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Agent 68 had been interrogated before. She had sat on the wrong side of a one-way mirror, in the same aluminum chair, behind the same aluminum table with its legs bolted to the floor. She had stayed sharp during every interrogation, giving up nothing, waiting for the right moment to strike, and she had escaped captivity ten times in her long and storied career. She was ready to escape again...if her bosses were not pleased.

A middle-aged man in a suit, with slicked back, dyed hair stepped into the room. “Thank you, Number 68. It’s good to see you again.”

“I’ll bet.” She was wearing her black catsuit—standard issue for all female agents. She had been wearing it for so long that it was almost like a second skin, which—appropriately enough—was why the higher ups hadn’t changed the uniforms for forty years. “Do you have another mission for me?”

“That depends upon your answers to these questions. I’m here to debrief you on your latest failure.”

“I accept responsibility for my failures, and I am willing to explain what happened so that the planning bureau can prepare agents against future difficulties.”

“Well said.” He unwound the string fastener on the accordion folder he had brought. “Your recent difficulties are not unique to you, Number 68. Several agents have encountered mission interference lately, though most were able to overcome it. The fact that you have come back empty handed so often seems to point to more sophisticated enemy countermeasures than we anticipated.

Agent 68 let out a long, low breath. “Whatever I information I can recall, Comrade Minister, I will recall.”

“Tell us, then,” he said, folding his hands together. “What happened in Istanbul?”

It was Agent 68’s first failure ever since she was a rookie. She had retrieved a defecting scientist and was escorting him to his new handlers in a rival state. Istanbul was a stopover—a crucial air and rail link that would provide numerous exits should the need arise, but as she was leading her scientist through the streets, she was jumped by half a dozen armed thugs. She dispatched the thugs, but they snatched the scientist and threw him into the trunk of a car. 68 commandeered a motor scooter and chased the car through the streets, but when she finally caught up with the car, she opened up the trunk to find a decoy—a different man dressed in the same clothes who had been meant to throw her off. She spent the entire evening searching for the asset, but he was found by a fellow agent in Vienna the next morning, having been spirited out of Turkey by rail. 

“The decoy was fully dressed in the same exact clothes that the asset was, and there was no way that I could have lost that car,” 68 explained. “They knew exactly who we were. How else could I explain it?”

The director nodded. “I see that you scored top marks in hand-to-hand combat. It should not have taken so long to defeat hired thugs, unless they were more than just thugs.”

“It was a tough fight, but I beat them.”

“Indeed.” The director turned the page and adjusted his glasses. “What about your mission to Montenegro?”

“Yes,” 68 sighed. “I take full responsibility for Montenegro.”

Agent 68 had entered a worldwide poker tournament in order to win money to finance special operations by a rogue state. Her opponents were mostly high stakes gamblers, along a few strategic plants—poker players laundering their money to make sure that it got into Agent 68’s hands. Still, one of them was a rival agent, looking to stop the deal. Agent 68 played skillfully enough to clean out most of the launderers and several of the professional gamblers, but she was so focused on eliminating her rival agent that she allowed herself to be beaten by the last professional gambler left in the game. He cleaned out the whole table, taking all the winnings for himself, and when she tried to seduce him and steal the winnings back, she found out that he was actually a secret agent too. She barely escaped with her life, jumping out the hotel window with only her lingerie and a briefcase containing only half the money.
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