vehicle.


She always kept her thoughts to herself. That was the only thing they couldn’t take from her. And they had tried. They had tried mightily. They had taken everything else. But they had not taken that.


And they never would.
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HER APARTMENT. UNTIL THEY TOOK it away. It had a bedroom, a miniscule kitchen, a bathroom with a shower, and three small windows. About two hundred square feet total. To her, it was a magnificent castle.


Her car. Until they took it away. It was a two-door model made by the Sungri Motor Plant. It had four tires and a steering wheel and an engine and brakes that usually worked. Her possession of the vehicle made her a rare person in her country.


The vast majority of her fellow citizens traveled on bicycles, took the metro or the bus, or simply walked. For longer commutes there was the rail. But it could take up to six hours to go barely a hundred miles because the infrastructure and equipment were so poor. For the very elite there were commercial aircraft. Like with the rail service, there was only one airline—Air Koryo. And it flew mostly old, Russian-made aircraft. She did not like to ride on Russian wings. She did not like anything Russian.


But Chung-Cha had her own car and her own apartment. For now. That was stark proof of her worth to the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.


She walked into the kitchen and ran her hand over one of her most prized possessions. An electric rice cooker. This had been her reward from the Supreme Leader for her killing of the four men at Bukchang. That and an iPod loaded with country-and-western music. As she held the iPod she well knew that it was a device that most of her fellow North Koreans didn’t even know existed. And she had also been given one thousand wons. That might not seem like much to some, but when you have nothing, anything seems like a fortune.


There were three classes of people in North Korea. There was the core, made up of loyalists to the country’s leadership and, for lack of a better term, purebloods. There was the wavering class, whose total loyalty to the leadership was in doubt. It was this class that represented the majority of the country, and for whom many lucrative jobs and government positions were out of reach. And, lastly, there was the hostile class, made up of enemies of the leadership and their descendants. Only the most elite of the core group had rice cookers. And the elite numbered perhaps one hundred and fifty thousand in a country of twenty-three million. There were more people in the prison camps.


It was quite a feat for Chung-Cha to have attained what she had, because her family was of the hostile class. Rice in one’s belly was a mark of wealthy, elite status. However, exclusive of the ruling Kim family—which lived like kings, with mansions and water parks and even their own train station—even the most elite of North Koreans existed at a level that would be looked upon as very near poverty in developed nations. There was no hot water; the electricity was totally unreliable, with only a few hours of it a day at best; and travel outside the country was nearly impossible. And a rice cooker and some songs was the reward given by one’s enormously rich leadership for enduring torture and suffering and for killing four men and uncovering corruption and treason.


But still, for Chung-Cha, it was far more than she had ever expected to have. A roof over her head, a car to drive, a rice cooker; it was like all the wealth in the world was hers.


She moved to a window of her apartment and looked out. Her place overlooked the center of Pyongyang, with a nice view of the Taedong River. A city of nearly three and a half million souls, the capital was by far the largest metropolis in the country. Hamhung, the next most populous city, had barely a fifth of Pyongyang’s people.


She liked to look out the window. She had spent a good part of her earlier life dearly wishing for a window that looked out onto anything. For over a decade at the labor camp her wish had not come true. Then things had changed. Dramatically.


And now look at me, she thought.


She put on her coat and boots with the four-inch heels that made her taller. She would never wear such footwear on a mission, but the women in Pyongyang were very much into their thin high heels. Even women in the military, working construction, and in the traffic police wore them. It was one of the few ways to feel, well, liberated, if that was even possible here.


The monsoon season, running from June to August, had passed. The cold, dry winter would begin in about a month. Yet now the air was mild, the breeze invigorating, and the skies clear. These were the days on which Chung-Cha liked to walk through her city. They were rare times, for her work carried her to many other parts of her country and the world. And there never was occasion for a leisurely walk during any of those times.


On the left breast of her jacket rode her Kim pin. All North Koreans wore this decoration, depicting either or both Kim Il Sung and his son Kim Jong Il, both dead, but both never to be forgotten. Chung-Cha did not want to always wear the pin, but if she did not her arrest would be imminent. Even she was not so important to the state that she could ever forgo this sign of respect.


As she walked she took in observations she had made long ago. In many ways the capital city was a twelve-hundred-square-mile tribute to the ruling Kim family on the banks of the Taedong that flowed southward into Korea Bay. Pyongyang translated into “flat land” in Korean, and it was well named. It was only ninety feet above sea level and stretched outward smooth as a bindaetteok, or Korean pancake. The main boulevards were broad and largely devoid of cars. What passed by on the roads were mostly trolleys or buses.


The city did not seem like it had millions of residents. While the sidewalks were fairly full with pedestrians, in her work Chung-Cha had visited cities of comparable size in other countries where far more people were out and about. Perhaps it was all the surveillance cameras and police watching that made the citizens want to hide from view.


She walked down the steps to the metro. Pyongyang had the deepest subway system in the world, over a hundred meters in the ground. It ran only on the west side of the Taedong, while all foreign residents lived on the east side. Whether this was intentional or not she didn’t know. But being North Korean, she assumed it was. Central planning combined with paranoia had been elevated to a high art here.


Citizens queuing up for the next train did so in precise straight lines. North Koreans were drilled from an early age to form pristine lines in under a minute. There were straight lines of humanity all over the capital city. It was part of the “single-hearted unity” for which the country was known.


Chung-Cha did not join the queue. She purposely waited apart from it until the train entered the station. She rode the train to another section of town and came back to the surface. The green spaces in Pyongyang were immense and many in number, but not as immense as the monuments.


There was the Arch of Triumph, a copy of the one in Paris, but far bigger. It commemorated the Korean resistance to Japan from the 1920s to the 1940s. There was the Washington Monument lookalike Juche Tower, which was one hundred and seventy meters tall and stood for the Korean philosophy of self-reliance.


As she passed it Chung-Cha nodded silently. She relied only on herself. She trusted only herself. No one here had to tell her that. She didn’t need a monument shooting into the sky to make her believe that.


There was the also the Arch of Reunification, one of the few that featured Korean women. Dressed in traditional Korean garb, they held between them the map of a united Korea. The arch straddled the Reunification Highway, which went from the capital city all the way to the DMZ.


Symbolism again, she knew.


Chung-Cha had two notions on reunification. First, it would never happen, and second, she didn’t care if it did or not. She would not be unified with anyone, north or south.


Later, she passed the Mansudae Grand Monument, which was an enormous tribute to the memory of North Korea’s founder, Il Sung, and also to his son, Jong Il.


Chung-Cha passed by this monolithic structure without looking at it. This was a bit dicey on her part. All North Koreans paid tribute here by standing and gazing lovingly at the statues of the two men. All brought flowers. Even foreign tourists were required to lay floral offerings here or else be arrested and/or deported.


Yet Chung-Cha walked on, almost daring a nearby policeman to stop her. There were limits to her patriotism.


Towering over the entire city was the white elephant of Pyongyang, the Ryugyong Hotel. It was begun in 1987, but construction funds ran out in 1992. Although construction had restarted in 2008, no one knew if it would ever be completed or whether even one guest would sleep there. For now it was a 330-meter-high monstrosity with nearly four million square feet of space in the shape of a pyramid.


Interesting central planning there, she thought.


Her belly grumbling, Chung-Cha entered a restaurant. North Koreans typically did not eat out because it was a luxury most could not afford. If a group did go out, it was usually on state business with the government footing the bill. At times like that the workers would eat and drink prodigious amounts, going home drunk on soju, or rice liquor.


She had passed other restaurants offering typical Korean fare like kimchi—spicy pickled vegetables that every Korean woman knew how to make—boiled chicken, fish, and squid, as well as the luxury of white rice. She kept going past all of these and entered the Samtaesung Hamburger Restaurant, which served burgers, fries, and shakes. Chung-Cha had often tried to reconcile in her mind how a restaurant serving what would be recognized around the world as American food could exist here when there was not even a U.S. embassy located in Pyongyang because the two countries did not have official diplomatic relations. An American citizen in trouble here had to go crawling to the Swedish embassy, and even then only for medical emergencies.


She was one of the few patrons here, and all the others were westerners.


She ordered a hamburger rare, fries, and a vanilla milk shake.


The waiter looked at her severely as though silently admonishing her for eating this Western garbage. When she showed him her government ID he bowed perfunctorily and hurried away to fill her order.


She had chosen a seat with her back against the wall. She knew where the entrances and exits were. She noted anyone moving in the space, whether it was toward or away from her. She didn’t expect trouble, but she also anticipated that anything could happen at any time.


She ate her meal slowly, chewing her food thoroughly before swallowing. She had endured starvation for well over a decade. That hollow feeling in your belly never left you, even if you had ample food the rest of your life. Her diet at Yodok had consisted of whatever she could find to eat, but mostly corn, cabbage, salt, and rats. At least the rats had given her protein and helped to stave off diseases that had killed many other prisoners. She had become quite adept at catching the rodents. But she liked the taste of the burger better.


Chung-Cha was not fat and never would be. Not so long as she was working. Maybe as an aged woman living somewhere else she would allow herself to grow obese. But she did not dwell on this prospect for long. She doubted she would live long enough to grow old.


She finished her meal and paid her bill and left. She had one place she wanted to go. Something she wanted to see, although she had already seen it before. Everyone in North Korea probably had.


It had been recently moored on the Botong River in Pyongyang to become part of the Fatherland Liberation War Museum. This was so because it was a ship—a truly unique ship. It was the second oldest commissioned ship in the U.S. Navy, after the USS Constitution. And it was the only U.S. naval vessel currently held by a foreign power.


The USS Pueblo had been in North Korean hands since 1968. Pyongyang said it had strayed into North Korean waters. The United States said it had not. The rest of the world used twelve nautical miles out to sea as the demarcation for international waters. However, Pyongyang did not follow what other countries did and claimed a fifty-nautical-mile boundary. The Pueblo was now a museum, a testament to the might and bravery of the homeland and a chilling reminder of the imperialist intentions of the evil America.


Chung-Cha had taken the guided tour, but she did so with a perspective different from other visitors. She had read an uncensored account of the sailors aboard the Pueblo. This was an unheard-of thing in her country, but Chung-Cha’s work often carried her out of North Korea. The sailors had been forced to say and write things that they did not believe, like admitting to spying on North Korea and denouncing their own country. But in a famous photo of some of the seamen, they surreptitiously had been giving the finger to the North Korean cameraman and symbolically to their captors while seemingly just clasping their hands. The North Koreans did not know what a raised middle finger meant and asked the sailors about it. To a man they said it was a Hawaiian symbol of good luck. When Time magazine had run a story exposing the truth of the gesture, the sailors were reportedly severely beaten and tortured even more than they already had been.


When they were released in December 1968, eighty-two of them walked single file across the Bridge of No Return in the DMZ. One sailor had not walked across. He had died in the initial attack on the ship, the only fatality of the incident.


Chung-Cha finished the tour and made her way back to land. She looked back at the ship. She had been told that the Americans would not decommission the ship until it was returned to them.


Well, then it would never be decommissioned, she thought. North Korea had very little. And so they never gave anything back that they had taken. After the Soviets had left and North Korea had its independence it was as though it was this little country against the world. It had no friends. No one who truly understood it, not even the Chinese, whom Chung-Cha considered to be among the wiliest race on earth.


Chung-Cha was not a religious person. She knew no North Koreans who were. There were some Korean Shamanists, others who practiced Cheondoism, some Buddhists, and a relative handful of Christians. Religion was not encouraged since it could be a direct challenge to the country’s leaders. Marx had had it right, she thought: Religion was the people’s opium. Yet Pyongyang had once been known as the Jerusalem of the East because of the Protestant missionaries who had come in the 1800s, with the result that over a hundred churches had been erected on the “Flat Land.” That was no more. It was simply not tolerated.


And to her it did not matter. She did not believe in a benign higher being. She could not. She had suffered too much to think of a heavenly force in the sky that would let such evil walk the earth without lifting a hand to stop it.


Self-reliance was the best policy. Then you alone were entitled to the rewards—and you alone bore responsibility for the losses.


She passed an open street market and stopped, tensing for a moment. There was a foreign tourist not five feet from her. It was a man. He looked German, but she could not be sure. He had his camera out and was about to take a picture of the marketplace and the vendors.


Chung-Cha looked around for the tour guide who must accompany all foreigners. She did not see any such person.


The German had his camera nearly up to his eye. She shot forward and snatched it from him. He looked at her, stunned.


“Give that back,” he said in a language that she recognized as Dutch. She did not speak Dutch. She asked him if he spoke English.


He nodded.


She held up the camera. “If you take a picture of the street market you will be arrested and deported. You might not be deported, actually. You might just stay here, which will be worse for you.”


He paled and looked around to see several Korean vendors staring at him with malice.


He sputtered, “But why? It’s just for my Facebook page.”


“You do not need to know why. All you need to do is put your camera away and go and find your tour guide. Now. You will not receive another warning.”


She handed him back the camera and he took it.


“Thank you,” he said breathlessly.


But Chung-Cha had already turned away. She did not want his thanks. Maybe she should have just let the crowd attack him, let him be beaten, arrested, thrown in prison, and forgotten about. He was one person in a world of billions. Who would care? It was not her problem.


Yet as she walked down the street she thought of the man’s question.


But why? he had asked.


The answer to that was both simple and complex. An open street market said to the world that North Korea’s economy was weak, its traditional stores few in number, and thus the need for vendors in the street. That would be a slap in the face to a leadership acutely sensitive to world opinion. Conversely, an abundance of goods at a street market, if seen by the rest of the world, could result in international food aid being reduced. And since many North Koreans were barely surviving, that would not be a good thing. Pyongyang was not representative of the rest of the country. And yet even people here starved to death in their apartments. It was part of the so-called eating problem, which was very simple. There was not enough food. This was why North Koreans were shorter and lighter than their brethren to the south.


Chung-Cha did not know if either of these explanations was true. She only knew that these were the unofficial explanations for why the simple act of taking a picture could have such horrendous consequences, in addition to the fact that North Koreans did not like to have their pictures taken by foreigners. And things could get violent. The perpetrator would be arrested. That was reason enough never to leave your tour guide’s side while in North Korea.


Our ways are just different because we are the most paranoid country on the face of the earth. And perhaps we have good reason to be. Or perhaps our leaders want to keep us united against an enemy that does not exist.


She didn’t know how many other North Koreans had such thoughts. She did know that the ones who had publicly expressed them had all been sent to the penal colonies.


She knew this for a fact.


Because her parents had been sent to Yodok for doing that very thing. She had grown up there. She had nearly died there. But she had survived, the only one of her family to do so.


And her survival had come at a terrible price.


She had had to kill the rest of her family to be allowed to live.
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ROBIE LOOKED AT REEL.


Reel studied the floor.


It was nearly midnight a week into their stay here. After their psychological vetting they had undergone more physical endurance tests, each more difficult than the last. They had been given a bit of food and water and then brought back here, sweaty and tired and increasingly depressed. Over the next days they had been worked relentlessly and had dropped exhausted into their bunks for a few hours of sleep before they were hustled from their beds and it all started up again.


Tonight, they had gotten off relatively early. And so this was the first real time they had been able to speak to each other since the first day.


“How did your shrink session go?” asked Robie, finally breaking the silence in their tiny shared room.


“Great, how about you?” she said sarcastically.


“We spent a good deal of the time talking about you, actually.”


She looked up at him and then stared over at the nearest listening device.


She glanced back at him and mouthed, Here? Now?


He looked around the room and noted the video cameras that they both knew were embedded in the walls. He flipped up the mattress so that it leaned against his back, effectively shielding him from view. Then he motioned for her to sit on the other side of the bunk and face him. She did so, staring at him curiously.


Then he began using sign language. He had been taught this, as had Reel, he knew, because silent communication was often very useful in the field.


He said in sign, “Marks is Evan Tucker’s person through and through. Can’t believe we’re intended to survive this place. Do we make a break for it?”


Reel thought about this and signed back, “Gives them a great excuse to kill us with no repercussions.”


He signed, “So we sit tight?”


“I think we can survive this.”


“What’s your plan?”


“We recruit Marks to our side.”


Robie’s eyes widened. “How?”


“We suffer together.”


“You’ve been bitchy to her so far. How can you turn that around?”


“I was bitchy to her for the very reason that it would allow me an opportunity to turn it around with credibility. If she thinks I hate her, it could work. If I had started out nice, she would have been instantly suspicious.”


Robie still looked dubious.


Reel signed, “What other option do we have?”


“None,” he signed. “Except die.”


At that moment the door burst open and a half dozen armed men came in. Robie and Reel were shackled and then hustled out of the room. They were hurried down one long hall after another. They were being moved so fast neither Reel nor Robie could get a handle on which direction they were going.


A door was thrown open and they were pushed inside. The door slammed shut behind them and other hands grabbed them. Reel and Robie were lifted off their feet and each was placed prone on a long board.


The room was dimly lighted but they could still see each other, being only inches apart. They both knew what was coming. They were strapped to the boards. Then the boards were tipped back. Their heads were submerged in a large bucket of icy water. They were held there nearly long enough to be drowned.


When they were lifted free from the water, their feet were kept elevated. Next, a thin cloth was placed over their faces and icy water poured over it. The liquid quickly saturated the cloth and then filled their mouths and noses. The gag reflex was nearly immediate. They coughed and spit. More water was poured. They coughed and gagged. More water was poured. They both retched.


The cloth was lifted and they were allowed to snatch three or four normal breaths before the cloth went back on. The water was poured again, with the same result. This process was repeated over the next twenty minutes.


Both Reel and Robie had vomited what little was in their stomachs. All that was coming out now was bile.


They were kept on the boards with the cloth over their faces. Neither knew when the water would start up again, which was all part of the technique. No training in the world could really insulate you from the terrors of waterboarding.


They both lay there gasping, their limbs pressing against the restraints, their chests heaving.


Normally, interrogation would start now. Both Robie and Reel knew this, but they each wondered what sort of interrogation they would be subjected to.


The lights dimmed even more and both of them braced for what might be coming next.


A voice said, “This can stop; it’s up to you.”


It was not Amanda Marks. It was a male voice neither of them recognized.


“What’s the price?” gasped Reel.


“A signed confession,” said the voice.


“Confessing what?” said Robie, spitting retch from his mouth.


“For Reel, the murders of two CIA operatives. For you, aiding and abetting her. And also to a count of treason.”


“You a lawyer?” sputtered Reel.


“All I need is your answer.”


Reel’s next words made the man chuckle. He said, “I’m afraid that is physically impossible for me to do to myself. But that’s an answer in itself, I suppose.”


Twenty more minutes of waterboarding occurred.


When they came back up for air the same question was posed.


“This will stop,” said the voice. “All you have to do is sign.”


“Treason carries the death penalty,” gasped Robie. Then he turned to the side and threw up more bile. His brain was about to explode and his lungs felt seared.


Reel interjected, “So what the hell does it matter?”


“It does matter. You’ll be given lengthy prison terms, but you won’t be executed. That’s the deal. But you have to sign the confession. It’s all prepared. You just have to sign.”


Neither Robie nor Reel said anything.


The ordeal went on for twenty more minutes.


When it finished, neither of them was conscious. This was one drawback to this form of torture. The body just shut down. And there was no purpose in torturing an unconscious person.


The lights came on and the man stared down at the pair strapped to the long boards.


“An hour, impressive,” he said.


His name was Andrew Viola. Up until the year before he had been the chief trainer at the Burner Box, and before that a legendary CIA field agent who’d had a hand in some of the most complex and dangerous missions of the past twenty-five years. He would be fifty on his next birthday. He was still fit and trim, although his hair was an iron gray and his face heavily lined. And scarred from one mission that had not gone according to plan.


He looked over at Amanda Marks, who had been observing the entire process with a look of slight revulsion. “Not for the weak of stomach, or heart,” he said.


“And I didn’t exactly understand the purpose. Did we really expect them to sign a confession?”


“Not my call. I was told to do this and I did it. CIA lawyers and upper management can figure out the rest.”


“This was my mission to run,” she said.


“And it still is, Amanda. I’m not stepping on toes here. But I had my orders. And”—he glanced down at Robie and then Reel—“unlike some, I always follow orders.”


“So what now?”


“My work here is done until I’m called up again. So I might see these two again before they leave here. If they leave here,” he corrected himself.


“They both believe they were brought here to die,” said Marks.


“And you don’t think that’s a possibility?” asked Viola, looking mildly surprised. “Recruits do die here. It’s rare, but it happens. This is not summer camp, Amanda.”


“That’s different. Accidents happen. And Robie and Reel are not recruits. They are vets and battle-tested. But if the purpose from the start was—”


He cut her off. “Don’t try to think too much about it. Just do your job. You’ll be happy, and so will the higher-ups.”


“And that doesn’t bother you?”


He glanced sideways at her. “Maybe in the past. Maybe. But not anymore.”


“What changed?”


“We were attacked. The Towers fell. The Pentagon was hit. Planes crashed. Americans died. Now I try to see the world only in black and white.”


“The world is not black and white.”


“That’s why I said I try to do it.”


He turned and left the room.


Marks came forward and stared down at the two unconscious agents. She thought back to her meeting with Evan Tucker before coming here. The director had been understandably clear on the outcome he wanted. On the surface it appeared fair and evenhanded. If they passed the test, they passed. They would be redeployed. Simple and straightforward.


But then this had come—the order for the waterboarding to be conducted by Viola. The man was excellent at his job, Marks knew. But he had, well, a ruthlessness, a moral compass that did not seem to actually encompass any morals at all. That bothered her.


A signed confession admitting to murder and treason?


That had to have come from Evan Tucker. No one else in the agency would have dared issue such an order. So the rules had changed. Tucker was using the Burner Box not only to test and break Robie and Reel. He also wanted them to admit to acts that would result in their imprisonment. He had not told her this part of the plan. He had been wise not to, because Marks would have refused.


This seemingly simple thought stunned her. She had never before refused to carry out a direct order. It was just not something one did. Failing to do that had been the cause of both Robie’s and Reel’s current troubles.


Am I becoming like them?


She heard Robie and Reel moan and then they started to come around.


She turned to one of her men. “Take them back to their room. Let them sleep. I’ll give directions for when their next testing will begin.”


This order was carried out immediately. She watched Robie and Reel being carried back to their room.


Their prison cell, more like it.


Maybe their death row.
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ROBIE WOKE FIRST. THERE WERE no windows in the room so he had no idea what time it was. Their watches had been taken from them up on arrival. He slowly sat up and rubbed his aching head. He leaned over from the top bunk and saw Reel still sleeping in the lower berth.


Robie swallowed with difficulty and cringed when he tasted the remnants of the vomit still in his mouth and throat.


“Sucks, doesn’t it?”


He looked down again to see Reel staring up at him.


“Not something I’d want to go through every day.”


He swung his legs over the edge, dropped to the floor, and sat down on her bunk. She curled up her legs to give him room.


“To what purpose?” she asked. “They couldn’t really believe we’d sign a confession.”


Robie looked up at the listening device, but Reel shook her head. “I don’t care if they hear.” She sat up and said in a loud voice, “Not confessing to jack shit!”


She looked back at Robie, who was smiling.


“What?” she demanded.


“Nothing. Well, I just like your subtle style, Jessica.”


She started to snap something back, but then stopped. And laughed.


He joined in for a few seconds.


And then they both grew quiet as footsteps approached.


The door opened and both of them immediately drew back, balled tight, hands up, reflexes ready. Taking them again would require a fight.


However, only Evan Tucker stood there.


Robie shot Reel a glance. Her look was so ferocious that he was afraid she was about to attack the DCI. He was actually putting out his arm to forestall this when she said, “Good morning, Director. Did you have a nice sleep last night? We did. Best in years.”


Tucker managed a tight smile at this comment and then sat down in the chair opposite them. His suit was wrinkled and the collar of his shirt was slightly grimy, as though his journey here had not exactly been at first-class levels.


“I know what happened to you last night. I ordered it.”


“Good to know,” said Robie. “So is that a confession? Because I thought the use of waterboarding was illegal.”


“It is illegal for purposes of interrogation on detainees. Neither of you are detainees and it was not done for interrogation purposes.”


“We were asked to sign confessions,” Reel pointed out.


“A subterfuge only. There were no confessions for you to sign.”


“That’s not what the guy said last night. And the terms of the confession he recited were pretty specific,” noted Robie.


“He had his script and he stuck to it. But there was no confession.”


“So what was the point of the thing, then?” demanded Reel.


“To see if you two can still cut it. The mission you’re to be deployed on entails the risk of being caught. And the enemy is known to use waterboarding among other interrogation tools to break prisoners. It’s not all about being able to shoot straight.”


“And so this had nothing to do with the hard-on you have for me, Director?” said Reel. “You really expect us to believe that?”


“I don’t care what you believe or don’t believe. I’ve made my position on you very clear. You murdered two of my people and got off scot free. I think that stinks. I think you should be in jail, but it’s not my call. I still have my job to do and so do you. My job is to keep this country safe against outside threats. You two are tools that I have at my disposal. I will deploy you as necessary. If I think it wise to push your butts to the wall and then through it, I will do so. If you feel you can’t cut it, then you can tell me right now and we cut out all this bullshit.”


He stopped talking and looked at them expectantly.


“And if we want out?” said Robie.


“Then that can be made to happen. But chances are very good that your partner will be prosecuted for murder. And you as an accessory.”


“So if we stay in and maybe get killed, either by the other side or our own people, we don’t end up in court?” said Reel.


“Did you really expect anything more generous than that?” said Tucker skeptically. “You want to begin to wipe the slate clean of what you did, then suck it up, finish up here, and successfully execute the upcoming mission. If you want to cut and run, then that’s a whole other ball game. Your choice. But make it now. I don’t have time to waste.”


“Is that why you’re here?” asked Robie. “To deliver the ultimatum?”


“No, I’m here to finally lay to rest any misconception you two might have about my motives. You were not sent here to be killed. I’m far too busy to even have time to think about something like that. The fact is, in the grand scheme of things none of us is that important. Now, we have an opportunity to do something that will make the world a far better, far safer place. I need to know that you’re with me on this one thousand percent, or I have no use for you at all. Again, your decision. And again, I need it now.”


He once more quieted and looked at them.


Robie was the first to speak. “I’m in.”


Reel nodded. “Me too.”


“Glad to hear it.” Tucker rose, opened the door, and was gone.


Before Reel and Robie could even say a word they heard the sounds of someone else approaching.


A few moments later an orderly wheeled a cart in. It was loaded with breakfast foods and a carafe of coffee. Another orderly brought in two foldable chairs. They set up the table, laid out the food and coffee, and departed.


Reel and Robie had not moved the entire time. Finally, they looked at each other.


“You think there’s cyanide in it?” he asked.


“I don’t care. I’m starving.”


They rose, sat down in the chairs, and attacked the food and drank down the hot coffee. They said nothing as they devoured the meal.


Then they sat back looking both satisfied and energized.


Reel said, “You can never overestimate the effect of a good meal on one’s spirits.”


“Yeah, but maybe it’s just that they’re fattening the calf before leading it to slaughter.”


“So that was our last meal before execution?”


“Wish I could tell you one way or another,” Robie replied. “Before Tucker showed up, I was pretty sure we were done for. Now I’m not so sure.”


“Strange he came all this way to tell us something we already knew.”


“You think he was sincere?”


“Give me a break. He was lying his ass off.”


“For what reason?” asked Robie.


“Spies lie. And he’s probably covering his butt on the waterboarding thing.”


“Did he need to? It’s not like we belong to a union and can file a grievance.”


Footsteps sounded again, and each of them instinctively gripped the knives next to their plates. However, it was merely the orderly retrieving the table. Another escort was with him. He led them to the showers, where they cleaned up and changed into fresh clothes.


As they were walked back to their room Reel whispered into Robie’s ear, “This is freaking me out more than the waterboarding. Why are they being nice to us?”


Robie whispered back, “Maybe Tucker gave the word.”


“Like I believe that.”


Four hours passed before someone came for them again. They were told to change into running gear. Then they were taken by Jeep to a remote part of the facility, deep within the forest, and dropped off.


The weather wasn’t bad. In the forties, a little overcast, but the sun was high in the sky and warming. Robie calculated it was about two o’clock in the afternoon.


After the vehicle drove off, someone stepped onto the path from behind some trees. They turned to see who it was.


Amanda Marks stood there wearing a running suit and Nikes.


“I trust you’re well fed and rested?” she said.


“And clean,” said Reel. “Let’s not forget that.”


“Then let’s take a run, shall we?” Without waiting for their answer, Marks turned and jogged off.


Robie and Reel glanced confusedly at one another before joining her, he on the right, she on the left.


“So did you know Tucker was coming down today?” asked Reel.


“At the last minute. What did he want to talk to you about?”


“You mean he didn’t tell you?” asked Robie.


“If he had I wouldn’t be asking you.”


“He wanted to let us know our being here was not part of a personal vendetta. He said we were waterboarded not in order to facilitate a confession, because there was no such thing, but rather to make sure we could withstand it in case we were captured.”


“And did you believe him?” asked Marks.


“Would you?” Reel shot back.


“I don’t know. I really don’t. He’s a more complicated person than I initially thought.”


“I don’t trust him,” said Reel.


“If I were in your position, I wouldn’t trust him either,” replied Marks.


Reel said, “I take it the food and rest and showers were your doing?”


“Well, they certainly weren’t the DCI’s, or Andrew Viola’s initiative.”


“Viola,” said a surprised Reel. “He’s involved in this?”


“I thought you would have recognized his voice at the little waterboarding session. You two overlapped here, right? And I know you were in the field with him on a couple of missions.”


“That’s right, but I didn’t recognize the voice.”


“Probably had your mind on other things,” said Marks dryly. She looked at Robie. “Do you know Viola?”


“Only by reputation. He’s really good.”


“Rock-solid warrior who never wavers from the playbook,” replied Marks.


Reel and Robie exchanged a quick glance. Reel said, “Is that why we’re out here jogging in the middle of the forest? So we can talk candidly?”


“Let me put it this way. I already ran ten miles this morning. So from a physical fitness point of view there’s no reason for me to be out here.”


“So Viola is a team player,” said Robie.


“And you’re not?” added Reel.


“Didn’t say that,” replied Marks. “I am a team player.”


“And the little near-drowning session last night?” noted Reel.


“Not my call. And I wasn’t picked to run it. That’s where Viola stepped in.”


“Surprised I hadn’t seen him at the facility before,” said Reel inquiringly.


“He was just called back in from temp duty elsewhere,” answered Marks.


“By Evan Tucker?” asked Robie, swinging his arms loosely and popping his neck as they ran along at a comfortable pace.


“Don’t know for sure, but I certainly wouldn’t be surprised if that were the case. Viola is a high-level asset. He wouldn’t be called in by a midlevel grunt. And I certainly didn’t do it as the DD.”


“So why wouldn’t Tucker rely on you to do the dirty work?” Robie wanted to know.


Reel added, “Did you refuse to waterboard us?”


Marks ran along for another thirty feet before answering. “He never asked me to.”


“And if he had?” Reel persisted. “What would you have done?”


“I never agreed with torturing bad guys, much less our own agents.”


“Well, undoubtedly Tucker was aware of that,” said Robie. “And didn’t bother to ask you to do it. Obviously, Viola had no issue with doing it.”


“No, he didn’t. He would never decline to execute a direct order. He’s not wired that way.”


“But how could Tucker ever expect us to sign a confession?” said Reel. “Even if we were tortured?”


“He’s not really CIA,” answered Robie. “He was never in the intelligence field. His appointment to head up CIA was a political payback. He probably thought waterboarding works on everyone.”


“As if a coerced confession is valid,” noted Reel. “And he wanted us to sign it, despite the bullshit he tried to feed us back there.”


“I don’t think he was going to use it in a court of law,” said Marks.


Reel shot her a glance. “What, then?”


Robie answered. “Probably proof to the president that we were bad guys.”


Marks added, “And maybe the president signs off on your official termination. Not the kind where you clear out your desk and are escorted to the exit.”


“If Tucker thought that was going to happen and he’s running CIA, America is in a world of trouble,” observed Reel.


“I don’t know,” said Robie. “Maybe he just wanted to kill us.”


“He might just want us to feel the pain,” said Reel.


“Mission accomplished there,” said Robie.


Reel stopped running and the others pulled up and looked at her.


“Which brings us back to the question of why you’re doing what you’re doing, Deputy Director,” she said.


Marks jogged in place, keeping her body warm and loose. “I’m a team player, Reel, make no mistake about that.”


“But?”


“But I draw the line at certain things. Waterboarding our own is one of those things.”


“Anything else?”


“Tucker said he wanted me to push you right to your limit and then beyond. He really wanted to see if you were fit for duty and redeployment. Either you could cut it or not. I assumed that was his goal. To find that out.”


“And now?”


“And now I don’t know. His instructions had undertones that maybe he didn’t want you to see the outside of this place again.”


“And you chose to, what, ignore them?” said Reel.


“I chose to think he couldn’t mean that,” said Marks.


“Or convinced yourself that he couldn’t,” said Robie.


Marks started to run again and the pair followed her.


“So where does all this leave us?” asked Reel.


“I don’t know,” admitted Marks. “But I can tell you that from now on I will train with you.”


“Why?” asked Robie.


“To be our guardian?” suggested Reel.


“I’m just going to train with you.”


“This is not your problem or your fight, DD,” said Robie. “Don’t hang your career on this. You don’t deserve the possible fallout.”


“I’m the DD, as you pointed out, Robie. And the DD is responsible for her assets in the field. Well, you two are part of those assets and it’s my responsibility to look out for you.”


“So you’re setting yourself up for a pissing contest with Evan Tucker over this?” exclaimed Reel. “Number one against two has a predetermined outcome.”


“Maybe,” replied Marks cryptically. “But then number twos tend to try harder.”


Reel said, “You looking to make an enemy of Tucker?”


“I’m not intentionally making an enemy of anyone. What I’m trying to do is my job.”


“I thought your job was to follow orders,” said Robie.


“My job is to perform my duties as a DD to the best of my abilities. I intend to do just that.”


She picked up her pace, leaving the pair of them behind by about ten yards. This seemed to be intentional to allow them to discuss what she had just said.


“You think she’s on the up-and-up, or is she pretending to be our friend for some ulterior reason?” said Reel.


“I don’t know. She seems sincere. And why the need to be our friend? She’s got us here. She can do what she wants with us.”


“And it’s not like she’s asked us to do anything,” said Reel thoughtfully.


“Not yet,” corrected Robie.


“So what do we do?”


“We let it play out. I think that’s all we can do.”


“And if she is on the up-and-up?”


“Then I hope she doesn’t end up being collateral damage. Because I don’t think Evan Tucker cares who gets in the way or who gets hurt.”


Reel slowed down and then stopped.


He came back to her. “What is it?”


“Robie, I’m putting everyone in danger. You, her, Julie, anyone associated with me.”


“Don’t be stupid.”


“You just said it! Anyone who gets in his way. In his way to get to me. Because, let’s face it, I’m the one he really wants.”


“So what?”


“So I need to go this alone, Robie.”


“Go it alone? Against the CIA?”


“I’m not putting you or anyone else in danger. Any more danger. I’ve nearly gotten you killed more times than I can count.”


“Do you remember what I told you while we were standing in the rain, Jessica?”


“I know that, but—”


“I’ve never said that to anyone else. Ever.”


At his words Reel’s eyes glimmered, and she seemed taken aback, but quickly regrouped.


“But this is not survivable, Robie. They waterboarded us last night. What’s next? A firing squad?”


“Whatever it is, we’ll take it on together. That way we double our chances of survival.”


“No, we just double the potential number of casualties.”


“Let’s go. Marks gets too far ahead she might hold back dessert tonight as punishment.”


Robie ran off. Reel waited a few more seconds and then shook her head and ran hard to catch up. But the worried look in her eyes remained.
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MR. FONTAINE?”


Earl, who had been dozing in his prison hospital bed, roused, opened his eyes, and looked around.


“Mr. Fontaine?”


He focused on her, the young doctor. He sat up straighter. “Yeah, Doc?”


She pulled up a chair and sat next to him. Earl noted that a guard other than big Albert was with her. But the man was still keenly watching Earl. He probably knew Earl’s crimes even if the young doctor didn’t.


“I wanted to let you know that I made some calls.”


“Calls?”


“About your request.”


Earl knew what she was talking about, but he had decided to play to the hilt the doddering old man with not much time to live.


“’Bout my little girl, you mean?”


“Yes, exactly.”


“Sweet Jesus, thank you so much, Doc.”


“I spoke to some people up in Washington.”


“Washington! Holy Lord! Thank you, thank you.”


“They put me in contact with other people after I explained the situation. Now, there are no guarantees.”


“’Course not, Doc, never expected none. But what you did, well, I don’t know enough words to properly thank you. It just means the world. The world to me.”


The doctor seemed embarrassed by this outpouring of gratitude. Her cheeks tinged with red, she continued. “These matters are very delicate, as I’m sure you can imagine.”


Earl hastily said, “O’course I understand. All hush-hush, you mean?”


“Yes. Now, this isn’t exactly my field of expertise, but I explained the situation as best I could. The U.S. Marshals—”


“The Marshals, Lordy, Lordy,” exclaimed Earl. “My little girl is okay, ain’t she?”


“The Marshals oversee the Witness Protection Program, Mr. Fontaine.”


“Oh, hell, that’s right.” He pointed to his IV lines. “These drugs, Doc, these dang drugs mess up my head. Can’t think straight. Half the time ain’t even know my own name.”


“I’m sure,” she said, giving him a sympathetic smile. Then she hurried on. “They said that the request was very unusual and that they would have to check it out. I’m not sure how long it will take. But I did tell them of your personal circumstances. That is—” Here she faltered.


“Meaning I ain’t got much longer to live,” Earl said helpfully.


“Yes, I told them that. I didn’t go into specifics because that would be a violation of patient confidentiality.”


“Course, course,” said Earl encouragingly. “Hell, glad you did. Not like I care who knows. Dying is dying.”


“But they said if it proved legitimate, they would take steps to contact your daughter and at least put her in possession of the facts.”


“A damn dream come true and I say that right from here,” said Earl, with tears sliding down his cheeks as he touched his chest.







































































































































“Now, Mr. Fontaine, please understand, simply because they might reach out to her in no way assures that she will accept your offer to come and visit.”


“Hell, I know that, Doc, but at least she’ll know she has a choice, right? Mor’n I had before.” He put out a shaky hand for her to take. “I ain’t know how to thank you properly, Doc. I just hope when it’s your time to go, you remember back to this here moment. To how you made an old man happier than he’s been in a long, long time.”


The doctor took his hand and shook it lightly while the guard hovered nearby rolling his eyes.








After she moved off, Earl lay back on his bed. He could feel his heart beating madly. He breathed deeply, calming his weak chest.


Can’t die now, old man. Got to keep going. Got to keep going.


He looked over at Junior, who was staring at him from his bed. There was something in the other man’s look that Earl did not care for.


“Sumthin’ on your mind, Junior?” said Earl.


“What you got going on, old man?” said Junior.


“Anything I got going on ain’t any of your damn bizness, now is it?”


Junior eyed Earl with a smile. “Know you, Earl. I’m a damn killer. Killed bitches all over Alabama. Can’t help myself, just got to do it.” He tapped his head. “Up here. Wired funny, doctors say, not that the damn jury gave a crap about that.”


“Only thing funny ’bout you, Junior, is your face. Like a hog’s backside. That’s why you had to cut them gals up. They ain’t screwing somebody ugly as you without a knife to their throat.”


Junior did not appear to have heard him. “But you, Earl, now you are one sick son of a bitch. You are an evil prick and you got something cooking. I can smell it.”


“What I smell is a pile of crap, and it’s coming from your damn bed. You shit your sheet again like a damn baby?”


But Earl’s heart wasn’t in his zingers back at Junior. He didn’t like it that Junior was suspecting something. What if he told somebody? Made up shit? What would it do to his plan?


“I can smell it, old man,” Junior persisted. He smiled menacingly. “And I ain’t got nothing else to do ’cept think on it. Mebbe I figure it out. And if I do, mebbe I tell somebody, like the doc.”


“And mebbe they ain’t going to execute your ass, Junior. But I wouldn’t bet the farm on it.”


He looked away from Junior and hollered for the nurse. When she came over he said in a low voice, “I got me a phone call to make. You set that up for me, honey?”


“Who are you calling?”


Earl glanced over at Junior, whose eyes were once more closed.


“Some friends of mine. Feeling lonely. They say I get one call a day. Ain’t had none in four days. Can you do it for me, sugah?”


The nurse said, “I’ll see what I can do.”


Earl smiled at her and said, “Now, I’ll be right here when you get back.”


She snorted at his quip and moved off.


The smile faded from Earl’s lips. He looked back over at Junior.


Not good. Not good at all.
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I
NEED TO KNOW UNEQUIVOCALLY where you stand.”


Evan Tucker stared across the width of a conference room table at the man sitting there.


If Andrew Viola was surprised by the question, he didn’t show it. “I stand where you want me to, sir,” he replied evenly.


“Words, Viola, are easy.”


“I think I’ve done more than words, sir. I carried out your orders to the letter.”


“No confession, though.”


“We did three sessions on them, sir. One more and maybe they’re dead. Didn’t think you wanted it to go down like that. And they’re tough, you have to give them that.”


“I don’t give them anything, particularly Reel.”


“I understand you visited the Burner?”


“I did. I spoke to Robie and Reel.”


“And did it go according to your plan?”


“Exactly what plan is that?” asked Tucker suspiciously.


“I meant did you accomplish your goal, whatever that is?”


“I told them I needed their assurance that they were totally committed to this mission. I told them the waterboarding was to see if they could withstand such torture if captured.”


“Okay,” said Viola evenly.


“And I was speaking the truth, if you care to know.”


“I never assumed otherwise, sir.”


“The fact is, they are the best we have in the field right now, and this mission needs them. I don’t necessarily like it, but I have to put my personal feelings aside for the greater good.”


“I understand.”


Tucker drummed his fingers on the table. “Marks has been a disappointment.”


“She’s a first-rate agent,” said Viola. “Can’t say anything against her.”


Tucker looked keenly at Viola. “If you play your cards right, you might find yourself as DD.”


Viola looked uncomfortable with this. “With all due respect, Director, I’m not sure I’m cut out for that. I’m a tactical field guy, always have been. Politics and long-term strategies are not my strengths.”


“A man who knows his weaknesses can turn them into strengths.”


“We might want to see how this plays out, sir.”


Tucker nodded. “The mission they’re being vetted for is the most important in the last fifty years. Perhaps the most important of all time for us.”


Viola leaned back in his chair, his eyes widening slightly at this comment but his features also holding some skepticism.


Tucker must have noted this, because he said, “Not an exaggeration, Viola. Not at all.”


Viola said nothing.


“Do you think they’ll make it through?” asked Tucker.


“I wouldn’t bet against them. Like you said, they’re the best we have right now.”


“In ability, not loyalty. And I need both.”


Viola shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I never knew what the bad blood was between you and Reel, sir.”


“There’s no need for you to know,” said Tucker. “Suffice it to say that Reel did something extraordinarily heinous.”


Viola looked thoughtful. “I guess it must be pretty bad if you want her dead.”


“I never said I wanted her dead,” snapped Tucker.


“Sorry, sir. I assumed something I guess I shouldn’t have.”


Tucker sat back and steepled his hands. “I just need to know, Viola, that I have their loyalty and they are up to snuff. Do you understand?”


“The up-to-snuff part, I can control easily enough. Loyalty is more part of the brain, sir. The psychs need to get there.”


“They are. They will.”


“So what exactly do you want me to do?”


“Your job. Nothing more, nothing less. Have you spoken to Marks?”


“Only enough to get filled in on certain things.”


“I want you to watch her as carefully as you’re watching Robie and Reel.”


“What exactly am I looking for?”


“Loyalty, Viola. I demand it from everyone at this agency.”


“So you want me to spy on the DD?” Viola said incredulously.


“Just keep in mind that while she’s the DD, I’m the DCI. The last time I looked at the organizational chart, I’m above her.”


Viola shifted again in his seat. “No doubt about that.”


“Then do what I say. Regular reports. That’ll be all.”


Viola rose and turned to the door. He turned back to look at Tucker.


“Yes?” said Tucker expectantly, though something in his tone seemed to be bracing for a fight.


“I joined CIA to serve my country, Director.”


“As did I. Your point?”


“No point, sir. I just wanted to make sure you understood that.”


After Viola left, Tucker continued to sit in his seat. He stared at his hands, which were dotted with sunspots, the result of too much time sailing the Chesapeake Bay on hot summer days. That was all before he became DCI. Now there was no time for sailing. There was only time for this. It was consuming his life. No, he had no more life. He was the DCI. That was his life. That was his identity now.


But his dilemma was fairly obvious. Who could he trust?


Marks? Viola? Any of his people?


He had the most important mission of his career coming up, perhaps the most important mission the agency had had in decades. And he had told the president of the United States that he had it covered. That his team was being vetted, and if they weren’t ready to go, he had another team ready to step in.


But did he?


He knew what he wanted. He wanted Reel to pay for what she had done. And if Robie stood with her, he would get the same treatment. But the fact was he needed them to perform this mission. He had to send the best. And they were the best. By a wide margin.


He put his face in his hands. His stomach was full of cold dread. His skin was wet with sweat. He felt nauseated. He felt…dead.


Am I suicidal? Has it come to this? Am I really losing it?


The DCI needed to be at the top of his game. Right this very minute.


He rocked back and forth with his head bracketed by his hands.


And then with a spark of clarity, his reason cleared. He lifted his face from his hands.


He had his answer. In fact, it had been staring him in the face the whole time.








Andrew Viola drove to a private airport to hop on agency wings on the way back to the Burner.


But he made one stop along the way. He had a phone call that he needed to make. And he didn’t trust his secure mobile phone to make it without someone listening in.


He stopped at a twenty-four-hour convenience store and stepped out of his car.


He didn’t go inside. He went to the single pay phone that was affixed to the exterior wall. He didn’t even know if it would work.


He dropped in his change and got a dial tone.


He punched in the number and the phone rang three times before it was answered.


Blue Man said, “Hello?”


Andrew Viola said in a low voice, “You need to hear something, but you didn’t hear it from me.”


“Is this about Robie and Reel?” asked Blue Man.


“Yes, it is,” replied Viola.


Viola said his piece and then took some questions from Blue Man, whose real name was Roger Walton. He was very high up at the agency, though not as high up as Amanda Marks and Evan Tucker.


He was also a friend and ally of Will Robie’s. And of Jessica Reel’s.


When Viola finished he hung up the pay phone and got back into his car.


Ironically, the old-fashioned pay phone might be the safest form of communication there was these days. NSA tended to focus more on mobile phone traffic and texts and emails. There were so few coin phones left that no one really bothered to monitor them anymore.


He started the engine and headed off. He would be back at the Burner in a few hours.


And maybe he had just realized that the world was not simply black and white, no matter how much he wanted it to be.
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SPITZER AND BITTERMAN WERE PLAYING tag team.


Seated across from them were Robie and Reel.


“Long time no see,” began Reel. “Lost the love?”


The two psychologists glanced at one another, looking a bit uneasy.


Spitzer said, “We don’t make our own appointments.”


Robie said, “I know, you follow orders like everybody else.”


“So why the double team today?” said Reel. She gave an anxious sideways glance at Robie. “I thought these sessions were supposed to be one-on-one.”


“They usually are,” replied Bitterman. “But not today. Does this make you uncomfortable?”


“No,” said Reel. “I love revealing my innermost thoughts on a public stage.”


Spitzer smiled. “It’s not the preferred way, Agent Reel, but it might actually be beneficial to you, and to Agent Robie.”


“I can’t possibly see how, but I’m not a shrink.” Reel sat back against the chair, her eyes half closed. “And at least while we’re in here no one is trying to kill us.”


Bitterman said, “You mean kill you when you’re in the field?”


Robie said, “No, she meant kill us as in while we’re here at the Burner.”


“It’s definitely not a walk in the park here,” noted Spitzer, as she doodled with her pen on the pad she held.


Reel said, “Oh, the training part we can handle. It’s the waterboarding in the middle of the night that gets me a little uptight. I like a full six hours of sleep uninterrupted by torture just like the next person.”


Spitzer and Bitterman both gazed at her openmouthed.


Bitterman said, “Are you saying that you were tortured? Here?”


“Don’t get your boxers in a wad, Doc,” said Reel. “It wasn’t the first time and I doubt it will be the last. It’s just usually not our own people that do it to us.”


Spitzer said, “But that’s illegal.”


“Yes, it is,” replied Robie. “But please don’t think of filing any paperwork on it.”


“Why?” asked Bitterman.


Robie stared at him. “You’re a bright guy. I think you can see the endgame on that one.”


Bitterman paled and glanced nervously at Spitzer, who kept her gaze squarely on Reel. Bitterman said, “Well, perhaps we should go ahead with our session.”


“Perhaps we should,” said Reel. “So fire away.”


The two psychologists readied their notes and Spitzer spoke first.


“The last time we talked, we were discussing roles.”


“Judge, jury, executioner,” said Reel promptly while Robie looked on curiously.


“Yes. What role do you feel you’re playing right now?”


“Victim.”


“And how does that make you feel?” asked Bitterman.


“Shitty.”


He next looked at Robie. “And you?”


“Not a victim. A scapegoat. And pissed, in case you were going to ask how I felt about it.”


“So you consider all of this unfair?” asked Bitterman.


“I’ve served my country, risked my life for many years. I’ve certainly earned more respect than I’m getting now. So has Reel.”


“But you understand why the circumstances have changed?” asked Spitzer.


“Because two traitors are dead?” said Robie. “No, I really don’t.”


“She wasn’t ordered to kill them,” pointed out Bitterman.


“So she took a shortcut. The orders would have been coming. Believe me.”


“No, they would have been tried and perhaps convicted,” said Bitterman. “Just as spies and traitors have been before.”


Robie shook his head. “Do you know what those two were involved in? What they were planning?”


“It wasn’t selling secrets,” Reel added as the two psychologists shook their heads.


“It was something that the world could never know about,” said Robie. “There would never have been a trial. Never. And they would never have gone to prison.”


“They would have been executed and gone into a grave,” said Reel. “And that’s where I sent them.”


“Be that as it may,” said Bitterman. “There is the issue of following orders and not acting unilaterally.”


“Otherwise, there is chaos,” added Spitzer.


“The slippery slope,” said Bitterman. “I know you can see the implications.”


“This was a special case,” retorted Reel.


“Exceptions not only disprove the rule, they destroy it,” replied Spitzer. “Our job is to psychologically vet both of you. While I know that you have been physically challenged while here and will continue to be, we are focused not on your bodies but on your minds. Do you still have the mental discipline and brain wiring to do your job in the field?”


“Or will you create a new mission on your own instead of following orders?” added Bitterman.


“We improvise all the time in the field,” protested Robie.


“I’m not talking about improvisation,” said Bitterman. “All good field agents do that. I’m talking about going off grid, going rogue and creating entirely new missions to counter perceived wrongs. Do you still have the wherewithal to follow only the orders given to you?”


Reel was about to say something and then stopped. Robie, for the first time, looked unsure.


Neither of the psychologists said anything. They just stared at the other two, awaiting an answer from one of them.


“I don’t know,” said Reel at last.


Robie said nothing.


Both Bitterman and Spitzer wrote down some notes.


Robie said, “So if we can’t say that unequivocally, then what? Unfit for deployment?”


Spitzer looked up. “That’s not for us to decide. We simply make recommendations.”


“And what would your recommendation be right now?” asked Reel.


Spitzer glanced at Bitterman, who said, “An answer now would be meaningless.”


“Why?” said Reel. “We’ve been here awhile. It’s not like they’re going to give us a year to figure this out, not if we’re being vetted for a mission.”


“My answer is still the same,” replied Bitterman, and Spitzer nodded.


Spitzer said, “Do you even want to be redeployed?” She looked from Reel to Robie for an answer.


Reel said, “This job has been my whole life.”


“That’s not an answer,” pointed out Bitterman.


“It’s the only one I’ve got right now,” replied Reel firmly.


Robie said, “How long do we have?”


Spitzer said, “We’re not the ones to take that up with. Try DD Marks.”


“Do you report to her or Evan Tucker?” asked Reel.


“The chain of command is clearly defined,” said Spitzer. “But eventually all things make their way to the DCI. Particularly something like this.”


Robie nodded. “Are we done here?”


“Do you want to be done?” asked Spitzer with a knowing look. She was clearly not simply referring to this meeting.


Neither Robie nor Reel answered.
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IT WAS AN OBSTACLE COURSE laden with things that could actually kill you. The Burner Box didn’t do things halfway.


The only difference now was Amanda Marks was right there with them as they hung from a metal line a hundred feet up and made their way slowly over a swamp that had the reputation of being infested with water moccasins, because it was.


None of them looked down, because what would have been the point?


They reached the other side, found their cache of weapons, and kept moving.


Marks pointed ahead and motioned Reel to her right and Robie to her left.


The incoming fire started thirty seconds later.


It was live ammo. In Reel’s and Robie’s world there always came a time when there was no other kind.


As the rounds whizzed over their heads Robie and Reel moved forward as a team. They had a mission and a goal, and the sooner they got to it, the better, because the bullets would stop.


Marks hung back since the op was designed for a two-person team. But she watched the pair closely for more than one reason.


She marveled at how Reel and Robie moved as a unit. They each seemed to know what the other was thinking. In less than twenty minutes they had achieved their goal and Marks ordered the live fire to stand down.


On the Jeep ride back Marks told them that they had a visitor.


“Who is it?” asked Robie.


“Someone you know well.”








The Jeep dropped them off about a mile from the facility and then drove on. A minute later Blue Man stepped from behind a tree to greet them.


“You’re both looking fit,” said Blue Man. He was, as ever, dressed in a suit and tie with polished shoes. He looked decidedly out of place in the forest. His hair was white, his features grizzled, but his eyes were light and alert and his handshake strong.


Reel gave him a hug and whispered, “Thank you,” in his ear.


Robie stared expectantly at Blue Man.


“I got a phone call from someone you’ve been interviewed by here,” he began.


Robie and Reel exchanged a glance. Reel said, “Male or female?”


Blue Man said, “Male. He apologized for how late your session went and for the degree of wetness involved.”


“Nice of him,” said Reel dryly.


“He also told me that there is a Plan B in place in the event that your vetting here does not go well.”


“And what is Plan B?” asked Robie.


“The B Team, actually. For the upcoming mission. You two are the preferred unit, of course.”


“How flattering,” commented Reel. “And do we know what the mission is?”


“One person at the agency knows, and that person is not me.”


“Only one?” said Robie, looking startled.


“So Evan Tucker, then?” suggested Reel.


Blue Man nodded. “Highly unusual. I’m used to small circles of need to know, but a circle of one is problematic.”


“We’ve survived so far,” said Reel. “Do you see something coming up that might change that?”


“I won’t mince words, because that won’t do either of you any good. The director is enormously conflicted at this point. Facts that I have gathered demonstrate a man perilously near the edge. He both needs you and wants to punish you. And it is unclear at this point which of these competing views will win out.”


“He tried to waterboard us into a confession,” said Robie. “That might indicate the ‘punishment’ side is winning out.”


Blue Man nodded. “First blush might indicate that. But it’s unfortunately more complicated than that. He seems to be changing his mind not day by day but hour by hour.”


“And how do you know this?” asked Robie.


“We are an intelligence-gathering agency,” replied Blue Man with a smile. “And there is no law against turning that skill inward.”


Robie looked at Reel. “That may be why Tucker came calling here.”


“He came here to see you?” asked Blue Man.


Robie said, “He wanted to ‘assure’ us that he has no personal vendetta against us and that everything they’re throwing at us here, including the waterboarding, is part of the vetting.”


“And did you believe him?” asked Blue Man.


“Hell no,” snapped Reel. “And there are no assets we can call on to stop his vendetta against us?”


“That has been tried and his heels dug in. Personnel at the agency are convinced of the culpability of the former DD and the analyst. They were traitors pure and simple and their deaths are not unduly troubling. Unfortunately, none of those people run the CIA.”


“We understand that some deal has been struck with the president,” said Reel.


“That’s the rub. This mission runs all the way to the White House. I’ve learned that there was a transmission at the Sit Room involving only the president, the DCI, and the APNSA.”


Reel looked confused. “What about the Watch Command?”


“Walled off. First time in history, I believe. Literally no one other than the three men in that meeting was privy to who was on the other end of that satellite. Certainly a breach of normal protocol.”


“So the VP wasn’t there?” said Robie.


Blue Man shook his head. “Ominous, since the VP is normally part of the loop on something like that.”


“Wait a minute, do you think they’re worried about transition exposure?” said Reel.


“In case of impeachment?” Blue Man nodded.
“Yes, that’s exactly what I think.”


“So they’re walling off the VP so he could take over in case his boss gets the ax,” said Robie. “That tells us something.”


“High crimes and misdemeanors,” said Reel. “That’s what the Constitution says are impeachable offenses. But those words can be widely interpreted.”


“But in the intelligence world something jumps out,” said Robie.


“Assassination of a head of state,” said Reel. She looked sharply at Blue Man. “Is that what we’re being dialed up to do?”


“I wish I could tell you for certain, but I can’t.”


“We hit Ahmadi before he came to power in Syria for that very reason,” said Robie. “He wasn’t yet a head of state. Otherwise, it’s illegal.”


“And bin Laden was a terrorist, not a head of state,” added Reel.


Blue Man considered all of this and then filled his chest with the invigorating mountain air. “And there are a limited number of such targets for which the president would stick out his political neck.”


“Very limited,” said Robie. “And it simply can’t be some asshole dictator raping his country. Saddam Hussein’s fellow countrymen hung him, not us. And Africa is not that important to us geopolitically. No basis to argue in the national interest.”


“I can actually think of two possible targets,” said Reel. “And both of them are suicide missions for the people pulling the trigger.” She stared at Blue Man. “With no double cross needed. The target might go down, but so will the mission team. They might get in, but they won’t get out. We’re dead.”


Blue Man said, “Ergo, I believe that the director has resolved his conflict. But then again, that’s what he thought last time.”
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CHUNG-CHA HAD NEVER MET a westerner who could tell the difference between a Chinese and a Japanese, much less a North Korean and a South Korean. This had proven very valuable to her work. To the world North Koreans were evil, while South Koreans and Japanese roused no suspicions at all. And Chinese were tolerated because China made everything that everyone else used and had all the money, or so Chung-Cha had been told.


She had taken a flight to Istanbul and boarded the train there. She was now in Romania, heading west. She had been on a North Korean clunker, but never a train such as this. She had never seen anything so luxurious that moved!


She was listening to music on her headphones as the train wended its way along. Chung-Cha liked to listen to music because it allowed her mind to wander to other things. She could afford to let her mind drift now. Later, that would not be possible.


The countryside here was quite remarkable. She enjoyed traveling by train for several reasons, not the least of which was the lessened standard of security. For this particular journey, there was another reason.


That reason was residing in the same train car as she was, only four compartments down from her.


She had seen him, but he had not seen her because he was not trained to observe, at least not at the level she was. The train’s destination was Venice. From Istanbul the trip took six days.


She waited until he went to the dining car that night. Her gaze followed him all the way out of the sleeping car.


She figured she had thirty minutes. She shouldn’t need half that time.


Chung-Cha didn’t simply kill people; she gathered intelligence. She looked like a shy young Asian woman who would pose a threat to no one. The fact that she could kill everyone on this train would not occur to any passenger.


The man’s compartment was locked. A few seconds later it was no longer locked. Chung-Cha slipped inside and shut the door behind her. She did not expect to find much. The man was a British envoy lately attached to the embassy in Pyongyang. Those types did not leave classified documents lying around in their empty train compartments. What secrets they did have were confined to their minds or on encrypted devices that would take an army of computers years to break into.


But there were exceptions to that rule. And this man might prove to be one of those rare exceptions.


It took her barely fifteen minutes to efficiently search his compartment and leave no trace that she had done so. He had left, by her count, six subtle traps for those attempting to find something here. Tripping any of them would reveal said search. She either didn’t disturb them or returned them to their original positions, down to the millimeter.


If he had a phone he had taken it with him. There was no computer here. There were no documents of any kind. He was traveling very light. It must all be in his head. If it was, she could gain access to that as well.


She knew many torture techniques, and for a very good reason. They had all been inflicted upon her at Yodok.


She had been trained to be a snitch on her family in return for a reward, or sometimes simply so she wouldn’t be beaten as badly. She had stolen food from her family. She had beaten others, some of them children. Her family had beaten her, snitched on her, stolen food from her. Children had beaten her, snitched on her, stolen food from her. That was just the way it was. Again, with enough fear, humans were capable of anything.


She had always wanted to be one of the Bowiwon children, the offspring of the guards. Their bloodlines had been affirmed by the Great Leader, Il Sung. They had food to eat and something softer than a concrete floor to sleep on. In her dreams she had become a pureblood like them with a full belly and perhaps a chance to pass through the electrified fence one day.


And then one day she had.


The greatest day of her life. No prisoner had ever been released from Yodok’s lifer zone. She had been the first. She was still the only one.







 

She returned to her compartment, but she had left something back in the man’s room.


She heard him return a half hour later. The door opened and closed. She waited, listening through the wireless device mounted in her ear. In her mind she followed his movements based on these sounds. She was not guessing. She was highly trained to be able to see with something other than her eyes.


The movements were slow at first, routine, measured. Then they picked up a bit. Then they picked up even more.


She knew exactly what that meant.


There had been a seventh trap that she had overlooked.


He knew his compartment had been searched. Perhaps he had also spotted the listening device she had planted there.


She immediately checked the train schedule.


Forty-five minutes from here.


She had one small bag with her for the six-day trip. Chung-Cha never carried much because she had never had much. No more than would fit in a small bag. The car wasn’t hers. The apartment wasn’t hers. They could take it from her whenever they wanted. But what was in the bag was hers.


Forty-two minutes later the train slowed. Then it slowed some more. The conductor came on the PA and announced the next stop. She listened to the device. The man’s compartment door opened and closed and she could no longer hear anything from the device she’d planted in the room.


However, she believed he would be heading to the right, away from her. The closest exit door was there. She opened the door to her compartment and sprinted to the left. She was out a service door and onto the station platform before the train even stopped. She took up position behind a stack of boxes and waited, peering through a crack in one of them.


He got off and looked up and down the platform. He was waiting for someone else to get off, obviously the person who had searched his compartment. No one else did. He waited until the train started to pull away. Then he turned and hurried off without seeing her and entered the station.


Her Asian appearance would be problematic for her now, she knew. There could not be many Asians in this ancient town of white Europeans. However, a hat and glasses helped hide her face. She started after him, keeping a good distance in between.


He was already on his phone. Getting off the train had been an impromptu move, so he would need either lodging or ground transportation.


If he opted for a car she would have to strike fast. If lodging, she would have at least the night and morning to sort things out. She would prefer that.


Fortunately for her, he picked lodging. She walked past where he entered and observed him through a window arranging for a room. He was still on the phone, multitasking as he showed his passport and took the old-fashioned room key tied to what looked to be a large golden paperweight.


It might come in handy, she thought, that paperweight.








Chung-Cha sat in her room in the same hotel as the Brit. She sipped her hot tea and smacked her lips appreciatively. At Yodok her gums had turned black and all her teeth had fallen out. What she had there now was the work of an orthodontist in the employ of the government. The worst of her scars had been hidden with plastic surgery, but the doctor had been unable to correct all of them. She didn’t have enough undamaged skin left with which to do so. The burns had been the most painful. Being hung over a fire and made to confess something, anything to make the pain stop, was not good for one’s complexion.


So she sipped her tea, then touched her bed with the fat pillows and thick blanket. They felt nice to the touch, far better than what she had back in Pyongyang.


She wondered whom he had called.


Midnight passed to one.


She heard a clock strike somewhere in the center of this ancient city.


The sound of revelers died away a half hour later.


That was when she was on the move.


She did not walk down the hall. She went out the window.


His room was three floors above hers. Room 607, fourth over from the right. She had observed this through the hotel window when the key had been removed from its numbered cubby at the front desk. Finding small handholds, Chung-Cha climbed swiftly.


She opened the window to his room noiselessly and slipped inside. As soon as her foot hit the carpet he was on her.


Chung-Cha felt the muzzle of the gun against her head. But before he could fire, she had spun away, placing her finger behind the trigger so he couldn’t pull it. While he struggled with this, she used him as a fulcrum, leapt off her feet, spun her body around his, and slammed her knee into his right kidney. He screamed and dropped to his knees, his grip on the gun lessening, and she ripped it free. He tried to rise but she whirled in front of him, rammed her foot into his crotch, and at the same time made a V with her elbow and crushed it against his temple.


And then as he was toppling she stabbed him in the shoulder with the knife she held in her left hand, his gun in her right.


He lay on the floor holding his bleeding shoulder and gasping for air, his knees tucked involuntarily upward as the pain shot through his privates. He started to cry out, but she pounced and the rag was in his mouth, his shout stifled.


He was a large man and she was a small woman. Though badly injured, he tried to rise. She struck him on the wound and he fell back, sobbing and holding his injured shoulder.


She put his gun to his temple and told him what he must do or he would die now.


He slowly rolled onto his belly. She tied him up securely, hands lashed to the ankles via a zip tie she had brought with her. She put him on his side and faced him, shining a light in his eyes. She spoke to him again in English. He nodded.


She took the gag out and studied him.


She asked him a question. He answered. She asked four more questions. He answered only three.


She put the gag back in his mouth and pushed her knife blade deeply into his wound.


Without the gag he would have woken the entire hotel with his cries of pain. She withdrew the blade and waited for him to calm.


He looked at her, tears clustered in his eyes.


She took out the gag and asked him the last question again. He shook his head. He snapped at her hand when she started to put the gag back in.


He screamed.


Or tried to.


She had already knocked him unconscious with the paperweight key she had spied on a nearby table. Blood poured down his face.


She hurried to his nightstand and retrieved the phone there.


She held it in her hand and looked down at the screen. She knew it was protected not by a password but by a fingerprint scanner. She had seen him access his phone on the train once by doing this. She also reckoned that it would be sophisticated enough to recognize a living man’s print versus a dead man’s print.


That was why she had not simply killed him.


She pressed his pulsing thumb to the screen and unlocked the phone. She went into the phone’s settings and disabled the auto lock and turned on the airplane mode. Now it was both open for good and also untraceable.


She stooped down.


The blade cut cleanly across his neck. She avoided the arterial spray when it came. She had become practiced at that. Back at Bukchang she had not avoided it. She had wanted their blood literally on her hands.


She waited for a few moments, listening for sounds outside the room. She heard nothing. The walls in the ancient hotel must be very thick, she thought.


She wiped the blood off her blade, rose, and hung a Do Not Disturb sign on the door. After that she went through the various emails and contacts in the man’s phone.


She had been taught by captured South Koreans how to find ways into computer files, and she made ample use of this training. However, she didn’t find much. She looked at the list of most recent phone calls. He had made two more from his room in addition to the one she had seen him making. Two she recognized by the country code as calls to England.


The third was far more interesting.


850.


That was the country code for North Korea. But it was not the number for the British embassy there, which she knew well. She swiftly calculated the time difference between where she was and North Korea. It would be about 8:45 a.m. there. She turned off airplane mode and then hit the button to call this number.


The phone rang three times and then someone answered, not in Korean, but in English. The voice spoke again. She listened until it stopped, and then Chung-Cha hit the end call button.


She left the room the way she had come after quickly staging a robbery in the room. She took the phone, as well as the man’s wallet, watch, passport, and ring. She had not unpacked her bag, so it was a simple thing to leave the hotel quickly and unnoticed, especially at that time of night.


She proceeded to the train station in time to catch the next train that was rolling through. Ten minutes later she was five miles from the town where she had just committed murder. Four hours later, long before the body would be discovered, she had left that train and boarded a plane back to Turkey.


Now she needed to decide what to do.


And how to do it.
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JESSICA REEL PUT DOWN HER weapon, slipped off her sound mufflers, and hit the button to draw the target toward her.


Twenty shots. Nineteen in the kill zone. One two centimeters outside. She frowned. Not good enough. She had lost her focus on the fourteenth trigger pull.


She looked at Robie next to her as his target sheet sailed toward him.


All of his shots were in the kill zone. He looked at her errant shot mark.


“I know,” she said miserably.


She had easily passed the test on the firing range even by Burner Box standards. This was her first miss in over two thousand fired rounds since they’d been here.


Amanda Marks came to stand next to them.


“I think you’ve proved your marksmanship still holds,” she said.


They left the firing range and walked back to the main facility. Their days here had been long and arduous, and Robie and Reel felt both exhausted and finely tuned.


“Two possible targets,” said Reel suddenly.


Marks and Robie slowed.


Marks looked at her. “Blue Man?”


“His visit was timely,” said Robie.


“It wasn’t at my prompting,” said Marks.


“We know,” replied Reel. “It apparently was your colleague.”


“Viola? Now there’s a surprise.”


“Not if he’s feeling like a fish out of water. Word is he had a one-on-one with Tucker. And came away more than a little nervous.”


“Hence the call to Blue Man,” said Robie.


“If Viola is nervous something is off.”


“Two targets,” said Reel again. “Twin possibilities.”


They stopped walking altogether and stood in a tight circle.


“Two heads of state,” said Robie after glancing at Reel. They had talked at length about how to break this to Marks. They had finally concluded that the direct way was best.


Marks stared at him. “What the hell are you talking about?”


“The target will be a head of state. And the list of possibilities is pretty short.”


The look of incredulity still in her eyes, Marks swallowed nervously and said, “Is that what Blue Man told you?”


Robie said, “Not directly. But circumstantially, the way this is stacking up, that’s the only thing it could be. And he’s in agreement with that assessment. That’s what Tucker is putting together and it’s apparently eating him alive. That and figuring out what to do with the two of us.”


“But that’s illegal. Tucker would never go out on a limb like that.”


“He would with appropriate alliances.”


“There are very few alliances that would justify that sort of mission,” said Marks sharply.


“And not all presidents are built the same,” noted Reel.


Marks stared at her for a long moment. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”


“Yes, I am.”


“But that’s an im—”


“Impeachable offense,” interjected Robie. “That’s why the need to know is so tight it’s almost nonexistent.”


“So Iran or North Korea,” said Reel. “Place your bets. Our two badass enemies. The remaining two of the old axis of evil. Now that Iraq is all nice and peaceful and full of terrorists.”


Marks looked around. The area was deserted, but she still did not look comfortable discussing this. She said, “Clandestine ops like this are my whole wheelhouse as the DD. They’re mine to direct. Or not. And I know nothing about this.”


“Apparently, Tucker is the only one at CIA to know.”


Reel added, “And the president and Potter, the APNSA.”


“This is crazy,” said Marks in a low voice. “How did Blue Man find this out?”


“By doing what Blue Man does better than anyone else: working his sources and reading the tea leaves and the faces of his superiors in the organization,” said Robie. “Tucker doesn’t have the greatest poker face. And he didn’t come up in the intelligence field. He’s a politician. I’m sure Blue Man has ways to find out things at Langley that Tucker can’t even imagine.”


Reel said, “So Iran’s president or the ayatollah. Or North Korea’s Supreme Leader, Un.”


“This is absolutely insane,” said Marks firmly. “North Korea has nukes. Iran is close to having them. And they have death squads all over the world, including right here. If they’re deployed in force with chemical or biological weapons?”


“Then we retaliate. And the Russians get involved. And then the Chinese. And Israel gets attacked. And we go to bat for them,” said Robie.


“Then it’s all over,” said Reel. “As in apocalyptic over.”


Marks put a shaky hand to her face. “This can’t be happening.”


“If it is one of them, which?” said Reel.


“In some ways it doesn’t matter,” said Robie. “We can get into Iran and North Korea, maybe. But we won’t be able to get out. Syria was hard enough and Syria is not in the same league as those two. North Korea might as well be another planet.”


Marks said, “North Korea is another planet. But to get to that target we have to have rock-solid inside people at the very top. How did that happen without my being aware of it? Intel like that doesn’t occur overnight.”


“You haven’t been on the job that long,” said Robie. “It might have happened before you got here. DiCarlo wasn’t on the job long enough to see that through either.”


“That’s true,” said Marks.


“But the DD before her, Jim Gelder, was,” noted Robie, as he glanced at Reel.


Reel looked away. She said, “Gelder could have been involved in something like that. He didn’t just push the edges, he obliterated them. Taking down one of those guys, he would’ve seen it as his crowning glory, even if it did lead to Armageddon.” She paused and added, “He already tried something like that once. Guy’s just full of surprises. Too bad he’s dead. We might want to kill him all over again.”


Robie looked at Marks. “So how exactly does this go down? We’re tasked to commit a hit on a target that is clearly illegal? How do we do that? I’m not going to be left holding the bag on something like that.”


Reel said, “We’ve sat through our psych evals and they keep pounding away at us on one thing: Will we follow orders or will we make up our own? So you tell us, DD, what do we do if that order comes down?”


Marks started to say something but then stopped. Finally, she blurted out, “God help me, Jessica, I don’t know. I just don’t know.”
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EVAN TUCKER STARED DOWN AT the secure email he had read about a dozen times now. And still his mind could not process what it was seeing.


Lloyd Carson found murdered in hotel in Romania. Robbery believed to be motive.


Tucker looked down at his hands, which were shaking. He tried to type a response but couldn’t manage it. He rose from his desk, crossed his office at Langley, poured himself a glass of water, and drank it down. He poured another and accidentally splashed some of it down his shirt and tie.


He sat back down and peered at the screen. Part of him was hoping that the email had somehow disappeared, or had never been there, only a delusional by-product of his overly stressed mind.


But there it was. Lloyd Carson, an envoy from Britain to North Korea, had been found murdered. Robbery suspected because his wallet, jewelry, passport, and cell phone had been taken.


His cell phone.


Tucker made a call and ordered that something be done immediately. It was.


Another email soon fell into his in-box and he clicked it open.


He thought he might be physically sick.


What he was looking at was a list of phone calls made and received by Carson in the hours leading up to his death.


The last one had been placed in the wee hours of the morning in Bucharest. It had been placed to a phone number in North Korea. A very special number that only a handful of people had. The question was, had Carson placed that call? Or had someone else? Like the person who had murdered him?


He sent a secure communication at the very top level of secrecy. He did not expect an answer back immediately, and he tried to focus on other work, but found that impossible. There was no other work that came close to this in terms of importance. He couldn’t wall off his mind to think of other things.


Two hours later a reply came back, and it froze him to the bone.


A call was received at that time but no one spoke on the other end.


No one spoke on the other end.


Tucker played out in his mind what had possibly happened on the ground in Romania. Carson was spooked by something and changed his travel plans on the spot. He made phone calls, all but one to British telephone numbers. One, however, was to North Korea. Whoever had killed him had recognized the country code and simply redialed that number. The person had answered the phone, thinking it was Carson calling again.


Tucker leaned his head back against his chair.


Did that mean what he thought it meant? Did it matter? He couldn’t take that chance. Their ultra-secret operation possibly had just been blown wide open.


He had to inform the president.


His mind knew he had to do this, but his hand did not move to the phone.


He began to rethink things.


That phone number was untraceable. Maybe he was okay. Just maybe.


It might be possible that he need not contact the president. What he needed was to first ensure that the op had not been compromised. And if it hadn’t been he needed to get his team up to speed and into the field so they could execute the op.


They would not get a second chance.


He made a few more calls, setting in motion this process.


Right now he didn’t care if Robie and Reel survived or not. He was not overwhelmed by a sense of injustice that demanded they be punished.


He simply wanted to survive this. The risk had been huge. Too big, he now lamented, but it was clearly too late for such thinking.


He hurried off to a meeting and sat through a presentation that he neither listened to nor cared about. He rushed through a full day of such events, stopping only to eat a cup of soup that felt like acid dropping into his belly.


He was driven home and walked into the house. Ordering his aides to remain behind, he sidestepped his wife, who was coming out of the living room to greet him, and fled to the back of the house where his home office was. He engaged the room’s SCIF features and checked his emails and voice messages.


Nothing yet. That might be good or that might be bad.


He called Marks at the Burner Box and told her to speed up the process. It would be Robie and Reel, he told her. And they would potentially be deployed very soon. He didn’t wait for her to ask questions but simply hung up.


He poured himself a drink of something far stronger than water and then had another. His nerves were wound so tight the alcohol had no effect at all. It was like he was drinking a soda.


He slumped down in his chair and closed his eyes.


He opened them when an alert went off on his computer.


That was a very special alert that he had set up. And it demanded immediate attention.


His mouth dry and his heart pounding in his chest, Tucker opened the email, which contained the very highest encryption features. The message was brief, but each word was like a bullet fired directly into his skull.


He could only stare in disbelief, because whatever hope he had held just a few moments before was now gone.


Irreversibly gone. In fact, this surpassed the worst scenario he could have imagined after he’d been informed of Carson’s murder. Lloyd Carson was the go-between, the linchpin to this whole thing. And he had been uncovered and targeted. And he had gone down.


Well, now they were all going down. But it was even worse than that. This, in fact, changed everything.


He picked up his phone and punched in a number.


APNSA Potter answered on the second ring.


Tucker said, “We’re dead. And we’re dead beyond belief.”
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TICK-TICK-TICK.


The old-fashioned wall clock’s second hand made its way around the timepiece’s face.


The office Chung-Cha sat in was utilitarian, badly maintained, and depressing. Well, it would have been depressing for most people. It had no effect on her. She sat there impassively waiting her turn.


As she stared at the clerk in military uniform who sat at the metal desk next to the door she would at some point pass through, Chung-Cha let her mind wander back, far back, but not that far really, to Yodok, where part of her would always be imprisoned, no matter how far away from it she got.


There were teachers there who taught the children basic grammar, a few numbers, and that was about it. As one got older the instruction became all about the life of labor to come. Chung-Cha had commenced work in the mines at age ten, clawing rock from other rock and being beaten for not making her quotas.


Every student
in the class was encouraged to snitch on every other student, and Chung-Cha was no exception to this. The rewards were meager, though back then they seemed like a mountain of gold: fewer beatings, a bit more cabbage and salt, fewer self-censure meetings where students were forced to confess to imaginary sins that they would be beaten for. Chung-Cha had gotten to the point where she came to class every day with invented sins to present to the teacher, because if you had none, the thrashings were twice as painful. It seemed to delight the teachers when students spoke of their weaknesses and the things that made them small, insignificant, less than human. In the camps the teacher was also your guard. But the only things they taught were cruelty, deceit, and pain.


There had been a girl a little older than Chung-Cha who had been accused by her parents of stealing a portion of their food. The parents had turned her in, after beating her.


Chung-Cha had come forward because she had seen that it was the parents who had taken food from their child and then blamed her for the crime.


Chung-Cha’s reward for that was to be led into the prison located underneath the camp and hung upside down in a cage where guards continually poked her hour after hour with sword tips heated by a fire. She could smell her skin burning, yet she did not bleed much because the hot metal cauterized the wounds.


It was never explained to her why she was punished for telling the truth. When she was finally released and sent back to camp, the girl she had helped snitched on her. For that Chung-Cha was beaten by three guards until she could not move but just lay on the floor praying to die.


They bandaged her wounds, and the next day she was sent into the fields to pick her allotment of crops. When she failed to do so, her father was brought in to beat her, and he did so energetically, for he would be beaten even harder by the guards if he did not. And the other workers spit on her, because the way things worked here was that everyone suffered when one person failed to do his or her job.


Every day for a week she was flogged by the guards in the middle of camp for all to see. Prisoners hurled spit and curses at her and added their own beatings when the floggings were done.


When Chung-Cha had staggered off after this latest session she had heard one guard say, “She’s a tough little bitch.”


Chung-Cha absently rubbed the scars on her arms where the flamed sword had punctured her. The girl who had snitched on her had died the next month. Chung-Cha had lured her to a lonely spot with the promise of a handful of corn and had pushed her off a cliff. They had not found her body, what was left of it, until that winter.


From that day forward Chung-Cha, the “tough little bitch,” never told the truth again.


The door opened and the man looked at her. He was also dressed in a military uniform. He was a high-ranking general. To Chung-Cha they all looked the same. Short, wiry, with small, beady eyes and cruel features. They could all be guards at Yodok. Perhaps they all had been.


He motioned her in.


She rose and followed him into the office.


He closed the door and indicated a chair. She took it. He sat behind his metal desk, put his palms together, and studied her.


“This is all quite extraordinary, Dongmu Yie,” he said.


Dongmu. That meant comrade. She was his comrade, but not really. She was no one’s comrade. Self-reliance. She was her own comrade; that was all. And he clearly did not want her as a comrade.


She said nothing in response. It was extraordinary. She could add no more to the statement. And the prison camp had taught her that it was better to say nothing than to say something that you could be beaten for.


“He is a respected man,” said the general. “He is my great friend.”


Again, she remained silent.


But she kept her gaze directly on him. Normally, a North Korean male would not like that, particularly when faced by a female. But her stare did not waver. She had long ago lost the capacity to fear men like this. She had been hurt physically and psychologically every way she could have been. There was nothing left. So there was no reason to fear.


The general pulled out the cell phone that she had taken from Lloyd Carson in Bucharest. When she had called the number last dialed by Carson, General Pak had answered.


General Pak was indeed a greatly respected man here. He was in the very inner circle of the Supreme Leader; some said he was his most trusted advisor.


Yet she had recognized the man’s voice on the other end of the phone. She had heard him speak. She had met with him once in person, though it had been many years ago. But she would never forget that meeting. It had definitely been his voice on the phone.


She was snitching once more, Chung-Cha knew. But that was her job now. The Brit Lloyd Carson had attracted the attention of the North Korean security forces. He had been seen in the company of known American agents. It was well known in North Korea that the Brits and the Americans were joined at the hip. She had been assigned to track him, search his things, and, if necessary, kill him as he traveled on his train journey.


Well, she had tracked him, searched his things, and killed him. And she had the phone. And they had her testimony, that it was General Pak, the respected one. The great friend of the man seated opposite her. It was a delicate situation, she knew. It was a potentially deadly one for her.


“The phone number is not traceable. When we called the number no one answered,” said the general. “So we only have your word, Dongmu Yie. Against that of a revered leader.” He put the phone down and looked quizzically at her.


She finally decided to speak, but chose her words with great care. “I have made my report. I have told you what I know. I have no more than that to offer.”


“And you could not be mistaken about this, about the voice you heard? Are you absolutely certain?”


Chung-Cha knew exactly what he wanted to hear. He was not, however, going to hear it from her. He was going to hear something else.


She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. She hit a few buttons and held it up. She had turned the speaker on.


A voice could be heard clearly speaking in English.


“Hello, hello. Mr. Carson, is that you? Hello? Are you calling back? Is something wrong?”


The general jerked forward in his seat, knocking over a jar of pens sitting on his desk. He looked first at the phone and then at Chung-Cha.


“That is General Pak’s voice.”


She nodded. “Yes.”


“Where did you get this?”


“I recorded it when I called the North Korean number from Bucharest.”


He banged the desk with his fists. “Why did you not show us this before?”


“I hoped that you would believe the word of a loyal agent of the Supreme Leader over that of a traitor.”


The door opened and two more men came in. They were also generals. It seemed to Chung-Cha that North Korea had far too many generals.


These men were outranked by the one sitting across from her. But things like that could change swiftly in her country. Generals came, generals went. They were executed. She had already visited these two, let them listen to the phone recording, and then she had come here. The men behind her were too cowardly to face their higher-ranking comrade, so they had sent her in first.


The man at the desk rose slowly and stared at them. “What is the meaning of this intrusion?”


“The Supreme Leader must be told,” said one of the other men.


They all well knew that the higher-ranking general was a personal friend of Pak’s. This had all been orchestrated because of that fact. The truth in North Korea did not necessarily set one free or cause one to die. It was merely one factor of many that had to be taken into account if your goal was survival.


“Do you not agree, General?” asked the other man.


The general looked at the phone and then down at Chung-Cha’s unreadable features. He knew he had just been badly outmaneuvered and there was absolutely nothing he could do about it.


He nodded, took his cap off a hook, and led the two other generals out the door.


They simply left Chung-Cha behind. She was not surprised by this. There was no gender equality here. She was not in the military and was thus a second-class citizen to those who were.


She wondered if they would send her to kill Pak. She thought the odds were against his simply being executed by firing squad, the normal way of dealing with traitors. It was a tricky balance, she knew, much like the street vendors and the Dutch tourist. Publicly executing Pak would require some explanation. They could lie, of course, but savvier folks would know that only an egregious transgression would justify such a high-ranking official’s execution, and the speculation would undoubtedly come to rest on an attempted coup of the Supreme Leader. That such an inner-circle official could have participated in such a scheme would reflect badly on the Supreme Leader. Even though the traitor would have been caught, others might be emboldened to try as well. But traitors had to be dealt with, and execution was usually the only punishment deemed acceptable. So Chung-Cha might be called on to do it, but make it look like an accident, a task she had performed in the past. Thus the traitor would be dead, and any of his confederates would think twice before trying again. But the public and other potential enemies within the country would not necessarily know of the attempted coup at all. That way the Supreme Leader would not appear weakened.


She thought about all of this and then thought no more. The order would either come or it would not.


She slipped her phone back into her pocket, rose, and left.


A few moments later she walked out into the sunshine and looked to the sky, where there were no clouds visible.


At Yodok this was the time of year when prisoners knew the cold was coming. The first set of clothes Chung-Cha had received upon entering the camp had come from a dead child. The clothes were filthy and full of holes. She would not receive a “new” set of rags for three years. She labored in a gold mine, digging out the precious metal, unaware of what it was or that it was valuable. She also worked in a gypsum quarry, in a distillery, and in the fields. Her days started at four in the morning and ended at eleven at night. She had seen clearly insane people forced to dig holes and pull weeds. Dying prisoners were sometimes simply released so their deaths would not be officially reported, thereby making the mortality rates of the camps look better. Chung-Cha had not known this was the reason; she only remembered old and young prisoners dragging themselves through the open gates only to expire meters from the spot, their bodies left to decompose or be eaten by animals.


She had lived with thirty other prisoners in a mud hut not much bigger than her current apartment. The huts were unheated and the blankets threadbare. She had suffered frostbite while inside the hut. She had awoken to find the person next to her dead of the cold. There was one toilet for two hundred prisoners. To the outside world this probably seemed unimaginable. For Chung-Cha it was simply her life.


Ten.


Ten was the number of basic rules at all the camps.


The first and most important was, You must not escape.


The last and nearly as important was, If you break any of the above rules you will be shot.


All the rules in between—no stealing, obey all orders, spy on and betray other prisoners—were just filler, she believed. The fact was they could kill you for any reason or no reason at all.


Rule number nine had intrigued her, however. It said that one must truly be remorseful for one’s mistakes. She knew this was an incentive for those who hoped one day to be free of the camps. She had never hoped this. She never believed she would be free. She was not remorseful for her mistakes. She was simply trying to survive. In that regard her life now was no different from her life in the camp.


I am simply trying to survive.
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THE THREE MEN WERE IN the White House Situation Room again. And once more the NSC Watch teams had been walled off. There were no recordings being made. There were no other attendees. No official transcript would be kept.


Evan Tucker looked at the president, and the president stared back at him. The latter had not been told why this meeting had been called, only that it was urgent and needed to take place immediately. That was why they were sitting here now and why the president had canceled four meetings that he had been scheduled to attend.


“Care to take me out of the dark, Evan?” the president said in a clearly annoyed tone.


Josh Potter had already met with Tucker and thus knew what was coming. He had been uncomfortable not informing the president directly since he was the president’s man, but Tucker had browbeaten him into letting the DCI make the briefing.


And, in truth, Potter did not want to be the messenger on this debacle.


Tucker cleared his throat, which lately had felt like mold was growing there. He clasped his hands together and rubbed his two thumbs against one another so hard they turned bright pink.


“There have been developments of a critical nature related to the mission and none of them are good.”


All the color seemed to drain from the president’s face. He barked, “Explain that.”


Tucker said, “As you know, Lloyd Carson was the British envoy assigned to the embassy in Pyongyang. He has been our chief go-between with General Pak. Really our only go-between.”


The president said, “And I was initially incredulous. He should’ve gone to his own government with this. Then my esteemed colleague at 10 Downing Street could have dealt with it.”


“And as I explained, Carson was well aware that no one in his country would have the stomach to follow this through. So with his leader’s blessing he presented the opportunity to us.”


The president closed his eyes, his top row of teeth clamping onto his bottom lip. When he opened his eyes, his look was one of fury. “It always falls to us, doesn’t it? The good old USA, the world’s policeman. We’ll do the dirty work while everyone else stays safely on the sidelines. And if things go to hell feel free to turn on us or simply run away.”


Tucker nodded and said, “Superpower status carries great responsibility and much of it is unfair. But the fact remains we did follow it up because we saw a tremendous opportunity to get rid of a regime that has been a thorn in the civilized world’s side for decades. We knew there were risks, but we all felt that the benefits outweighed them.”


“Save the cover-your-ass speech, Evan,” snapped the president, “and tell me what happened.”


Tucker sat back and composed himself. The president had read him exactly right. That was his CYA speech, but at least he had said it.


“Lloyd Carson apparently got on the radar of the North Korean’s state security people.”


“How?”


“The entire country is one huge pool of paranoia where everyone spies on everyone else, sir. That’s built into their psyche from the cradle. It truly is like Orwell’s novel.”


“So he got on their radar. Then what?” said the president tersely.


“He was traveling outside the country. He had stops along the way, so he flew to Istanbul and boarded the Orient Express, which would take him first to eastern Europe and then on to western Europe, ending in Venice.”


“But he didn’t finish his ride?”


“He apparently felt compromised in Romania and got off. He went to a hotel. In his room there he was attacked. And killed.”


“My God,” exclaimed the president, and then he waited for Tucker to continue.


“Apparently he had called a number shortly before he was murdered.”


“Whose number?”


“General Pak’s. It was a special phone, untraceable.”


“All right. So what exactly is the problem?” said the president, looking puzzled.


“Apparently, their agent called the number. General Pak, thinking it was Carson, answered. And the agent recognized his voice.”


“Shit!” roared the president. “Are you serious, Tucker? That’s how it went down?” He slumped back in his chair, his eyes closed once more.


Tucker and Potter exchanged anxious glances. Each man was probably thinking about what his next career might be. Certainly it would be outside government.


Without opening his eyes the president said, “And if Carson was murdered and no one other than us knew about this mission, how did we learn about all this?”


Tucker knew the question was coming and he had prepared many answers, some longer than others. He had decided the shortest response would be the best.


“General Pak. When he learned that Carson had been murdered, he immediately recognized his mistake in answering the phone and reported to us.”


The president opened his eyes. “So what exactly does North Korea intend to do?”


“Well, this is only conjecture, but I imagine that they intend to tell the world what the plot was. That Western powers were planning to assassinate their Supreme Leader and install General Pak as the new leader. And even though Carson was a Brit, the term ‘Western powers’ would obviously include us.”


“And who would believe that?”


“Well, we’ve done it before,” pointed out Tucker. “In other countries.”


“But not for a long time,” replied the president. “That’s why there’s a law now that—” He broke off and muttered “Shit” again.


“Great Britain is our closest ally. No one would believe they would act without us on something like this,” added Potter.


“They will torture Pak and his family until he tells all he knows,” said Tucker. “He will have details, facts that will substantiate his position. He will tell them of the video conference here where you gave him your word—”


The president slammed his fist against the tabletop. “Don’t throw that in my face, Tucker; this is your screwup and yours only.”


“I absolutely agree with you, sir. Only—”


“Only what!” snapped the president.


Potter spoke, perhaps feeling that as the president’s advisor he needed to, well, advise. “Only the ultimate blame will fall to you, sir,” he said in an apologetic tone.


The president put a hand to his face and said, “Harry Truman, right? Buck stops here?”


Potter nodded and eyed Tucker severely. “Unfair, sir, but true. The DCI won’t be the main target. You will.”


The president opened his eyes and looked at Tucker.


“We certainly hoped for better, sir,” said Tucker lamely.


The president sighed and said resignedly, “So they tell the world. All right. They torture Pak and he gives them ammo for it. All right. I guess we wait and counterpunch when the blow comes. Do we know what the timing will be? I assume they already have Pak in custody.”


“He’s not in North Korea,” answered Tucker.


The president shot him a glance. “What?”


“He left North Korea both on official business and because of a medical condition that needed tending to and which he felt foreign doctors were better suited to treat. Because of his position within the leadership he was able to do that.”


“Well, where the hell is he?” sputtered the president, evidently still trying to process all of this.


“He’s in France.”


“But with what the North Koreans know, won’t he already be under arrest there?”


“He would have been, except he has unofficially left his entourage and is now in hiding.”


“Why the hell didn’t you tell me this before?”


“Because I needed you to fully understand the situation, sir, before I started to present possible solutions.”


Potter spoke up. “If he’s in hiding and not under North Korean arrest, why don’t we simply go get him and put him in hiding permanently?”


“With what explanation?” asked Tucker.


The president said, “Why the need for explanation at all? They don’t have to know that we have him.”


“Then they’ll simply release publicly that we attempted to use Pak to overthrow the government in violation of both international law and our own laws. And that we are now harboring him and granting him asylum in the United States.”


“And they won’t have a shred of proof.”


“Sir, they do not deal in facts. But consider this. If they do make the allegations, it will stir up a lot of attention. As you’ve said, Carson was a Brit. That will entangle our allies in London. He goes missing in France. Our Paris colleagues will be targeted. No one will believe that they acted without the United States. The media will have a field day. They will leave no stone unturned. Questions will be asked. Answers will have to be given. And if the truth comes out?” He looked at both Potter and the president. “I personally do not want to go to prison over this.”


The president jerked to his feet, put his hands in his pockets, and began to pace, agitation all over his features. “I can’t believe this situation, I really cannot believe that I allowed myself to be put in this…in this untenable, bullshit position.”


“I think that we must remain calm and think this through,” said Potter, though his face was very pale.


The president stopped pacing and looked derisively at his aide. “Easy for you to say, Josh. Your participation in this will amount to no more than a stupid footnote in history. I’ll take the major hit. I’ll be the president in disgrace.”


Potter’s face turned bright red. “Of course, sir, I did not mean to imply otherwise. I—”


The president held up his hand and dropped into his seat. “Just…don’t,” he said wearily. He looked at Tucker. “So what are you proposing?”


Tucker took a moment to compose his reply while the president and Potter watched him closely. “I propose that we target and kill General Pak while he is in France and then blame it on the North Koreans.”


The president gaped. “Kill him? But I gave the man my word. I—”


Tucker broke in. “That was then and this is now. And besides, I blame Pak for this. He must’ve known Carson was compromised. He never should have answered the damn phone. He screwed up. And when you screw up you pay the price.” He looked at both men. “Well,” he said breathlessly, “this is the price.”


“His death? His murder?” said the president.


“How does that help us?” asked Potter.


“Power struggles occur in North Korea all the time. There was a recent assassination attempt on Un that failed. We can tie all that to Pak and wrap it up neatly. With that as an alternative explanation and with the help of our allies I believe we can effectively turn this around and throw it right in their faces. We can argue that they’re blaming us for something they did. General and blanket denials without the need to get into specifics that might come back to haunt us, all based on Pak as the scapegoat.”


The president was about to say something and then stopped as he continued to mull this over.


Neither Potter nor Tucker seemed inclined to break the silence.


“This is a choice that would befuddle Solomon,” the president said at last. “A choice between awful and terrible.”


“Yes, sir,” agreed Tucker.


“If we do what you propose, it must be now.”


“I have my team in place. They can be deployed at once.”


The president cast him a sharp glance. “Robie and Reel?”


Tucker nodded. “Robie and Reel.”


More silence passed.


Finally, Tucker said, “Sir, have you made a decision?”


The president didn’t speak right away. When he did, his voice was weak and resigned. “I really can’t believe this is happening. But it is. We’ve gone far enough down this road that there’s no turning back.”


“I’m afraid not.”


“Well, at least we didn’t start a war, right? No American has died.” His face was ashen as he said this.


“Not yet,” muttered Potter under his breath.


“No, sir,” replied Tucker firmly.


The president rose and without looking at Tucker said, “Do what you have to do. And when this is all over, start thinking about a career outside of my administration, Tucker. You’re done.”


Then he walked out of the room.
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THEY WAITED. THEY HAD BEEN waiting for some time now.


Reel looked at Robie and he glanced back at her. Then both their gazes turned to the door, which was opening.


They had expected to see DD Marks standing there, and were startled when, instead, it was DCI Evan Tucker.


He strode briskly in with an air of calm and authority. He unbuttoned his suit coat, sat down, and opened the bottle of water waiting for him there. He turned to an aide who had walked in with him.


“Coffee.” He looked at Robie and Reel. “You two want anything to drink?”


Reel shook her head, her lips pursed, her arms folded in front of her. Robie said, “No, thanks.”


Tucker waited for the aide to bring the coffee and leave, closing the door behind her. Then he turned to them after taking a sip.


“I understand that you both made it through the Burner Box with flying colors,” he said pleasantly. “Congratulations.”


“Does that mean we’re done?” asked Reel.


Tucker seemed surprised by this. “Didn’t the DD tell you?”


“She said a mission was coming and things had to be sped up,” answered Robie while Reel simply stared at the DCI.


“Well, I might not have been entirely clear with her,” conceded Tucker.


“And why isn’t she in this meeting?” asked Robie. “She runs the ops.”


“She doesn’t run all the ops,” corrected Tucker. “I’m the DCI.”


“So what’s the mission?” asked Robie.


“Yes, what is the mission, Director?” asked Reel pointedly.


Tucker took another swig of his coffee, uncapped the water, and took a drink from that too. Both Robie and Reel saw the beads of sweat on his forehead although the room was very chilly.


“I wanted to tell you personally,” began Tucker. “Heightened rules of secrecy will apply to this.”


“So high the DD isn’t in the loop?” asked Reel.


Tucker licked his lips. “I didn’t say that.”


“So who is the target?” asked Robie.


Tucker indicated computer screen panels built into the table in front of them. He hit some keys on his panel, and the screens in front of Robie and Reel came to life. They looked down at them and saw a photo of a man there.


Tucker said, “His name is General Pak Chin-Hae. He is vice marshal, chief of the North Korean Army’s general staff, and he helps to run the Central Military Committee, arguably the most powerful body in the country.”


“And he’s the target?” asked Robie. “Why?”


“You don’t have to know why, Robie,” snapped Tucker. “Have you learned nothing while you’ve been at the Burner? You follow orders. You don’t do analysis. Your job is to pull the trigger, not question those who tell you to do so.”


A few moments of silence passed before Tucker said, “I’m sorry. We’re all under a lot of pressure. We need to work together. Just be assured that this target has to be eliminated. It’s in the national security interests of this country.”


Robie looked over at Reel. She said, “Okay, he has to die. Does this mean we go to North Korea? If so, how do we get in and how do we get out? Or is that not in the game plan, the ‘getting out’ part?”


Tucker cleared his throat. “I understand the concerns you might have after Syria.”


“That’s good to hear, sir,” replied Robie.


“But I met with you before to assure you that this is not personal. This mission is for the greater good. Nothing gets in the way of that.”


“So, where is the target?” asked Reel.


“The target will not be in North Korea.”


“Where, then?”


“He’s currently in France. He traveled there for a medical procedure. The hit will take place there.”


“A medical issue and he went to France?” pondered Robie. “Why not China? Or Russia? They’re buddies with Pyongyang.”


“I really didn’t bother to find out why,” said Tucker curtly. “And hitting him in either of those places would have been far more problematic and perhaps resulted in dangerous international turmoil.”


“We’re taking out basically the number two guy in North Korea and you don’t think there’ll be international turmoil?” said Reel incredulously.


“We’re not going to announce that it’s us, for God’s sake,” said Tucker. “We’re not the only enemies that North Korea has. There’s a long list, actually. And that cover I think will be enough.” He added, “We’re going to lay the blame elsewhere. We might very well lay it at the feet of North Korea itself. Un has many internal enemies. It’s not a stretch to think one of them could have plotted against him and he took his revenge. No one will find out we did it.”


“When is all this taking place?” asked Robie.


Tucker took another sip of coffee and fiddled with the top to his bottled water.


“You leave tonight.”


Robie and Reel both stared at him incredulously.


Tucker finally lifted his gaze to meet theirs. “I understand that it’s not the usual amount of time for an op like this.”


“It’s not even close, actually,” said Robie.


“The SEALs did bin Laden on short notice,” the DCI pointed out.


“The target site there had been under eyes for a long time. There were plans. The squad was ’coptered in. They hit hard and fast. There was no cover-up or finger pointing. We wanted the world to know we’d done it,” Robie responded. “What you’re asking from us is far more challenging.”


“Yes, I admit that is a difference,” said Tucker.


“What sort of support will we have from the locals?” asked Robie.


“None,” said Tucker. “You’re going in naked.”


“And the exit plan?” said Reel. “You never really addressed that.”


“There is an exit plan.”


“You’re sure about that?” asked Robie.


“And with no local help?” Reel added.


Tucker’s features darkened. “You managed to get out of Syria and back home without the benefit of any local help,” he barked, momentarily losing his temper. He took another gulp of water and wiped his face.


“And the margin for error there was so narrow as to be nonexistent,” said Robie. “We hoped for better this time around.”


“There will be assets there to help you. Our assets. We will get you out. That I promise.”


Reel leaned forward and studied him. “And why the change of heart, Director? You go from waterboarding us to try and get a signed confession to being concerned for our personal welfare.”


“I already explained that to you,” Tucker said in an exasperated tone. More calmly he added, “Things have changed.”


Reel sat back. “Yes, I think they have. This isn’t the original mission you’d envisioned. Something happened and now we’re being sent in to clean up a mess.” She leaned forward again. “So what was the original mission?”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” replied Tucker.


“Sure you do. It’s as plain as the spooked look in your eyes and the beads of sweat on your forehead.” She paused and added, “Does the president know?”


Tucker rose and gripped his coffee. “You’ll receive training briefs in a few minutes. Once you get to France you will do a practice scenario and come up to speed on every aspect of the op. You will do the hit and you will return home.” He paused. “You do that,” he said, staring directly at Reel, “and all will be forgiven.”


Reel stood too and looked directly back at him.


“That’s very nice, Director, only I don’t remember asking for your forgiveness.”
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EARL FONTAINE ROLLED OVER IN his bed and looked at the man opposite him.


“Hey, Junior,” he said. “Junior? Junior, wake your ass up.”


Junior finally stirred and looked over at him. “What?” he said dully.


“Hear your butt’s going back to death row today.”


“Huh, where’d you hear that, old man?”


“Keep my ears open. Don’t just sleep all day like you do. You got to enjoy life, boy, while you can. Pretty soon all you’ll be doing is sleeping six feet under the ground with mold growing on you.”


Junior snorted. “Being cremated, dumbass.”


“They gonna sprinkle your ashes where you come from? Which outhouse is that, Junior?”


Junior rattled his chain ominously. “You lucky I’m over here and you’re over there.”


“Guess so. Don’t want you to shit on me like you been doing on yourself.”


Junior grinned. “Know me something, old man.”


Earl returned the smile. “What’s that? How to count to ten?”


“You know what I’m talking ’bout. The doc. And that load’a bullshit you laying on her.”


“Don’t know what you talking ’bout, boy.”


“Your daughter, huh? Bet you ain’t got no daughter.”


“Sure I do, son. Sure I do.”


“I’m thinking you got something up and I need to talk to somebody.”


Earl sat up. “Is that right? You gonna talk to somebody? What you gonna say?”


Junior absently scratched his chin. “Now, I been thinkin’ on that. Been thinkin’ what could Earl Fontaine and his fat ass be up to?”


“And what your little pea brain say back to you, huh?”


“It says to me that Earl Fontaine got some scam going. He wants to get somebody down here to see him for some reason ain’t nobody but him knows about.”


“Damn, son, you good. You real good.”


“Yes, I am,” said Junior firmly.


“But who you gonna tell who’ll believe your ass? They killing you pretty damn soon. You nothing to them but some statistic. One more asshole with a number they making leave this here world. So long, Alabama.”


“I say my piece with the doc. Women? I can be pretty damn convincing.”


“I bet you can.” Earl rubbed his chin and looked thoughtful. “Yessir, I bet you damn sure can. Sure, I can see that. Hell, you like that movie star, what’s his name? Brad Pitt? Gals throw their underwear at that boy.”


“So soon as I see her again, she gonna hear from me.”


“But you going back to death row before she comes back.”


“So’s I tell me somebody else. Or I tell her come see me in there.”


“I believe you would. I do indeed.”


Earl looked over and saw a man enter the ward. He gazed back at Junior. “Mebbe we can make some kinda deal, Junior.”


“Mebbe you can go to hell, Earl.”


“Is that your final word, son?”


“No. Go to hell twice.”


“Damn, son, what’s that under your sheet?”


“What?”


“Under your sheet, boy. What’s that thing I see there?”


Junior put his hand under his sheet and his fingers closed around it. He slowly withdrew it, looking stunned.


“He got a knife,” screamed Earl. “He gonna kill somebody. Knife. Knife!”


Others in the ward looked over and started yelling. A nurse overturned her tray. Another patient started yelling. Someone hit an alarm.


Junior said, “Wait. I ain’t know where this—”


He looked up into the immense face of Albert the guard.


“Wait!” screamed Junior as he started to drop the knife.


Albert clamped his hand over Junior’s, keeping the knife right where it was. He seemed to be struggling with Junior for the weapon. Then Albert’s baton came down once, twice, and then a third time on Junior’s head.


Each impact sounded like a melon being hit with a hammer.


The first blow knocked Junior out.


The second blow clearly killed him.


The third blow was just because Albert wanted to.


Albert let go and the knife clattered to the floor.


Junior slid halfway off his bed. His body was held there by the chain bolted to the wall. Albert took a step back and looked at the blood, hair, and brain matter on his baton. He used Junior’s sheet to wipe it off.


He looked around and said, “It’s okay. He’s not going to hurt nobody no more.” He looked back at Junior. “Dumb sonofabitch.”


“Holy Lord, Albert, you done saved us all,” said Earl. “No telling what that crazy man was gonna do with that there blade.”


“All he’s gonna do now is nothing,” said Albert with finality. He looked over at Earl and a glimmer of a smile crossed his lips. To everyone, he said, “I’ll report this here incident. Everybody saw what happened, right?”


Earl nodded vigorously. “I sure as hell did. Maniac was trying to kill us with that there knife. Saw it clear as day. He knows his ass is gonna get lethal-injected. Probably wanted to take as many of us with him as he could. Bastard ain’t got nothing to lose. Can’t execute him twice, right?”


“Right,” said Albert. He surveyed the room again. “Right?”


Everyone in the room, from the prisoners to the staff, nodded back.


Albert smiled and looked satisfied. “We good then. I’ll get the boys come get this pile’a trash. Least now we don’t have to spend the money to execute his sorry ass.”


He turned and walked off.


Earl settled back against his pillow, trying hard to hide his smile as he stared over at the dead Junior. The same male nurse who had chastised him for wanting to smoke while hooked to oxygen came over to him.


“Damn,” said the nurse. “Where the hell did Junior get that knife?”


Earl slowly shook his head. “No telling. You better count your scalpels and all that stuff. Sonofabitch probably took it from one of you.”


“But he’s chained to a wall. And what was he going to do with it?”


“Wait till somebody got close and take ’em hostage, I betcha,” said Earl. “They gonna kill his ass. He wants outta here. Last chance, right?”


“Damn, talk about your evil scum.”


“That’s right,” said Earl as he puffed up his pillow and lay back, still watching Junior’s blood drip down the sheets. “Talk about your evil scum. Trying to beat the hangman, that sumbitch. After all the shit he done pulled in his sorry-ass life. Good riddance, I say.”


“What is the world coming to?” said the nurse.


It’s coming, thought Earl. It’s coming all right. It’s coming right to me.


An investigation crew came in and took some pictures and did some forensic analysis, but everyone in the ward could tell their hearts were hardly in it. A man who had committed vile murders and was scheduled to be executed for these crimes had tried to kill people with a stolen knife. Then he’d had his brains bashed in by a heroic prison guard for his troubles.


They couldn’t have cared less.


Later, Earl watched as a prison crew came in and took Junior away and then cleaned up the area.


Earl kept his gaze on the black body bag until it disappeared out the door.


Then he closed his eyes and grinned.


Under his breath he said, “Nighty-night, Junior.”
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THE DAWN WAS BREAKING COOL and clear when they landed at a private airstrip outside of Avignon in France. Clearing customs was not a problem; they simply bypassed it. When you arrived on clandestine wings on soil governed by an ally, conveniences like that tended to occur.


Robie and Reel carried duffels off the jet and dumped them in a truck waiting for them on the tarmac. Reel took the wheel while Robie rode shotgun.


After their meeting with Evan Tucker they had geared up and game-planned, as much as was possible in the few hours they had to do so. They had spent the flight time going over various scenarios.


As they drove along Reel rolled down her window and let the breeze wash over her face. Neither had slept the entire trip except for a forty-five-minute catnap right before landing.


“So,” she said, breaking the silence.


Robie turned on the radio on the off chance that there was a bug somewhere in their vehicle.


“General Pak,” said Robie.


“Tucker screwed up big-time somewhere. I could see it in his sweat, the chickenshit.”


“North Korean general goes down in France. I wonder who the original target was?”


She glanced at him. “We both know that, don’t we?”


Robie looked out the window. The countryside in the south of France was beautiful much of the year. While the lavender wasn’t as vibrant right now as it was in the summer, it was still something to look at. But for Robie, it might as well have been dead cacti.


He said, “Blue Man thought it was a head of state, and Blue Man is almost always right.”


“So for North Korea that means the Supreme Leader, Kim Jong Un.”


“But he’s no longer the target.”


“And General Pak is,” she noted. “So what changed?”


“General Pak is the second in command over there. You think he was behind a coup orchestrated by us?”


She nodded, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel as she did so. “It certainly happens. Military wants to take over. We work with them and turn an enemy into an ally.”


“Coups work when they’re a surprise. My take is something happened to blow the surprise.”


Reel said, “You think the president signed off on the hit on Pak?”


Robie nodded. “Not even Evan Tucker has the balls to authorize this alone.”


She said, “Mission got screwed, blowback could be a tsunami, and all thanks to Evan Tucker and his megalomaniac plans. And we get called in to clean up his mess. And he walks in to meet us with a smile on his face like he didn’t try to drown a confession out of us and we’re suddenly best friends. I knew the guy was an asshole. This just confirms it.”


Robie slipped the gun from his holster and examined it. The pistol was his old reliable. He’d used it in dozens of missions. It was lightweight, compact, had perfectly aligned iron sights, and fit his hand precisely. It was a beautiful piece of customized engineering.


With a ton of blood symbolically coated on its metal-and-polymer skin.


Reel glanced at him again. “Having second thoughts?”


He looked at her. “And you’re not?”


Reel didn’t respond to this. She just stared down the road and kept driving.







 

Robie and Reel spent the day preparing for the targeted hit, including a reconnaissance visit to the cottage Pak was renting. They ate a late lunch in their hotel room overlooking a valley steeped in the colors of fall. Reel went to the window with her cup of coffee and looked out. Robie remained at the table going over the details one more time.


He said, “You got it down?”


“Every millimeter and microsecond,” she replied. Reel added, “You ever think of living in a place like this when all is said and done?”


He rose and joined her at the window, following her gaze.


She turned to him. “Have you?”


“I told you once before, I don’t look that far down the road.”


“And I told you once before, you should start.”


He glanced over her shoulder. “Peaceful. Pretty.”


“Go to the market with your basket and get your food fresh for that day. Take walks. Ride bicycles. Sit outside at a café and just…do…nothing.”


“You sound like an ad for a travel magazine,” he said, smiling.


“Why shouldn’t I have something like that?”


“No reason in the world,” he said, turning serious at her response. “You can have it.”


She looked wistfully out the window for a few seconds more and then turned to him with a resigned smile. “The hell I can. Let’s get back to work.”


Night came. And then the deepest dark of night arrived hours later.


They set out from their hotel and made a circuitous journey to their final destination.


It was a cottage on the outskirts of a cliff-hugging village about twenty miles south of Avignon. The property was wooded and isolated. There was no car in front when Robie and Reel reached the edge of the tree line and peered at the structure through their night optics.


“You think this is a setup?” he said.


“I’ve been thinking that ever since we went wheels up stateside.”


“Me too.”


He went to the rear. She started toward the front. During their earlier recon of the target site they had left behind motion-triggered cameras on all sides of the property and also pointed at the front and rear of the house.


They had checked all these images on their tablet on the drive over. The cameras had captured nothing other than the occasional squirrel and bird. No humans. No movement from anyone into or out of the cottage.


Robie cleared the back door at the same time Reel cleared the front window. He wasn’t guessing about this. They were commed and kept each other informed of their movements and locations. The last thing they wanted was to kill each other by mistake.


They cleared the few rooms of the cottage and met in the back hall. There was only one room left to go. Probably a bedroom.


They both could hear movement, slight movement, in that room.


They raised their guns, fingers slipped to triggers.


Reel touched Robie. “I’ll do the kill shot,” she whispered.


“Why?” he whispered back.


“Because I’m the only reason you’re in this mess,” she replied.


They silently made their way to the door. Robie covered her while Reel nudged it open with her foot.


The light inside the room came on. They were ready for this. Their optics automatically adjusted to the increased level of illumination.


The old man sat in his undershorts and white T-shirt on the edge of the bed. His feet were in slippers with white socks on them. His hair was perfectly combed and his manner calm.


His uniform with the stars was neatly draped over the arm of a chair next to the bed. His cap was on the seat of the chair.


These observations were quickly forgotten.


Both Robie’s and Reel’s attention was drawn to the gun in his hand.


They both took aim.


But firing became unnecessary.


He said in clearly articulated English, “Don’t let them hurt my family. And tell your president to go to hell.”


Then the old man stuffed the gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger.
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ROBIE SIPPED ON A CUP of lukewarm coffee and studied the other people in the small room. They were in a CIA safe house twelve miles outside of Paris.


Reel was there, leaning against a wall and staring at nothing.


DD Amanda Marks was reading something on her phone.


Andrew Viola sat in a chair, his gaze on the floor.


Evan Tucker was in another chair and staring at the ceiling.


Marks finished with her phone and looked at Robie and Reel.


“Anything to add to your debrief?”


Robie shook his head and Reel said, “No. He obviously knew we were coming and he shot himself before we could. He said not to let them hurt his family and he told the president to go to hell.”


Evan Tucker seemed to shudder with every word she spoke. Reel looked at him with disgust but said nothing.


Robie put down the coffee and rose. “You want to tell us what’s really going on now?”


His question was directed not at Marks but at Tucker.


The DCI slowly seemed to realize this by the silence that persisted. He looked down to see Robie staring at him.


“And what the hell do you mean by that?” Tucker said slowly.


“I mean I’d like to hear the truth.”


Robie took a few steps toward the man. Reel did the same.


Viola rose and stood between the DCI and them. “I think we all need to take a breath and calm down.”


Marks said, “Robie and Reel, you need to stand down on this. The mission is over.”


Reel glanced at her. “I highly doubt that.”


“What do you mean?” snapped Tucker.


“The second in command in North Korea just offs himself in France and you think it ends here?”


“The whole scene has been cleansed,” said Tucker. “There’s nothing tying us to this. He killed himself. That’s clear. When the body is found that’s what the verdict will be. Because it’s the truth.”


“You’re joking, right?” said Reel. “You think the North Koreans, the paranoid North Koreans who desperately want to be taken seriously by the rest of the world, will let this drop?”


“Why do you think they care about this?” yelled Tucker.


“Because your lip is sweating,” retorted Reel. “You are up to your ass in this, Tucker. The general’s last words were telling our president to go to hell. Do you want us to report directly to him what we were told? Since it concerns him, he might want to know.”


Marks held up a warning hand. “Reel, I get where you’re coming from, I really do, but don’t go there. Stand down. Now! This is not helping.”


Reel started to say something and then turned away, obviously furious.


Robie said, “So what now?”


Tucker looked at him. “We let sleeping dogs lie.”


“That’s it? That’s your strategy?”


Marks said, “I think we need to go wheels up and back to the States. None of what we’re doing here is productive.” She looked at Robie and Reel. “Pack up your gear and let’s roll.”


Robie kept his gaze on Tucker. “Sir, with all due respect, this is not going away, no matter how much you and the president want it to. So I would respectfully suggest that you have a backup strategy to be deployed when the North Koreans come back at us. And they will.”


“What do you know about anything, Robie?” said Tucker, bu