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Chapter One


“YOU LOOK TIRED,” she says, moving out of the doorway to let him inside. “Do you want to talk about it?” 


The soldier enters, moves his cover to his hands, holding the hat in a way that makes him feel half her age, though he’s most of the way through fifty and she’s not seen the edges of thirty yet. He doesn’t speak, doesn’t move as she shuts and locks the door behind him, comes back to put a gentle touch on his elbow. She looks at him curiously, concerned, then shakes her head in such a way that her hair shifts and gently sways, exposes bare neck from collar to jawline. He sees her skin, feels an almost magnetic tug, an immediate urge to wrap his arms around her and inhale her scent. He’s too old to believe that doing so will make it all better, but it’s what he feels. He thinks about the fact that he should’ve waited before coming here, before talking to her. He thinks that he doesn’t have a choice.


“Jamieson’s dead,” the soldier says.


She nods slightly, a touch of sympathy in her expression, in the movement, and he thinks it’s for his sake, and not for the dead man she has never met, hardly even knew.


“I’ll make you a drink,” she says. “I’ve got some of that rye you like.”


He nods, moves into the large front room. Floor-to-ceiling windows that would show the gleam of the capital at night, but the curtains are drawn, the way they always are when he arrives. He’s never seen them open, never seen the view out of her condo here in the West End. This town, he knows, keeps a secret like a four-year-old at a birthday party. When he visits, he visits at night, drives straight into the underground lot, takes the spot that’s always open. Normally, he changes out of uniform before coming here.


Tonight is not normal.


The soldier takes a seat, sets his hat beside him, loosens his tie and his collar. When she comes back with the drink, he takes it from her hand, sets it aside. She raises an eyebrow.


“You don’t want a drink you should’ve said so.”


The soldier pulls her to him, meets her mouth with his own. She kisses him back with full hunger, uncaged; it’s what she’s been waiting for.


When they reach her bedroom, he keeps much of his uniform on, at least for a while.


  


Afterward, embracing every cliché, she lights a cigarette and shares it with him, resting on her elbow, the ashtray balanced on his sternum. He stares at the ceiling. It’s the lost hours, between three and five in the morning, and the only sounds are the hum of the air-conditioning and, just beyond, the muted tick of the clock on the bedside table. He can feel her gaze, studying him. Her patience is unnerving, and he cannot stop his mind from spinning into questions. He knows what she’s waiting for.


“He can name his price.”


She sucks on the cigarette, exhales toward the ceiling, places the filter back between his lips. He swears he can taste her on it.


“I’ll tell him that,” she says.


“I want to talk to him this time. No middleman, not like it was with Jamieson. I want to deal with him directly.”


She shakes her head slightly. He knew she would.


“We bought a service,” the soldier says, recalling her own phrasing. “It didn’t execute.”


“You knew there was an element of risk. You embraced that when you told me what Jamieson and the others wanted to buy.”


“It didn’t execute.” He puts the cigarette out in the ashtray, feels the sharp point of heat of the cinder dying on the glass against his skin. He moves the ashtray to the nightstand, and when he rolls back, she is exactly as she was before. “We’re no better off than when we started.”


“I’ve seen the news, baby. We both know that’s not true.”


“It’s not enough. It’s not what we wanted.”


She shrugs, and it’s as elegant as every other movement she makes. He wonders, not for the first time, what she was before she was this. He used to think she was as American as he, but over time he has revised that theory. There’s an Eastern European touch to her beauty, to the dark hair and dark eyes and almost too-fair skin. When he’s tried to look into who she really is—carefully, very, very carefully—all the answers come back entirely plausible, the banal lies of espionage that he has come to recognize from thirty years of service. When he’s asked her, her response has always been the same.


“I am what you need me to be.” 


She’s been a lot of things for him. She’s been an ardent and eager and skilled lover. She’s been a woman who has made him feel adored and strong and potent. She’s been a comfort, laughing at the right time at the right jokes, asking the right questions when he needed to talk about himself. She’s been a confessor, listening to secrets he has no right to tell anyone else. She’s been the gateway. When the soldier and Jamieson and the others concluded what they needed to do to save their country, she heard the edge of conspiracy in his voice, and she offered the way to the means. It was she who told the soldier she knew a man who knew a man who could provide the terror they wanted. It was she who put Jamieson and the Uzbek in the same place at the same time.


She’s been all these things, but right now, he needs her to be something else. Right now, he needs her to be a rope, he needs her to keep him from drowning. Right now, the soldier needs her to tell him that what he’s done, what they’ve done, cannot come back to harm them, and that there is still a way forward.


She moves against him, lays her head against his chest. One hand finds his, laces fingers.


“Tell me what you want,” she says. “Tell me what you’re offering. I’ll speak to him, and I’ll tell you what he says.”


A sudden, sharp anger bursts in him. He resents her patience, resents what feels like condescension from this woman so much younger than he, who makes him hard despite himself, who has secrets he cannot uncover. He grips her wrists and rolls atop her, pins her arms over her head, and the way she yields only makes him that much more frustrated and aroused. She’s looking up at him unafraid, that same expression, as if anything he might do to her now is what she wants him to do, or, worse, what she expects from him, that he is entirely predictable to her. She pushes against his grip, but only just. She opens her legs.


“We want what we paid for,” the soldier says.


She arches, receiving him, makes a sound that thrills him.


“Yes,” she says.


“You tell him that. You tell him that.”


“Yes.”


“You tell him…oh…goddamn it…”


“Yes.”


“…damn you, goddamn you, woman…”


“Yes.”


“…tell him…”


“Yes.”


“…we want…”


“Yes.”


“…we want the war we paid for!”


After a time, his hands leave her wrists, and she wraps her arms around him, and the silence returns, the air conditioner, the ticking of the clock, the racing of his pulse. Her lips brush his ear.


“He’ll want something in return.”










Chapter Two


BELL IS THE penetrator, first through the door, Chaindragger nuts-to-ass on him. Steelriver follows tight on Chain’s heels, sweeping up at the back, making sure nothing comes up on their six. 


They enter noisy and hard, hydrocharge blasting hinges from door frame, wood and brick splinters that shower the hardwood floor of the entry hall. Steelriver sends the first flashbang in its wake, the grenade’s detonation turned from deafening to dull behind their ear protection, and then they’re out of the night and into a new darkness, NVG compensating with all the ambient light it can steal. Outside in the back, Cardboard opens up on the house with his grenade launcher, dropping more bangers onto the roof, through the windows, peppering the building with noise in an attempt to sow mayhem and confusion, all while maintaining his overwatch.


They know their positions and their duty the way they know their names, ranks, and serial numbers. The flight into country was spent going over the terrain, a JSOC windfall of intelligence gathered from who knows where, examining blueprints, memorizing faces on digital displays. Then the gear prep, each man attending his loadout, then finally sneaking what sleep they could. Now they have sacrificed stealth for speed, a heavily armed footrace to claim an unwilling prize.


Down the hall, Bell counting steps not quite subconsciously, taking in details with the same ingrained assess-and-discard, moving to target. Door, left, he passes without pause, leaves it to Chaindragger to clear. Hears the next grenade’s dulled thump, feels the vibration as he drives ever forward. In Bell’s mind’s eye, the floor plan is a cross between some high-tech heads-up display and, oddly, a treasure map, parchment-aged and ragged-edged. It’s one of his mnemonics, some part of the boy’s adventure fantasy that has endured through his nearly forty years. It may be the only childhood illusion he has left.


Just short of the end of the hall, the shock-entry is beginning to wear off. Between the blasts from Cardboard’s rain, Bell can now hear muffled shouting, the alarm rising in near hysteria, voices yelling in Russian and Uzbek. He imagines the clatter and scramble of hasty movement and breaking panic. Bell’s seventeenth step brings him to an intersection, and he throws his first 9-bang, corners as it detonates, his carbine high and ready. A man staggers into view, disoriented from the roughly 180 decibels that have deafened him, the white flash that has blinded him, a weapon in hand. He blinks, useless, in Bell’s direction, and Bell puts two suppressed shots into him without breaking stride. The man drops. At his back, Chaindragger fires again, new target, one Bell has skipped. They keep moving.


They have been inside for six seconds.


Following the route, the map in Bell’s mind never wavering, the absurd X marking the imaginary spot on the floor above. Behind him, far enough back that it must be Steelriver, he registers more shots, suppressor muffled, the sound of a body collapsing, deadweight. Passes another door, and Chaindragger hits it, pops the banger while hugging the wall, follows the blast with a pivot and a burst of gunfire, then resumes, stacked tight on Bell. 


Still counting his paces, and Bell has reached the bottom of the staircase, sweeps his barrel upward, tracing his line of ascent. He hates stairs; stairs are dangerous, and to prove him right he sights movement, fires twice, and is rewarded with an ownerless assault rifle clattering down the stairs toward him. Bell notes the gun is an AK, the same way he notes that Steelriver has turned, giving their back full cover. More shots, these unsuppressed, and that means it’s not one of Bell’s doing the shooting but rather the opposition, and then it cuts off as abruptly and brutally as it began. An instant of silence, and then a voice dulled by ear protection begins screaming in pain and fear, then that, too, is lost as another of Cardboard’s grenades detonates, the bombardment continuing.


Eleven seconds.


Bell throws his second banger of the op, lofting it up the stairs to the landing, and another grenade arcs after the first, this thrown by Chaindragger. Each detonates within an instant of one another, concussion vibration they can feel in their torsos, light flaring, the NVG filters compensating a fraction of an instant behind the blasts. The explosion is still ringing through the house as Bell ascends, reaches the top, the treasure-map X looming closer, the room that the blueprints identified as the master suite. Two men here, still reeling, one wide-eyed and dumbstruck, the other flat on the floor, hands covering his ears. Bell takes the one in his quadrant, Chain shoots the second. The door to the room they want is dead ahead, and Bell moves to it with the confidence of a man who knows that no one is going to take his back by surprise. He knocks the goggles up out of his eyes, back to his helmet, and Chaindragger follows suit, waiting the word. 


Bell gives the go sign, and they’re crashing through the second door.


It has taken seventeen seconds.


  


For the master bedroom of a master criminal, the room is remarkably restrained, something Bell registers without realizing he’s doing so, the same way he also concludes that this makes perfect sense. This man they’ve come for, this Uzbek, has been anything but ostentatious, even in the face of crimes that are both audacious and extravagant. It has been seventy-two hours since Bell and this same team—with the exception of Steelriver—prevented a terrorist takeover of one of the biggest theme parks in the world. It has been less than seventy-two hours since Bell himself stopped the detonation of a dirty bomb in that same park, a device that, upon recovery, had been constructed to appear as though it were manufactured and supplied by the Islamic Republic of Iran.


This is the home, this is the bedroom, of the man Bell and his masters believe to be responsible for these things.


This is the home of Vosil Tohir.


Briefed on the flight into Tashkent, again in the SUV speeding from the staging point at the airfield to this house, Bell wondered what this man, this Uzbek, would be like. His audacity notwithstanding, the takeover of the WilsonVille theme park had been expertly done, cleared of fifty thousand guests in a matter of minutes, then held for hours before Bell, Chaindragger, Cardboard, and the currently absent and convalescing Bonebreaker had managed to shake the Uzbek’s men loose. Bell still feels the aches and pains earned that day, physical and emotional; the soreness in his lacerated palm still knitting itself back together; the betrayal in the eyes of his daughter, Athena.


When all was said and done, only then did the trail lead to Vosil Tohir.


Putting the name to the man in turn put the man in a place, and that is why four very deniable shooters, trained by the United States Army, are here, in Tashkent, in Uzbekistan. They have come for Vosil Tohir.


Because Vosil Tohir has a lot of explaining to do.


  


Eighteen seconds.


Two figures in the blue darkness, the bed between them and Bell, a man and a woman. The man is kicking open a door that was not on the blueprints, and Bell knows it was an aftermarket addition. Vosil Tohir has a bolt-hole, and he is almost through it. Bell sees this in an instant, just as he sees that both are half dressed and both have go bags in one hand and a weapon in the other. 


The mission is to take Vosil Tohir alive. The gun he is raising at them is therefore problematic; the gun that the woman is raising less so.


Chaindragger’s carbine spits, a single suppressed shot, and the man seems to pirouette before collapsing on his side. Bell, through the window of the EOTech sight on his rifle, already has his reticule on the woman’s face, his finger is about to slap the trigger, and it is then he registers what she is shouting at him, sees her hands rising, empty, weapon and bag falling to the floor.


“Biplane! Biplane!”


Bell stops himself from killing her.


“Biplane.” The woman is breathless. “The word of the day is biplane.” 


Bell takes two uncounted steps forward, face-to-face with the woman. He hears the sound of metal sliding over the floor as Chaindragger kicks the dropped guns away, hears the man on the floor’s chopped breathing as he struggles to keep from vocalizing the pain that comes with a bullet shattering the hip. Bell, who has been shot four times in his almost twenty years of service, can imagine quite easily how much it hurts. He feels just a moment’s sympathy.


The woman doesn’t move, but she doesn’t look away, meeting Bell’s gaze. She stands straight, proud; closer, Bell sees that she is beautiful, which he expected, but unafraid, which he did not. Her hands are still raised, but her elbows are bent, giving her surrender an insolence.


A flash of light, a brief moment of illumination as Chaindragger checks the man on the floor against the digital copy on his smartphone, the same photograph all the shooters carry. The sound of a zip tie being ratcheted around the target’s wrists.


“Verified,” Chaindragger tells Bell.


“Biplane.” When she says it this time, the corner of her mouth turns to smirk.


Bell punches her in the solar plexus.


  


Twenty-five seconds.










Chapter Three


THE SOLDIER HASN’T been sleeping well, and that’s why he’s awake when his phone rings, the special one, the one that ties him to everything and everyone under his command back at the Pentagon. He’s sitting in the living room of his home outside Chevy Chase, Maryland, in the almost dark, just the light from the dining room bleeding all over him. He’s been staring into the cold dead pit of his fireplace in August. If it were winter, he’d have something burning and take comfort in the dance of the flames, but it’s not winter, it’s summer, and even with the air-conditioning cranked he couldn’t justify lighting a fire, because that would be stupid, wouldn’t it? Until a while ago he’d been working on his laptop, but now it’s forgotten, awake but screen-locked, a black monitor displaying the ubiquitous star field that hides all the top secrets within. He’s thinking about work but he’s not, because he’s thinking about that woman in the West End that he cannot get enough of, that he cannot ever get enough of, and he’s thinking of the man who has mastered her and who isn’t him. 


He hates that man. Sincerely, deeply, utterly, purely hates him. He would kill him with his hands, something that he did once to the enemy many many years ago, a moment and a sensation he has never forgotten. Different from taking a life with a gun and a thousand times removed from drone strikes or overseen ops in the far corners of the world. He remembers that battle, that desperation and savagery, and the wound in his left leg awakens with sympathy, aching again. He fought for his life, and he won, and poets and writers and better men than he have tried to put into words what that moment is like, the triumph of survival, the ecstasy and elation of victory, the sorrow that follows. The soldier used to wonder if all who survive feel the same way. Then he decided it didn’t matter.


When he thinks of that man, though, the man he hates, it all comes back. That man with no name, and with no name no identity, no country, no motive, no reason. That man whom he has never seen and thus has imagined; younger than the soldier, and more handsome, and always well dressed, like those fey male models that used to be all the fashion. That man, the soldier has decided, wears glasses. That man, who maybe had Jamieson killed, maybe was trying to tie off a loose end, to keep his precious anonymity and his terrible secrets.


That man whom the soldier has come to think of as the Architect, because it fits, because calling that man a cocksucking goatfucker is too much of a mouthful, even if he never says it aloud, and because he’s an officer who wears stars, and officers who wear stars don’t use words like that in polite company. That man, as reported by the Bravo-Interdict operator code-named Blackfriars via her control, Captain Abigail Heath, and who has been designated target: Echo. So he is called Echo on paper, but still, in the soldier’s mind, he is the Architect.


Joke’s on you, the soldier thinks. We’re closer than you know. 


Just not close enough. Not yet.


Then the phone rings, and the soldier learns how wrong he is.


  


He stabs the button on his phone with the angry haste that comes when silence is disturbed. The soldier’s wife is asleep upstairs, and even though he knows it won’t, he’s afraid the sound will wake her. He answers it angry, because when he gets a phone call he isn’t expecting at five of five in the morning, something has gone very wrong indeed.


“Brock,” he says.


It’s Heath. “I’m sorry to disturb you at home, sir,” she says. “Blackfriars is about to be blown.”


For a moment, the soldier genuinely cannot speak, suffers the extraordinary feeling of being punched in the gut through words alone. He’s a rational man, but this feels like witchcraft, as if the Architect, wherever he skulks and hides, has reached across miles and matter and pulled the prize straight from the soldier’s mind. His thoughts jumble, trying to remember, but he’s sure he’s never so much as whispered a word of Blackfriars, never even mentioned the name to the woman in the West End. She had everything he could give her, but he never gave her that.


He registers the tense Heath has used, says, “About to be?” He hears the stress in his voice as he speaks, wonders if Heath can hear it, too.


“Conops for an Indigo capture op in Tashkent, targeting Heatdish, just crossed my desk,” Heath says. She’s speaking quickly, and the soldier realizes that any stress in his voice must sound like harmony to what he’s hearing in hers. “They were boots-on-the-ground as of seventeen minutes ago. They have to have the jackpot by now unless they were stopped at the breach.”


Heatdish is the code name used for Blackfriars’s primary target, the man she’s been working, an Uzbeki national named Vosil Tohir. It is Vosil Tohir who ties everyone in Brock’s deceptions together, from the woman in the West End to Jamieson to the events at the theme park in California. It is Blackfriars who leads to Heatdish, who leads, finally, to the Architect, and until this moment, Brock has held faith that he is the only one aware of this connection.


“Jackpot is Heatdish, confirmed?”


“By the conops, yes, sir.” Heath pauses for a fraction, it’s barely there, but it’s what the soldier is thinking, too, and he hears it. “Sir, if it’s a parakeet op, they’ll kill Blackfriars before she can identify herself.”


“Get Ruiz.”


“Yes, sir.”


Heath puts him on hold, and the soldier gets to his feet, wedging his phone between ear and shoulder. He takes his laptop with him, moves it to the dining room table, and the motion awakens the screen, and the machine demands to know who he is. He types his passphrase, then his password, then his second password in quick succession, turns to the bottles of liquor on the sideboard, shifts the phone to his other shoulder, his other ear. Pours himself a glass of whiskey and brings it back to the laptop. He never told the woman in the West End about Blackfriars. He never gave that up, he’s more certain than ever.


So this is something else. The price of asymmetrical warfare fought with a Special Forces sword and shield. Everything happens fast, sometimes too damn fast to track all the elements.


Heath comes back. “Sir, I have Colonel Ruiz.”


“Patch.”


There’s a hiss, and then all three of them are sharing a line.


“General Brock,” Ruiz says. “What can I do for you, sir?”


“Danny, what’s this about you running an op in Tashkent?” the soldier, Brigadier General Emmet Brock, asks. “Why didn’t I see a concept of operations before this went green?”


“Begging your pardon, sir, but I wasn’t aware Indigo operations needed your approval.”


“They fucking well do when I’ve got an operator in theater. Jesus Christ, Danny, where the fuck did this even come from? Your men go through the door, they’ll drop her on the way to target. I’m ordering you to abort.”


“I can’t do that, sir.”


“I am anxious to hear why not, Colonel.”


“They’re on egress to exfil staging,” Ruiz says. “It’s done.”


Heath swears, certain her agent is dead, and the soldier, Brock, wants to swear, too, but for different reasons. Blackfriars dead means his best reach for the Architect is now gone.


“You have communications with your unit?”


“Due for a sitrep from them in…four minutes.”


“Captain Heath,” Brock says. “You will stay in contact with Colonel Ruiz, and you will inform me immediately on the disposition of the operation. Colonel, the captain is Blackfriars’s handler. You’ll need her to verify that your men just killed one of our operators.”


Brock hangs up before either Ruiz or Heath can acknowledge him. He drops the phone on the table beside his laptop and his whiskey, takes the glass and brings it to his lips, anxious to drink, but stops. Blackfriars had been the reach to the Architect, but if the operation has been a success, there’s still hope, maybe even a better hope for reaching the man. Maybe the Indigo shooters have killed Blackfriars, but it doesn’t really matter, because Blackfriars became irrelevant the moment they went through the door. If they have Heatdish, if they have Vosil Tohir, that’s a tradeup.


He thinks about the woman in the West End again, the woman he knows as Jordan Webber-Hayden. She put Jamieson and Tohir together, albeit indirectly. When Brock asked her about Tohir, about this contact Jamieson was dealing with, she’d claimed ignorance. He’d never mentioned his name to her, hadn’t wanted to reveal how much he knew for fear of it getting back to the Architect. Now he has to wonder what she might know.


He sits down at the table, brings up the encryption and link to his files, opens the one for Blackfriars. A message informs him that the file is currently being viewed by another user, Heath, Abigail Anne, Captain, and he sees the tracking string of alphanumeric code that proves she’s real and authorized. Worried about her girl. The file says that Blackfriars is still “active,” but Brock’s certain that’s wishful thinking.


He thinks about Jordan again, in her West End condominium, the irony of his relationship with her. He works to do to others what she has done to him. All the things he doesn’t know about her, all the things he’s allowed to continue because he cannot stand the thought of not having her anymore. All the things he’s never asked, never really asked, content with her evasions and her lies because he literally fucking hurts, the way his leg still sometimes hurts, at the thought of losing her. Thinking that maybe, if Heatdish, if Tohir, doesn’t give him what he needs, maybe it’s time to entertain the unthinkable. 


Maybe it’s time to ask Jordan Webber-Hayden questions in a way she can’t refuse to answer them anymore.


His phone rings again.


“Brock, go.”


“She’s out.” Heath exhales relief in his ear. “She’s alive, she’s with them, and she’s out.”


“And Heatdish?”


“Wounded but stable. They’re coming back through Hurlburt. I’d like permission to fly down and be there for her reintegration.”


“That’s negative. You know protocol, Captain. Leave it to Counterintelligence. You can do her debrief at Belvoir.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Anything else?”


“No, sir. We got lucky the Indigo who found her held his fire.”


“Yes, we did,” Brock says, and he hangs up, wondering if it was skill or luck that saved Blackfriars’s life.


Or maybe the shooter was just slow.










Chapter Four


BRICKYARD NEEDS HER NAME. 


Bell turns to the woman, hands zip-tied at the small of her back, kneeling on the concrete bed of the hangar, hair mussed and hiding her face, with Steelriver standing guard over her. She’s barely half dressed, had managed to get herself into a pair of black jeans and some kind of sheer black tank, or perhaps she was already in them when they crashed the bedroom but hadn’t made it as far as shoes, socks, or a shirt. The top doesn’t cover as much as promise more, the kind of thing women wear because men want them to, and Bell can see scars on her, one recent, one long since healed; a scoring along her shoulder that might have been made by a bullet’s touch, the other visible just above the right hip, where an inch or so of flesh was torn away. Her hair is as black as the tank pretends to be, and neither is as black as her mood. Dark brown eyes glare at Bell from behind the curtain of her hair when he relays the question.


“Blackfriars. The word of the day,” she adds, “is biplane.” 


“Your name,” he repeats.


“Blackfriars. Biplane. Fuck you.”


Bell brings the sat phone back to his ear, gives Brickyard that answer. Far away in the TOC, in the tactical operations center, Bell imagines Colonel Daniel Ruiz looking expectantly at the duty officer as he or she runs this new information through the computers. While he waits for the comeback he crosses to Vosil Tohir, now laid out on a stretcher. Chaindragger is guarding while Cardboard finishes putting a line into the man’s arm. Tohir is unconscious, and Bell suspects he didn’t go there easily or without a chemical escort.


“Stable,” Cardboard tells him, looking up. “He’s going to be hurting when he wakes up.”


“Ready to move in two,” Bell says.


Both men nod.


“Warlock,” Brickyard says in Bell’s ear. “Confirm presence of Blackfriars—Nessuno, Petra Graziella, chief warrant officer two, United States Army, in your AO, attached Bravo-Interdict. Cannot confirm proof of life at this time. Grade provisional as friendly. Will update as information becomes available.”


Bell looks back to the woman, who, Ruiz says, has quite probably been telling them the truth. The black mood makes the smile she shoots him positively poisonous. Bell’s heard Bravo-Interdict mentioned before. He’s heard the nickname, too.


Bitches Incorporated.


“Cut her loose and bring her back,” Brickyard says. “Your ride should be wheels-down now.”


“Affirm,” Bell says, and kills the call. Outside the hangar, he can hear the approaching whine of the Learjet. He stuffs the phone away, motions Steelriver from his post, and points him to the doors of the hangar for overwatch. The other soldier moves without a word, and Bell frees his knife, thumbs the blade to out-and-locked while moving behind CW2 Petra Graziella Nessuno, called Blackfriars. She tracks his every move until she’s sure of what he’s doing, does it without a sense of satisfaction or even impatience, and when the zip-tie binding is cut, she’s back to her feet almost immediately. She rubs her wrists, kicks out her legs, easing the ache in her knees, restoring circulation.


“I gave you the word of the day.” There’s no accusation.


“You gave me tomorrow’s word of the day.”


“It is tomorrow. You shifted time zones.” 


Bell hears Cardboard chuckle.


“Board.” Bell doesn’t look at him. “Give the chief your shirt.”


  


Combat climb to thirty-eight thousand feet before they’ve leveled off and are streaking west. Tohir strapped down, still in his chemically assisted slumber, lying across the bench on the port side of the cabin. Cardboard, known as Sergeant Freddie Cooper, without his shirt but still wearing his jacket, now zipped half shut, sits opposite the prisoner, watching him, occasionally leaning forward to check the dressing on the wound or to adjust the flow from the IV. They’re closest to the cockpit, and when Cardboard isn’t attending the package, he sips water from a plastic bottle, lost in his own thoughts. It’s his way after action, Bell knows; they’ve served together for more than a decade, they know the scent of each other’s tears. After the fight, Cardboard always goes inside.


Chaindragger and Steelriver are parked on the benches midcabin, and if Chaindragger wants to follow Cardboard’s example, nothing’s doing. Steelriver keeps peppering him with questions as the younger man attempts to read a book on his tablet. Steelriver is spacing the questions out for maximum annoyance effect, testing the other man’s patience.


Of the four Indigo shooters, Chaindragger—Isaiah Rincon—is the youngest, assigned to Bell’s team for just under a year now. Twenty-six years old, Afro-Caribbean, slight and serious, he’s got nothing to prove to Bell or, frankly, to anyone else. But Steelriver, Master Sergeant Tom O’Day, is a substitute on their team, pulled to fill in for another of Bell’s shooters who’s currently convalescing from the cracked ribs his vest gave him in trade for saving his life. Normally Steelriver heads up his own team, and that gives him certain privileges. One of those is to heckle the new guy, even if the new guy is only new to him.


“So what’s that you’re doing?”


“Reading.”


“And what’re you reading?”


Chaindragger never looks up. “A book.”


O’Day shoots a grin at Bell, then asks Chaindragger, “Any dirty parts?”


“Nope.”


“So what’s it about?”


“The corruption of American politics as predicted by Eisenhower.”


Long pause this time. “Say again?”


“How it is we’ve become the bitch of the military-industrial complex.”


Pause, not quite as long as the last. “And why the fuck would a lean, mean door kicker like yourself be reading something like that?”


“Know your enemy.”


And so on.


Bell gives his attention to the small collection of objects recovered from Tohir’s person. They’ve been tagged and labeled and stowed in Ziploc bags. There’s a knife, not unlike the one he himself is carrying, taken from the man’s pocket; a very nice Patek Philippe watch, taken from the man’s wrist; a metal cigarette lighter from another pocket that shows scratches and wear but no insignia or design. There’s a wad of bills, euros and dollars among them, retrieved from the man’s Skivvies. There’s a smartphone from another pocket, and, despite the temptation, Bell leaves that thing alone. The techs will go to town on it, and if there’s security keeping the device protected, they’ll go to town on that, too. No sense risking a data wipe.


Blackfriars, who is really Nessuno, emerges from the shitter, where she disappeared shortly after takeoff, almost half an hour ago. She grabs a bottle of water for herself from a galley cabinet, then drops into the leather-upholstered seat opposite Bell. She’s a big girl, maybe five ten, but Freddie’s shirt is still large on her. Her compromise has been to knot one edge of the hem above her scarred hip and to roll the sleeves up to her shoulders. Before, in the house and again in the hangar, there was no personalization to the skin she was showing. Now that her body is more concealed, Bell finds himself oddly more aware of it. She is soldier-fit, and there’s a fading flush on her cheeks. He watches her for a moment too long, and she catches him at it.


“Why wasn’t I warned you were coming?” Again, no accusation, but she’s looking directly at Bell, and the gaze has strength.


“Same reason we didn’t know you’d be there. Someone didn’t see fit to share.”


“He’s mine.” She indicates the items spread out on the small table between them, each in its bag. “I’ve been working him for sixteen months. All this is mine.”


“We can sort it when we’re back home.”


She weighs Bell’s decision not to argue. Takes a drink from her bottle.


“Sixteen months,” Bell says.


“And a year to get into position, to earn his trust.”


Her eyes are not so much brown as amber, a touch of red, like rust. There’s no emotion in them for Bell to read, just as there was no inflection in her words. He doesn’t want to imagine what is required to earn the trust of Vosil Tohir. But more than two years on an operation, that raises questions for him, and he makes a mental note to bracket Ruiz and see if an explanation or two might not be forthcoming.


“Two years. Over in less than a minute,” she says, like she’s in his head. Her voice is oddly monotone.


“Tohir wasn’t the primary target?”


Nessuno shakes her head slightly, answering and refusing at once. No, Vosil Tohir wasn’t her primary target, and no, she will not be telling him who was. There is no smile, no frown.


“Someone owes you an apology.”


“It’s standard operating procedure, right?” she says. “SOP, I was an unknown, a potential threat. I’d have punched me in the gut, too.”


There is no smile, and Bell can’t tell if she’s joking, but he grins anyway. “You were the source of our intel.”


“Possibly. Above my pay grade.”


“Above mine.”


“That so?” She indicates Freddie with her chin, then tilts her head back slightly, toward Isaiah and Tom O’Day. “I get to know who you are?”


“Warlock,” Bell says. “Cardboard, Chaindragger, Steelriver.”


“Ah.” She takes another drink from her bottle. “What does that make me?”


“A breath of fresh air,” O’Day says, having given up on harassing Chaindragger and now half leaning over the back of his seat to face them. He’s giving Nessuno a smile that Bell imagines she gets an awful lot.


“Where do we touch down?” she asks.


“Ramstein to refuel, continuing to Hurlburt. Still sorting out the delivery. You’re on for the duration.”


“That on orders?”


“That is on orders, Chief.”


She shows no reaction at all, no displeasure, no emotion, and Bell thinks she must be very good at her job. Now that she’s stepping back into the light from her cover for the first time in more than two years, he wonders how long it will be before she doesn’t second-guess her every action and reaction. Bell has done undercover work himself, but only on short-term assignments, the longest just over four months, and always in service of a very directed op. His last placement, at the WilsonVille theme park, lasted just shy of two months, a preemptive move that failed in its initial goal but succeeded in its ultimate one. For Bell, that was a plenty long time to be under, and it hadn’t been in a hostile theater. What the chief has done he can accept without pause. How she has done it is beyond his imagining.


Bravo-Interdict is another of the many secrets that make up the Joint Special Operations Command, like SOAR and DEVGRU and all the rest. Whereas the Special Operations Aviation Regiment provides operational aircraft alongside the Air Force Tactical Equipment Group—this Learjet and its crew no doubt among them—and DEVGRU has its cadre of navy-trained shooters, Bravo-Interdict stands by itself. Not strictly shooters, though all of them know where to point the business end of a gun, but rather an intelligence unit that places its operators covertly, sometimes under very deep cover indeed. Indigo, Delta, and DEVGRU all do the same to a lesser extent. The differences are that this is Bravo-Interdict’s mandate, and Bravo-Interdict’s operators are all female.


Y chromosomes need not apply.


Politicians and the brass can argue about putting women on the front line all they like, but the fact is, war is and always has been driven by necessity. You use what you’ve got, the same way you go to war with the army you have, not the army you want. JSOC has been placing women behind the front lines for years now, and anyone who thinks that work has been bleach-clean and flower-print dresses is demonstrating a remarkable and willful naïveté. That CW2 Petra Nessuno was in Vosil Tohir’s bed when they hit the house and not in the clear means that either someone back home fucked up or she was working on a very long leash. 


What she was doing in that bed Bell fully knows and doesn’t really care. The army gets the body, and to imply a moral difference between sleeping with someone and shooting that person in the face to achieve the mission’s objective is academic. The goal is the same. The goal is to successfully complete the mission. The goal is victory.


For the first time, Bell lets himself consider how close he came to killing the woman opposite him, and that opens the gates. The adrenaline crashes. Tension unlocks. Muscles relax. The trembling starts in his hands, and he keeps them below the line of the table, tries to relax his palms against his thighs, waiting for the reaction to pass. This is normal, a physiological response, one he has experienced too many times to count; it is the reason Cardboard goes inside after an op and why Chaindragger buries himself in a book and why Steelriver won’t shut up. Bell knew it was coming, but Nessuno’s presence makes it all the more fierce. She is still watching him, and Bell moves his eyes from her to the man strapped down on the couch, one who, he knows, cannot, at least for the moment, return the gaze.


It occurs to him that the chief was in the shitter for a long time. He didn’t hear her vomiting. Maybe he’s engaging in transference. Or maybe one of the things Bravo-Interdict teaches its operators is how to throw up in silence.


When he looks back to her, she’s staring out the window at black sky. The water bottle in her hand is empty, crushed. The knuckles on the holding hand are white from her grip.


  


The Learjet tires kiss the tarmac at Ramstein, come to a stop long enough for a ground crew to connect hoses and force-feed fuel, for the air crew to swap. Once they’re flying again Bell switches seats with Cardboard. He checks Vosil Tohir’s vitals, replaces the bag on the IV with a fresh one. Pulse, respiration, blood pressure all look good. Bell concludes that their prize is stable and will survive the journey intact and thus their mission will be deemed a success. Steelriver, Cardboard, and Chaindragger are all being smart soldiers, stealing sleep, but Nessuno, like Bell, remains awake, still pondering the unseen out her window. Bell glances at her every so often, but is careful to not do so too much or for too long.


Fatigue settles along with the silence, the constant thrum of the engines. It’s been a hard handful of days that culminated with breaking through Vosil Tohir’s door. Bell lacerated his right palm on a piece of broken glass four days earlier, took cuts across his lower back at the same time. Muscles in his left shoulder, strained in a nearly fatal fall, join the chorus of injuries. He has bruises along his left side, stitches on his left forearm closing a slash from a knife, innumerable scrapes and scratches, and for most of them he cannot remember the moment of acquisition. He was punched in the nose, and when he holds a tissue to it and blows he ends up with dried kernels of blood in his snot. How he was spared a break he can’t imagine. He hurts.


He knows his mind is drifting, tries to rope it back, and looks to Nessuno again, still showing her profile. He doesn’t see her. Instead, he sees Athena, his daughter, and the other hurt reawakens, one he’s had to put out of his mind to do the job at hand. She must feel him looking because she meets his eyes, and he sees her confusion and her anger and her loss. The deaf have a focus to make a sniper weep, and Athena is boring through him like she’s digging for a core sample in an ice sheet. Her hands move, quick, angry, signing to him, and he cannot understand what she’s trying to say. Carmine droplets mar his daughter’s fair skin, a fine mist that settles on her cheek. It’s the blood of the woman who saved her life, a CIA operative named Shoshana Nuri. Bell thinks his daughter looks more like her mother each time he sees her. He’s afraid she looks at him now the way Amy does, as something unfeeling and monstrous.


“Coffee.”


Nessuno is on the couch beside him, indicating two mugs resting on the tray she’s unfolded.


“I figured black,” she says.


Bell grunts assent, straightens against the couch, runs a hand over his eyes. It’s the lacerated palm; he catches a lingering whiff of antiseptic and nothing pungent underneath, and the dressing doesn’t seem to have slipped. Runs his other hand through his dark hair, leans back, sitting like a human once more. He takes the mug closest to him and inhales the unmistakable scent of instant. It tastes like thin charcoal. She drinks hers, and together they watch Vosil Tohir’s chest rise and fall in gentle rhythm.


“You were staring at me.”


“Apologies, Chief.”


“You were sleeping with your eyes open.”


This is news to Bell. There’s nothing in her tone to indicate she’s joking. There’s been no change in her tone at all.


“Trade secret,” he says. “Was I?”


“At first. They closed eventually.”


“I was seeing my daughter.”


Nessuno turns her head to study him. There’s more rust than amber now, a trick of the cabin lighting. “Strong resemblance?”


“None whatsoever.” He stops himself from adding “except that you both are beautiful.” He suspects it is the last thing the chief wants to hear, true or not. “I must have been dreaming.”


“You’re married.”


“For almost twenty years. Ended about nine months ago.” Bell goes back to watching Tohir, the movement of his slumbering breast. He can feel Nessuno still staring at him, and it reminds him of Athena, and he wonders if that weren’t the fuel for his brief fugue.


“You must’ve been young.”


“Eighteen. Got married just after advanced individual training.”


Nessuno maybe nods. “Long time to be married.”


“I missed most of the last decade.”


She maybe nods again, joins him once more in watching Tohir sleep.


“You have people waiting?” Bell asks her.


She maybe shakes her head.


“Nobody?”


“It’s not ten years, but it’s long enough.”


“Can’t be easy.”


“You come back, it’s like having been at deep ocean depths.” Nothing in her voice has changed, though she’s picking her words with obvious care. She holds her mug of instant in both hands, and Bell can see the color draining from her fingers as her grip tightens. “You have to come back up slowly or you get the bends. Decompression. I can feel it now. I keep looking at him, afraid he’ll wake up and see me on this plane, with all of you, and then he’ll know I lied to him. He’ll know I betrayed him. I’ll be blown, and he’ll kill me. It’s not rational. It’s over now. But I keep feeling it.”


“He’s not going to wake up before we land.”


“I know. It’s not rational, I said. I’m not rational. I think I’ve got the bends.”


Bell smiles. “You’re going to be okay, Chief.”


“Why do you say that?”


“Because right now you know you’re not.”


She considers that for a long time before asking, “I hope that’s true. I hope that’s all it takes. What about you?”


Bell can’t find it in himself to answer at first. He’s thinking about Athena again, all that his daughter saw, all that his daughter must’ve felt. He thinks about how she must be struggling to process the murders she witnessed and the pain she experienced, all the helplessness and confusion and fear. He thinks about her courage and her brilliance. He thinks about the WilsonVille theme park, with its many magical characters and many magical stories, and how all of them end happily ever after.


“I don’t know,” Bell says.










Chapter Five


SHE HAD WANTED to be a dancer. She’d been pretty good, too. Once. But she was poor, from a desperately poor family, and that poverty brought the worst out in those around her in word and deed. If it hadn’t been for her Lover, she would never have escaped, and if it hadn’t been for her genes, her Lover would never have discovered her at all. She was smart, and she was lovely, and while she was still too young, certain men took a fancy to her. It was with one of those men her Lover had seen her, and it was from those men her Lover had taken her, and she had been gratefully, gladly his ever since. 


Sometimes, against all protocol, she would dance. Late at night and alone, without the soldier or any of the others who so often came to call, her iPod strapped to her upper arm and her noise-canceling headphones over her ears, she would be the prima ballerina she’d dreamed of becoming, the shining star held aloft. She would lose herself in imagination, falling back into childhood fantasy and out of this life. She would blend steps and styles, and in the end, she would always see her Lover, the man who had made her. Her fantasy would focus, and memory would reinvent details, and the imagined audience would disappear—the stage, the lights, all of it—would vanish, and she would be in her expensive condo in Washington, D.C.’s, West End, dancing just for him. He would see again her devotion, and know how much she loved him, and she would feel once more how much he loved her.
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