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				The water below me is inky green, waves lapping gently against the banks of a shade-dappled cove. It’s a warm summer’s evening, but I know the water will be cool here under these trees.

				Cool and deep.

				We’re not supposed to be here at all, much less climb the rocks and high dive from the top. The camp counselors think it’s dangerous, and they’re right. If you angle it wrong, hit the shallow part, slip and tumble, and smack the rocks, you could hurt yourself.

				Or worse. You could break your neck. That’s why this place is strictly off-limits.

				Not that I care.

				It is the evening of the third day since I’ve come here—a summer sports camp for boys located in southern Vermont near the New Hampshire border. I am here as a CIT, a counselor in training. There are campers and counselors who have met me, but they do not know who I am. My real identity.

				They do not know there is a soldier among them.

				I look down at the water below me.

				It’s dangerous to jump from up here. That’s what they say. Most kids are afraid to do it.

				Not me.

				I jump.

				There’s a thrilling sensation as I leap into space, open air around me, and then I am falling, falling, my speed increasing as I plunge headfirst into the lake. My angle is perfect and it sends me down through the water like a bullet. I kick to increase the depth of my dive, and the black bottom rushes up fast. For a second it looks like I misjudged, kicked too hard, and I’m going to smash into the lake floor and snap my neck. I stretch my arms out in front of me, brace for the sickening crunch of bone against rock.

				It doesn’t come.

				The water resistance slows me down just in time for my fingertips to lightly touch the bottom.

				I settle on the bottom. I pick up two heavy stones and hold them in my hands, using them to weigh me down.

				I stay where it is quiet and dark, where no people or thoughts can disturb me. My last mission was only a week ago, but it seems far away now.

				The girl seems far away. I can’t see her face in the darkness.

				I’m grateful for this.

				My lungs are burning, the oxygen depleted in my system. I let them burn. The pain feels good. It feels familiar.

				I am trained to deal with pain, to absorb its intensity, spreading it across my body until it disperses through the entire neural network.

				Physical pain is easy. It’s the other kind that’s new to me. The emotional kind.

				My body is screaming for oxygen, but I deny it, staying down an additional two minutes.

				Pain control. It’s good practice.

				When I’m done, I push off the bottom and hard kick my way to the surface. That’s when I see him. A boy standing on the riverbank, watching me.

				How did I miss this? Even underwater, I should be able to detect this level of attention directed toward me.

				The boy says, “You were down there so long, I thought you were dead.”

				“You wish.”

				He smiles and so do I.

				This boy’s name is Peter. He is a CIT in the bunk next to mine. I met him three days ago, and he has become my friend. An instant and easy friend.

				I am expert at making friends. It’s what I’ve been taught to do.

				Or at least pretend to do.

				“I saw you jump from the cliff,” Peter says, astonishment on his face.

				“That’s hardly a cliff,” I say.

				I climb out of the lake, shake water from my hair.

				“It looks like a cliff to me,” he says, looking up at the rocks. “A scary friggin’ cliff.”

				“Everything is scary to you. You play soccer with a mouth guard.”

				“I like my teeth. You can’t fault for me that.”

				“I like my teeth, too. But I’m not afraid to lose a couple for the cause.”

				“What cause? The stupid soccer league?”

				“Guess you’re not much of a team player, huh?”

				Peter laughs. The bell from the dining hall rings in the distance.

				“Is it dinnertime already?” I say.

				“That’s why I came to find you. That’s the second bell.”

				Two bells. We only get three. Then we miss dinner for being late. They’re trying to force some discipline onto the campers, and as CITs, we’re supposed to set a positive example.

				“Let’s get going,” I say. “I’m starved.”

				I pick up my T-shirt from the bank where I left it earlier. I slip it on as we head to camp.

				Peter turns his back to me, exposing himself to danger without knowing it. An attack from the blind spot is always the most effective. Before Peter realized what was happening, it would be too late.

				“What are they serving tonight?” I say.

				Peter looks back at me. I keep an appropriate distance, four feet. Nothing that will cause him to be alarmed.

				“It’s Fish Thursday,” he says. “That means excessive stink factor.”

				I grin at him.

				“You never laugh,” he says.

				“I laugh.”

				“You smile. You don’t laugh.”

				“What’s it to you?”

				“Nothing. I’m just saying.”

				This is why I limit my connection with people. They start to pay attention and ask questions. I look at Peter, the flop of brown hair that falls onto his forehead every time he moves his head. He is not a danger to me now. He’s just talking.

				“You seem serious today,” he says. “Something bothering you?”

				My thoughts drift to my last mission, a girl’s eyes looking up at me in a silent plea for mercy.

				“Have you ever done anything you regret?” I say. The words slip out before I realize what I’m saying.

				“That’s some question,” Peter says.

				Peter is sixteen like me. But he is a normal kid from the suburbs, a kid in eleventh grade, a kid who thinks he knows what’s going on in the world but who has seen nothing.

				I’m sixteen, but I’ve already lived two lives. I’ve seen people die. I’ve done the killing myself.

				“Forget I asked,” I say.

				He doesn’t speak, just walks with me through the forest that leads back to camp.

				“My brother,” he says. “That’s what I regret.”

				“I didn’t know you had a brother.”

				“He doesn’t talk to me anymore.”

				“You had a fight?”

				“He was using drugs a couple years ago and I found out and told my parents. Now he’s at boarding school on the other side of the country, and I’m the asshole brother who betrayed him.”

				“If he was using, you might have saved his life.”

				“Yeah, maybe. Or maybe it was just a phase, and I ruined his life. Hard to know.”

				“You did the right thing.”

				“That’s what the counselor at school told me. But I don’t know. If I was loyal, maybe I would have kept my mouth shut.”

				I look at Peter. I detect no lies, no subterfuge. He’s not trying to trick me or make me like him. He’s just telling a story, as friends do.

				“What about you?” Peter says. “What do you regret?”

				I asked the question, but I can’t answer it. I’m forbidden to give details about missions past or present.

				I live a secret life. Nobody knows the things I do or why I do them.

				“A girl.” That’s all I can say to him.

				“A hot girl?” he says.

				I smile. “Very hot.”

				“Did you two sleep together?”

				“I don’t want to talk about it.”

				Peter is arm’s length away, inside the kill zone.

				“I just wonder what you regret about her,” he says.

				The dinner bell rings for the third time.

				“Everything,” I say.
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				My real father.

				I am twelve years old, the time before The Program changed my life forever. My father is next to me, his arm warm around my shoulders.

				When I am awake, I don’t think about my father’s death. My feelings about it are buried far away where they cannot distract me. But when I am asleep, the memories return, along with the incredible pain of losing him.

				In the dream, my father has something important to tell me. It’s something he needs me to understand, something critical to my survival.

				I lean toward him. He opens his mouth to speak—

				But instead of his voice, I hear a popping noise, something like the sound a can of soda makes when you pull the top.

				The noise is familiar to me. It is the pop of a gas grenade, and in my mind’s eye, I see the familiar oblong metal encasement, a top with a pull ring. Yank and throw, and the grenade hits the floor and rolls as it has been designed to do.

				If this was a real noise, it will be followed by something else.

				The hissing sound of escaping gas. That is what I hear now.

				Move. Quickly.

				By the time I know the gas is real, my body is already in motion. I roll out of my bunk and hit the floor.

				I stay low because gas rises. It’s a warm summer’s night, but I know from my training that the gas will be warmer than the air at initial release. It will rise until it hits the roof, then collapse on itself and fall toward the floor. I have time. Seconds. Perhaps as much as half a minute.

				No more.

				I know all this without thinking. I know it instinctually, and that is enough, because I have been trained to act on instinct. Not to weigh the options, do a pros-and-cons list, strategize. There is a time to do all of those things, and then there is a different time.

				A time to survive.

				I am on my belly in the dark now, moving past the sleeping campers around me, crawling toward the bathroom area in the rear of the cabin.

				I listen to the gas releasing. A single canister.

				It’s a twelve-person cabin. I consider the size of the room, calculate the expansion and absorption rate. I consider the purpose of a gas grenade. There are three primary uses of gas attack:

				Cloak.
Disable.
Kill.

				Whatever the purpose of the attack, I suspect I am the target.

				After my last assignment, I was told to wait somewhere for further instructions. A certain hotel in a certain city. That is standard operating procedure for my employers, The Program. I carry out a mission, and then I wait for The Program to send me instructions.

				But sitting in an empty hotel room in a strange city, there was nothing but time to think about the things I had done. When the thinking got too loud, I went for a walk. The walk led me to a bus. The bus brought me to Vermont, where an ad posted on a local diner’s wall led me to the camp and a CIT position.

				I wanted to get away from the mission, the thoughts of the girl, and the dream of my father that comes when I wait.

				But the dreams followed me. Evidently so did someone else.

				I have an idea who it might be, but I can’t be sure. With a gas grenade releasing in the cabin, I have no recourse but to protect myself.

				Defend myself first, ask questions later.

				I consider all of this in the fifteen seconds it takes to inch on my belly toward the bathroom area in the back of the cabin, feel my way up the drainpipe under the sink, and reach across cool porcelain to find someone’s hand towel.

				I wet the towel and wrap it around my face to make a temporary mask. It should buy me a few extra seconds.

				There is a rear exit to the cabin, but I’m sure it will be guarded.

				I pause on the floor of the bathroom and I listen.

				No footsteps. That means they are waiting for the gas to do its job.

				That’s how I would undertake an operation like this. Seal the cabin, slide the gas canister through the front door, and wait. Then I would complete my assignment.

				What is their assignment right now? I don’t intend to be here to find out.

				With the wet towel on my face, I make my way not toward the front or rear door, but to a removable wooden square in the bathroom floor. My guess is that their recon has not uncovered its existence, because ours is the only cabin that has it. A secret Color Wars project from years past. That’s the story I was told, and it’s that story that caused me to choose this cabin. I pop open the trapdoor and drop into the cool dirt below.

				I do not know what’s waiting for me in the darkness outside.

				So I must be ready for anything.
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				I make out a handful of them in the dark, an advance team, tactical, aiming lasers playing across the wood of the cabin above me.

				I roll along the ground, exposed for a few precarious seconds until the motion carries me under the frame of a neighboring cabin.

				Peter’s cabin.

				I do not owe him anything. I’ve only been here for three days. I have stayed nearly invisible, my personality softened, everything about me fuzzed down like a dimmer switch turned to its lowest setting. Only Peter knows me, or at least the me I want him to know.

				Maybe he knows more. I’ve talked more than usual. I’ve needed to talk.

				Still, I should not care about him. Instead I should roll from beneath this cabin to another, hopscotching from cover to cover until I am on the edge of the camp and I can disappear into the woods.

				But I cannot let Peter suffer for befriending me. I have to warn him.

				So I pull myself from under his cabin, run my fingers up the wooden slats, and find a ledge beneath the window. There is only one soldier nearby, his laser aiming back toward my cabin, so I deadlift myself up by my fingertips, tilt up the window covering, and peer through the screen.

				There is a gas canister here, too, releasing its contents in the center of the floor.

				I gasp a lungful of clean air and thrust myself through the window screen. I stay low and move through the darkness, just under the layer of gas.

				I quickly locate Peter lying in his bunk.

				“Wake up!” I shake him.

				He’s nonrespondent. I lean down and listen to his chest. His heart’s still beating, slow but steady. His breathing is shallow but regular.

				The boy next to him is the same way. And the one next to him.

				Knockout gas. That’s what is in these grenades.

				I know now that Peter will survive, so I fling myself back through the window to the outside.

				The gas is everywhere now.

				It rolls from the cabin doors and floats across the ground like fog in the moonlight.

				I cannot help Peter. It’s too late for that. So I will help myself.

				I run.

				I fling myself against the side of a cabin, keeping my body close to the wall for cover. I wait for a moment then I dart out again, making my way cabin by cabin toward the safety of the forest that surrounds the camp.

				I make it to the furthermost cabin, but before I can make a break for the woods I see a mass of soldiers coming toward me, rising out of the darkness of the forest. There are at least two dozen of them, professional soldiers in tight formation following on the heels of the advance team. They are in Tychem Coveralls with breathers and night-vision goggles. Their guns are up and at the ready, lasers crisscrossing the area as they search for me.

				The soldiers are well trained and highly equipped. Could they be working for The Program? The Program doesn’t have military assets in the formal sense, but their reach is enormous, their resources nearly unlimited.

				And if it’s not The Program, who else could it be? I think about the many other groups I’ve brushed up against in previous missions. Rogue elements of the Mossad, Ministry of State Security agents from China, SZRU operatives from the Ukraine. None of them are likely to be able to track me, much less to the woods of Vermont, but now is not the time to take chances.

				I must try to escape.

				If I step away from the cover of the cabin wall, my heat signature will give me away. My only hope is to stay where the gas is heaviest. It may disrupt their enhanced vision long enough for me to get away.

				I dive for the nearest cloud of gas, but the soldiers are on me before I can do anything, a closing maneuver that overwhelms with sheer force.

				I freeze, caught in the open.

				The laser sights of their weapons play over my body. They surround me, circling, two dozen men with guns, with technological advantage, with overwhelming power.

				I rapid-scan the area, looking for angles, routes of escape, any way to reduce their firing solutions, but I do not find any.

				I am caught.

				I note the feet of the soldiers around me shuffling back and forth. Nerves. Overwhelming numbers and power, yet they are nervous.

				Which means they know who I am.

				How is that possible?

				Suddenly the circle parts, two of the soldiers stepping back to make space. A man comes out of the shadows and strides purposefully into the circle. He wears no protective suit, carries no weapons. Even before I see his face, I know who he is. I know from the certainty with which he moves. I have not seen him in more than two years, but we have spoken on the phone dozens of times as he guides me through my assignments.

				This is the man who trained me.

				The man I call Father.

				He is not my real father. He is something else. My commander.

				Now I know who has come for me. It is The Program. But why have they come like this, with dozens of soldiers?

				I watch Father’s face. It is impassive, unreadable.

				Something contracts in my chest, my breathing suddenly shallow.

				I give the feeling a name:

				Fear.

				But it fades almost as quickly as it arises.

				That’s how it’s always been. Things that would make other people afraid don’t seem to affect me.

				I look at Father coming toward me.

				Instead of being afraid, I recalculate the angles and odds. With a circle of fire aiming inward, Father’s presence has reduced the firing solutions by as much as twenty percent. They cannot shoot through him, so he has unwittingly tilted the odds. Not yet in my favor. But better.

				He comes closer until he is no more than eight steps away. Far enough to be out of range of a physical strike, close enough to be heard.

				“They do not know your name, so I will not use it,” he says quietly.

				I look at the soldiers.

				“These are not our people,” he says. “They think they’re backing a Homeland Security operation.”

				The Program is not Homeland Security. We are something else. Something that does not officially exist.

				“Why do you need them?” I say.

				“A precaution,” he says. “We didn’t know your status.”

				I scan the area, judging the size of the operation.

				“It’s a lot of people for a status check,” I say.

				I note the tension in Father’s jaw. There’s something he’s not telling me.

				“What do the soldiers know?” I say.

				“They know you are deadly. They know you are potentially an enemy to the United States.”

				An enemy?

				But I am the opposite of an enemy. I am a soldier for The Program, which means I am a patriot defending the United States. This is the basis of my training, the entire reason for The Program’s existence.

				Why would they think differently?

				Father does not provide me any clues. He crosses his arms and examines me from a distance.

				“It’s been a long time since I put eyes on you,” he says.

				“True,” I say.

				I haven’t seen Father since graduation day. I had fought dozens of people by that time, and I had an inch-deep knife wound in my shoulder. The knife belonged to Mike, my so-called brother in The Program. My brother who was ordered to kill me as a test.

				I survived my first fight with Mike. So I completed my training.

				“Graduation day,” Father says. “That was the last time.”

				He remembers, the same as I do.

				“That was two years ago,” I say.

				“Two years and a lifetime. You’ve done so many amazing things since then, grown in ways we could only dream of. Mother is very proud of you.”

				Mother. The woman who controls The Program.

				“So am I,” Father says. “Which is why I’m surprised to find us in this predicament.”

				He gestures to the soldiers around us.

				Predicament. Now I understand why this is happening. At least a little of it.

				“I’ve been off the grid for seventy-two hours,” I say.

				“Seventy-two hours or seventy-two minutes. You don’t go off grid. It’s not a part of what you do.”

				My protocol is to complete the assignment then wait for the next one. This is the perpetual cycle of my life. Work and wait. Work again.

				Simple.

				“Why would you come to a place like this?” Father says, looking around disdainfully.

				“I needed to get away,” I say.

				“Away from what?”

				My memories. But I don’t tell him that.

				“Just away,” I say.

				“You are a soldier,” Father says, as if he understands the problem without my telling him. “You do work that has to be done. Sometimes it can be unpleasant, but that’s not news to you.”

				“No.”

				“Then what happened?”

				The truth is that I don’t know. The old me would never be here at a camp, disobeying orders, even in the smallest way. The old me did not go off the grid. It wouldn’t even enter my consciousness.

				That was before my last mission.

				Before the girl.

				“Are you going to hurt an entire summer camp to punish me?” I say.

				“Hurt? No. They’re sleeping. About six hours, and they’ll wake up with terrible headaches and diarrhea. They won’t remember anything. Worst-case scenario, they’ll examine last night’s dinner in the trash. It will be filled with salmonella. We’ll lace it before we go.”

				“That will explain their symptoms.”

				“An entire camp feels bad the morning after Fish Thursday. Life is cruel like that.”

				But maybe I am the cruel one. I came here after all. And what did I think would happen to these boys? To Peter?

				Father takes another step toward me. His voice softens.

				“I know why you did what you did,” he says.

				The statement surprises me. I watch Father more closely.

				“The thing with the mayor’s daughter shook you up,” he says.

				His voice is uncharacteristically sympathetic, like he’s talking to someone he cares about and wants to help. I feel my body relax the tiniest bit.

				“You understand?” I say.

				“You needed some time,” he says. “You could have asked us for it. You could have made the call.”

				My special iPhone. Destroyed at the end of each mission. That’s standard operating procedure. But I didn’t pick up another one. That’s where things got strange.

				“It was wrong of me to cut off communication,” I say.

				I look at the two dozen soldiers around me standing at full readiness, fingers inside trigger guards.

				These men are prepared to fire.

				That’s the first lesson of weapons training. Do not touch the trigger unless you’re prepared to fire.

				Father said the soldiers were here as a precaution, but they have not lowered their weapons. Which means Father does not trust me.

				It’s true that I went off grid, but this reaction seems out of proportion. Father could have sent a car to pick me up or passed a message through channels. He could have made up some excuse and knocked on the door of my cabin. There are a thousand ways he could contact me if he wanted to do so, none of which involve weapons.

				So what is going on here?

				I calculate the angles, the danger to myself and Father, the bullet trajectories.

				I look for an escape.

				I might make it to one rifle, use it to take out the one opposite. But these men are not stupid and they have staggered their positions so as not to be directly in each other’s lines of fire. Still, I might achieve something. I might take out one or two. Maybe even four. But two dozen men?

				Perhaps if I got to Father first, the soldiers would not shoot—

				No. Everyone is expendable. That’s what I’ve been taught.

				Father. Mother. All of these soldiers.

				And, of course, me.

				“I know what you’re thinking,” Father says.

				“Do you?”

				“Naturally. I taught you how to think.”

				“What am I thinking?”

				“You’re wondering the purpose of these soldiers and why they have not lowered their weapons. And you’re calculating angles.”

				“How do you know?” I say.

				“That’s what I would do in your situation.”

				“Have you ever been in my situation?”

				He doesn’t answer, only smiles at me. A sly smile.

				That’s when I see it. The way out.

				I’ve been thinking about it wrong. I don’t need to use Father as a deterrent.

				I need him as a shield.

				Get to the first soldier, use his rifle to take out the two across, then grab Father and use his body to protect me against the inevitable fusillade of bullets.

				If I sacrifice Father, I will live. I play it out in my head, and I know my chances are good.

				My facial expression does not change, not in any way a normal person could detect, but Father is not a normal person.

				He grins. “You see it, don’t you?” he says.

				“I do.”

				The calculus of bodies and angles in space. A human puzzle devised by Father as a test.

				It’s always a test, that’s what I’ve come to understand.

				“It’s you or me,” he says. “But not both.”

				I nod.

				“You’ve been trained to protect The Program and survive at all costs,” Father says. “That’s your mission imperative.”

				I look from Father to the soldiers. I take a long, slow breath, preparing myself to leap at him.

				“Would you sacrifice me to complete your mission?” Father says.

				“I’d have to determine which of us was more valuable to The Program.”

				“And then?”

				“And then I’d do what I had to do,” I say. “I’m loyal to the mission. Not to you.”

				That’s all it takes.

				Father raises his hand, signaling to the soldiers. I brace myself for the pain of multiple bullets.

				It doesn’t come.

				Instead fingers are removed from triggers. Guns are lowered. The circle disperses.

				“I came to check on you,” Father says. “But I see now that you are well.”

				I was right. It was a test.

				And I passed.

				The soldiers walk back into the forest. Father comes toward me now, a wide smile on his face.

				“Well done,” he says.

				“You needed all these troops to make your point?” I say.

				His face turns serious.

				“There are some things you don’t know,” he says.

				“What kinds of things?”

				He looks around the camp. “Not here,” he says. He turns toward the forest. “I think we need some father-son time.”

				“What do you have in mind?”

				“A driving lesson.”

				“I already know how to drive.”

				“A different kind of driving lesson,” he says, and he heads into the woods.

				I have no choice but to follow him into the darkness.
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				Military trucks are parked in a convoy. This is the staging area for the operation in camp.

				“Are you ready for your lesson?” Father says.

				He reaches into his pocket, removes a key chain, and tosses it to me.

				“I know how to drive a Humvee,” I say.

				“I don’t mean the trucks,” he says with a smile.

				He points to a clearing beyond the staging area. I note the blades of a helicopter rotor camouflaged in the forest.

				“I’m not rated for a helicopter,” I say.

				“Not yet,” he says.
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				I’m piloting the helicopter with Father next to me, watching the ground whip by beneath. Apple orchards, farmland, stretches of forest. The beauty of the Northeast spreads out for miles in all directions.

				“How do you like her?” Father says over the roar of the wind.

				“She’s a beautiful machine,” I say.

				Helicopters are complex to fly, even more so than small planes. I did seven and a half hours in a trainer as part of my initial studies in The Program, but I didn’t get my rating. It was deemed unnecessary. I received enough training to understand the flight dynamics along with the basic controls and electronics should I need to talk about helicopters in conversation, or more likely, if I intercepted information about them and had to interpret what I was seeing.

				But now I’m actually flying a military helicopter under Father’s tutelage.

				“Pull the cyclic toward you,” Father says. “Gently. That’s it. Now give it some throttle.”

				I do as he says, and the craft adjusts, the angle steepening as we aggressively power forward.

				“This is great!” I say.

				“She’s a beast,” Father says. “This is a domestic variation, but you should see the real thing in combat.”

				“I’d like to,” I say. A blur of speed, a flash of dark blue as a lake goes by, all of it accompanied by the whoop of rotors churning above us.

				I can’t help but smile. How many sixteen-year-olds get to fly a helicopter?

				A small mountain looms several miles ahead, high enough that we won’t clear it. I bank east, anticipating it with plenty of time to spare.

				“You didn’t think you could handle her, did you?”

				“I wasn’t sure.”

				“But you can,” Father says. “You can do anything. You just have to remember your lessons.”

				Father is being kind, guiding and teaching me. This is how it was when I came to The Program. I lived and trained for two years at the house. I passed from normal life into this new life, a life most people only experience for a few hours when they’re watching a great movie.

				“I brought you up here so we could talk man-to-man,” Father says.

				I glance over to find him looking at me. I don’t like what I see. I grip the cyclic too hard, and the helicopter tilts left.

				Father notes it with an eyebrow raise.

				He reaches across my seat, puts his hand on top of mine, and adjusts the flight path. His touch surprises me, the sudden intimacy of his hand on mine in this small space. But his adjustment does the trick. The helicopter stabilizes.

				“Are you off the reservation?” Father says, his voice serious.

				“Why would you think that?”

				“You went away.”

				“I took a break,” I say.

				The mountain has somehow returned to the center of my windscreen in the last adjustment. I bleed off power and angle the rotors to take us out of its path. But before I can complete the maneuver, Father reaches over and puts his hand on top of mine, clamping down and preventing a change of direction.

				That puts the mountain in front of us on a collision course.

				“I said a man-to-man talk. That means we tell each other the truth,” Father says.

				The test with the soldiers was not enough. I see now that there is another test.

				There’s always another test.

				Father is challenging me directly.

				Do not fight power with power. Flow and redirect it.

				That’s a principle of many martial arts, and it’s a lesson I have been taught over and over again by Mother.

				So I don’t argue with Father. Instead I tell him the truth. As much of it as I can.

				“I went away because I needed time to think,” I say.

				“We give you time between assignments.”

				“I needed my own time. In my own way.”

				Father puts more pressure on my hand. The craft angles forward and down, the mountain threatening before us.

				“We’re in danger,” I say.

				“Exactly. It’s a crisis of confidence,” Father says. “You in us. And us in you.”

				The mountain side comes into focus. What looked like a beautiful mosaic of green and brown from a distance becomes jagged rock peaks and sharply angled trees.

				“After the mission I was waiting in the hotel as instructed,” I say. “But the thinking started.”

				I hesitate, not knowing how much I can risk telling him.

				“The thinking?” Father says. “What is that?”

				I glance through the windscreen. Forty-five seconds until impact.

				“Sometimes it gets difficult for me between missions,” I say. “I start thinking about the past and the things I’ve done. I came here because I needed to clear my head.”

				“You weren’t hiding from us?”

				“No.”

				Collision sirens blare. Lights flash red across my instrument panel.

				“What can we do to help you?” Father says.

				“Get me back to work,” I say.

				Father watches me carefully, his hand never moving from the cyclic.

				Fifteen seconds before impact. My eyes scan the mountain side ahead. The density of the trees, the lack of a landing zone.

				“I need to know where your loyalties lie,” Father says. “Are you still with us?”

				Why is he asking me these questions?

				“Who else would I be loyal to?” I say.

				I note the square set of Father’s jaw as he searches my face for the truth.

				Then, suddenly, he removes his hand from the controls.

				But it’s too late.

				“Prepare for impact,” I say, bracing my back against the seat to protect my spine.

				“Listen and do exactly what I tell you,” Father says. “Pull the cyclic aft, reduce the collective, and give it hard right pedal.”

				I do it. I don’t ask questions.

				G-force pushes me forward as the helicopter rapidly decelerates.

				“Now gain altitude. Faster.”

				We rise and bank tightly, wind whipping by outside, the mountain coming up fast—

				And then as if by magic, the aircraft shudders and lightens, the angle increasing as we clear the mountain by no more than ten feet. I wait for the crunch of metal on stone, for the skids to catch on a tree branch and yank us down, for any one of a dozen things that could propel us into a fiery impact.

				But they don’t come.

				We are clear. We are safe.

				“What’s happening here?” I say. “The raid at camp, this flight, all of your questions—this is not about me going away for a few days.”

				Father pauses, taking time to choose his words carefully.

				“Someone went missing,” he says.

				“Someone?”

				“A soldier. Like you.”

				“Was it Mike?”

				Mike is the only Program soldier I know other than me.

				“It’s not Mike,” Father says. “Something like this would never happen to Mike.”

				“Who, then?”

				“Someone else.”

				There are others.

				That’s what Father’s telling me without saying it directly. There are other operatives in The Program besides Mike and me. I thought there might be, but I’ve never known for sure.

				“So you lost a man?” I say.

				“A boy,” Father says. “He was just a boy. He disappeared a few weeks ago, then you cut off communication. You can understand why we needed to be cautious in finding you.”

				This explains Father’s behavior, his testing me.

				“The soldier,” I say. “What happened to him?”

				“He’s dead,” Father says.

				Father’s voice is matter-of-fact, but his face is tense. When I glance at him, and he’s looking forward through the windscreen, refusing to make eye contact with me.

				“It’s happened before?” I ask.

				“Never.”

				I search his face for any sign of an emotional response to losing one of his soldiers, but I don’t detect any.

				“You’re wondering what I’m feeling,” Father says.

				“I am.”

				“My feelings are separate from the assignment. I don’t bring them to work.”

				Now it’s my turn to avoid Father’s look. There is an implied criticism here. I had feelings about my last mission, and it affected my behavior afterward. That was unprofessional of me.

				“We are at war,” Father says. “There are casualties. I mourn privately, then I move on.”

				I think of the girl from my last mission whose face I still see.

				She had a name.

				Samara.

				Father is right. It’s time for me to move on.

				“Tell me more about the soldier,” I say.

				“He was on a critical assignment when communication was severed,” Father says.

				“Do you know for sure he’s dead?”

				“We haven’t recovered a body. But he was inside for three months without a problem, and then he dropped off the map. It’s been over a month since we’ve heard from him. There’s no other reason he could disappear for that length of time.”

				I try to think of a scenario where I would not be able to communicate on a mission. Not just for a few hours, but for weeks in a row.

				“Maybe he’s imprisoned?” I say.

				Father shakes his head. “We have protocols for that.”

				Father is referring to the prime objectives that govern my operations.

				1. Protect The Program.
2. Survive.

				The issue is that objective one can negate objective two, because in the highly unlikely scenario where I am imprisoned and my identity is revealed, I must protect The Program first and foremost. If it is not possible to both survive and protect The Program, the organization comes first.

				I would have to sacrifice myself.

				I’ve never been put in that position, but I believe I have the courage to do it if the time ever comes.

				“Do you understand?” Father says.

				I nod. “There’s no way he could be alive.”

				“That’s right,” Father says.

				Whether the soldier was revealed, caught, or captured, he must be dead now.

				I think about what he might have faced on assignment, a situation grave enough to overcome both his training and the resources of The Program. I try to imagine what that might have been, but I cannot.

				“I’m sorry your soldier was killed,” I say, “but I don’t understand what it has to do with me.”

				“We lost the mission,” Father says.

				A lost mission. That’s Program parlance for a failed operation. It’s an expression I’ve never had to use before, one I’ve never even heard spoken out loud.

				“You’re saying the soldier was killed before he completed his assignment?”

				“Yes,” Father says. “And we need you to go in and finish the job.”
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				We fly for a while, long enough that we eventually cross the Vermont–New Hampshire border and continue on a nearly straight line east.

				“Have you heard the name Eugene Moore?” Father asks.

				Something about the name disturbs me. I must have come across it at some point in the past. My memory works like that, memorizing salient facts and sorting them into rough categories so that I can access them later if need be.

				Eugene Moore equals violence/danger. That’s what comes up.

				“Eugene Moore runs a military camp for teens in rural New Hampshire,” Father says.

				That’s when I remember where I’ve heard the name. “It’s not a typical military camp,” I say. “It’s like a training facility for the children of right-wingers.”

				“Correct,” Father says. “It’s called Camp Liberty, and he refers to it as training for the ‘other’ army, the army of the people. Say your politics run to the far right—so far right you don’t trust the government—but you want your kid to know how to shoot a gun and run around in the woods. You don’t send him to a standard military academy. You send him to Eugene Moore.”

				Father points, suggesting a course correction to the south.

				“Wasn’t Moore in the army himself?” I ask.

				“He rose to lieutenant colonel before he was court-martialed for disobeying orders.”

				“Something political, right?”

				“He was holding political rallies in uniform during active duty. They began court-martial proceedings, but he sued and ended up with an administrative discharge. It’s a big point of pride for him. He considers himself a conscientious objector. You take his radical political beliefs, add them to a pile of money from wealthy supporters along with serious tech know-how, and you have a dangerous formula.”

				“This camp. Where is it?”

				“It’s set in a valley in the mountains north of Manchester, New Hampshire. This is no cabin in the woods. It’s a sophisticated, hightech operation, nearly impenetrable by ground or air.”

				“You said the camp is made up of kids.”

				“That’s right.”

				“Why does The Program care if kids want to play soldier in the woods?”

				Father pauses. “That’s an unusual question.”

				“It’s an unusual situation.”

				Normally I don’t ask the reason behind a mission. It’s unnecessary, even distracting. My job involves target acquisition, pure and simple. I concern myself with who, not why.

				But this time things are different.

				I say, “I’m being brought in to complete a lost mission, and that’s never happened before. I need as much information as I can get.”

				“I don’t disagree with you,” Father says. “That’s one of the reasons I’m here in person.”

				I usually receive my briefings remotely via social media, the assignment dossiers hidden in plain sight behind ever-changing Facebook profiles.

				“I’m going to answer your question,” Father says. “I just don’t want there to be any misunderstandings in the future. This is a onetime deal.”

				“I understand,” I say.

				Father nods. “We care about Camp Liberty because our assets have picked up indications of troubling activity online, emanating from the camp. They are probing infrastructure in the Northeast. Electrical plants, Department of Transportation computers, and the like. Individually, they’ve been mostly benign computer breaches, but taken as a whole, the portrait is troubling. Our algorithms suggest there’s something big coming, and we can’t wait for it to happen. We have to act now.”

				“When are you sending me in?”

				Father studies my face, trying to determine something. After a moment he says:

				“We’ve got to take care of a few things with you first.”

				Father points out the window to the right.

				“That’s Manchester up ahead,” Father says. “We’re going to that set of buildings just outside of town.”

				He indicates a sprawling structure set off from the highway, one roof marked with a large white cross with an H painted in the center.

				“A hospital?” I say.

				“That’s right. When’s the last time you had a physical?”

				Father knows when it was. Two years ago, when Mike stuck a knife in my chest during my final exam.

				I don’t bring that up. Instead I say, “It’s been a long time.”

				“We need you at full operating capacity before your mission.”

				On the rooftop, a man in an orange jumpsuit waves his arms at me.

				I say, “We’re not a hospital chopper. We’ll attract attention.”

				“We initiated a CDC emergency protocol. The hospital has prepped and cleared an entire floor for us. They won’t know who we really are.”

				The Program is invisible in the world. Like me, it can appear to be whatever it wants to be, but I have not seen it use resources to this degree—Homeland Security troops to find me, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention regulations to take over hospital facilities. The fact that they’re using so many resources indicates how important this is to them.

				“We’ll get you looked at, then I’ll finish your briefing,” Father says.

				I note that Father didn’t answer my question about when I will go after Moore, but now is not the time to probe further.

				The man in orange is signaling using red flashlights to guide me in to the rooftop. The way he waves his arms, it almost looks like he’s warning me to stay away.
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				The floor is completely deserted, gurneys at the ready, machinery hooked up but unused. The man stops in front of an empty doorway, and without a word, he walks away.

				As I reach for the door, it opens.

				A beautiful young woman in a white lab coat is looking at me. She has long dark hair and intense eyes.

				“I’m Dr. Acosta. Father and Mother assigned me to take care of you today.”

				I examine her face, note the subtle hint of makeup around her eyes.

				“Lucky me,” I say.

				“You haven’t heard what I’m going to do to you yet.”

				“Should I be worried?”

				“You don’t look like a guy who worries much,” she says.

				“I’m more sensitive than I look.”

				“Maybe we should send you to the shrink instead of me.”

				“You’re not the shrink?”

				“I deal with the body only,” she says.

				“I knew there was a reason I liked you.”

				I note the smile at her lips. It’s quickly wiped away and replaced with a physician’s countenance.

				“Let’s get started,” she says. “Take off your shirt.”

				She begins a lengthy physical exam followed by a stress test, lung and heart capacity measurements, ECG and EKG, and a full blood work-up. Dr. Acosta guides me through the process quickly and professionally with a minimum of conversation. She’s young, but she’s obviously very good at what she does.

				With the preliminaries completed, she guides me down the hall to an imaging laboratory. In the center of the room sits a high-tech diagnostic machine. It appears to be something like a CT scanner, but I don’t recognize some of the technology employed there.

				“What am I looking at?” I ask.

				“It’s a state-of-the art sixty-four-slice SabreLight PET/CT scanner with advanced assessment protocols. Any more questions?”

				“Will you hold my hand during the scan?”

				“No, but I’ll give you a lollipop after,” she says.

				“Deal.”

				“Okay, then. Lie back and enjoy the ride.”

				I lie down on the table. Dr. Acosta adjusts a few dials on the side of the device, makes sure I’m positioned correctly, then steps into the safety of an adjoining room, where she can watch me through the glass. It’s dark in her room, and I can just make out her outline hunched over a control panel.

				“Are you ready?” she says, her voice coming through a speaker on the side of the machine.

				I give her the thumbs-up.

				The machine starts to whir and move over me.

				I glance toward Dr. Acosta behind the glass. I notice a taller figure has joined her now. I recognize the stiffness to his posture.

				It’s Father.

				“Take a deep breath and relax,” Dr. Acosta says over the speaker. “Don’t move for a little bit.”

				The machine clicks and whirs as the scanner passes over me from head to toe, one full scan. I prepare to get up, when Dr. Acosta says, “Just another minute, please.”

				The scanner passes up my body again, this time stopping at chest level.

				I feel a surge of warmth in the area beneath the scar on my chest. It’s followed by a wave of dizziness.

				“I’m feeling a little light-headed,” I say.

				“We took a lot of blood earlier,” Dr. Acosta says. “It’s not out of the ordinary.”

				The sensation of heat beneath my scar increases almost to the point of being painful, and then suddenly it’s gone.

				“Better now?” Dr. Acosta says through the speaker.

				“Much,” I say.

				“A few more seconds—”

				The machine whirs to a stop, the assembly moving up over my head and away from my body.

				I take a deep breath and glance through the window.

				Father is gone.

				“We’re done,” Dr. Acosta says.

				I rub the area over my scar.

				“Can I get my lollipop now?” I say.

				“Darn, we ran out,” Dr. Acosta says. “I promise I’ll get you one next time.”

				“I’m very disappointed, Doc.”

				“Life is filled with disappointment,” she says. “Rest there for a few moments and someone will be in to get you.”
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				Twenty minutes go by before Dr. Acosta comes in. She seems more energetic than before, her hair freshly combed, her cheeks ruddy with blush.

				“Excellent news,” she says. “You’re approved for assignment.”

				“Anything I need to be concerned about?”

				“Father will tell you everything you need to know.”

				“Father’s not a doctor,” I say.

				I turn on the charm, giving her a warm smile. My intuition is telling me I need to see the results of the scan. My hand unconsciously rises to my chest, my finger probing the scar there. I purposefully put my hand back by my side.

				“He’s not a doctor,” Acosta says, “but rest assured he understands the information I share with him.”

				“I have no doubt,” I say. “But I’m thinking a peek at the results would be helpful. I’m a raw data man.”

				She studies me for a long moment.

				“A peek at the results isn’t possible,” she says. “But there’s something else we should do before you go.”

				She begins to unbutton her lab coat. It takes a moment to understand what I’m seeing. Then she unbuttons the top button of her blouse and there’s no doubt of what I’m seeing.

				“Is this part of the physical?” I say.

				“In a manner of speaking. Let’s just say it’s a component of my professional duties.”

				“Father’s idea?”

				She shakes her head. “Mother thought you needed some R&R.”

				She undoes the remaining buttons of her blouse, revealing a pink lace push-up bra beneath.

				“Nice of Mother to think of me.”

				“Forget about Mother,” she says. “You’ve got more interesting things to focus on.”

				A hint of perfume rises from her cleavage as she reaches for me.

				We kiss. Her lips are soft and warm, wet with some gloss she must have applied before she came back into the room. I think about what’s going to happen, the pleasure and possibility of it.

				Then I think of something else.

				I put a hand on her shoulder to stop her.

				“What’s wrong?” she says.

				My last mission is in my head. The things that happened in New York.

				“I can’t,” I say.

				“Can’t?”

				“I don’t want to. Not now.”

				She searches my eyes for meaning, but I don’t show her any. After a moment she steps back. I suspect this will be included in her report. Mother and Father will wonder about it, but I’ll deal with that when the time comes.

				“It’s not that I don’t appreciate the sentiment,” I say.

				“There’s no sentiment here. This is strictly professional, which incidentally doesn’t mean I wouldn’t have enjoyed it.”

				She hesitates for a moment, perhaps giving me another chance. I don’t take it.

				She sighs, tucking in her blouse as she walks to the door.

				“Maybe another time,” she says.

				“I wouldn’t rule it out,” I say.

				She smiles at me and I smile back. I consider changing my mind, but I don’t. Better to focus on the mission at hand. Everything is easier when I’m on assignment.

				She turns before going out. “Good luck with everything,” she says.

				“I don’t need luck.”

				“I know you don’t,” she says. “But it’s what normal people say to each other.”

				I’m not a normal person.

				That’s what I think, but I don’t say it.

				She opens the door to find Father waiting. She nods once, hands him my medical chart, and continues on her way. Father comes into the room and closes the door behind him.

				“Did you enjoy your visit to the doctor?” he says.

				“I was too distracted to enjoy it.”

				He looks at me, concerned.

				“The assignment,” I say. “I’d like to get started as soon as possible.”

				“I can understand that,” he says.

				“You saw my test results?”

				“All positive. Dr. Acosta has cleared you for assignment.”

				I pick up my shirt, but before I can put it on, Father steps forward to examine the knife scar on my pec. “This has healed nicely,” he says.

				I glance at the scar. I think of Samara asking about it before we made love in New York.

				“It’s an identifier,” I say to Father. “A vulnerability.”

				“We’ve thought about that.”

				“I’d like it gone.”

				Father nods. “We’ll schedule a plastic surgery in the near future. We’ll cover it up forever.”

				“Good.”

				“But not now. Now we need you back in the field.”

				“That’s what I need, too,” I say.

				“Then it’s time to begin,” he says.
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