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			UNO

			Yuri Kutasov was barely conscious, able to move little more than his head. His arms, legs, and waist were restrained by heavily padded leather straps that held him tethered securely to the metal railing of the hospital bed. Clear liquid from two glass IV bottles dripped slowly into each arm. A blindingly bright overhead light prevented him from seeing more than indistinct shadows. 

			But he could hear. In addition to the voices that seemed to be speaking to him from somewhere within the depths of his own head, he could hear a pounding—the unrelenting hammering of his own heart.

			A shadow loomed above him and Yuri heard that particular voice again. The one that spoke to him in Russian. In the sweet-sounding dialect and accent of the village where he had been born and grew to young manhood. A poor farm village that existed no longer. Peasants wiped from the face of the earth by the passage of the Wehrmacht during their winter retreat out of Russia.

			The voice insisted. “Yuri. Listen to me, Yuri. What is the name of the agent? The American agent? His name, Yuri. You remember his name?” 

			Yuri truly wanted to answer. He tried to mouth the words, but the task was too large. The name would not form. It would not come into focus. It danced, it flitted, it hid in the dark corners of his mind where no matter how hard he tried, it just would not take shape. In his agitation, Yuri tried to fight the name out from its hiding place. He thrashed his head wildly and arched his back with the effort, but the name refused to emerge. It just wouldn’t come out! He threw his head back and screamed.

			He fell slumped against the bed, gasping for breath. The heart monitor above him showed a frantic, dangerously rapid pulse and shallow rate. 

			The bedside shadows moved again. A second voice—this time American and not gentle—barked rapid orders, “He’s almost there. He’s about to give it to us. Increase the chemical levels.” 

			A hand reached toward one of the IV bottles, but before it could obey the American and increase the dosage, a German with clipped authority interceded, commanding, “Stop! That is all for now. He has reached the limit of endurance. To go further could be dangerous, even fatal.” 

			The American was not happy. He spoke through clenched teeth. “Doctor, we almost have what we need. This is why we’re here.”

			The German: “For now, no more. We can proceed anew when he has had time to stabilize. He’s going nowhere, and we have all the time in the world. Take him to recovery. Monitor his condition carefully.” 

			“But Doctor—”

			A second American: “Enough.” This voice carried the gravitas of command that conveyed easy dismissal. “Doctor, as you order.” And the interrogation was over. 

			The light was switched off. The IV needles were removed. 

			In his blackout state, Yuri heard none of this. But he felt the touch on his arms as the needles were withdrawn. And he felt the motion of the bed as it was wheeled from the room. But he knew no more until he awoke later in a dimly lit room. 

			Yuri lay very still, his eyes closed, unsure of his location or whether he was awake or dreaming. But then he felt a hand on his forehead; a comforting, soothing hand. He opened his eyes and saw, as through a cloaking fog, a figure standing above him.

			“Who are you?” Yuri asked, his voice small, his Russian now that of his childhood. 

			“A friend,” the figure replied, responding in kind. 

			Yuri sensed a slight movement by the dream figure and felt a sting in his right arm. “What...is this?” Yuri asked.

			“Something to help you rest,” the kind voice whispered.

			Yuri closed his eyes and felt the warm hand on his forehead once again. He smiled and sighed in contentment. 

			The hand smoothed a lock of hair from Yuri’s forehead and pet him as if he were a child. “Rest, my friend,” the voice crooned. “Rest. Rest and dream of pleasant things.”

			As the hand continued to stroke him, he heard the humming of an old Russian lullaby. The heart monitor nearby slowed down as if keeping time, and Yuri’s breathing slowly started to subside. He took a deep, contented breath, released it in one long, relaxing exhalation, and floated away. 

			It is so peaceful here. So very calm and pleasant. Yuri Kutasov smelled supper and he heard his mother call him from the kitchen door. Yuri! Yuri! It’s time to come home, son. It’s time! 

			Yuri smiled and began to run. Coming, mother! 

		

	
		
			DOS 

			Sam Spears opened his eyes, instantly awake with total awareness at the very moment the sky began to lighten and the creatures of the night gave over to the inhabitants of the day. Sam had no idea that this was an uncommon attribute. 

			That the great bulk of humanity made a gradual slide into a state of consciousness was something Sam had never considered. But it was a feature of his makeup that had always served him well, even when not called upon for immediate survival.

			Lying very still, without moving his head or giving any other indication that he was awake, he scanned the room. The electric fan paddled lazily overhead in the center of the high ceiling, stirring the heavy tropical air in a languid eddy that caressed as much as it cooled. He cast a sidelong gaze to the woman purring her early-morning dreams at his side. A glossy raven’s wing of hair cascaded over her face and round shoulder. The long, smooth flank pinched to a narrow waist that accentuated the voluptuous and sudden swell of hips before sliding into a pair of legs that always caused heads to turn. 

			Sam reached down and pulled the love-tangled sheets from the foot of the bed and up over her shoulder. As he tucked the sheet gently around her neck, she murmured softly in her sleep, pulled her legs up into herself, and let out a long sigh of contentment.

			Sam eased himself from the bed and then stood still a few seconds, listening as the day began to come alive outside. The trade winds of the dry season called through the mostly leafless trees as they picked up speed en route to their eventual daytime velocity of twenty knots. The sounds of the awakening city down below mounted the slopes of Ancon Hill, reaching his house and into his bedroom. 

			Satisfied that all was normal, Sam picked up the black silk eye patch that rested in a carved wooden bowl on the nightstand, next to his Czech .32, his GI wristwatch, and a metal flashlight. As Sam fitted the cup of the patch over the empty space his left eye had once occupied, he heard a stirring from the bed and the woman turned over. From the change in the sound of her breathing and the altered atmosphere in the room, he knew she was awake.

			“Sammy, mi amor?” she purred, her voice still laden with sleep.

			“Yes, Blanqui?”

			“Why are the...cicatriz? Oh, I don’t know the English word.”

			Sam finished adjusting the eye patch and as he turned to face her, he unconsciously ran his hand down the back of his right thigh. 

			“The word is ‘scar,’ my love. Cicatriz, in English, is ‘scar,’” he replied.

			“Yes, scar,” she said, running her eyes over his body. “Why are the scars bigger atras than al frente?

			“Those are the exit wounds, mi querida. They’re always larger than where the bullets go in,” he said as he lightly ran a hand over the four puckered craters that stitched his thigh from knee to groin.

			“Do they give you much pain?” she breathed as she openly admired, as she always did, the lean, hard lines of his thighs. Cicatriz and all. 

			Sam considered a second before answering. “No, not much. Well, sometimes—when it rains.”

			“Oh pobrecito,” she cooed, “but it always rains in Panamá.”

			Sam’s mouth twitched. “So it does, but not so much right now, during the dry season.”

			Blanquita Villanueva threw off the sheet and stretched her long legs. She reached her arms out to Sam and lifted a knee so as to open her thighs in invitation.

			“Come back to bed, Sam. Love me again,” she pouted, her full lips curving in a smile. 

			Sam’s body betrayed his desire for the beautiful woman on his bed. He came over to the bed slowly and stood close to her. 

			“Do we have time? Doesn’t your husband return today?” he asked, teasingly.

			Blanquita leaned forward and took Sam in her hand. She gave him a smile and a caress.

			“Not until this evening. The flight from Mexico,” she said.

			“Who could resist? But I do have work to do, later today,” he replied as she pulled him to her.

			“But not until you finish your work here,” she murmured as their bodies merged.

			 

			* * * *

			 

			Sam descended from Quarry Heights in the Canal Zone and crossed into Panamá City proper. At ten in the morning the streets were thronged with pedestrians, buses, and autos. Car horns sounded in what was known as the Panasecond, that brief instant in time between the car in front not moving fast enough and the driver behind hitting his horn.

			Sam was in no hurry. He continued downhill through the party and club district centered on Calle J, past the famed and infamous Ancon Inn, threading his way through the rat’s warren of streets leading eventually to the waterfront. Then traffic came to a jolting halt at the intersection with Avenida Central. Oddly, no horns were blaring, thanks, no doubt, to the Guardia Nacional corporal standing at the intersection. 

			Sam leaned out the window of his car and called respectfully, “Oye, Sargento. Qué pasa con el trafico? Hay choque alla?”

			The corporal did not mind being called sergeant so he didn’t correct Sam. Sam’s long-established tactic of addressing any military member with at least one rank higher than his insignia displayed was a small act of courtesy, as he saw it, which had never failed to pay dividends. 

			The corporal turned and the first thing he noted was the sticker on the windshield of Sam’s car showing registration in the Canal Zone. He stepped over and leaned to get a better look inside. It wasn’t unheard of, but it wasn’t often, that he met a gringo who spoke Spanish—particularly with a Panamanian accent—and this in itself put Corporal Menendez in a more receptive frame of mind than was his usual.

			“No wreck, señor. A demonstration. The university students are making protest,” he replied in the Spanish dialect of the Panamanian interior.

			Sam smiled at the mahogany-hued corporal, dressed in his gleaming spit-shined boots, sharply pressed starched fatigues, and squared cap. The members of La Guardia Nacional always looked parade ready. 

			“Better than sitting in class all day. And much more exciting,” Sam remarked with a grin. “But it does make your job more difficult.”

			Corporal Menendez squared his shoulders and thought, This is a man who understands matters. “We serve the public interest, señor.”

			“And in excellent fashion too, I must say,” Sam returned. “But La Guardia has no orders to break up the demonstration?”

			“We are instructed to watch and keep matters calm. The students cause no problems, we give them no problems.”

			“A wise policy, Sargento.” 

			Sam looked around at the stalled traffic on each side and asked, “Do you think Avenida Ancon is open down to Casco Viejo?”

			Corporal Menendez lifted the shiny brass whistle that hung from a loop of chain attached to the button of his left breast pocket. He gave a sharp blast and motioned to the car directly behind Sam to back up. 

			“Sí, señor. Go back two blocks and turn onto Avenida Ancon. From there you will have no problem getting to the Old City.”

			Sam touched his forehead in a two-finger salute. “Gracias, Sargento. Que le pasa un buen dia.”

			“Igualmente, caballero,” the corporal replied.

			Sam pulled out and maneuvered back through the stalled traffic while Corporal Menendez turned to watch the leading edge of the demonstration as it approached his position.

			Rabi blancos! Pampered rich kids! thought Menendez as the university students passed by shouting their slogans and waving hand-lettered banners. His sentiment would be echoed by almost everyone who was stuck in the rapidly building snarl of traffic that would take Menendez and his La Guardia comrades many thankless hours to untangle. 

		

	
		
			TRES

			Sam swiveled in his wooden office chair, unthinkingly touched his eye patch, and spoke into the old-fashioned desk phone, a relic from the thirties.

			“Tell the governor there’s no threat to the canal. I was just down there and it’s all as orderly as a Methodist church picnic.”

			Sam listened a bit and then responded, “No! Absolutely not. There is no reason to call out the Canal Zone Police. If he did that it would be like a red flag waved in front of a bull. The students are protesting Arosemena’s budget cuts to the university, not gringo depredations in Panamá. Play it calm and keep a low profile. For a change, this isn’t our problem.”

			Sam listened again before replying, “I have some boys keeping an eye on it, and if anything changes I’ll let you know.” 

			Another pause, eyes to the ceiling. “Okay, Trotter, I will. My best to the missus, and I’ll see you both at the reception. Luego.”

			He turned to see his secretary, Marta Fonseca, standing patiently in the doorway, a single sheet of paper in her hand. Marta had been with him, what? Six? Seven years now? Since he opened the office back in ’45. She hadn’t been a debutante even then, but it seemed to Sam that she had hardly aged in the intervening years. She wasn’t what you’d call a beautiful woman—handsome came to mind—but she had an indefinable, highly attractive quality that always made men stop and admire her. There was also a strength to her that caused most men to tread carefully in her presence. Sam hung up the phone and saw the serious look on her face.

			“Dime, Marta. What is it?”

			Marta crossed to Sam’s desk and handed him the folded sheet of paper.

			“Just in from Contadora, Samuel. Eyes Only, for you,” she said in a rich alto voice. 

			Sam took the sheet, slit it open, and gave it a quick read. “Gracias, Marta. Will you close the door and give me a few minutes?”

			She was already pointed that way. “Hold your calls too?” she asked as she headed out. 

			“You anticipate me, mi amor.” He nodded thanks, watching her smile at him over her shoulder before she closed and locked the door, leaving him alone. 

			Sam spun his chair around to face a tall RCA Victor combination phonograph and radio set. He turned on the radio, tuning to the American Forces Network station at Fort Clayton in the Canal Zone, and turned up the volume to Slim Whitman’s Indian Love Call. He had no interest in the music. He took a key that hung on a string around his neck and opened a bottom set of doors in the cabinet, revealing a small built-in steel safe. 

			Three turns on the safe’s dial and it opened. Sam pulled out what seemed to be, but wasn’t, a thick notepad. Back at his desk, he confirmed the date on the calendar—21 January 1952—and opened a one-time pad codebook to the appropriate page. Pencil in hand, scanning back and forth between the Eyes Only message and the one-time codebook, he quickly deciphered the message:

			 

			INMATE FATALITY. 

			...WALTER DRISCOLL

			 

			“Damn it all!” Sam swore. “Not again.” 

			He took up a blank sheet of paper and, using the one-time codebook again, wrote a new message. He double-checked what he had written in code and then tore the used sheet from the codebook before locking it back in the safe. Then he lit both the original message and the codebook page with a battered Ronson lighter and held them until they were well aflame before dropping both into the metal wastebasket. He watched until they were totally consumed and then stirred the ashes to a dusty powder.

			“Marta!” he called.

			The door opened instantly and Marta was there, poised with pen and pad, ready for instructions he delivered in rapid-fire sequence.

			“Call Chaplain O’Neil, please—he’s at the Fort Amador Chapel today. Tell him to change into civvies and that Cholo will pick him up at his office in thirty minutes. He needs to pack an overnight bag and bring what he needs to conduct a funeral service. Have Cholo take the Willys and bring Father Mike to Albrook Airfield. Call Lieutenant Gaddis and tell him I need the plane ready in half an hour. I’ll give him the destination when I get there. Can do?”

			“Por supuesto,” she answered, not bothering to look up from her notebook. 

			He handed her the message he had written. “And then telex this to Washington. Eyes Only for Broadstreet.”

			Marta took the message and spun on her heels, saying, “‘I’m on it, Samuel,” as she hurried back to her office.

			Sam stood. From the center desk drawer he took out a compact Czechoslovak .32-caliber automatic. He pushed the slide back a fraction of an inch and checked the chamber to make sure he had one up the spout before clicking the safety back into position and tucking the pistol into the offside waistband of his trousers. From the hat rack in the corner he took a well-tailored safari jacket and Panamá hat and put them on. From the closet he retrieved a battered AWOL bag and last, he snagged a gnarled and knotted walking stick resting against the doorframe. 

			Ready for action, Sam strode from the room. Only someone who knew him well would have been able to detect the slight limp that caused him to favor his right leg.

			 

			* * * *

			 

			Private Jimmy Burns stepped from the guard shack and admired the cream-colored 1950 Ford Coupe as it turned from Gaillard Highway and into the entrance to Albrook Army Airfield. It was the very model Jimmy lusted for, but it was out of the question on his private’s monthly salary of eighty-five dollars and eighty cents—before taxes and contributions to the unit fund. Maybe when he got back home to Alabama and was earning real money in his dad’s roofing business. But for now, it was buses and the shoe-leather express for Private Burns. 

			As the car neared, Jimmy stepped from the shade of the shack’s overhanging roof and held up his hand in a signal for the car to halt. At that instant, there was a light tap on his shoulder and he felt a heavy shadow fall over him as Sergeant Turner stepped to his side.

			“I’ll take this one, Burns,” the sergeant announced in a deep-throated rumble.

			The car came to a halt in front of the sergeant’s outstretched hand. Master Sergeant Nolan Turner, all six foot three inches and two hundred-plus trim pounds of him, carefully looked the car over before stepping to the driver’s window and leaning in.

			“Major, your base sticker expires at the end of the month. What say I get you a new one and bring it to your office?” Turner said with a sudden grin.

			Sam stuck his hand out the window in greeting. Turner grabbed it and gave it a friendly pump.

			“Nolan Turner, you old reprobate! What are you doing on gate duty? You piss off the general again?” Sam asked.

			Turner jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Breaking in a new man. I like to do these things myself. Let ’em know what I expect. Keeps ’em outta trouble in the long run.”

			“Still the same old mother hen, I see.”

			“Maybe, but not much longer, sir. I retire the end of next month.”

			“Twenty years already?” 

			Turner nodded. “Twenty-two. Hard to believe it myself.”

			“What are your plans then? What does Dolores have to say about retirement?” 

			Turner rubbed the back of his neck and squinted his eyes in thought. “She loves it here, you know. So do I. All her family’s here, and me, I got none left in the States. Been here since the war, but the Canal Zone’s not hiring new police officers just now, and there’s little other calling for an old infantry sergeant. But I guess we can get by ’til something shows itself.”

			Sam thought a second, then said, “What say you come work for me, Nolan? I’ll pay you three times what the army does, and we can get you and Dolores a nice Canal Zone house in Balboa.”

			Turner’s face split into a huge grin. “That would be great, sir, but as a what? What would I be doing?” 

			“You’d be my Top Kick, my Field First. Just like the old days. Only better. With neither of us having to put up with geriatric generals and calcified colonels.”

			Turner let out a whoop of laughter. “Ah, Major, you always had the turn of a phrase right on the tip of your tongue. Yes, sir! I accept. I couldn’t think of anything better than that. And Dolores will be tickled to no end.”

			Sam put the car in gear. “Good! When you bring the sticker over we’ll get your paperwork started. You know where my office is, in Casco Viejo, the Old City?”

			“I do,” Turner replied with a brisk nod.

			“All right then! Good to have you back, Top.”

			Sergeant Turner stood to attention and gave Sam a crisp salute. “Good to be with you again, Major.”

			Sam returned the salute as Turner motioned him through the gate. When Sam had gone, Private Burns looked closely at his sergeant before hesitantly asking, “Sarge, you saluted that civilian, and even called him ‘Major.’ Who is he?”

			Turner watched Sam’s car drive away and then turned his attention to Private Burns. “Major Spears was my commander in Burma during the war. He was the best officer and the finest soldier I ever knew.” He plucked a stray thread dangling from the seam of Burns’ khaki shirt and pointed with his chin toward an oncoming vehicle. “Back to work, Jimmy. You handle ’em now. Try not to mess it up. And as far as salutes go—when in doubt, whip one out.”

			 

			* * * *

			 

			Sam parked at the edge of the apron between a 1949 Willys wagon and a new racing-green MG Midget. Standing ready on the apron was a four-seat single-engine plane, with three men standing nearby. He got out, AWOL bag in one hand, walking stick in the other, and headed over to join the group. 

			He shook hands with the army chaplain, Father Mike O’Neil, and the young pilot, Lieutenant Eddy Gaddis. He gave a nod to Cholo Martinez, his all-around Man Friday: a square-shouldered man with a dark, rugged face and steady eyes that looked out at the world from under constantly lowered brows.

			“Father, Lieutenant—thanks for responding on such short notice. We’ve something urgent to attend to on Contadora. Are we ready to fly?”

			“I’ve checked with flight ops, Major. There’s no traffic in the area. We can depart anytime you like,” Gaddis said. 

			“My things are aboard,” offered Father O’Neil.

			“Then let’s saddle up,” Sam ordered.

			Lieutenant Gaddis reached for Sam’s bag. “Give me your bag, sir. I’ll stow it aboard and then we can kick the tires and light the fires.”

			“Thanks,” said Sam. “Give me a minute and I’ll be right with you.”

			While the chaplain and Gaddis headed to the plane, Sam turned to Cholo and said, “Cambiame las llaves.”

			The men exchanged car keys, with Sam taking the keys to the Willys and Cholo those of the Ford. As they did, Sam gave Cholo instructions. “Take my car back to the office. Stay at my place tonight. There’s food and beer in the refrigerator. I should be back by tomorrow, if everything goes well. If not, I’ll send a message to Marta. Until then, make it look like I’m still in town. Entiendes?

			“Claro, jefe,” Cholo returned.

			“Bueno. Estas armado?” Sam asked.

			Martinez opened the left side of his jacket just enough to give Sam a glimpse of the big .45 automatic pistol nestled in the shoulder holster beneath his armpit. 

			“Como siempre,” he said, speaking in his habitual quiet voice. Cholo wasn’t about noise. 

			Sam clapped him on the shoulder and hurried to the plane. The engine came to life as soon as Sam was buckled in, and within minutes Lieutenant Gaddis had the plane gathering speed down the runway, gaining lift, and taking off in the direction of the Pacific mouth of the Panamá Canal.

			Sam watched carefully as the plane gained altitude. To the left was Ancon Hill and Quarry Heights and just beyond, the city of Panamá. The Canal Zone town of Balboa with its wharves and dry dock was directly below them. Just over the mouth of the canal, Gaddis turned the plane onto its flight heading. The canal’s waters were filled with traffic. Some ships were anchored and awaiting transit through the canal; others were headed either in toward the locks and the Atlantic or out into the open Pacific. 

			On the right bank was a place that always intrigued Sam, though he had never visited and probably never would: the Palo Seco leper’s colony was nestled off by itself in a clearing in the jungle. Then the mainland was behind them. Ahead were the islands of Toboga and Taboguilla and after that, just a narrow smudge on the horizon more than twenty miles away was the Perlas Archipelago and Isla Contadora.

			 

			* * * *

			 

			As they drew near the island of Contadora, Lieutenant Gaddis began a wide descending turn for final approach. Then he chopped power and the plane settled to a landing so gentle it was almost unnoticeable. They taxied to an apron where a jeep and several men stood waiting. 

			When Gaddis killed the engine, Sam climbed down to the tarmac, grabbed his walking stick, and gave Father Mike a hand getting out of the back seat. Then he turned to meet Agent Walter Driscoll as he ambled over to greet the arriving party.

			“I didn’t think you’d be here so soon, Sam,” Driscoll said as he gave Sam a handshake of greeting.

			“Walt, you know Father O’Neil and Lieutenant Eddy Gaddis, don’t you?” 

			“Sure,” Driscoll replied. “How are you, Father, Lieutenant?”

			As Driscoll greeted the other men, Sam ran his eyes over the man. Walter Driscoll, he recalled, had been a top investigator in the FBI and had been recruited into the CIA for his skills as an interrogator. For the past year he had been the head of background investigation and verification here on Contadora. Sam knew him as a skilled professional but lately, things had been going awry here. Sam thought he knew where the problem lay. He didn’t know how much of the blame belonged at Driscoll’s doorstep, but he was determined to find out.

			“Walt, Father Mike, Eddy, and I will need quarters for the night,” Sam said. 

			Driscoll turned to two uniformed armed guards standing near the jeep. “Chambers, Moffitt! Put these men’s bags in the jeep and then you can return to your duties.”

			Sam knew Chambers by sight. He was a ruddy-faced, powerfully built former Marine. He gave Driscoll a quick nod and led his partner to the plane to heft the baggage. 

			Sam studied Moffitt out of the tail of his eye, thinking. The man was medium height with an almost delicate-looking build. His dark wavy hair stood in stark contrast to his fair complexion. He was somewhere in his mid-twenties and looked like a desk jockey that had never spent a day outdoors in his life. 

			Moffitt, you’re out of place here, Sam thought. You look more like an office clerk than a soldier. So, what, my lad, are you doing on this island where everything bites? 

			Sam watched thoughtfully as the two guards pitched the bags into the jeep and the guests clambered aboard. Driscoll took the wheel and cranked up. As they pulled away, Sam exchanged a glance with Chambers. 

			Chambers met Sam’s eyes steadily, then turned away to continue his rounds. As Sam looked back over his shoulder, Moffitt was walking slowly and wincing as though his jungle boots hurt his feet.

		

	
		
			CUATRO

			The air in the room was so cold Sam could almost see his breath. All tile and stainless steel, it looked as inhuman as it felt. Sam studied the dead body lying on the gurney and thought a few more seconds before looking up at the man standing on the other side of it.

			“Doctor Gottlieb, can you tell me what happened?” Sam’s voice was as chilly as the air in the room.

			Dr. Sidney Gottlieb, late thirties, gave Sam a look of pure contempt. Sam had seen this look many times. It was as much a part of the doctor’s persona as his Central European accent and clubbed foot. Gottlieb viewed all other men as intellectual inferiors. Sam thought the physical impediment was the likely cause of Gottlieb’s disdainful attitude—a compensation of some sort. But at the end of the day, Sam didn’t really care what made the man such an overbearing ass. He was, Sam thought, the very caricature of the Nazi doctors and scientists the U.S. had brought over after the war.

			“A delayed adverse reaction to the interrogation chemicals. The ultimate cause of death was respiratory failure,” Gottlieb pronounced.

			Sam looked down on the body and reverently pulled the sheet up over the man’s wax-hued face. He then looked at Driscoll standing quietly at the foot of the gurney before slowly turning his full attention back to Gottlieb.

			“Doctor, if I may. The purpose of this project is to determine the bona fides of these men. These agents. To find out whether they are genuine walk-ins or if they are Soviet plants and double agents. Our purpose here is most assuredly not to kill them.”

			“Sam,” Driscoll interjected. “This was an unforeseeable accident. A stroke of bad luck.”

			“Walter, this was the third unforeseeable accident—the third stroke of bad luck in the last four months. It is inexcusable.”

			Gottlieb flared with heat and condescension. “We can expect a few setbacks. The combination of these chemicals has never been used in this fashion before. It is to be expected—the normal course of events to be expected in experimental medicine.” 

			Sam reached up and touched the band at the corner of his eye patch before responding. Marta would know the gesture. It was an unconscious tic that indicated he was working to contain himself.

			“Primem non nocere. Do you remember that phrase, Doctor, or was it not part of the curriculum at Heidelberg?” Sam queried.

			“Primem...?” Driscoll started to ask.

			Gottlieb waved his hand impatiently. “Yes, yes. Primem non nocere. The Hippocratic oath: first, do no harm. Under normal medical situations, Mr. Spears, that is applicable. But I must remind you, this is not a normal situation.”

			“Granted, Doctor,” Sam retorted. “This has become an abnormal situation. It has become harmful, not only to these men, but to our very mission here—that of sorting fact from fiction. Let me remind you, sir, we gain no intelligence, we learn nothing at all, from dead men.”

			Gottlieb replied with vehemence, “We are making great strides! Great advances!”

			Sam turned the sheet down from the dead man’s face and said quietly, “Seems to me, Doctor, we are making only corpses.”

			Sam covered the man’s face again and looked to Driscoll. “Walter, have the body made ready for burial. We will conduct a service this evening. Father Mike will officiate.”

			Driscoll nodded, “Sure, Sam.”

			Gottlieb spat, “A funeral? This is asinine! Preposterous!”

			“Preposterous, Doctor? That his remains are treated with dignity? This man, Yuri Kutasov, was a fellow human being, and as such he is worthy of our respect. No matter what the motivation that brought him here, he risked everything by coming over to us, and ultimately, it cost him everything. He had little respect from us in life, but by God, sir, he will have it in death!”

			“But a funeral service? The man was a communist—an atheist!” Gottlieb was so angry, spittle was gathering in the corners of his mouth. 

			“He was born to a Polish mother and was baptized a Catholic. That is a fact, regardless of the political system he lived under,” Sam said. 

			“As you will. But please do not expect me to participate in such a pitiful farce.”

			Sam smiled. “Doctor, I never expected otherwise.”

			Gottlieb turned abruptly and clumped from the room, slamming the door so hard behind him the air in the room shook. 

			Sam turned to Driscoll. “Walt, can you have the boat ready for a sunset service? And will you come with us?”

			“Sure, Sam. The boat will be ready, and I’ll be there.”

			“Thanks. And another matter—have Demitrova meet me at the bohio in fifteen minutes.”

			Worry darted across Driscoll’s plain face. “Sam, I don’t know if that’s wise. Demitrova has become very difficult lately. Angry. Hostile. Violent even. And he blames you, Sam. He blames you, more than anyone else, for his being here.”

			“Then perhaps we can make use of that anger. Send him to me, will you, Walt?”

			Driscoll shook his head. “Okay, Sam. I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

			Sam paused to study Driscoll before making reply. “Walter, you have a thankless job here. But you’re the best interrogator I’ve ever known, the best in the business. You know intuitively what works and doesn’t work with a subject. You get at the truth while others waste time chasing down lies and evasions. And you do it no matter how difficult the case or the people you have to work with.”

			“It’s true none of this has been easy. And working with Gottlieb...”

			Sam tapped his stick on the floor in emphasis. “Gottlieb has his job to do, but ultimately you are the one charged with sifting fact from fiction and reality from fantasy.”

			Driscoll’s features relaxed. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. It means a lot. And yes, I’ll send Demitrova to see you. But don’t expect too much from him.” 

			The two men left the room, leaving the body of Yuri Kutasov cold and alone. But not quite as friendless as before. 

			 

			* * * *

			 

			When Sam stepped into the shade of the bohio, it felt as though the temperature dropped twenty degrees. He selected a wooden deck chair and pulled another one over so that they faced each other on a diagonal. He placed his stick on the ground next to his chair then took his hat off and placed it on the upright of another chair. He fished in his pocket for a comb that he quickly ran through his hair and settled back to wait. 

			From the bohio he could look northward across the spacious, manicured grounds and out to sea. To the east rose the mountains of the Darién running in a wide arc to the south all the way down to the Colombian border. 

			It was a roadless, primitive place; thick with jungle-clad mountains, wild rivers, and only the occasional Choco or Embera Indian village. Other than in the regional town of Yaviza, the Panamanian government made almost no effort to assert itself there. Sam probably knew the area as well as anyone, having spent months there before the war with his father, the Smithsonian’s director of tropical research in Panamá. Sam had often thought that if he ever wanted to disappear, he could do it easily into the Darién. 

			He heard footsteps approaching and looked up as Dimitri Demitrova stepped under the roof of the bohio and stood silently, staring out across the grounds as Sam had done. Both men took in, but ignored, the two armed guards patrolling along the shoreline.

			Demitrova spoke at last, eyes watching the waves foam the beach, as if he were talking to himself. 

			“Beautiful, is it not? It doesn’t look like a prison at all. Flowers, palm trees, the Pacific Ocean. It is like a scene from a vacation postcard. And that is what makes it such exquisite torture.”

			“Hello, Dimitri. How are you?” Sam asked pleasantly. A normal conversation. With armed guards. 

			“A good question. And how is Dimitri? Does anyone know? Does anyone care?” Demitrova turned from the waves at last and held Sam with his eyes. “And how do you expect me to be, Samuel? Happy? Grateful? What attitude should I adopt with my warden? What is the protocol for a prisoner in a gilded cell?” 

			Sam took up his stick, put on his hat, stood, and stepped out of the shade. “I always find that a stroll helps clear the mind. Walk with me, Dimitri.”

			Demitrova hesitated a second, but then hurried to catch up as Sam ambled ahead of him casually swinging his walking stick as though window shopping along Avenida Central.

			When Sam felt Demitrova at his side, he asked, “Tell me what bothers you, Dimitri. Tell me what gives you pain.”

			“This is not what I envisioned when I came over to your side. I did not leave one totalitarian system to be enslaved under another!” Demitrova spat. “You promised me freedom, Samuel!” His voice became softer, sadder. “But instead, I am still a prisoner.” 

			Sam stopped and looked him in the eye. “Then tell me, Dimitri, what did you expect? A new Cadillac? A large bank account? A busty blonde and a palm-shaded bungalow in Miami? Washington must clear your background and determine if you’re a genuine walk-in, an agent provocateur, or a double. In our shoes you’d do the same. And you know what the Russians would do under the same circumstances.”

			Demitrova broke eye contact, turned, and walked away, speaking over his shoulder and causing Sam to catch up.

			“The Russians will never stop looking—for me or the others. It is religious dogma with them: they will hunt us down and kill us every one. The longer I am kept in this place the more likely that event becomes.” 

			“You’re safe here, Dimitri. The guards on Contadora face out, not in. They protect against intrusion.” Sam pointed his stick toward the two guards working their way across the grounds.

			“Samuel, sometimes you are a naive fool,” Demitrova said, shaking his head. 

			Sam and the former Soviet agent reached the shoreline. They stood and watched the waves breaking on the reef just offshore, while a flock of frigate birds dove frantically on a school of baitfish that had been driven to the surface by unseen predators below. Each man lost, momentarily, in his own thoughts.

			When the frenzied attack offshore subsided, Sam spoke again. “You call this a prison, Dimitri, and in that, you are correct. It is. But a prison also keeps the rest of the world at bay. And that’s why you’re here, to protect you until you’ve been cleared and we can get you resettled. Trust me, Dimitri, the Russians will never find you here.”

			Demitrova put his face very near Sam’s and said in an urgent whisper, “But what if they have someone here, on the inside, and he’s killing already? Have you ever considered that possibility? A third death, Samuel! Do you think it is mere coincidence?”

			“What do you mean, Dimitri? You’ve said either too much or you’ve said too little. Which is it?” Sam asked.

			“I was prisoner of the Wehrmacht for a short time, before escaping, during the war. You are aware of that, is in my dossier. From this experience I know something of being in the hands of Germans. What I mean, Samuel, is that if I am to die here it will be by my own hand and not that of a torturer, a German, a so-called doctor.” 

			Demitrova fixed Sam with a pleading look and then said in a small voice, “Help me, Samuel. I don’t want to die here. Don’t let these men kill me.”

			Sam held Demitrova’s intense gaze for a moment. Then he glanced over his shoulder at the guards, who had stopped in the shade of a mango tree to smoke a cigarette. It was obvious to both men that the guards, though staying outside of earshot, had kept well within gunshot.

			Sam clasped his hands atop his walking stick and stared at the ground, tapping it quietly. He reached up to touch his eye patch. “There’s a beautiful moon this evening, Dimitri. Only a few days from being full. I like to walk at moonrise. The air then has an especially calming quality that lends itself to mature reflection and contemplation. Join me then, if you’ve nothing else better to claim your time.”

			He smiled, tipped his hat, and strolled back in the direction of the headquarters building. Demitrova watched Sam depart. So elegant with that cane of his, he thought. Then he sighed and turned, once again, to stare out at the wind-whipped waves and farther, to the dark mountains beyond.

			 

			* * * *

			 

			The engine of the workboat tied to the dock rumbled contentedly as Sam, Walter Driscoll, and Father Mike waited on its deck. The men watched solemnly as two guards passed a stretcher bearing the shrouded body of Yuri Kutasov over the gunnels to the two deckhands. Sam and Driscoll stepped forward to help bring the body aboard and place it gently aft of the wheelhouse.

			Driscoll spoke to the deckhands. “Step ashore and cast off the lines.”

			The men looked to the captain for orders, but he gave them a wry grin that said, Go ahead. Humor the man.

			The men climbed back down to the dock, undid the lines, and pitched them aboard. As Driscoll stowed the lines, Sam tapped the captain, a grizzled old Panamanian seaman, on the shoulder and said, “Estamos listo, capitán.”
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