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For Nicole Wallace, for joining me in looking outward, together, in the same direction.





PROLOGUE



‘You make a mistake, you will die.’


Walker didn’t take it personally.


‘You miss your target, you will die.’


The instructor was just doing her job.


‘You get a jam, you will die.’


Three weeks together and he could tell she was good at her job.


‘You get distracted, you will die.’


And she was quite attractive.


‘You listening, Walker?’


‘Yes, ma’am,’ he replied.


‘Good,’ she said, then looked up and down the line of seven recruits. ‘Because you’ve been trying to finish first and only first, for three weeks – you think I didn’t notice? You’re the only Air Force out here, with these Army and Navy and Marine vets, the best they had to offer. Me included. And you know what they say about Air Force?’


‘No, ma’am,’ Walker replied.


‘Me either. No-one gives a damn about the Air Force, so why talk about them?’


The six other recruits sniggered.


‘Run the op again,’ she said, looking to the staffers to confirm the training scenario had been reset. ‘This time I want that building cleared and the objectives completed in under two minutes. Two minutes. You hear me, recruits?’


‘Ma’am, yes, ma’am!’ the seven replied as one.


She gave a signal to the kill-house training officer, and he blew a whistle. They had a minute to prep.


Welcome to The Point, Walker thought. It was the CIA’s hands-on training facility, formally known as Harvey Point Defense Testing Activity Facility, a sprawling North Carolina campus owned by the Department of Defense. It was where the country’s top front-line operators from all branches of the military and intelligence agencies were sent to hone their field skills. The place was meant to test and train the best of the best: Top Gun for door-kickers.


He rushed the house. They had already assaulted it twice, and had failed miserably both times. Seven going into a double-storey building up against an unknown number of hostiles to subdue, an unknown number of friendlies to protect and get out, and three marked objects to retrieve – last time it had been a briefcase, a laptop and a thumb-drive, the latter hidden in a stitched-in seam inside a bad guy’s jacket, which they had failed to find. Six men and one woman going in and, like Walker, all were military. All practised at this kind of thing. All well trained. But this was different. This was designed to break recruits, to be near-on impossible, so that things in the field paled in comparison. Classic special-operations training.


However, this was even beyond special operations, at least as the DoD knew it; these new recruits had already been through the best the nation had out in the field: two Navy SEALs, two from Delta, a Force Recon Marine, an Army Ranger – and in Walker’s case, an officer from the 24th Tactical Squadron, the Air Force’s boots on the ground to Joint Special Operations Command.


Walker shadowed an ex-Army Delta Force guy named Clive Gowan, moving quickly to the rear of the complex. The other five were breaching the front doors and windows. They had their choice of silenced 9-millimetre weapons, and most, including Walker, were using an MP5 sub-machine gun. Good and accurate in close quarters. His secondary was a hip-holstered H&K USP 9-millimetre. The weapons fired blanks, and all wore laser tags. The flash-bang grenades and door-breaching charges were real, albeit dialled down. The people in the building were real too. Playing roles. Like the seven assaulters, they wore protective eye and ear coverings. Like the assaulting force, they didn’t want to lose.


The whistle blew, twice. Go time. Two minutes on the clock.


Clive tried the handle of the rear door – nothing made an operator feel more stupid than kicking in a door that wasn’t even locked.


Click.


It was unlocked. He opened it a thin crack, then used the back of his combat knife to slide from the ground up in that slim opening. Gently. He paused, about a foot from the ground, and shook his head. Walker closed the door. There was a trip wire, which in a real-life scenario might be connected to an explosive charge. In this case a smoke grenade, to signify an explosive charge.


Walker pointed to the window. Clive nodded, tried it, and it slid open. Safety glass, in case it smashed. Gym mats were positioned below each window, on the off chance someone fell through. The course was designed to break recruits, not maim them. Walker covered the Delta guy as he shimmied through, then saw the all-clear signal, and it was his turn. Clive was typical Delta: small and wiry, 180 pounds wet. Walker was taller and heavier, and didn’t land with the same kind of grace as his fellow recruit.


A figure emerged in front of them, coming around the doorway to what was set up as a small kitchen. Clive shot him with his silenced MP5. And got shot in the process. Exact timing, couldn’t do it again. Both were out of the game, and sat on the floor. Clive looked pissed. The instructor looked pleased, which told Walker that he’d done his job, and that meant that there were at least six hostiles still in here, each of whom had been tasked to take out a recruit.


He stepped around the instructor, then paused. He bent down, saw the lit-up area on the guy’s shoulder where Clive had zapped him twice.


Walker whispered, ‘That kill you straightaway?’


‘Huh?’ the instructor said.


‘I guess not,’ Walker replied, and he ditched his MP5, pulled his sidearm and then hefted the instructor to his feet. He pressed the end of his pistol’s suppressor under the guy’s chin, pinning him against the wall. ‘Ever had a blank fired close-up against your skin?’


‘You’re mad.’ The guy was an old Army sergeant. Green Beret. Walker liked him, and wouldn’t shoot, but he wanted the intel, and he kept the pressure on the pistol.


‘We fail this run, we’re out,’ Walker said. ‘How bad do you think I want this?’


The instructor was silent.


‘Imagine I’m now doing something especially nasty to you, to get the intel,’ Walker said. ‘Play along. Use your imagination.’


The instructor’s eyes searched Walker’s. He sensed something harder, and said, ‘Upstairs, south-east room. Two captives. Three pieces of intel, all on the person in charge.’


‘Number of hostiles?’


‘You’re on the clock,’ the instructor said. ‘Tick-tock.’


Walker lowered his silenced pistol, took a pace out the door.


‘Asshole,’ the instructor said.


Walker shot him in the torso, twice. The guy was lit up all over. Clive’s laugh was drowned out by the loud boom as the front door was breached.


Twenty-one seconds down.


Walker was already moving up the stairs, and motioned for the two SEALs to follow him, and for two other recruits to clear the downstairs rooms while the remaining operator took up a cover position. As he ascended he led with his pistol in a two-handed grip.


He sighted and double-tapped the first two targets that emerged at the top of the stairs. Imprudent move on their part – they should have waited for someone to rush up. But they probably figured the boom from downstairs was the first entry into the house and they would be in position faster than the attackers. Fine by Walker.


Three targets down. At least three remaining. Thirty-six seconds in.


Walker paused at the hallway and provided cover, motioning to his colleagues to head onwards. He felt a pat on his shoulder, and watched as the two SEALs went past. They were competent operators, Walker thought, as they moved warily but quickly towards the northern end of the house, where four rooms branched off the hallway.


At the top of the stairs, Walker turned right, heading to the southern end. He didn’t bother to check the south-west door. Instead he kicked in the door to the south-east room and rolled through the open doorway. Immediately he saw two captives seated on a bed, and a guy with a gun covering them. Walker sprang up and forward, rushed him, and as the trainer brought the gun to bear, Walker crash-tackled him, hard.


His college football coach would have been proud of the impact. He hit with his right shoulder, just under his opponent’s ribs, and kept his force going onwards and up. He hefted the instructor off his feet, and kept going until they smashed out the window, the safety glass shattering into a million little pieces. The drop was twelve feet. Walker didn’t want to get busted out for maiming a trainer, so he twisted as they fell, breaking the guy’s fall with his own body as they landed on the gym mat. The downside was, 200 pounds of man crashed onto him, and Walker was winded and sore – but not regretful.


‘Prick,’ the trainer said, getting to his feet.


Walker stayed on his back and shot him, three times.


Forty-six seconds in.


Ten seconds later, the whistle blew.


Under a minute. A new record.


Walker stayed on his back. The other six recruits shuffled over. The SEALs had extracted the two captives.


‘He’s got the intel on him,’ Walker called out, pointing to the instructor he’d taken out the window. His cohort patted the guy down and quickly found it all – documents, a thumb-drive, photos.


The chief instructor stood over Walker, smiled, then held out her hand and helped him to his feet.


‘Welcome,’ she said, ‘to the CIA.’
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Three weeks later, Walker was one of five who completed the training.


Clive, from Delta.


Jim and Hank, the SEALs.


Sally, the Marine.


Two Army guys flunked out. Scott suffered a broken back after slipping in a helo insertion in the first week and was in Walter Reed learning to walk again. The other, Brad, was booted for disciplinary reasons following an enhanced-interrogation simulation after the final clearance op. Brad had been the interrogator. Walker had been on the receiving end and had almost been drowned by excessive waterboarding before the exercise was called off. When freed of his shackles, Walker laid Brad out on the floor. The last they saw of him he was being stretchered back to base, and later that day, all his stuff was gone. Walker wondered if the Army would take a guy like that back. Probably. With the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan at full tilt, they needed all the hardened nutcases they could get. They’d probably give the guy a promotion.


Now, the five freshest graduates of the CIA’s Special Activities Division sat in a bar. It was more a wind-down than a celebration. They’d been at such a high operational tempo that just sitting around and talking shit over a few drinks was the good medicine they needed. There wasn’t much choice, and the place they settled on was a long cinder-block rectangle with a corrugated-iron roof and no windows. Agricultural looking, but more likely repurposed from some kind of auto-repair workshop due to its proximity to Route 17, which carved through this part of North Carolina. Plenty of military types around, because it was that kind of bar, and it was just enough miles from Harvey Point and Norfolk Naval Shipyard for patrons not to worry about muscle-bound MPs crashing the party.


Walker and his cohort sat on battered timber stools that creaked and moaned with every movement, a table between them. No doubt the proprietor had learned the hard way that sturdy bar furniture made from steel tubing made all the better for bar fights. An ice-filled bucket of Bud Lights condensed between them, along with a heaped pile of buffalo wing bones devoured by the two SEALs. It was like genocide for chickens, Clive had quipped. Cheeseburgers did the rounds at the three- and six-hour marks. A recycled five-gallon oil can full of peanuts was half-gone, the shells by their feet. Good times.


They had been there since noon, residing in quiet reflection and simple banter. Taking stock. They had been through a tough grind, and they needed the change of pace. Classic rock played from a CD-stacker jukebox. Laughter and arguments came and went from the far reaches of the bar. They made small talk and watched via a television above the bar the White Sox win 5–3 over the Mariners. Walker had made ten bucks from one of the SEALs on the result. Around six pm the place started to fill up and conversation became hard to hear, the bare concrete floor and walls bouncing the sound around, but that was fine with Walker. They’d taken it in turns to flick through USA Today and the New York Times. They watched exhibition football, where Cincinnati Bengals did a good job of dismantling the Washington Redskins, and at half-time they had the barman switch it over to CNN’s rolling updates on the war in Iraq. The ticker reported that the Iraqis were protesting as a new US fire base had flattened an area of historic significance from Mesopotamian times.


‘Ungrateful is what them Iraqis are,’ Jim said. ‘They better pay us back in oil contracts for liberating them.’


‘Reckon we’ll ever find the supposed WMDs?’ Sally asked.


‘Who cares,’ Hank said. ‘They’ve got oil. We own it now.’


‘WMDs are there,’ Jim said, looking over his beer to Sally. ‘Saddam had chemical and biological, that’s a fact.’


‘A known known,’ Clive said with a grin.


‘Probably buried in a sand dune someplace,’ Jim said, sweeping a pile of empty peanut shells to the floor.


Sally said, ‘I heard Saddam moved all his WMDs to Syria.’


‘Then we should roll on into Syria next,’ Hank said.


‘You don’t think we’ve got enough to deal with?’ Sally suggested.


‘Maybe the lady’s right,’ Jim said. ‘Maybe we should pack up and move home. Mid East be damned. Leave them to fight it out on their own.’


‘Lady?’ Sally said. ‘Want me to break off your arms and shove them up your boyfriend’s hot wing–tinged butthole?’


Jim grinned and hoisted his half-drunk beer as a kind of capitulation and apology. Sally clinked it with her bottle.


‘Respect,’ Jim said.


Clive shrugged and drained his beer, then went back to the bar to reload their bucket of Buds.


‘What say you, Air Force?’ Jim asked Walker.


Walker was silent. The news ticker said something about a storm warning for Florida and Louisiana. He thought back to his friends who were serving. The fact was, he’d had little choice but to move across to the CIA, in order to remain in the fight. The Air Force had just made him a Lieutenant Colonel, and they wanted him back home, at a desk, to help drive things. But that wasn’t Walker’s style. Not now, with two wars in full swing. Not ever.


‘Right,’ Jim said, looking back around the bar. ‘Man, I need to get laid.’


Sally said, ‘You couldn’t get laid if it was the end of the world and you looked like Brad Pitt, and Hank looked like Angelina.’


‘Hardy-ha,’ Jim said.


Clive returned. ‘Get them while they’re fresh.’


‘As fresh as Bud Lights can get,’ Sally said, flicking the top off a bottle and necking it.


‘Five-oh,’ Jim said, motioning to the entry of the bar.


Walker turned and saw a couple of uniformed MPs on the scene. Army. A sergeant and a major. Not there for a friendly drink. Senior men doing serious business. They were scanning the room. Only a couple of groups of patrons were in uniform – a gang of Army Rangers playing pool, and a bunch of Navy enlisted celebrating a bachelor party. The sergeant’s eyes settled on Walker, then he spoke to the major, who looked Walker’s way, and then they headed over.


‘I think they’ve got a hard-on for you, Walker,’ Clive said.


‘Maybe he’s gonna get laid tonight,’ Jim added.


‘Spit-roast for Air Force,’ Sally said.


The four of them laughed. Technically they were all still in the military, for insurance and legal purposes, until mustered out of training at The Point and sworn in as CIA operatives. And that meant Walker was the senior officer. But the respect that came with rank had meant little at Harvey Point, and even less in this bar.


‘Lieutenant Colonel Walker,’ the major said, and snapped off a crisp salute as he and the sergeant took position a couple of paces away.


‘At ease,’ Walker said.


‘Message, sir, outside please,’ the major said.


Walker finished his beer, left a few twenties on the table for his colleagues – he was the ranking officer among them, and some things never changed.


‘And here,’ he said, passing ten bucks to Hank. ‘You need Jim’s money more than I do. It should be enough to get you a blow job from one of those Navy guys.’


He left the four to drink and laugh as he followed the MPs out. It was good to be outside, in the fresh air and away from the din.


There was a Crown Vic sedan parked on the kerb, unmarked but with the MP radio whip antennas on the boot and domed light on the dash that signalled it as a police car.


‘What’s the message, Major?’ Walker asked.


The two MPs turned around, and the major pointed to the car park over Walker’s left shoulder.


There were around forty cars and trucks in the parking lot between the dark bar and a brightly lit Chili’s and Cracker Barrel further down that fed off the highway. Four tall lamps threw down shafts of yellow vapour light. Lots of shadows, no movement. It took a moment for Walker’s eyes to find him. A man in a dark suit and shirt leaning against a dull black pick-up. His arms crossed. A bright orange flare of a cigarette at his lips. Waiting.
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Walker slowed as he neared the man in the suit. The smoking man, they’d called him at training. He would show up each week, always standing at a distance, observing, often with a smoke in his mouth. Sally had joked he was working for the FBI’s X-Files. Up close, Walker could see he was the other side of fifty. A well-worn face, like he’d spent decades working outdoors in a sun-drenched environment, and the lines had created permanent crags in his skin, like a topographical map of the Grand Canyon. His dark hair was a couple of inches longer than military regulation, thinned with age and worry. His posture was slightly stooped, like the weight of the world beat him down year on year. Slight and compact, maybe five-seven or five-eight to Walker’s six-three, 170 pounds to Walker’s 240. Despite the appearance, there was a restless energy about him – his eyes were jittery with ideas and things that needed to be done. Dressed in a suit that looked a size too big for him. A black or charcoal shirt under that, crinkled with wear, unbuttoned at the neck. The same or similar outfit Walker had seen him in seven times now.


‘Walker,’ the smoking man said, standing free of his car and extending a hand. ‘Rob Richter.’


His handshake was firm, his hand hard and calloused. Richter was clearly no office man.


‘I get the feeling you know all about me,’ Walker said.


‘Yep,’ Richter replied. ‘You’ve heard my name before?’


‘No.’


He nodded. ‘That means I’m good at my job – and others are good at theirs.’


To Walker’s ear, Richter’s accent was Arkansas. A southern boy doing good by his nation.


‘That’s the CIA for you, right?’ Walker said.


‘Yeah, well . . .’ Richter looked around and tossed his cigarette butt, then immediately reached into his inside jacket pocket and shook another Camel free from a soft pack. He lit up, and as he pocketed the fancy Zippo lighter, Walker saw the butt of a polymer automatic in a concealed shoulder holster. Walker knew that the CIA didn’t arm their staff on US soil, but maybe the smoking man was openly carrying a weapon across all states in some kind of second-amendment middle finger to rules imposed on his government agency. Or it could have been out of paranoia. Maybe the spook had been on one too many ops overseas, and thought the Russians were still on his case. Walker didn’t blame him. Far from it. He knew from experience that special-ops forces the world over opted to always have a good weapon at hand, even at home. They slept better, lived better. And longer.


‘Let’s go for a drive,’ Richter said.


Walker checked over his shoulder – the MPs were in their car and drove off with a spin of the back tyres on the blacktop. Not their tyres – the DoD probably had a schedule to change them out every year, worn out or not, every set on every MP vehicle, so why not drive it like you stole it. He glanced at the bar and figured his Point cohorts wouldn’t be getting a cab back to base until the early hours of the morning. Tomorrow was a day off, then they were all scheduled to fly home on Sunday and await further orders from Langley, which could take up to two weeks. Walker had put in a preference for assignments in the Mid East, Afghanistan and Europe, in that order. He’d seen plenty enough of the Mid East, but he didn’t much expect to be assigned any place else for the foreseeable future. Welcome to the age of the War on Terror. Us and them.


‘Where we headed?’ Walker asked.


‘That depends on how our next conversation goes.’ Richter climbed into his side of the truck and Walker headed around the hood and slid onto the passenger seat. The windows were open. August in North Carolina, a clear but humid night. Walker wore a T-shirt, a plain grey undershirt that came with his mountain camouflage fatigues for Afghanistan, with black jeans and pull-on boots. The relentless PT sessions over the past six weeks had made it hard for him to tie laces because of the ache and lactic acid in his bulging muscles, which had gained ten pounds of bulk. He couldn’t have either of the SEALs beat him in the bench press or bicep curls. Inside the truck smelled new, and as Richter started the engine, a big V8 thrum, Walker noticed the rental tag on the key fob.


Richter was an Agency man, probably from Langley, Walker guessed. He would have rented the vehicle from the airport at Chesapeake, or he might have driven straight down – a four-hour trip. Walker wasn’t surprised that the CIA didn’t have a fleet of cars waiting for their staff in every major city – this was no longer the military life, far from it, and he would have to learn to make do with the limited resources that came with the change. The Agency threw big money at overseas resources and assets, literally bags containing millions of dollars to foreign agents and foreign government officials, but Walker had learned that for the intel officers who were out there recruiting and putting their lives on the line, it was a tight ship. Gone for Walker were the Pentagon’s billions of dollars worth of toys and equipment.


‘So . . .’ Richter said as he drove, hanging onto the ‘o’ for quite a while. ‘You did well at The Point.’


‘Where’d you hear that?’


‘Birdie. Little one. Told me so.’


‘I thought they said from the get-go that they weren’t marking us.’


‘They don’t,’ Richter said. ‘But they do write reports, like you wouldn’t believe. They watch and listen to you at every turn, from the sleeping quarters to the mess hall. Not just your tests and training, but your interaction with others. You know they’ve even got cameras in the bathrooms?’


‘Spies, right?’


They drove in silence for four miles north-east along Route 17, away from Harvey Point. Trucks laboured on the road. Cars and vans rattled along. No urgency. No bombs going off, no snipers on high, no hidden IEDs. America, but not as Walker had seen it for close on seven years of continuous overseas deployment.


‘What kind of intelligence officer do you see yourself as?’ Richter said eventually.


‘One who gets to live on at the end of the day, while making some kind of difference, would be a nice concept,’ Walker said. ‘That still a thing?’


‘Show me that person, and I’ll believe you. They’ve gone the way of the dinosaurs, those fine men. And they were mainly men, coming home from fighting Nazis. Don’t build ’em like that anymore.’ Silence fell for a few moments before Richter continued. ‘You and the others who just graduated? It’ll be the Directorate of Operations; or the Special Activities Division. But it’s not so special. But then you know that, right? The chances are you’ll be back out there, with the spec-ops teams, kicking down doors in Baghdad, just like you’ve been doing for the past seven-odd years.’


‘I know that.’


‘Well, I represent another element of intelligence officers. A far smaller group. Extra-selective. Interested?’


Walker looked across at him. ‘And what would that be?’


‘Agent provocateur.’


‘Sounds like women’s undergarments.’


‘Do your job well, you’ll get to take plenty of those off. I’m not saying that chicks go wild for spies, because no-one’s going to know what you really do. But seduction of assets is a tool at your disposal, and you’re going to have to use it.’


‘Use my tool, got it.’


‘Hmph. Funny guy, Walker.’ Richter glanced across at him. ‘How much have you had to drink?’


‘Too much for this recruitment spiel,’ Walker replied, looking ahead.


‘You let your guard down, even for a second, you can get killed out there.’


‘I know that.’


‘Yet you drank all afternoon.’


Walker was silent.


‘What are you thinking over there, Walker?’ Richter glanced across at him.


‘Your comment about using the tools at my disposal,’ Walker replied. ‘I’m married, so I guess I’ll figure another way to get information out of foreign targets.’


‘Right. Married. To Eve, back in Texas,’ Richter took a long drag on his cigarette, blew the smoke out a crack in the window and the airconditioning chased it out. ‘The two of you have been separated – what’d she say, going on two years now?’


Walker looked across at Richter. It was a statement, not a question. No-one knew that they were separated. No-one but he and Eve. Had Richter spoken to her personally? Or had it come up via a higher security clearance coming his way?


‘I’m gonna tell you what a guy told me when I was a newbie like you,’ Richter said. ‘You want to stay alive out there, what matters most is how well you walk through the fire. You think you can walk through fire, Walker?’


‘I can try.’


‘Damned well you’ll try. You’ll get your turn, hot shot. Take a look in that bag, Walker,’ Richter said, motioning to the small black duffel in the footwell between them. ‘Go on. It’s your future. And it starts tonight.’
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Inside the bag were two sets of clothes, all black and grey and dark blue. Not new, worn in. All looked like they’d been taken from someone’s closet, or were good finds in the 99-cent store. Inconspicuous in any crowd. A plastic bag with basic toiletries, all name brands you could purchase anywhere in the world. A well-creased black leather wallet.


‘Take a look inside,’ Richter said, keeping his eyes on the road ahead. No cars coming their way on the highway. The glow of Norfolk, Chesapeake, Virginia Beach ahead. Wisps of clouds in the night sky, illuminated by distant street lights.


Walker opened the wallet. Inside was a few grand in used bills. Four cards: Social Security, Texas licence, Bank of America credit card, firearm licence. The date of birth on all made the ID exactly a month older than Walker’s true age. For ease of remembering. Same thing with the Texas licence, as Walker had spent some of his youth there, where his family went back generations.


The cards were in the name of Tom Archer, and the image on the licence was from Walker’s own legitimate licence.


‘What’s this for?’ Walker asked.


‘Your first op.’


‘Is this a live op, or a final test?’ Walker asked.


‘Does it matter?’ Richter looked at him. ‘Working for the CIA, no-one knows what you’re doing. Not your friends, not your co-workers if you’re undercover, not your loved ones. Sometimes not even you know what you’re really doing. It’s a lonely life, but you get used to it.’


‘Guess it doesn’t matter then, if it’s a real op or a test,’ Walker said. ‘But it’d be handy to know, if an issue comes up and the use of force is required.’


‘It is what it is, and you should assume that what we tell you to do must be done at all costs, any which way it plays out,’ Richter said, looking back out to the road ahead. ‘Look, either way, Walker, your future at the Agency depends on your success. You fail this first op, you’re out. You pass this one but fail the next one, you’re out. And so on. Got it?’


‘Got it.’


Richter shifted upright in his seat, looking around the dark night. ‘The CIA doesn’t take to failure these days. Too much heat on us. Everyone everywhere in intel and all those in between are responsible nowadays, got it?’


‘What was it like before?’


‘Pretty much like any other government department,’ Richter said. ‘Only we got to overthrow governments and kill people. Publicly pinning the decision to go into Iraq on us? That, Walker, has changed everything.’


‘Find those WMDs in Iraq and all will be rosy though, right?’


‘It’ll take a hell of a lot more than that,’ Richter said. ‘Waterboarding. Rendition. Torture. Gitmo. Things will get worse with all the backlash coming our way before they get better for us. But let’s talk about you. Your cover ID for Tom Archer? Make up your own legend. Whatever you like, it doesn’t matter. What matters is succeeding in your objective.’


‘Which is?’ Walker asked, holding the wallet in his hands, turning it over and over, feeling the edges and seams, learning it.


Richter shifted in his seat, sat a little straighter. ‘What do you know about power?’


‘The ability to do something or act in a particular way?’ Walker said. ‘Power of free speech? What’s the context?’


Silence.


‘Political power?’ Walker said, looking across at Richter. ‘The ability to direct or influence the behaviour of others or the course of events?’


‘All that and more,’ Richter replied. ‘You’re to head to New Orleans. There you will receive your further instructions. Got it?’


‘Yes.’


‘Do not blow your cover, not for any reason. All your stuff back at The Point, and your ID and phone on your person now, will be bagged and waiting for you on the other side of this mission.’


New Orleans? Hardly the gateway to the Mid East. It smelled like a final test, rather than a live op. Something on US soil. Maybe heading out of the Gulf to Central America. Walker went along with it. He nodded. Richter kept his eyes on the road ahead, took the turn-off to the airport.


‘Am I working alone?’ Walker asked.


‘You’re always alone, even if you think otherwise,’ Richter said.


‘Duration of the op?’


‘Days, not weeks.’


They drove in silence for a minute, then Richter said, ‘I saw in your files that your old man is a friend of Marty Bloom.’


‘Yeah,’ Walker said, looking across at Richter, seeing nothing telling in the man’s expression. ‘And?’


‘And nothing. I just saw it. Thought it was interesting.’


When Richter didn’t continue, Walker said, ‘Marty and my dad go back to college days. He’s like an uncle to me.’


‘You know what he does?’


‘I know he works for The Agency,’ Walker said, and Richter nodded.


In the new silence that lasted for five miles as they headed northeast, Walker wanted to ask all kinds of questions. What’s this about? What’s the end game? What are my rules of engagement? Are there adversaries present? What are the stakes? What if I need help? He felt almost inebriated enough to voice all his questions, but he could tell that Richter would stonewall. He’d told Walker where to go, and to succeed.


‘You’re going to be on your own from here, Walker,’ Richter said as he pulled up to the airport drop-off line.


‘How do I know when I’m done?’


‘You’ll know.’


Walker looked at the bag.


‘Give me your wallet, phone, watch, anything else you have on you,’ Richter said, his hand out. ‘Get yourself a hotel. Make contact. Follow the mission through.’


Walker passed them over.


‘This location, memorise it,’ Richter said, dumping Walker’s stuff in an envelope and then passing over a scrap of paper. ‘Grab a seat at the bar, and at midnight tonight a man will ask you about the weather. You need to reply that it seems good for this time of year, but that you heard a storm is coming. He’ll then say, The Gulf is clear. Got it?’


‘Weather’s good for this time of year, but a storm’s coming. Gulf of Mex is clear.’


‘The Gulf is clear. Simple. A four-word sentence. Got it?’


‘Got it,’ Walker said as he memorised the bar’s name and address. ‘Who’s the guy?’


‘He’s the guy who’ll tell you what you need to do. And you’ll do it, no question, no hesitation. Got that?’


Walker paused, then said, ‘Got it.’


Richter took the scrap of paper and shoved the bag across the bench seat. Walker took it, hefted it over his shoulder as he got out of the truck, and then bent down to the car’s level, eyeing the senior CIA man.


‘You won’t see me again,’ Richter said, looking ahead, not at Walker. ‘Do not fail.’


Walker stood back as the truck tore off. Watching the tail-lights of Richter’s pick-up disappear on the north-bound highway, Walker headed into the terminal. He checked his boarding pass. American, economy to New Orleans. Departing in a little over an hour. No time to reconsider. He wondered if Richter had left time to organise a back-up option should Walker have refused the mission. Would he have gone back and picked up one of the other recruits? As he put his bag onto the belt in the security line, there were two people ahead of him. No-one behind. The end of the night shift, the last flights out of the small airport. The beginning of his life in the CIA.
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Walker slept on the flight. The military had taught him that: sleep when and where you can. Three solid hours, from wheels up to touchdown. It was a small Embraer jet, an aisle separating two seats on one side of the fuselage and a single seat on the other. He was in the latter, a few rows back, over the wing. He would have selected the front, the very first seat, with more leg room right by the door. But sitting there might invite discussion with the cabin-crew member sitting diagonally opposite, or those entering the plane might bump him or step on his toes, which would make for eye contact or small talk. Contact that might be memorable. Walker knew that in the life he was heading into, he needed to be forgettable.


As he walked through the terminal at New Orleans, the small carry-on duffel over his shoulder, he thought of the first time he’d been to New Orleans, with his parents, on a road trip. He was eleven years old, and Hurricane Hugo had chased them from Florida. Then he’d visited again, in what was his favourite time here, with Eve, between his first tours of Iraq. Find what you love and let it kill you, his mother used to tell him, when he was a teenager. Your job is going to kill us, you know that, Eve had told him on that trip. They’d fought about his work, but they’d made love more than they’d fought, and their relationship had been like that for a few years afterwards.


Outside, Walker checked his new watch, a generic Casio G-Shock. Just over two hours to the meet. He took a cab to the edge of the French Quarter, the drive sticky and uncomfortable, even with the window down and the dilapidated aircon blowing on full. The Gulf was hot this time of the year, and the weather helped turn Louisiana into an open-air lunatic asylum.


What do you know about power?


Not a hotel near the airport. They were full of overnighters, businesspeople there for a night or two or more, the location and cheap hotel bar a convenience. But those places were full of conversation at the bar and over breakfast. Walker walked from the hotel the driver had dropped him at and headed into the next one. It seemed like a dive, but that was fine. He used his Tom Archer ID and credit card to book four nights; he figured he would move tomorrow and keep this as a secondary place. It wasn’t his money.


His room smelled like stale smoke, and he opened the windows and turned the airconditioner on. He kept the room dark as he searched for the best hiding place; eventually he settled for the gap between the airconditioning unit and the wall. He took the cash from his wallet, which he pocketed, and then slid the wallet down that gap. It was a snug fit, and even when he turned the overhead light on, he couldn’t see it for the shadows down there. You would need a coat hanger to dig it out, and even then you’d have to know where it was by feel alone.


He had over an hour to the meet, and figured it was a ten-minute cab ride this time of night, so he went to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face, then drank as much water from the faucet as he felt he could take in. That done, he locked up his room, headed outside and hailed a cab.


Grab a seat at the bar, and at midnight tonight a man will ask you about the weather. You need to reply that it seems good for this time of year, but that you heard a storm is coming. He’ll then say, The Gulf is clear. Got it?


Got it.


Walker had no idea what he was getting into.


•


Richter sat at home in McLean, Virginia, and poured himself a whiskey. Generic brand, for the effect rather than the flavour. He paced his kitchen. Looked at the phones on the granite countertop. Ran a hand through his hair. Drained the liquor and poured another.


Finally, the phone rang. Not his government-supplied secure cell. The burner phone. Pre-paid. Mission specific. No number was displayed.


He drank the whiskey and then put the empty tumbler down as he picked up the phone. ‘Yeah?’


The voice said, ‘Is it done?’


‘Yes,’ Richter replied. ‘He’s on his way.’


The line went dead.
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Gotta love a town with twenty-four-hour bars, Walker thought as he was dropped off outside The Harbor Grill with less than an hour to his meet. Though why they bothered to put locks on the doors of places that never closed was a question for another day. The place was doing a busy trade. Plenty of people milling about outside smoking, eating and drinking, enjoying the music.


Inside, Walker took a seat at the bar, third from the end. He ordered a large Coke and looked around. It was dimly lit, and sparsely decorated. The main light source was a few lamps above the shelves of bottles to light the work area for the bar staff. There were three people behind the bar, a man and two women. The patron area could fit maybe a hundred people standing and close-in dancing. Right now it was half-full, on a hot August night, in New Orleans. They didn’t much look like tourists to Walker, but then he’d spent less time in American bars than overseas ones for the past seven years of military postings. No challenge coin games for him.


He gave a moment’s thought to what would have been had he stayed in the Air Force. Best case, he’d have done a brief stint at CENTCOM in the Mid East on the way home. After that he’d have been stuck in the Pentagon, maybe with a posting in Colorado on the way through until he made full Colonel, then, the desk. Walker was not one for sitting around shuffling papers or looking at a computer all day. If not for the CIA, he’d have gone back to Texas and figured out something to successfully ranch on the family farm, which for three generations had been agisted out to neighbours to run livestock. At least back on the farm it was only the rattlesnakes that could kill him. It would make his mother happier, who was the place’s sole full-time resident.


‘The secret to a long and happy marriage,’ she’d told him when he announced he was engaged to Eve. ‘Living in different states.’ It had been a joke, but there was truth to it, Walker saw that in his mother’s eyes.


Walker drank his Coke, listened to the rock music, and felt that there was something quintessentially American about the experience that somehow drew him to the centre of what made the country great. A reminder of what he was fighting for. He should have done more of it. He should have been there more for Eve.


Walker leaned back on his bar stool. Here he was, out of uniform, in a crowded room, and the good guys and the bad guys all looked the same. Walker had trained in this at The Point, but it didn’t go far enough. Be aware of people following you – use actions and movement to create angles to see behind you. Look out for anyone who might be on a phone, talking to another follower, watching you, leapfrogging and swapping out. See the same person twice, shame on them. See them three times, shame on you.


Between the music and hubbub the bar was loud. Too loud to properly hear a conversation, unless the person was up close. Walker was onto his second Coke, the biggest glass they had. He felt his body sweating out the beers he’d consumed earlier. The tequila shots had been a bad idea, but then he’d been thinking today was a day of celebration and letting loose after six weeks of hard slog.


A woman bumped into his left elbow, leaned across the bar and shouted an order. She had pale skin visible below and above a short tartan skirt that looked like a kilt, and a loose top that was tied above the waist and showed the curvature of her hips. Walker figured that she worked here, bussing drinks and jello shots around to customers who preferred to sit and drink and tip a waitress rather than have to use their own steam to get to the bar and order. The barman put a drink on the counter, something resembling a grown-up version of a Shirley Temple, and she passed over ten bucks and waved away the change. She turned to Walker, sipping at the straw. So, not bar staff. She was looking right at him, her big eyes lined with make-up, and he looked away.


She leaned in close, and he could smell her perfume. Familiar. Floral, citrus, sunshine on linen.


‘Excuse me,’ she said into his ear. ‘Mind if I sit here?’


‘Free country,’ Walker replied, looking forward. He went back to his drink. Glanced at his watch: fifteen minutes. The music changed. Springsteen. The Johnny Cash cover. Somewhere deep in the bar a patron gave a woot. Somewhere else a couple sang along. Walker heard knife and dull and valley and skull. American poetry.


She sat and leaned towards him again. ‘Here for work?’


Walker nodded. He had his legend prepared, and figured this would be a good test to hone it, iron out any bugs.


‘Drilling,’ he replied. ‘Health-and-safety inspector. Doing the rounds.’


‘Nice,’ she replied. ‘Travel much?’


Walker tried to place her accent. Nowhere America. Maybe west coast. Generic. He was usually good at placing accents to their respective states. This woman was a cipher.


‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Too much. You?’


She looked down at her glass, the beads of perspiration running down the sides. Her top lip was wet with it too. The dull light of the bar gave a halo effect to the side profile of her face and neck, as though an artist had drawn an elegant curved line from the top of her head down her nose and chin and along her long neck. Late twenties. Long eyelashes. Thick dark hair; maybe an auburn tint in the right light. No make-up but for her eyes and lips. Her lips made a pout. She looked across at him. Green eyes. Faint freckles on her nose and cheeks. Naturally blushed.


‘Yes. Lots. Sometimes too much.’ She glanced behind her.


Walker sipped his Coke. He had a sight line through the bottles behind the bar to a mirror. Not much to see for the dim light, but he would clock anyone close behind him.


‘I’m Steph,’ she said, putting out a hand.


Walker took the hand in his. It was maybe half the size, but the grip was strong.


‘Tom.’


A guy bumped in behind Steph, to the other side, a twenty in his hand. New arrival. Walker saw his eyes in the mirror.


Steph finished her drink and stood, in the space between their two bar stools. She leaned in again, her lips close to Walker’s ear. When she spoke her breath was hot. And her accent was changed. Slightly. The inflections, the way the vowels sharpened.


‘Restroom, second stall, in the cistern,’ she said. ‘Something to help you. If you get out of this alive, I’ll find you.’


Walker watched her, and the guy, in the reflection of the bar’s splashback, and she whispered again with hot breath into Walker’s ear: ‘He’s not who you think he is. He’s here to kill you.’
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Walker watched over his shoulder as Steph headed out of the bar. She wasn’t much over five feet tall, and she moved in quick, deliberate, balletic movements to weave out through the crowd. Gone in five seconds.


The guy took Steph’s vacant seat. He ordered a beer. As he drank from the bottle, his eyes found Walker’s again in the mirror. He turned, said, ‘How about this weather?’


Walker took his time. The guy was early thirties, six-four, big shoulders and back, military haircut, dressed in khaki pants and a short-sleeved shirt that seemed to have split around his biceps. Serious side of beef, and not USDA approved – this guy was juiced up on steroids. Walker looked around. Nothing doing other than people having a good time, checking out of their daily grind, getting their Friday night drink on, having a laugh.


‘Excuse me?’ Walker said, leaning in a little to the guy. Thought back to Richter. You need to reply that it seems good for this time of year, but that you heard a storm is coming. He’ll then say, The Gulf is clear. Got it? He took a measure of the way the guy’s weight was distributed on the bar stool, and at the point where his triceps rested on the bar. Wondered about the math and angles if he kicked that stool out, figured that the guy would be on his feet and ready to respond as quickly as Walker.


‘The weather,’ the guy said, leaning in. ‘Pretty good, right?’


Walker nodded, watching the man in the reflection. His eyes were a little edgy; something beyond adrenaline.


‘Who’s the guy?’


‘He’s the guy who’ll tell you what you need to do. And you’ll do it, no question, no hesitation. Got that?’


‘Yeah, seems good, for this time of year,’ Walker said. He’d seen that look plenty of times before. Calculation. Anticipation. And a substance. Probably modafinil. Plenty of soldiers back in Iraq and Afghanistan were on it, keeping them jacked to maintain the gruelling operational tempo. Especially since most of the hunting went on at night, and the soldiers reversed their body-clocks to live by night and sleep by day. ‘I heard a storm’s coming, though.’
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