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        “A nation can survive its fools…

      
        but it cannot survive treason from within.”

        CICERO
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      In the 1940s, as war raged on the European continent, teams of scientists there and in America worked around the clock to stabilize the elements of a nuclear fission device, hoping to create an atomic weapon that had the potential to end the war on their terms and become the most powerful instrument of mass destruction in human history.

      Each of the teams held out hope that theirs would be first, with horrific consequences in store for the losers of the race. Scientists on various campuses in the United States competed against scientists working across Germany with the same goal.

      There would be no gold medal for the winner, but there could well be hellish consequences for the loser.

      Science was the leading factor in this race, but intelligence and counterintelligence played a major role.

      Knowing what your opponent is doing in such a high-stakes gamble is half the battle; knowing what you can do to disrupt what your opponent is doing is the other half.

      And so, spying and espionage operated on parallel paths with scientific discoveries, separate and distinct though not unknown to each other. Secrets passed from inside each team to eager foes on the other side; clandestine meetings attended by those willing to sell information; bundled messages delivered by tradecraft to covert operatives – these were all practices employed to win a race for the ages, a race whose principal weapon could destroy an entire civilization.

      This is a part of that story.
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        * * *

      

      In America, the United States pursued control of nuclear fission under the auspices of the Manhattan Project, named for the several laboratories in New York but including research conducted at locations scattered across America. England named their project Tube Alloys, an innocuous title intended to obscure their true mission. Over the course of the early years of World War II, it became obvious that the Americans were ahead in their research and testing, and yet it was apparent that they could benefit from what had been accomplished by the Brits. So, the two projects were merged.

      As for the Axis powers, based on research into nuclear fission in 1939 by scientists Otto Hahn and Fritz Strassmann, Germany established the Uranverein project, cloaked in a highly secret plan to create the world’s first atomic weapon which they termed Wunderwaffen – the “wonder weapon.”

      If the Allies won the race to create this weapon, they could end the war and destroy the Third Reich. If Germany won the race, their weapon could threaten the survival of the allied nations and end the war on their terms, bringing Fascism to the shores of America and the European countries.

      And cooperation among each set of allies was not always perfect. America and Great Britain worked diligently to screen scientists involved in the Manhattan Project and Tube Alloys and to contain any possibility of contact with the Third Reich.

      As an ally of the United States and Great Britain, the Soviets were assumed to be cooperating with their counterparts; however, the Stalin regime was secretly trying to get the technology for nuclear weapon development independent of their allies. If they were successful, the Soviets would certainly wield that power over their enemies in Germany, but then they might use the atomic bomb as leverage against their own allies, the United States and England.

      It was in this crucible of multinational conflict that the seeds of the Cold War were born.
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        * * *

      

      John Cairncross and Melita Norwood were two of the British subjects who used their positions in the government to pass nuclear secrets to the Soviets.

      Klaus Fuchs, a German ex-patriot who worked at the Manhattan Project in Los Alamos, passed nuclear secrets to his contacts in Moscow. David Greenglass, a machinist working at the Oak Ridge plant in Tennessee, was recruited by Julius and Ethel Rosenberg and helped the Soviets with secrets taken from the Manhattan Project. There were also Theodore Hall, Clarence Hiskey, and Oscar Seborer, all Americans who helped the Soviets advance their project.

      And there were German spies and double agents seeking to transfer scientific plans from the Manhattan Project to Hitler’s government. Karl Hilgendorf, a mid-level officer in the German army, served as a courier for secrets passed by an asset hidden in the top levels of the American government to his contacts in Berlin. Hilgendorf didn’t understand the information himself, or even its relevance to the nuclear fission project; he only passed along the encrypted texts that were sent from the double agent in Washington.

      Hilgendorf’s information was scant. He didn’t know the source of the information from America; he couldn’t decrypt the coded text that he handled; and he didn’t know who in Hitler’s inner circle was receiving it. But he was paid well and still believed in the German effort to conquer Europe, and then the world.

      “Better not to know too much,” he reminded himself.

      As the war neared its end and German defeat seemed more likely, Hilgendorf began engineering his escape from this assignment. Instead of passing along every communique from Washington to Berlin, he kept some with him in Vienna. That classic Old-World city held delights that he hadn’t enjoyed while on the Italian campaign earlier in the war, a campaign led by Colonel Anselm Bernhard to steal Italian treasures and transfer them to the commanders of the Third Reich. Bernhard was a leader in the Nazi program to steal Italian art and Hilgendorf was his willing accomplice. It was a dirty business and not one the young lieutenant felt comfortable with. But in Vienna, Hilgendorf could enjoy the nightlife, the pretty women, and a reasonably safe environment untouched by direct conflict with war.

      Hilgendorf also found other, more financially rewarding opportunities to pave the way for his post-war life – but he had to make sure he survived the war in anonymity. So, he created a false identity with papers supplied by underlings in the German Wehrmacht and he became Ira Hillyer. He met Emil Gutman, a Viennese Jew who had in his possession a collection of art and letters of incalculable value, penned by the geniuses of the Italian Renaissance and bundled together in the legendary Paletti Notebook thought to be missing for 500 years. Using his assumed name, Hilgendorf convinced Gutman to accept his partnership and accept his help in storing the collection in a safe deposit box in DFR Wien, a bank in Vienna. Soon after reaching that agreement, though, Hilgendorf/Hillyer killed Gutman and took control of the safe deposit box and the priceless collection.

      He then used the Paletti Notebook – a portfolio filled with sketches and drafts from Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci, Machiavelli, Savonarola, Borgia, and other greats of the Renaissance era – as a convenient place to hide his ill-gotten secrets from the Manhattan Project. Still encrypted in a confounding cypher, the science contained in the packets was beyond his understanding, but he comprehended the value of it to his later freedom as a bargaining chip to keep him safe in Vienna after the war.

      As the global conflict drew to a close, Hilgendorf set up a plan to use the encrypted communiques – even the valuable collection of art if necessary – to barter for his own safe passage. He kept the originals for himself and retained only photographic copies of the contents of the Paletti Notebook which he stored in the safe deposit box at DFR Wien. He assumed this backup would offer another layer of protection for him and serve as his insurance policy. The originals he stored in a hollow wall in his apartment.

      In a deathbed confession in 1988 Hilgendorf revealed the existence of the Paletti Notebook to Father Andrew Noonan. The priest followed the dying man’s instructions to recover the treasure and, in doing so, stumbled upon the encrypted text. He couldn’t understand the cypher but realized that it must have great importance if it had been hidden among the pile of historic shards of art and science in the Notebook. So, Father Noonan kept it, that is, until his own deathbed confession in 2021.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty-three years after Hilgendorf’s death, Darren Priest was dispatched by Matthew Bordrick, science advisor to U.S. President Mike Pendleton, to recover a World War II-era treasure known in legend only as the Paletti Notebook. Priest wasn’t told that the collection held 500-year-old art and letters from Renaissance Florence. And he wasn’t told that the collection contained an encrypted text of German origin dating from the 1940s, a text that Bordrick knew likely contained wartime intelligence.

      Priest was given only enough information to decide that the search should begin in Vienna, a venue which suited him just fine. He had met a cop there, Alana Weber, during an earlier assignment. She had been investigating him for a series of murders revealed by evidence found on Priest’s stolen laptop, but after weeks of studying him, Alana concluded that Priest wasn’t at fault and that the evidence had been planted to frame him. More importantly, the two of them survived the antagonistic beginning to develop a romantic relationship. So, Priest welcomed a return to Alana’s home base for this new assignment.

      He also called upon Aggie Darwin to help him. Priest had a long history with the former drone pilot from the Afghanistan conflict, whom he met at the Tall Cedars commune in rural Virginia, a place for peace and recovery for war veterans. Aggie was well schooled in history, Biblical matters, and European culture, and Priest leaned on him often during his assignments. This would be another one that begged for Aggie’s help.

      So, he and Aggie set out for Vienna to work with Alana to find the Notebook and its collection of art.

      “Your country could suffer greatly if the notebook is exposed,” Bordrick told Priest in their interview in Washington, D.C.

      “What’s in it that the U.S. would care about?” Priest asked. “Of the things you’ve told me, why would the U.S. care so much about an old collection of art?”

      “There’s more,” Bordrick said. “There are things that directly concern the security of the United States.”

      “Okay, I’ll bite. Do you want me to destroy it?”

      “I want you to find it and return it to me,” Bordrick said.

      Chasing clues throughout Europe to find the collection, Priest, Weber, and Darwin suffered some setbacks, battled teams of assailants with divergent motives, and survived numerous attacks, but they secured the Paletti Notebook. While Priest and Darwin shepherded the collection back to the U.S., Weber remained in Vienna, awaiting their return.

      At Dulles Airport, Bordrick met the duo at the international terminal, backed up by two “heavies” whose service revolvers bulged under their suit jackets. Seeing Bordrick’s seriousness of purpose, Priest wondered again about the significance of Paletti’s contents. While it was in their possession, he and Darwin had skimmed through the collection, finding art and sketches by Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci, letters from Cesare Borgia, and short narratives written by Niccolò Machiavelli. All very interesting, no doubt, as surviving shards of genius dating to the Renaissance in Florence.

      But they also found a newer document, clearly one from more recent times, encrypted in some code not known to either of them. There were occasional short bursts of language that pierced the cypher and appeared to be of German origin, but they couldn’t understand anything else.

      Priest didn’t trust Bordrick, hadn’t trusted him from the moment they met. And he wondered if Bordrick’s real interest was not in art and letters but in this encrypted text. When Bordrick demanded Priest hand over the Paletti Notebook collection, Priest demurred but the two black-suited men standing behind Bordrick convinced Priest to give it up.

      After Bordrick turned away with the notebook under his arm, Priest called Alana in Vienna. It would be late at night, but he knew she’d be expecting his call. He made sure that she had taken photographs of all the contents of the Paletti notebook including the encrypted pages and he asked where she put them. Confident that they were in a safe place, Priest told her to stay safe and said he would be returning to Vienna the following day.

      “Who was that guy?” Aggie asked Priest.

      “Someone who works for the Federal government. High up,” was all he would say.

      “So, what now?”

      “It’s getting toward evening and too late to return to Vienna yet,” Priest observed, with his mind fixed on Alana back in the old city.

      “How about a beer?” he asked Aggie. “I know a great place in Georgetown.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE FEDERALIST

          

          April 11, 2021

        

      

    

    
      The taxi pulled away from the curb at Dulles Airport, swung into rush hour traffic and carried Priest and Aggie away from the bustle of incoming travelers crowding the cab stand. The flight had been an easy one from Vienna, a route that Priest had taken many times, and traveling in midday as they had there was no need to sleep en route; so they could sit, peruse the movie options on the back-of-seat video display, and enjoy a few glasses of wine. The simple fare that the airlines offered in coach class was uninspiring, but they knew they could make up for it later at a bar in downtown Washington once the cab reached their destination.

      “That’ll be seventy-three dollars,” the cabbie said braking to a halt on M Street in Georgetown. Priest paid in cash according to habits he acquired in numerous clandestine missions. He avoided using a credit card even when there would be no question of his motives, destination, or identity – just a habit developed over years of covert ops.

      The two men slipped through a gap between the stores, headed to the alley, and settled into a booth in The Federalist, a dimly lit watering hole that looked like a speakeasy from the days of Prohibition. Priest was a regular at this particular bar, although the bartenders avoided acknowledging familiar faces. It was a custom of the establishment to omit greetings and treat everyone like a first-time patron and, at the same time, respect their privacy. Priest liked that, appreciated the ease of remaining somewhat nameless, and knew it enhanced the feeling of anonymity on each visit.

      He and Aggie blended easily into the eclectic crowd of patrons. Priest wore a thin sweater with arms pulled up to his elbows and comfortably worn jeans. His hair was curly and left full by Sue, his haircutter, and his face was clean shaven though stubbly from the long day of travel. Aggie was a bit a hippie, his salt-and-pepper hair worn in a long braid hanging down past his shoulders. His wide shoulders seemed just right for the flannel shirt he wore stuffed into the waistline of distressed jeans.

      The waiter answered their order by delivering two beers to the table. A basket of chips and bowl of salsa filled out the space of the little booth they shared, and the two men munched and sipped for a few minutes before returning to their conversation.

      “So…” Priest began, “what do you think is in that encrypted text?”

      “Hell if I know. But my money’s on what that fat, self-important guy you met at Dulles cares so much about.”

      Priest stifled a laugh but couldn’t resist smiling at Aggie’s description of the man he knew to be Matthew Bordrick.

      “You mean he doesn’t care about the priceless art and letters?” Priest said with a slight chuckle.

      “He doesn’t impress me as someone I’d run into in a museum or a lecture about Late Medieval literature, I’ll say that.”

      “It seems to be of German origin,” continued Priest. “The encrypted text, I mean, not the guy. Maybe not Germany, per se, but from someone who speaks German.”

      “True, but let’s not jump to any conclusions yet. Don’t want to give in to confirmation bias,” Aggie added. He spoke like a seasoned investigator, referring to the problem incurred too often when crime solvers zero in on a conclusion too early and find that all the facts squeeze neatly into their theory.

      “Can we just say, though, that the art is not his thing and move on?”

      “Yeah,” Priest replied, “I think so. Maybe he would care about the monetary value of the contents, but that alone doesn’t rise to the level of his serious interest here.”

      “So, then, the cypher.”

      “Yep.”

      “It’s old,” Aggie declared between sips of his beer, “but not like that other stuff in the Paletti collection.”

      “No. Clearly not.”

      “How old?”

      Waiters at The Federalist didn’t just stop by your table so when Priest wanted to refresh his beer, he had to wave his empty glass toward the bartender to make his point.

      “I don’t know,” he suggested after getting his order noticed. “I’m not an expert in aging documents, although I could tell that the shards of letters and scribbled drawings were obviously very, I mean very old. The encrypted text was on solid paper stock and, although it showed decades of wear, I would guess from the construction of the paper that it was modern.”

      “Like how modern?” asked Aggie. “A few years?”

      “No, older than that.”

      The waiter replaced Priest’s empty glass with another filled with a foaming dark Guinness Stout.

      “What do you remember about your elementary school papers, like report cards?” he asked Aggie.

      “Not much to be proud of,” his friend chortled, then sipped his beer.

      “No,” Priest said, laughing, “not the content, although I doubt the teachers treated you too harshly.”

      “You mean the sisters, the nuns,” Aggie clarified. “They treated everyone harshly, good grades or not.”

      Still, he couldn’t suppress a grin.

      “Yeah, okay,” said Priest, “but let’s get back to the point. What do you think of when you handle a decades-old report card?”

      “Crinkly,” said Aggie.

      “Crinkly?”

      “Yeah, crinkly. Substantial paper but old enough that if I wasn’t careful, it could crack or rip easily.”

      “That’s how I felt about the cypher text in the Paletti Notebook.”

      “So, it’s decades old, not centuries,” Aggie said with some confidence.

      “Yeah, we can check that with experts later.”

      “No, we can’t,” Aggie countered. “Remember, we gave the originals to the fat guy. Alana has photographs of the originals, but anything we have to show to paper experts will not include the tactile sense.”

      “By the way, what’s his name?” Aggie queried.

      Priest dodged the question.

      “Yeah, right,” Priest said, without responding to Aggie’s question. “So, our memory of the paper itself is important, at least as much as we can tell these experts…”

      “That we don’t have yet,” Aggie said, sipping his beer.

      “Yeah, that’s next.”

      The two men sat in silence for a moment considering next steps, enjoying the quiet obscurity of the bar. The Federalist was frequented by city insiders, not necessarily spies but people with alternative lives that they believed would be best kept secret. The dim lighting and cozy booths carried the theme, made even more real by the patrons’ habit of not making eye contact with anyone beyond their table.

      The toll of the long flight from Vienna slowed Priest and Aggie, slowed their conversation and left them thinking about turning in for the night. Paying the tab, they left the bar, stepped to the curb, and hailed a taxi. Priest’s condo was in Bethesda, outside the city itself, so sleep came easily as they settled into the back seat of the cab for the forty-five-minute ride to his place.

      In the twilight of sleep he enjoyed in the backseat of the cab, Priest’s mind ventured back to earlier times and earlier meetings.
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          October 12, 2018

        

      

    

    
      Military service in faraway countries takes a toll on the men and women who are sent to protect America. Separated from family and friends, living in a war-time environment, and trying to understand and abide by the cultural differences in their new land – all conspire to create a witch’s brew of fear, stress, and worry. Worry that their families would falter without them, that their children would forget them, and that the citizens at home might not respect their sacrifice. All these things combine to create an inevitable feeling of estrangement and trauma.

      Add to that the constant threat of being the next victims of the war their leaders had sent them to fight.

      Priest and Aggie didn’t know each other in Afghanistan, but they both experienced the same trauma and stress.

      Arnold “Aggie” Darwin had spent much of the Afghanistan war as a drone pilot, not in-country but assigned to a war room in the States. He volunteered his talents and service, and he maintained his belief in the American enterprise in Afghanistan. But a few years of attacking villages, supply trucks, and individuals from a drone – what he called a “soulless death machine” in the sky – sapped his belief and dragged him closer to despair.

      “Killing from a distance is worse than killing up close,” he had said one afternoon. “You can’t pay your respects for an enemy you never see.”

      Tall Cedars is a little-known commune in rural Virginia, a support group and collective that focused on the needs of returning veterans. War-torn service members make up a large percentage of residents at this outpost. Some are sent by compassionate family members or knowledgeable counselors; others are self-referred. Aggie had heard about Tall Cedars through rumors – the military’s coconut telegraph – and drove there one Sunday afternoon.

      After six years in military intelligence, Darren Priest separated from service, a mere eight months after his return from the war. He maintained an outward calm – a necessary “suit of armor” as he called it – but it failed to calm the storms within.

      The war itself was terrible to manage much less explain to himself and others, but his role as an interrogator often felt like sandpaper on his emotions. He had the unusual duty of questioning not only captured enemy combatants but also American GIs and contractors whose activities raised suspicions about them. Priest showed no outward sympathy for his subjects, but he sometimes wondered whether his orders to interrogate a particular person were driven by actual circumstances or by his superiors’ personal agendas.

      Priest was as patriotic as the next person, but he was also wary of politicians – and the rich donors that pocketed these politicians – and he dealt with the internal conflict without any professional consultation. That is, until he signed the separation papers and left the service. The next day he contacted a social worker he knew from college, who referred him to a psychologist working with military veterans, who referred Priest to Tall Cedars.

      Priest was a prime candidate for such an environment. He was a long-time peacenik, channeling the anti-Vietnam teachings of his parents’ generation, but he was an unusually gifted interrogator, someone who possessed intangible skills in ferreting out misinformation in the presence of friend or foe. This rare skill was noticed by a former commander, Sergeant Randal, who had been directed to assemble a squad of similarly exceptional recruits to staff the Top Secret “Operation Best Guess.”

      Despite the cheeky moniker, what Priest and his fellows did had nothing to do with guessing. They were adept at picking up nonverbal signals from those they interrogated, signals that didn’t always point to untruths but flagged weaknesses in the narrative, weaknesses that could lead to a carefully constructed string of questions that, if pursued with caution, would unravel the “story” spun by the subject.

      Priest got to Tall Cedars by shuttle. The sparse housing of the commune’s village reminded him of his uncle’s stories of the simple “hooches” occupied by GIs in Vietnam. He was assigned to a room that included two beds. “So, I’ll have a roommate,” he said out loud. He leaned forward and swung his duffel bag onto the empty bed beside the window and looked around. There was a dresser, and slender closet, and a desk with a lamp. One ensemble for each occupant so he wouldn’t have to share with his cellmate, whoever that turned out to be.

      A few minutes later, a man stepped into the room. He was as tall as Priest, broad-shouldered and slim, but his slight weight couldn’t disguise the man’s apparent core strength. An easy smile came to his tan-weathered face, and he reached out to Priest.

      “I’m Aggie,” he said. “Aggie Darwin.”

      “Is that short for something?”

      “Short for Arnold, but otherwise there’s no connection. My nephew had trouble pronouncing Arnold, so he said Aggie and I’ve been stuck with that ever since.”

      Priest smiled.

      “Yeah, well I’m Darren, Darren Priest. nice to meet you. I guess we’re bunkmates.”

      “Yep, guess so. We’ll have lots of time to get acquainted but, if you’re interested, they’re serving supper right now. I can take you over to the mess hall.”

      Priest nodded.

      They spent that evening and the next few days growing acquainted, although Aggie spoke more about his service experience than Priest did. To Aggie, his new friend’s reticence seemed to be imposed by some outside force, not evidence of shyness of Priest’s part. So, on the third day, he decided to challenge him.

      “So, you know just about everything about me,” Aggie began, “at least the important parts. What about you.”

      Priest looked at Aggie, offered a slight smile, and then a shrug. He wanted to be open to communicating but even a summary of his work in the military was highly sensitive. Priest had spent the last eight years maintaining a closed persona, reluctant to open any subject that he might have to step back from to prevent revelations about classified material and his own classified work.

      But here in Tall Cedars, the motivators – on-site counselors had taken that name for their role in the community – encouraged everyone to open up. A practice they promised would bring relief but a practice that Priest was trained to avoid.

      Aggie lifted his coffee mug and took a sip, all without taking his eyes off his friend. He felt he might be on the cusp of a breakthrough and wanted to keep the soft pressure on. Looking away right then would have felt like changing the subject.

      Priest laughed.

      “You should have been with me, on my squad, Aggie.”

      “What do you mean?”

      It was then that Priest decided he’d share more of his past, at least with this one person and not with the general population. He looked again at Aggie who had still not released his gaze from Priest and smiled again.

      “That’s a trick we learned but we could only use it once we were well into an interrogation, and when we knew there was a possible crack in the subject’s demeanor.”

      “What?”

      “Your gaze. It’s not really threatening, almost kind, but merging the two in a way that challenges the subject while offering support.”

      “Whoa,” Aggie said with a grin. He dropped his gaze, guessing that he had successfully pushed open the door that Priest’s had been guarding all the while. “So, you did spy stuff, huh?”

      “Well, no, not exactly ‘spy’ stuff.” He took a breath, paused for a moment of thought, then continued.

      “Let’s begin with some caveats. Most of what I tell you is classified and even what I tell you is just a small sample of the whole picture. I know that you have a security clearance but – in formal circumstances – you lack the need to know, so me talking about this stuff puts me on shaky ground.”

      “But we all need an outlet,” Aggie said, reminding Priest of the words used by the motivators.

      “The other rule is this doesn’t go past us.”

      “Of course not.”

      “It was called Operation Best Guess, which is kind of funny since we never really were guessing. A sergeant – let’s leave his name out of it – assembled a team of six guys, me included, who were spotted by commanders of fellow recruits as having certain unique abilities.”

      “Unique?”

      “Well,” Priest chuckled, “’weird’ might be better.”

      He went on to explain Operation Best Guess, how the team members shared an ability to unwrap lies and deceits practiced by their subjects – friend and foe alike – not with harsh interrogation techniques but by careful listening and, in particular, careful attention to body language. Some of the signs given by the subjects, broadly including body positions and gestures, but more specifically facial expression, a subtle rise in temperature that caused the subject’s skin color to take on a tinge of pink, the faintest movement of his eyeball, and the tightening of certain muscles around his eyes, nose, or mouth. The cadence of the target’s words was easy to interpret; the muscular twitches of his exposed forearms were more complicated and elusive.

      “The goal wasn’t to tell when the subject was lying; rather, it was to catch the subtle signals and use them to organize a series of comments and questions that would steer the conversation and back the subject into a corner, leaving him to reveal in small snippets what he had been hiding.”

      Then Priest smiled again.

      “That’s why I laughed at your stare. It was both challenging and caring, just the sort of gaze that OBG might use once we had coaxed our subject to the edge of revelation.”

      Aggie nodded but remained silent. He didn’t want to interrupt Priest’s description of his work.

      “Sarge drilled us not to think. He raged at us when we tried to understand what was happening instead of unconsciously reacting to the signals. ‘If you think about it,’ he bellowed, ‘you’ll lose it. It’s got to be below your skin, outside your mind, unthinking reaction to a host of non-verbal signals. Signals that our early human ancestors were experts at reading because they had to interpret every signal in their environment, signals they got from other animals competing for the environment’s limited resources. Even signals from members of other human tribes.’”

      “Wow,” Aggie offered, “sounds like a drill sergeant.”

      “In a way, he was. But he may be one of the smartest people I’ve ever met. He had a handful of college degrees, but it was way more than that. Sarge’s grasp of history and philosophy spanned Western and Eastern teaching, and I think he possessed the same abilities that he was honing in us.”

      “What’s your real name?”

      Aggie surprised Priest by the question because he had given no reason for anyone at Tall Cedars to doubt that he was Darren Priest. But he was impressed once again with Aggie’s intuition.

      “Armando Listrani.”

      “Okay, then. Hmmm, Listrani. I know a restaurant in D.C. called Listrani’s.”

      “No connection,” Priest started to say ‘although I live outside of D.C.’ Then it dawned on him that he had talked around the highly classified information that described his life but had never even revealed where he lived. Nodding his head in understanding himself, Priest had to acknowledge that his career-long tendency to avoid discussing himself had somehow included his actual residence.

      But he wanted to make one more comment.

      “There were six of us in OBG. Three remain, including me, Pelman, and Kramer. Talkin, Brothers, and Ramon are gone. All three suicides.”

      Aggie pursed his lips and stared unblinking at Priest. A six-man team with half of them committing suicide.

      “Must be stressful work,” he said quietly.

      Priest returned Aggie’s gaze but didn’t comment.

      “But you’re out of that now,” Aggie queried, “right?”

      “I think so, but I’m reminded of something my commander said early on. ‘Some things you can’t unvolunteer for’.”

      “What does that mean, exactly?”

      Priest took a deep breath and looked down at his hands.

      “I haven’t been called back yet, but he basically was saying that people with certain talents are never forgotten by our government. If they need you, they’ll call. And you can’t unvolunteer once you’ve been involved.”

      Aggie looked at his new friend and understood the dilemma. But he also had newfound respect for what Priest was involved in.
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copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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