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PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS OF STEPHEN COONTS

“Coonts has perfected the art of the high-tech adventure story.”

—Library Journal

 


“Dramatic, diverting action … Coonts delivers.”

—Booklist

 


“Extraordinary! Once you start reading, you won’t want to stop!”

—Tom Clancy

 


“Coonts knows how to write and build suspense … this is the mark of a natural storyteller.”

—The New York Times Book Review

    



Authors’ Note

The National Security Agency, Central Intelligence Agency, Federal Bureau of Investigation, National Security Council, and Marines are, of course, real. While based on an actual organization affiliated with the NSA and CIA, Desk Three and all of the people associated with it in this book are fiction. The technology depicted here either exists or is being developed.

Details of some actual security procedures and equipment have been omitted or changed in the public interest.
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Charles Dean saw her first.

The beauty of her face sliced past his jet lag, shocking his eyes and reaching whatever primal instinct it is that makes a man react immediately to beauty. The bright glint of her smile stood out against her rounded cheeks like the chiseled perfection of a Michelangelo sculpture, their milky whiteness accentuated by the red-orange curls streaming back from her head like flames. The rest of her body was as beautiful as her face, but it was the face—her eyes, her mouth, her smile—that caught his attention, riveting him so that he stared through the window of the London bus. It captured him so completely that when the smile began to change to a frown he felt the woman’s sadness. As her expression changed from frown to confusion he, too, became puzzled. And then he realized what was happening: the woman on the street was being robbed.

In the next moment he saw that his partner—they were traveling covertly to the same destination, not sitting together—was rushing past him to get out of the bus. Dean got up as well, following, thinking that he had lost track of the stops and missed the one where they were supposed to get off and have breakfast. It wasn’t until he reached the steps of the double-decker bus that he realized his companion, NSA Deep Black operative Tommy Karr, was running to help the girl.


The bus stopped just long enough for them to get out. Dean got to the sidewalk and started to follow Karr. The other op was a bear of a man and when walking seemed to lumber, but once sprinting he could move extremely fast. He was moving now, pulling far ahead, past the woman and closing on the thief. Dean chased them around the corner toward a narrow alleyway. Professional paranoia kicked in as Dean neared the alley; belatedly he twisted backward, checking to make sure he hadn’t been followed. He slowed his pace to little more than a trot and turned into the alley, warily watching the sides to make sure he hadn’t run into an ambush.

Karr and the thief were gone, but the woman stood a few yards away, hands on knees catching her breath. If anything, she looked more beautiful in her distress.

“What are you doing?” hissed a low voice at the side of Dean’s head.

Dean went to the girl. Her hands were balled up in fists and her face white with anger.

“They stole my purse,” she said between breaths. “I have my wallet in there. All my money. Keys.”

“Are you all right?” Dean asked.

“I have my pictures and credit cards and everything.”

A mild French curse tripped out of her mouth. Dean was surprised and then realized she had been speaking English with an American accent.

“What are you doing?” repeated the voice.

“Helping someone,” he answered aloud.

The girl looked up at him. She was in her early twenties, younger than he’d thought.

“Just talking to myself,” he told her. “Bad habit.”

“They stole my bag,” said the girl. “There were two of them—a short skinny one and a blond hunk.”

“The hunk’s not a thief,” said Dean. “He’s a friend of mine. He’s trying to help.”

“Oh.” She unclenched her fists and curled her arms in front of her breasts, holding herself protectively. “Oh. Well, thanks.”


The girl wore a knit top over her skirt; the top stopped just high enough to let her tanned belly peek out. It wasn’t a belly at all; it was taut and tight, as if she were an athlete. She wore Nikes on her feet, black running shoes with red ripples up the middle.

“You have a mission, for cryin’ out loud!” said the voice in his head. “You’re not a tourist!”

Dean ignored the voice. Karr told him this would get easier to do; like much the younger man said, that prediction had proven correct.

“Which way did they go?” Dean asked the girl.

“Over that wall. Do you think he’ll catch him?”

A thick hand and then a shock of golden hair appeared at the top of the wall as if in answer. Tommy Karr vaulted his six-eight frame over the wall, grinning and holding the girl’s purse in his paw.

“Hey, of course I’ll catch him,” Karr said. “Pipsqueak like that? Give me a break.” Karr stalked forward, pocketbook in hand. “Here you go, ma’am.” He turned and winked at Dean. “Hey, Charlie. What are you doing in London?”

“Backing you up,” said Dean.

“Thanks.” Karr turned back to the girl, who was going through the purse. “All there?”

“Yes.”

Dean saw the smile he’d seen from a distance up close now. Her eyes flashed and Dean realized the girl was going to kiss Karr; he felt a twinge of jealousy and even disappointment, wishing that he’d been the one to grab the thief.

“Aw, hey, it was nothing,” said Karr as she kissed him on the cheek. Karr blushed a decent red—something Dean had never seen him do. “Saved you a trip to the police station. Come on, Charlie; you owe me a coffee from the last time you backed me up. Better make it breakfast,” he added, starting to walk from the alley. “I just worked up an appetite.”

“Let me treat you,” said the girl.

“Sorry,” said Dean. “We, uh, we have to talk business.”


“Business before pleasure,” said Karr. He laughed—Tommy Karr always laughed—and waved at her. “Forget about it.”

“Well, at least tell me your name.”

“Kjartan Magnor-Karr,” said Karr. “But you can call me Tommy.”

“Tommy?”

“The name’s a long story. But it’s easier to say than Kjartan, right?”

“I’m Deidre Clancy.”

“Great. See ya around,” said Karr. He jumped back into motion, trotting out into the street to hail an approaching black cab.

“That was an extremely foolish thing to do,” hissed the voice in Dean’s head as he and Karr settled into the back of the cab. The voice belonged to Marie Telach, who was the supervisor in what was known as “the Art Room,” a high-tech situation room and information center at the headquarters of the National Security Agency in Fort Meade, Maryland. The Art Room connected field operatives such as Dean and Karr with the full range of NSA resources, including satellite data and real-time code breaking, to use the layman’s term for cryptography. Dean and Karr were part of the small cadre of agents who worked for the Desk Three covert operations group, generally known by its codeword designation “Deep Black”—assuming, of course, that it was known at all.

Deep Black had been designed to bring the agency’s technological edge to covert operations, and it certainly did that. Some of its gadgets bordered on science fiction. To take one example: while the communications system that the agents used had actually been perfected in the early 1990s, it was still at least a generation beyond the systems used by even the most advanced security teams, eschewing traditional earbuds for chip sets implanted near the ear. While there were some technical limitations with the coverage, a system of satellites kept them in instant contact throughout most of the Northern Hemisphere and a
good portion of the Southern. The system included a wireless microphone, antenna, and controls integrated with the agent’s clothes, usually in his belt.

Dean, a relative newcomer to Deep Black and by far the oldest field operative, was somewhat dubious about the technology. The communications system might allow the Art Room to supply an agent with up-to-the-moment intelligence all right, but it also let the people there interfere with what was going on. Telach’s job was to supervise the specialists on duty in the Art Room, including the “runner” who fed information to the team during a mission. But Telach tended to act as if she controlled the field ops as well. Dean, who had seen the results of “input” from headquarters during the final days of the Vietnam War, bristled at the idea that someone in a bunker several thousand miles away had a better idea of what to do than he did.

Karr, however, was used to Telach hounding him. He handled her as he handled nearly everything—with a joke.

“Hey, Mom,” he said aloud. “What’s up?”

“Don’t give me one of your routines, Karr. You’re lucky Mr. Rubens wasn’t here. He’d’ve read you the riot act.”

“What, he took off again? I thought he worked twenty-four /seven.”

“I’m not in the mood for your smart-aleck answers today, Tommy. It’s still pretty early back here. Now let’s stick to the game plan from now on.”

“Yeah, sure. The game plan was breakfast, right?”

Dean looked at the cabbie in the rearview mirror. If he thought his passengers were “crackers,” he kept the proverbial cabbie’s silence about it.

“Breakfast?” Karr asked Dean.

“Good for me.”

“We have time, right? The meeting hasn’t been changed?”

“It’s still at two,” said Telach tersely.

“Well, there you go,” said Karr.

“Tommy, I realize this is a routine assignment, but please, stick to the game plan from now on. Get breakfast, then take
a quick look at the park and play tourist for a few hours. Don’t chase any more purse snatchers.”

“Shepherd’s pie would hit the spot,” said Karr. “Can you get that this early?”

“I’ll settle for some coffee,” said Dean as the cabdriver finally glanced in the mirror to see what the crazy conversation was about.
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Mussa Duoar was not an unintelligent man, but he did not understand the equations or the mechanics of the computer simulation the engineer demonstrated for him. He only knew that the changing lines on the screen represented a three-dimensional wave rushing toward shore. As they reached the edges of the green trapezoid on the computer panel, they nudged the top of the scale drawn there, which represented fifty meters above sea level.

“The force of the explosion creates a series of waves that are amplified by the geography of the Channel,” said the engineer in his rapid, Pakistani-inflected English. “You have the initial shock wave, followed by the Chunnel collapsing. As the energy waves radiate away at a rapid speed, they meet a series of underwater promontories which increase the effect, as we see in this set of equations. Interestingly, the angle is quite significant, due to the amplitude.”

Mussa smiled at the engineer. “Je ne comprends pas,” he said in French.

The man blinked at him. Though he had come from Pakistan to France nearly three years before, he didn’t understand more than a few words of the language. Mussa, who spoke Arabic, English, and several North African languages besides French, switched back to English. “I don’t understand. Can you put this in words for a simple layman?”


“Of course,” said the engineer indulgently. He had to speak very loudly, because the office was located in the upper floors of a printing factory in the city of Paris. There were advantages to this—the rest of the floor was empty and there were no workers nearby, save for the two men on Mussa’s payroll guarding the door outside. But the incessant pounding of the machines below made it difficult to think, let alone hear someone else speaking. The sound was so loud that a gun could be fired here without being heard elsewhere in the building—Mussa had already tested this for himself.

“The explosion and collapse of the tunnel beneath the Channel is like the earth shifting across a fault line during an earthquake,” said the engineer. “The speed and size of the drop represent a great deal of energy. That energy is transferred through the water as a wave. As the wave hits the shallow shoreline, it bounds upward. Think of it as a water balloon being squished from the bottom—the water has to go somewhere. The effect is a wall of water that rushes over everything. It’s similar to a tsunami caused by an earthquake. In vulnerable areas like Japan and Alaska in the United States, waves have reached over fifty feet high and obliterated large buildings. The underwater geometry is different, but the size of the initial event should be larger and its effect more concentrated. Is that more understandable?”

“Very,” said Mussa.

“It’s a slight distortion, but the general idea is there.” The engineer flashed a series of equations on the screen that he said demonstrated the importance of speed and amplitude in the simulation. His model was conservative, he said, based on an earthquake that would be measured at “only” 6.0. The blast they were contemplating should yield at least 6.3, if not more. Assuming that his calculations were correct and the Channel tunnel collapsed, the shock wave would be several magnitudes greater.

“I have a second set of simulations to demonstrate that,” said the engineer, tapping on his computer screen.
The man loved his simulations, Mussa thought; he spoke of the equations involved as a fanatical wine lover might talk about a wine.

“So you see, fifty feet of water, as a minimum. Assuming, of course, that the models and their assumptions are correct. I believe they are, but this is the thing one doesn’t know until it happens.”

The sudden note of doubt in the engineer’s voice shook Mussa. “The bomb won’t explode?”

“Oh, no, no, that’s a given. That part we’re sure of. I’ve told you that many times. That we’re sure of. You’ve seen those equations many times. Many, many times. The tsunami. That’s what I meant. And even there—something will happen. Something devastating and pleasing to God. I have dreamed of this effect for months. I’ve modeled it many times. I’m sure something will happen. Something brilliant. But will it be fifty feet? Seventy-five? One hundred? Those are things we cannot know.”

A fifty-foot wall of water radiating through the English Channel would wipe out Belgium and the Netherlands, as well as much of the French coast. But as far as Mussa was concerned, all of that was simply a bonus to his actual goal—obliterating the Chunnel, which connected Britain and France. It was God’s revenge: the infidels had dared to claim their tunnel superior to the one true God’s decision to separate the lands; Mussa had been chosen to prove their folly.

The engineer’s reassurance that the weapon would work relaxed Mussa, and he let the man prattle on. The engineer called yet another simulation up on his screen. He had spent considerable time on this—time that had cost Mussa dearly.

“Very similar to the fault line of an earthquake. Imagine a girder dropped in a swimming pool,” said the engineer. “A wipeout, I think the Americans say.”

The engineer brought up a new set of calculations that showed the best place for the device to be located: 8.342 miles from the start of the French side. Such precision
would not be possible, the Pakistani admitted, but the closer the better.

Cherbourg, Le Havre, Calais, Dunkerque, Oostende, Knokke—overwhelmed with a flood that would rival the Patriarch Noah’s. Perhaps that was the one true Lord’s actual intent, thought Mussa. It was not his to know beforehand.

But the possibility was delicious, was it not?

Mussa turned to the window, gazing toward the Eiffel Tower in the distance.

Delicious horror. And it would come at the climax of his complicated plan for revenge: personal revenge for the death of his father, revenge on the nation that had discriminated against him and his family, and revenge on the race that had devastated his people. God was powerful.

“And when will I be paid?” asked the engineer.

Mussa turned around, pretending to be shocked. “I thought you were working for the glory of Allah.”

“Always,” said the engineer. “But I must also see to worldly concerns.”

“You’ve spoken to Arno?”

“As you directed.”

“And the brothers?”

“The brothers?”

Arno was Mussa’s lieutenant and was doing much of the work on the Chunnel project; it was necessary that he be kept informed. The brothers were another story.

“I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about,” added the engineer. The man was very good with computers, but he was not a convincing liar, and so his confusion now reassured Mussa that the brothers—known to him as Said and Jamal, though he doubted those were anything like their real names—had not been contacted. He did not trust them and had kept their operation isolated from his own concerns.

“I’ve done everything you asked,” said the engineer.

Mussa nodded. “Then you will be paid promptly, by the grace of God.”

“The sooner the better. And will there be a bonus?”


“A bonus? Oh yes.”

The engineer began to smile. As he did, Mussa took a Glock 25 from his pocket and put three bullets through the engineer’s forehead. Mussa had not planned to kill the man himself, but his greed disgusted him.
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William Rubens, the head of Desk Three and the number two man at the National Security Agency, got up slowly from his bed and took a deep breath. He held it, as he had been taught by his yoga teacher many years ago, then slowly exhaled. He repeated the process twice more; after the third time he stretched forward, hands together, and began the sunrise pose, the first yoga posture he had ever learned.

Rubens regarded yoga more as an interesting collection of ideas than tenets of religion, and his daily routines were more physical workouts than spiritual exercises. He did not believe that souls recycled through the universe, and the Indian theory of the body and its different energies and cycles seemed laughable to him. But the postures did send a warm surge up his spine, relaxing him in a way that sleep never seemed to accomplish.

Rubens had never slept well, and these days he slept as poorly as ever. It was not the tension of his job; he had dealt with that for a long time. A personal matter bothered him, which was unusual for Rubens. He liked to say that he had no personal matters, and it was not so far from the truth.

He finished his routine and went downstairs for his coffee. After he poured it, he put his right index finger on the small pad at the right of the secure computer on the
countertop. With the fingerprint recognized, the computer proceeded through the first stages of its boot-up. When the screen flashed, Rubens pulled the keyboard out and typed in his passwords, allowing the computer to proceed, tying into the NSA system by a secure connection.

As he waited, he picked up the remote and turned on the small television across the room near the bread machine that he had never used. Rubens had probably as little love for the television as he had for baking bread (the machine was a present from one of his many and mostly annoying cousins), but he had come to appreciate the fact that it was important to check the mainstream news media every so often. The daily news summaries he received via e-mail could not communicate the impact of television’s visuals.

He lingered on CNN only long enough to realize that the anchor was pontificating about a sports drug scandal. On Fox, a man in a rumpled gray suit declared that the time had come to invade North Korea. The text under the man’s face claimed that he was a former CIA analyst. Rubens knew the man well enough to know that this was indeed true—and that the man’s area of expertise had been European farm commodities. Rubens listened for a minute before deciding that the analyst knew as little about Korea as Rubens did about European wheat.

If there was a time to invade North Korea, it had been in the 1990s. Clinton had blown it, like much else—but that was all academic now.

Rubens flipped through a few more channels before turning his attention back to the computer. Once a cut-and-paste Xerox job, the daily briefing was now delivered to the upper echelons of the administration via e-mail with links to more detailed information available on SpyNet, an exclusive intranet service used by the government’s “information” agencies, of which the NSA was one. Ruben scrolled through the e-mail quickly. It was all very low-level, and nothing piqued his interest.

A good thing. That meant nothing had blown up overnight.


He emptied his cup of coffee and picked up the black phone that sat at the side of the computer. The phone looked as if it dated from the 1960s, and it was in fact possible that the outer shell did. Inside, however, the phone held a state-of-the-art encryption device that rendered his conversations indecipherable to anyone who did not have a similar model. And in theory—much in the field of encryption was theory, for the most part impossible to definitively prove or, to put it more accurately, not worth the time needed to prove—only the person with the number Rubens dialed would be able to understand what he said.

“Art Room,” said Marie Telach, picking up on the other end of the line. She knew it would be him, but the flat, neutral answer was part of her personality. The fact that she never deviated was a large part of the reason he had chosen her for her job, though lately she had shown alarming signs of being human.

A vacation would cure that, no doubt.

“This is Rubens. How is the Korean operation proceeding?”

“Lia is on her way to the airport. She’ll be in Beijing in a few hours.”

“Very good. And the other matter,” added Rubens. “Tommy Karr and Charlie Dean?”

“There was a complication.”

“A complication?”

The mission had been a routine milk run.

“Tommy stopped a purse snatching near the Courts after they landed in London.”

Was that all? Rubens glanced at his watch. “Making the jump to police work, is he?”

“They’re on schedule. The meet isn’t for a while yet and everything looks fine. But I thought I should mention it because the robbery victim—”

“Please don’t tell me it was a member of the SVR,” said Rubens, using the Russian initials for the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service, Sluzhba Vneshnev Razvedki, one of the successors to the Cold War era KGB.


“No—it was Deidre Clancy, the daughter of our ambassador to Great Britain.”

Rubens did not know Ambassador Alroy Clancy very well; he’d been appointed to the post largely as a reward for his service to the President’s campaign committee. This was exactly the sort of complication Rubens could live with.

“He didn’t realize who it was,” added Telach. “He thought she was just another pretty girl. I expect you may hear about it at some point.”

“I appreciate that, Ms. Telach. Anything else?”

“Nothing at the moment.”

He looked over at his clock. “I’m off to my seven o’clock appointment. Keep me informed on the Korean matter. You can buzz me.”

“Yes, sir.”

The politically connected ambassador to Great Britain owing Desk Three, and by extension William Rubens, a favor: the day was starting out on a good note.

 


Twenty minutes later, Rubens parked his car in the lot of a suburban Maryland nursing home. He tried to force himself into an overtly cheerful mood as he walked the thirty feet or so from his car to the front door.

Overtly cheerful was a difficult act here. The home was a good one but far from lavish. The lower floors had the feel of a modest apartment house in a once middle-class neighborhood gone slightly to seed. The upper floors were more like hospital wards.

The truly grim floor was at the very top, where he was bound.

Rubens smiled at the receptionist—at this hour, the job was held by one of the uniformed security people, an older woman who worked here largely because her father was a resident—and passed on to the elevators beyond. Rubens was a regular visitor early Monday and Thursday mornings, known not only by the security guard and medical staff but also by the housekeepers and even one or two of the cafeteria personnel. They knew him not as William
Rubens but rather as “the General’s friend.” The title was more of an honor than Rubens could have explained.

One of the nurses from the twelfth floor was waiting for the elevator, a tray of medicines in her hand.

“Morning,” she said.

“Hello. How is he today?” asked Rubens.

The nurse grimaced before she spoke; the expression communicated much more than her words.

“Good days and bad days,” she said.

“Yes. We all have them,” said Rubens.

“Yes, we do, hon. Yes, we do.”

As the General’s days went, this one would actually be classified as a good one—when Rubens entered, the old man who had once been the head of the NSA was sitting upright in bed, staring toward his window at the side of the room. The view was of a gray patch of an old train yard, long since abandoned to junk cars and piles of broken furniture. The window was dirty and turned the scene even grayer. But the General undoubtedly didn’t notice.

“Good morning, General,” said Rubens. “You’re looking good today.”

Major General John Paul Rosenberg (Ret.) turned in his direction and nodded. Rubens pulled over the metal chair and sat at the side of the bed.

“I picked up a book on Mussolini the other evening, of all things,” said Rubens. “A biography. The one by Fermi. I had never read it. I started thumbing through it and found myself engrossed.”

The General did not acknowledge the statement. Rubens—who had indeed picked up a copy of the book—began telling the General about what he had read: the Italian dictator’s childhood, his attraction to violence, his background. It was exactly the sort of conversation the two men might have had twenty years before, though then the roles would have been reversed. Then the General was trying to broaden Rubens’ sense and understanding of the world, arouse his curiosity in things beyond math and art. Military history and politics were special passions for
Rosenberg, though when they talked about math and art, Rubens had found the General at least as knowledgeable as himself.

An odd combination, the General had said the very first time they had spoken—Rubens’ second day at the agency, at lunch.

Odd to others but not to Rubens. He had loved math as a boy; its logic brought order to his life and channeled his imagination. Art was more a family birthright, passed down in the genes. He was descended from Peter Paul Rubens, the Flemish painter who lived from 1577 to 1640 and was so famous that people besides art historians knew who he was—albeit often because his name had become a euphemism for “fat.”

Where many youths might turn to art as a relief from the rigors of school subjects like math, Rubens found relief in the other direction. His early years were nothing but art; he was saturated in it by the time he reached high school. The unemotional impersonality of numbers was a great comfort. Working on his doctorate had seemed more like a vacation than the rigorous exercise it was supposed to be.

The General had sent Rubens to MIT, where he’d obtained another doctorate, this one in political science. His thesis involved the intersection of information technology and foreign relations; part of it remained classified, though in Rubens’ opinion this was now due more to inherent bureaucratic caution than any real need for secrecy.

MIT had been important for other reasons. He had taken a postgraduate seminar in foreign relations and technology there, studying with George Hadash, now the national security adviser. In some respects Hadash had taken over the General’s role as career mentor, but the relationship was otherwise very different. Hadash, though certainly an intelligent man, had too many flaws. And the General—the General was not only Rubens’ intellectual mentor; he was also a bona fide hero. He had proven himself under fire, first as a seventeen-year-old private in the Italian campaign during World War II and later as a colonel in Vietnam. He’d earned
his way to Officer Candidate School at a time when Jews were, at best, a novelty in the officers’ ranks, and if any man deserved the title “a soldier’s soldier,” John Paul Rosenberg did. From Rubens’ first day at the NSA, he had viewed Rosenberg with awe and reverence, both well deserved.

Their roles now were worse than reversed. To the General’s great credit, Rubens had used his intellectual gifts to broaden his knowledge in many ways. But the General’s deterioration over the last year, due to the accelerated effects of Alzheimer’s disease, had left him far emptier than the bright young man he’d set out to cultivate nearly two decades before.

“I’m hoping that the Mussolini book will explain something about his attraction to violence,” said Rubens. “I can understand the attraction to power. We all want to feel important.”

The General turned to him. “Marshall was very underrated. A hell of a man.”

This was not the non sequitur it appeared on the surface, Rubens decided. Mussolini had been Italy’s dictator during World War II. Marshall—George C. Marshall, clearly—had been the head of the Army and one of Roosevelt’s top lieutenants during the war. And, as the General stated, one of the most underrated leaders in American history, or certainly one of the most forgotten. How many five-star generals won the Nobel Peace Prize? Yet Marshall didn’t exist to most Americans.

Mussolini—World War II—Marshall. The connection was logical.

“An important leader,” said Rubens. “FDR seemed to understand his worth.”

“In Moscow, a difficult place to be.”

Rubens waited patiently for more information, but none came. After more than a minute of silence, he prompted with a comment about the KGB—this often got the General going, if only on a tangent. But the old man had fallen completely silent. After another long minute, Rubens began talking about Marshall, asking about the relationship
between Marshall and President Truman. But the General no longer acknowledged him.

Rubens stayed for twenty minutes, as he always did. Then he rose to leave. He was almost to the door when the General’s daughter, Rebecca Stein, came in. She feigned surprise at finding Rubens there, though he knew the meeting could not have been by chance.

“William, how are you?” she said, holding out her hand to him.

“I’m very well, Rebecca.”

“What a nice surprise.”

“Yes,” he said. “I’m sorry, I have to be on my way. Good-bye, General. I’ll see you later in the week.”

“Would you mind if we visited for a moment?” Rebecca asked Rubens. “I’ll come with you. We can talk while you walk.”

Rubens said nothing. He let her out of the door ahead of him, strolling toward the elevators neither slowly nor quickly.

“The competency proceeding,” said Rebecca. “I’ve started—I mean, we’re preparing papers.”

“Yes, of course.”

“You’re going to, uh, uh,” she said.

“Object? I have to. Your father wanted me appointed guardian.”

“That’s up to the court,” said Rebecca.

Rubens didn’t answer. Technically, she was correct. But the court was bound by state law to take the incapacitated person’s wishes into account. Several years before, the General had specified that Rubens should look after his affairs if he became incapacitated. The document was in order, except for one small possible technicality: it used the term conservator rather than guardian in naming Rubens to look after the General’s affairs. To a layman, the difference might have seemed insignificant, but under Maryland law the roles were subtly different; the conservator’s powers were slightly more limited. At least technically, an incapacitated person with a conservator retained more rights—and, in Rubens’
view, more dignity. The difference was mostly symbolic, certainly in this case—but the symbolism would have been significant to the General. And therefore it was significant to Rubens.

It was also a door for Rebecca and her lawyer.

“I know that there are, that you have objections,” said Rebecca.

Rubens pushed the elevator button.

“My father merely filled out a form that the government told him to fill out,” said Rebecca.

“Even if the agency had advised him on that matter, which I’m not sure that they did, the fact remains that he was free to do as he pleased.”

“Oh, give me a break.”

Rubens welcomed the sarcastic tone; he felt more comfortable dealing with Rebecca when she wasn’t pretending to be nice. The door to the elevator opened. Rubens stepped inside. Rebecca did so as well.

“Dale Jamison told my father that he had to have someone from the NSA as his guardian,” said Rebecca. “He was ordered to insert you. That’s no more an act of free will than being robbed.”

“Quite a comparison,” said Rubens.

“A hearing will be very embarrassing for your agency, I can guarantee,” said Rebecca.

Rubens took a long, deep breath—a yoga breath—before answering. He could be cruel, but it was not necessary; all he had to do was state the facts. “The General carefully considered the circumstances, and chose to nominate me to handle his affairs. I think that’s significant.”

The elevator opened. Rubens, thankful to be released, strode out.

“Mr. Rubens. Billy.”

Rubens did not break his stride. He hated to be called Billy.

Still, he stopped when she touched his arm.

“We shouldn’t be enemies,” she said. “We want the same thing.”


A lie, but he let it pass.

“I’m not your enemy,” he told her. “But I have my duty.”

“Because the agency wants you to do this.”

“No, because your father asked me,” said Rubens. “I owe it to him.”

“I’m his daughter!”

Of the many possible responses, he prudently chose silence.

“Legally, I should be entitled to be his guardian,” continued Rebecca more calmly.

“Legally, if it is submitted to a court, then the matter will be decided,” said Rubens. It was the mildest thing he could think of to say.

“Bill, please, be reasonable. I thought we were friends.”

She gripped his arm gently, squeezing it like she might squeeze the hand of a baby. He wanted to believe that her motives and emotions were sincere. But he couldn’t; if she had been sincere surely she would have made things right with her father long ago. The General had given her plenty of chances.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think any of this should go to court,” said Rubens honestly. “The informal arrangement was fine with me. You’ve always been able to see whatever records you wanted. There’s no need to do any of this.”

“This isn’t a matter of looking at bank records,” said Rebecca.

And so, she was flushed from her lie. She wanted control—undoubtedly for financial gain. Greed, not concern, motivated her.

“I have to do my duty as I see it,” said Rubens. “You’d ask no less if I were doing it for you.” He resumed his stride toward the car.
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Lia DeFrancesca got out of the vehicle with her light bag and waited for her escort, feigning considerably more fatigue than she actually felt. Her two-day visit to North Korea had been an utter and complete bore. It was North Korea, of course, and no undercover American operative could afford to take a visit to the world’s most tightly controlled enemy state lightly. But it had been, in a word, dull.

As Deep Black assignments went, her job had been relatively straightforward: visit the North Korean port city of Hüngnam while posing as a Chinese journalist. She was supposedly writing a story about the port, but this was merely intended to be a cover for passing along a business card from the Hong Kong industrialist who owned the newspaper. The high-ranking military people she had met with upon her arrival knew this, of course, and anticipated a successful business relationship in the future.

Which surely would be possible. But that cover was itself a cover for Lia’s real mission—giving the phone number of a dedicated CIA line that could be used to set up a visit to China by one of the men who wanted to defect.

Lia had passed along the card within an hour of arriving. The rest of the time she’d pretended to be a journalist, accompanied by a Korean whose Chinese was rather limited, though if Lia were to complain the woman stood a good chance of being sent to a retraining camp from which
she would not emerge alive. Lia’s Korean was also limited; fortunately, the Art Room had round-the-clock translators to help fill the gaps.

Her keeper had taken Lia on a one-hour stroll around the city each day. She had seen a residential area that combined a 1950s-style apartment building (built in the 1970s) and much older traditional homes. She’d also walked through what appeared to be a factory district, though it was completely devoid of people and there was no smoke coming from any of the stacks.

On the way back to the hotel yesterday, Lia had seen a group of musicians with battered brass instruments pass nearby. Lia asked who they were and her minder explained that they were a band recruited to perform for workers in the countryside as they labored on nearby farms. The practice had been very successful after a flood in 1999, and the great leader Kim Jong Il had requested it be renewed.

The minder said all of that without taking a breath and then stopped speaking so abruptly that Lia thought she had suffered a seizure. They walked silently the rest of the way to the hotel.

Working in fields after harvest time? Only in North Korea.

The 737 that was due to take Lia back to China was visible beyond the terminal building at the airport. North Korean airports were all under military control, and the only airport that saw much “normal” civilian business was near the capital. The facilities hosted aircraft used for long-range patrols of the oceans to the east, but the base was not considered an important one and even by Korean standards appeared run-down. Flights from China came twice a week. The airline, Hwatao, was owned by a conglomerate that listed Shanghai as its home address, though Lia knew from her brief that its stock was split between a general in southern China and two brothers from Taiwan—an interesting example of the intertwined interests of free and communist China.

“Du bu qi,” said her minder, using Chinese. The words
meant “excuse me” or “pardon” in Putonghua, the official Mandarin dialect of northern China. Lia’s cover called for her to use Putonghua, though she was more comfortable and familiar with Cantonese, which she had first learned as a very young child after her adoption in America. The similarity between the two dialects sometimes got in the way, as her brain tended to blur them.

“What is it?” replied Lia in Chinese. She looked back toward the car, thinking she had left something inside.

“A comrade wishes to speak to you,” said the minder. “Those men will escort you.”

Lia spotted two soldiers walking toward them from the terminal building.

“Why?”

“Oh, routine,” said the minder.

“A fee?” asked Lia.

“Zaijan,” said the minder without answering the question. “Good-bye.”

“Yes, good-bye, and thank you,” Lia told her.

Fee was a euphemism for a bribe, which tended to be customary.

Lia gripped the handle of her overnight bag tightly. She had no weapon on her. Her only link with the outside world was her communications system, which was powered by circuits and a battery built into her belt. She clicked it now, making sure it was on. “A fee,” she muttered under her breath, just loud enough for the Art Room to hear.

“We briefed you on that,” answered Jeff Rockman, who had just taken over as her runner. “Pay it and come home.”

The men carried AK-47s that were perhaps twice as old as they were. Several paces behind them was an officer; he was a few years older and shorter than Lia.

“Nu xing shenme?” asked the man in Korean. He was a lieutenant.

“He’s asking your name,” said the translator in the Art Room as Lia hesitated.

Actually, he was asking her family name, Lia realized,
and the implications were very different. She felt her body tense.

“Why?” Lia answered sharply in Chinese.

“Come this way, miss.”

“Wo xing Wang,” she told him, saying that her family name was Wang. She then asked what was going on, as she was due aboard the flight waiting out on the tarmac.

The officer’s face flushed. He stamped his right foot and pointed in the direction of the building. “Jepjjok!” he thundered. “That way.” The two soldiers flinched.

“I am on important private business,” she said.

North Korean officials tended to back off when she spoke firmly and with implied authority. But the young lieutenant was too full of himself—or maybe too worried about losing face in front of his men—to do that. “You will come now or be dragged away,” he told her.

Lia struggled against her instinct to lash out. She probably could deck the lieutenant and wrestle one of the weapons from one of the soldiers. But there would be no escape after that.

I played it wrong, she realized. I should have been more submissive, more in character. He needs to feel superior.

Lia bowed her head forward. “Mianhamnida,” she said in Korean, giving an apology. “Yes, I am going.”

The officer said something in Korean that she did not understand. The translator back in the Art Room apparently did not hear it or thought it unimportant to relay.

There was a subtle etiquette involved in the bribe exchange. The official would not be merely after money. While China was North Korea’s strong ally, there was a great deal of resentment among most Koreans toward their large northern neighbor. China’s historic domination and long occupation of the Korean peninsula caused deep animosity, which could not be erased over a period of only fifty years. Many Chinese—and this would especially apply to anyone associated with the Westernized and hence “decadent” Hong Kong area, where Lia’s credentials as well as her travel arrangements declared she was from—were
viewed by the Koreans as greedy, soft, and worse. The fact that she was a woman, alone, young, and single, didn’t help the situation, as it only lowered her status in the eyes of the official, at least partly canceling any connection she had to the higher-ups in town. Lia and her briefer had played out different scenarios on how to offer the bribe, which of course wasn’t referred to as a bribe but an “official fee for expediting important matters.” Lia had to be the one to suggest it, once the official pointed out a problem.

She followed down the hallway toward a small room at the side of the building. The room smelled of fresh paint. The walls were bright white and there were six overhead incandescents, unusual in a country where power was severely rationed. In the middle of the room sat a large table, the folding sort often used at banquets. The four chairs next to it were heavy metal affairs with vinyl cushions. Lia walked toward the table but waited to sit until instructed to do so—an important point her briefer had emphasized.

Outside, she heard the sound of the 737’s engines being spooled up.

“I hope my papers are in order,” she told the officer in Korean. “My time here has been wonderful and productive. I have met with many important people.”

She continued on with a standard formula about how helpful the local officials had been and how indebted she was to Korea’s great leader, Kim Jong Il. She stuck to the official cover that she was a journalist; the officer would know and probably care nothing about the business arrangements.

The phrases did nothing to soften the officer’s grimace. He requested her travel documents. Lia hesitated, worrying that the officer intended on taking her place on the plane himself, a contingency she had not considered until now. But she had no choice but to hand over the small sheaf of papers.

As she did, she mentioned that she hoped all of the proper fees had been paid. The lieutenant did not take the hint. Nor did he seem all that interested in the documents themselves. He pushed the papers to one side and stared at her.


“My superiors would not wish me to be late arriving in Beijing,” she said in Chinese. She wanted the Korean translation—she thought it likely now that the officer did not speak Chinese very well, if at all—but the Art Room had gone silent. Possibly they had decided to communicate as little as possible, which was standard procedure when a field op was in a difficult situation.

And this definitely qualified. The aircraft engines seemed to kick up another notch.

Lia decided to turn her communications system on and off, in effect flashing her runner back home. But as she reached for the belt buckle, one of the guards grabbed her arm. His fingers dug into her bicep. It took all of her self-restraint to avoid turning on the man and taking him down.

Could I if I have to?

Absolutely. She could have his rifle in a breath, club his companion in the stomach—no, the head or neck—then bring the gun to bear on the officer.

And then?

The officer said something in Korean. Lia did not catch it all, but the words she understood were ominous: he called her a tasty plum.

The Art Room translator started to supply the words, but Lia didn’t wait. “My employer wishes me home on time,” she said in Chinese. “And unhurt. I do not work for a mere newspaper,” she added. And then, switching from Chinese to Korean, she asked if she had to pay a customs tax: “Gwanserui neya hamnikka?”

Her sharp and quick tone conveyed her anger and emotion quite clearly, just as her snapping open the purse showed she was willing to pay for her freedom.

The lieutenant leaned forward, eyes locking on hers. He told her in Korean that she was not in China. As the translator began translating in her head, Lia placed her hands on the edge of the table and leaned forward.

“I’m in a hurry,” she said in Korean. The phrase sounded like “ku-p’haiyo” and under the best of circumstances would not have been considered particularly polite.


“You’re going too far,” hissed the Art Room supervisor, Marie Telach. “Relax. He just wants money. And to see you cower. Let him have his ego trip.”

Lia stared at the Korean officer; the lieutenant stared back. Finally he started to smile and then laugh. He raised his head, looking at the guards. Lia, though still angry, began to relax.

“I’m sorry,” she said. She launched into the standard apology again, blaming the stress of travel for her rude behavior.

The lieutenant nodded. The documents, he said, were good, but she had neglected to get a stamp.

“Then that must be taken care of,” said Lia, relieved that finally they had come to the endgame. “How much is the fee?” she asked in Chinese. “I understand that it is very important to pay properly for the trouble a visitor brings.”

As the Art Room translator began giving her the words in Korean, Lia saw the shadow of one of the guards moving from the corner of her eye. She started to spin toward him and was caught off-guard by the hard shock of the other man’s fist against the other side of her head.

Her breath caught in her throat as she fell forward, fists flailing but catching nothing but air. She tried to get up but lost her balance and spun down toward the floor, pummeled into a cocoon of numbness.
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The autumn air had a slight chill to it, and Dean zipped his windbreaker as he walked along the lake, feigning interest in the nearby pelicans. Buckingham Palace lay almost directly ahead, though the park’s trees and rolling terrain hid it from view. His interest in the palace was in keeping with his cover; to authenticate the person he was supposed to meet—and vice versa—he had to ask about the palace and its tours. The contact was to give the hours for tours backward: 5:30 to 9:30.

Karr was somewhere behind him, a hundred or so yards away, wandering around the park near the lake. St. James Park was once a marshland, and despite its well-kept gardens and elaborate lawns, it did not take all that much imagination to picture the park wild. Tourists and office workers lolled through it, pausing to stare at the birds or admire the flowers, then wandering off nonchalantly, as if they had no cares in the world. Dean tried willing himself into a similar mind-set; his mission was a simple one and could have been accomplished by a clerk at the embassy-or so Karr said. All they had to do was meet a messenger, get something from him, and bring it home.

They had no idea what they were getting and only the vaguest description of the man: He would wear a brown beret and would stand at the crown of the bridge for a moment before descending to meet them ten yards “farther
on” from the base. They would then authenticate each other with the prearranged phrase.

Simple enough. But in his short stint with Desk Three, Dean had learned that nothing associated with the NSA was simple. Dean gazed at the water, then turned abruptly and began walking. He glanced at his watch; he was right on time.

Two small girls ran past him. They must be schoolgirls, he thought, then wondered why they were out of school in the middle of the day. A middle-aged woman followed. She looked as if she were going to say something to him; he smiled. He didn’t know if his contact would be male or female, but he doubted he or she would have children along. That might be the ultimate cover for a spy, Dean thought—kids.

The path before him was empty. He turned back toward the pond, stooping low to see one of the brightly colored birds. He had to make contact along this side of the path and wanted to stay within a fifty-yard stretch where it was easy for Karr to watch him. So he became a bird-watcher, inordinately interested in the red feathers of the nearby fowl.

When he rose there were more people ahead. He strolled forward slowly, forcing a smile on his face.

Come on, he thought to himself. Come on.

 


Tommy Karr rubbed his chin as he leaned against the iron fence, watching Dean from the corner of his eye. Their contact was running at least five minutes late. Delays were an inevitable part of the business and did not in and of themselves signal trouble. Nonetheless, delays tended to complicate matters even when they were caused by nothing more dangerous than a traffic jam. The rendezvous point had probably seemed like a good one to whoever had chosen it—Karr suspected the messenger but did not actually know—but in point of fact the park was not well suited for an exchange. The woods on the other side of the lake provided easy cover for a surveillance operation; Karr had gone through them earlier and found none, but a jogger
could easily trot down the nearby path and vanish in the woods. Karr had also planted a small video camera on a tree near the path—the camera was about the size of a large marble and called a video fly, fly being a takeoff on bug. Signals from the fly were relayed to a small transmitter that uploaded them to an orbiting satellite and from there to the Art Room. But it would have been impossible to cover every possible position where a trail team might hide. Just as bad, there were policemen at both ends of the path and others who would eventually notice Dean pausing on the pathway; sooner or later someone would get nosy.

Not that they hadn’t covered that contingency, at least to an extent. At ten minutes past, Dean would walk to the very far end of the arranged area, cross over the bridge, and then loop back. When he reached the far end of the area he would look impatiently at his watch and begin playing the worried companion, wondering where his date had gotten to. That act could take them through another fifteen minutes; they’d then swap positions for five minutes before bagging it. Karr didn’t know what the reset procedure was or even if there was one. If the messenger failed to show, they would go back to being tourists, take in some of the sights, and wait for further instructions.

Something cracked sharply in the distance. Dean spun abruptly around. Karr, unsure what was going on, pushed upright from the railing. Then Dean started to run, and Karr did, too. Only after his first two steps did he realize the crack had been a gunshot.

 


Dean ran toward the bridge. He knew the crack belonged to a rifle—it was difficult to identify a specific weapon from the sound of a shot fired in the distance, but the sound was so familiar to him that he had no trouble guessing it was a Remington Model 700 or some military variant. He also knew it had not been aimed at him, for if it had it surely would have struck him; the rifle was once the weapon of choice among snipers, preferred for its accuracy.

A man somewhere past middle age lay sprawled in the
middle of the bridge. He’d been taken down with a shot in the precise middle of his temple.

It was the messenger—his brown hat lay on the pavement. He’d only just reached the middle of the bridge.

Dean glanced around. The woman he’d seen with the two girls earlier was looking at him in horror. There were two, three other people nearby.

“Call the police,” he said. “A bobby. Quick! Go!”

Dean turned to judge where the shot would have come from, then pointed in that direction. “There! Call someone—have the police go there.”

There was no need for an ambulance, and so he didn’t suggest it. But he knelt down and opened the man’s sports coat as if checking him for more wounds and making him comfortable.

In reality, Dean was looking for whatever the man was supposed to pass him or at least an ID. He found nothing. Dean leaned down as if listening for a heartbeat and rifled through the man’s pockets. There was a hotel room card with a magnetic strip, some change; nothing else. He pocketed the card, then looked up to see one of the little girls staring at him. He pretended to try to resuscitate the dead man with CPR.

A hand on his shoulder sent a shock through his body. Dean spun around to find Tommy Karr.

“Our package?” asked Karr.

“Don’t see anything,” said Dean.

“Nothing?”

“I don’t think so.”

“ID?”

“Can’t find any.”

“We want to blend into the crowd,” said Karr, standing up. For once he wasn’t smiling. “Come on. He’s dead, Charlie.”

“I know that.”

“Well, let’s go.”

“We can’t just leave him.”

“Yeah, we can. Come on.”


Dean started to get up, but it was too late to fade away. One of the policemen who’d been on foot patrol through the park came running up, radio microphone and a whistle in hand.

“The shot came from over there,” Dean told the officer. He pointed across the lake. “From over there somewhere.”

“Please remain where you are,” said the policeman, pulling his radio microphone up. “Please wait. If you took anything from him, I advise you to lay it on the ground quickly.”

“I didn’t rob him.”

“I didn’t say you did, sir. Please don’t move. There will be questions. You, too, sir,” he added, pointing at Karr.

Dean belatedly realized he’d made a serious mistake.
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Rubens stared at the large screen at the front of the Art Room. “When did you last hear from her?” he asked.
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