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CIA Agent Profile


Name: Will Robie


Date of Birth: Classified. Early forties but doesn’t look it. On the outside. On the inside, he’s about 110.


Place of Birth: Cantrell, Mississippi, USA


Marital Status: Single. Never married. Too much baggage.


Physical Characteristics: 6 foot, 1 inch. 180 pounds. Athletic build, physically ripped. Dark hair, kept short.


Distinguishing Marks: Previously broken nose. Old wounds and scars over his torso and limbs. Right arm surgically repaired; scar tissue removed, tendons and ligaments all tidied up. Tattoos on one arm and also on back. One tattoo displays a large tooth from a great white because he’s a predator like the shark. The other is a red slash of lightning on fire because that’s how fast he strikes and what you feel like after he does. The tattoos effectively cover up old scars that have never healed properly.


Relatives: Daniel Robie (father); Tyler Robie (half-brother). Mother (current status unknown).


Service Career: Began his career in the Special Forces. Robie is a dangerous and incorruptible CIA assassin. Possibly trained as part of SEAL, Delta Force, or United States Army Rangers. Details permanently classified. Reports to ‘Blue Man’.


Notable Abilities: Immense endurance levels and off-the-chart tolerance to pain. Expert military-grade weapons and vehicle training. Deadly in close-quarters combat. Relies more on quickness and endurance than sheer strength. Will kill you before you even realize it with a gun, his finger, or a household appliance.


Favorite Film: Reservoir Dogs. He likes it because it’s not nearly as violent as his line of work, so it allows him to relax.


Favorite Song: Queen’s ‘Another One Bites the Dust’, of course.


Dislikes: Faulty scope/ammo, soulless bad guys, clueless bureaucrats, anyone pointing a weapon at him.


Likes: Jessica Reel, Blue Man, Dan and Tyler Robie, Julie Getty, Shane Connors, Nicole Vance, and last but not least, John Carr AKA Oliver Stone. Full stop.
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As Will Robie stared out the plane window, he knew the next twenty-four hours could possibly be his last ones on earth.


Yet that was simply another day on the job for him.


The undercarriage of multiple reinforced wheels touched down and grabbed the tarmac, and the thrust reversers engaged. The world’s largest commercial airliner taxied to a stop at the gate. The doors, both forward and aft, on the upper and lower cabins opened. The passengers trooped down the Jetways and into Terminal Five at Heathrow Airport.


The English skies were slicked with fat, darkened clouds and the rain was falling. It was weather familiar to any Brit.


Robie, wearing a navy blue two-piece tailored suit and fitted white collared shirt, was among hundreds of passengers deplaning the British Airways jumbo A380 just landed from Washington, DC.


The flight had become a little bumpy midway over the Atlantic. However, Robie hadn’t noticed. With his flat business-class seat, he’d slept pretty much the whole ride.


He cleared Customs, informing the border officer that he was there solely on business of an academic nature. He had carried on his single small bag and thus had no reason afterward to go to Baggage Claim. Everything he would need was already in London. And none of it was anything he could reasonably have carried on a plane.


It was seven thirty a.m. local time when he finally exited the airport.


Robie rode in a multicolored taxi into the city, which, with traffic and the rainy weather, took well over an hour. He was dropped off at an address near Marylebone Road. It wasn’t a hotel, but rather a nondescript private row house near the juncture of Marylebone and Baker Street. Robie punched in a code on the electronic box set next to the front door, and the fortified portal unlocked. He walked in, secured the door behind him, and headed upstairs.


He exchanged his two-piece suit and dress shirt for more casual wear. He popped open a wall safe in the closet and took out the flash drive. His Agency used cloud computing, but the leadership didn’t fully trust that it couldn’t be hacked, since clearly anything could be hacked. He pulled out his laptop and inserted the drive in the USB port. He tapped some keys and up on the screen appeared the only reason he had come to London.


It was a read-only document, and it was not remotely business of an academic nature.


He absorbed the information on the screen. It ended with a note from Robie’s superior, Blue Man. His real name was Roger Walton. The term Blue Man came from his exalted position at their Agency. The note, written more than a week earlier, was brief and to the point, just like Blue Man always was.


You can do this for one simple reason: You’re Will Robie. I’ll see you when we both get back. Onward.


Robie understood that in those few words was a volume’s worth of meaning.


I am Will Robie and I’ve been through hell and back. And I will survive this.


Onward.


He next performed an NSA-level wipe of the flash drive, tantamount to smashing it flat with a brick then setting it afire. The ones and zeroes were permanently gone, now existing only in his memory.


He stretched out on the bed and stared up at the ceiling.


Mississippi seemed a long time ago.


His father seemed a long time ago.


Everything seemed a long time ago.


He was back in harness and glad for it, because all other elements of his life sucked.


Stop the bullshit. This is your life.


Like the NSA cleanse on the flash drive, he shed these thoughts and closed his eyes. Despite his rest on the plane, he needed sleep. He would not be getting any later tonight.


He rose in the early evening and checked the sky. Still cloudy, but no more rain. Since this was London, that could change at any moment.


He ate at a nearby pub and walked the pavements. His swift gait carried him past many buildings and hundreds of people walking along in what he knew was a blissful ignorance of another possible attack on London. Then again, full knowledge might have started a panic. And they couldn’t have that, could they? Londoners had endured several recent terrorist attacks. Evil driving in cars had smashed into innocent pedestrians on both Westminster and London Bridges. Yet with enviable courage and calm, the town’s citizenry were carrying on with their lives. But something else was up now and it had to be dealt with.


So they had sent Will Robie.


He returned to his row house, made some calls on a secure line that bounced off one particular bird in the sky, and was told that everything was a go for the moment. As with the weather, he knew that could always change.


It was like a false start in the hundred-meter dash. Cocked and locked and fired and then called off. It could be unsettling.


It was a wonder he wasn’t messed up from it.


Well, maybe he was.


Robie sat by the window for two hours, like a sentry on watch, missing nothing. This place was heavily—though discreetly—fortified and monitored 24/7 by eyes on another continent. Still, his stonecold rule was to rely on himself and no one else. He was the one who would die if everything went to shit. The eyes on the other continent might simply get a memo on how to fix the mess in the future.


A little too late to do him any good.


Darkness had come as the globe spun on its axis, and another part of the world got to see the light.


He checked his phone. The solitary bird in the sky told him that his mission was still a go.


Later, Big Ben chimed midnight. It was a soothing, familiar melody to most Brits. To Robie, it was like the sound of a time card being punched.


He donned a customized, lightweight, black one-piece waterproof motorcycle suit and left by the back door. He opened the locked door of a garage in the mews and climbed astride the black Ducati XDiavel parked there and key-started it. The big engine bled noise and power through its stacked twin oval exit pipes. He slipped on his helmet, popped the kickstand, gunned the throttle, and blew out of the garage riding a power plant that displaced more than twelve hundred ccs cranking at a max rpm of 9,500. Its Bosch fuel injection system was a full ride-by-wire package.


For most, this was an expensive toy that, fully racked out, would set you back about twenty grand.


Tonight, it was simply Robie’s ride to work.


He headed northwest.


The bike’s tires gripped the asphalt firmly and threw up rainwater as he flashed through nearly empty streets. A bit later his destination was up ahead. Well, it was the first of his destinations tonight. He thundered into an alley and quickly slowed.


He cut the power to the bike, hopped off, and used a tool hidden behind a dustbin to lift the manhole cover located there. This was Destination #1. He used the metal rungs to clamber down about a hundred feet.


He kept his helmet on for one reason only.


He hit a switch at the back of the headpiece, and his helmet became the latest-generation panoramic night-vision optics, the same platform used by American combat pilots. It enhanced the visuals in the darkened utility tunnel to such a degree that it was almost like he was on the surface of the sun, minus the heat. Researchers were now working on contact lenses utilizing a thin layer of graphene between slender layers of glass that could take the place of the current bulky devices. The percentage of light pickup was not yet where it needed to be to make the innovation viable, so for now, Robie wore a bulky helmet to see in the dark.


High-tech to kill.


But it wasn’t like the other side came to the battle with six-shooters and WWII-era optics.


He looked at his watch. He was one minute ahead of schedule. He slowed his pace. Early in his line of work was never a good thing.


He was forty-one years old, six one, a buck-eighty, and physically ripped because his job required it. His endurance levels and pain tolerances were off the chart—again, because they had to be. He had been selected for this line of work with the basic requirements already in place: He had a body, he had a mind, and he feared basically nothing.


Then over the years they had ground into him a whole other being, still possessing the basics plus a spectrum of skills that most people could never imagine, much less achieve.


Some days it was hard for Robie to see where the machine ended and the human began. If the human was in fact still there. In Mississippi it had shown itself. Now? It had receded.


Maybe forever.


His face was lean and weathered, and his eyes deep-set and alert. His hair was always cut short because he had no time to bother with it. He had old wounds and scars over his torso and limbs; each told a story of near-fatal results he would rather forget.


As he walked along he moved his right arm in a slow circular motion. All surgically repaired, scar tissue removed, tendons and ligaments all tidied up, as the Brits would say. It was 99 percent of what it used to be, the docs had assured him. That was really good. But really good rarely cut it in Robie’s world.


They rebuilt me. But am I as good as I was? Or am I a slightly lesser version?


He would find out tonight if the missing one percent made the key difference between his walking away from this or remaining behind as a corpse.


Destination #2 was just up ahead.


If the Ducati had gotten him to Destination #1, what was coming up would get him back.


Alive.


He used a key to unlock a door set in the wall of the tunnel he was in.


Inside the small storage room revealed behind the door, he gunned up and put on his protective gear, which included the newest generation of personal armor.


His main arsenal consisted of an H&K UMP chambered in .45 ACP with a thirty-round box mag. He checked all working parts of the weapon and slung it over his shoulder. He slipped two extra mags into long pockets on his one-piece designed for just this purpose.


He figured if he couldn’t do the job with ninety rounds he didn’t deserve to come back. But just in case, there were twin M11s, each chambered in ten-millimeter with a laser sight built under the barrel. Where the dot hit so did the round.


He slipped the gun belt around his waist. Both pistols rode on the left side so he could pull with his dominant right hand, though if it came to it, he could kill ambidextrously with great efficiency.


A German-made KM2000 combat knife in its holder was attached to his belt.


Two M84 stun grenades were cradled in pockets on the rear of his belt.


Robie closed the door behind him and walked on.


Destination #3 was a quarter mile away.


In a fairly short time, Will Robie would know if he would get to see another sunrise or not.
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Oxford Circus.


It was one of the busiest stations on the London Underground, vying with both Waterloo and King’s Cross in a back-and-forth annual battle for the statistical title. It was in an upscale part of London with pricey and fashionable shops and buildings resting above it. The Underground carried nearly a billion and a half passengers per year and nearly a hundred million of them came through the Oxford Circus station annually.


The Underground had suffered a terrorist attack on July 7, 2005, when terrorists had blown themselves up on three separate train cars. A fourth device had been detonated on a London bus. In all, fifty-two victims were killed.


The explosive devices used that infamous day were powerful, but not nearly so powerful as what was currently being planned.


A cobalt bomb was at the center of this. One had never been detonated before. Also known as a salted bomb, it was a thermonuclear device designed to maximize the radiation fallout, leaving a large area contaminated for a hundred or more years.


Fortunately, it was a very difficult thing to accomplish.


Unfortunately, it was not impossible.


Even more unfortunately, one was now in London.


The speaker in Robie’s helmet relayed information to him as he walked along.


His final destination was just up ahead.


As he walked along he spun a suppressor onto the barrel of the UMP, then did the same for the twin M11s.


Stealth was called for tonight.


Until it wasn’t.


He reholstered the military-grade pistols and touched his chest. What was underneath there might end up saving his life tonight. He had the same protection on both thighs. Right below these shields were his femoral arteries, twin pipelines of massive blood flow. If those got pierced, he was a dead man. The bleed-out from a punctured femoral was almost never survivable.


Four people had given their lives in order for the intel leading up to the mission tonight to make its way to the Americans. The intelligence agencies had then shared it with the British, who remained one of the United States’ closest allies, regardless of who was in charge of the government at any given time. That had been the case ever since the English redcoats had burned down the American White House, which showed that strong friendship could indeed bloom from previously infertile ground. According to the information, the planned London op was merely a dress rehearsal for what would come later, in the United States.


Just like a manufacturer did in trying to commercialize a new product, terrorists needed to work the kinks out, too.


The kink was why Robie was now ascending a hundred feet to the surface.


His final destination was not another alley. It was a basement.


Of the four people to die in this operation so far, the third person had sacrificed her life to maneuver the target to stay in this building. Situated on the outskirts of London on a lonely street of a few modest residences, the structure had been used during World War II as a safe house and an operations center for senior government personnel. An escape tunnel and a bomb shelter had been paramount, and so they had been added. Over the last seven decades a floor had been put over the basement concrete and the trapdoor covered.


And forgotten.


It was no longer covered. And it was no longer forgotten.


London was an ancient city, and no one truly knew or understood all the passages and tunnels and labyrinths that lay underneath it, or how they all connected. A series of tunnels beneath that basement eventually intersected with a concrete pipeline that, with some minimal wall piercing, would allow one eventually to reach an equipment storage room under Oxford Circus Station. In that room the cobalt bomb was to be planted and detonated at the busiest hour of the day for the tube stop, when over a hundred thousand passengers would be in the station, with at least another hundred thousand pedestrians and vehicles immediately above. In all, over two million persons would be affected by the detonation as well as over a thousand buildings.


The place would be uninhabitable, for a century or two, at least.


Some dress rehearsal, thought Robie.


He didn’t want to see a far larger encore on American soil.


The terror cell he was targeting tonight planned to use the tunnel to their advantage.


Robie planned to use it to their supreme disadvantage.


The reasons that an army of police and special forces was not descending on this terrorist plot instead of one man were complicated but, distilled to bare essentials, easily understood.


Panic.


When an army moved, it could not be kept a secret.


But when one man moved, a secret could be maintained.


And to avoid revealing what had been planned to the world and causing just such a panic that the terrorists no doubt would have rejoiced over, they had sent Robie in to have a shot at taking the terrorists down. Alone.


The Brits had special-ops people who could have performed this mission. But the higher-ups had concluded that if things went sideways, having a non-Brit involved gave the home team the best grounds for plausible deniability.


However, nothing was being left to chance. There was a hidden army surrounding the home. If Robie failed, the army wouldn’t, panic be damned.


There were two homes on either side of the target. The residents in them had been prevented from returning home that night, so Robie had a bit of a buffer in which to operate and try to keep the mission out of the morning news broadcasts.


Hence the trio of suppressors on his gun barrels.


He finished climbing the rungs to the trapdoor. Though the people inside had no idea their mission had been compromised, they had taken standard protection procedures. The trapdoor was securely locked and also alarmed. But using three different tools provided to him, Robie ensured that it no longer was locked or alarmed.


He received one more communication in his headset.


“Vee-one.”


It was the same call-out used by the aviation industry. Vee-one meant the aircraft had reached sufficient takeoff speed and there was no going back.


Robie acknowledged that command and turned his comm pack off. From now until either he or his opponents were dead, there would be nothing more said.


His helmet was fitted with a wireless camera so that his handlers could see everything that he could. They would either watch Robie win, or else see the bullets coming that would kill him.


An M11 in his right hand, he opened the trapdoor and looked around.


Nothing.


He climbed up and quietly set the trapdoor back into place. The basement was what one would expect in an old, crappy house in a tattered neighborhood—it was dirty and smelled of mold.


But there was one element of interest. In a far corner was a metal box about six feet in length. He slipped over to it, squatted down, pulled an instrument from his belt, and ran it over the box. He looked at the readout meter.


Cobalt bomb confirmed. It wasn’t armed yet. They wouldn’t do so until they moved it to Oxford Circus.


And Robie also knew that he would keep himself between them and the bomb at all times.


He holstered his M11 and readied his UMP.


He rose and moved to the wooden stairs. From his intelligence briefing on the house he knew that the fourth riser up squeaked, so he went from the third to the fifth.


In addition to him, there were currently seventeen people inside this place.


Robie’s goal was to kill sixteen of them.


The fire selector on his UMP was set to two shots. One shot was enough to kill any man if placed properly, but Robie had left no room for chance.


The basement door was partially open.


He peered through it into the kitchen.


Two men sat at a table drinking what looked to be cups of coffee. They apparently needed a stimulant at this late hour.


He looked at his watch through his panoramic goggles.


The second hand was just sweeping to twelve.


Four . . . three . . . two . . .


On cue, the lights in the house went out as the power was cut.


Through his helmet Robie saw the two men clear as day jerk forward and then stand.


Then he watched them fall from suppressed UMP bursts delivered to their chests.


Two down, fourteen to go.


Robie was through the kitchen in three seconds and then hit the hallway.


His finger nudged the shot selector to full auto.


He did so because darkness tended to make people congregate closer.


Sure enough, coming down the narrow hall were three men, all with guns.


They opened fire. With pistols.


Robie pulled the UMP’s trigger, and two seconds and twenty-six rounds of concentrated fire later there were three more dead men on the floor of this humble abode. The UMP’s ejector sent the spent casings tumbling to the floor, where they sounded like metal pearls cascading from a broken necklace.


Five down, eleven to go.


He ejected the mag, slapped in a fresh one, and turned and rolled to his right as more gunfire came at him.


He counted two heads through his goggles.


He emptied half his UMP mag at them.


Seven down, nine to go.


Two more men appeared at the head of the stairs and fired down at Robie.


He could see that they had on NVGs as well, so his tactical advantage had lessened.


He pulled a stun grenade, released the pin, and threw it up the stairs at the same time he looked away.


The stunning flash of light did not blind him, nor did the concussive sound paralyze him, since his helmet cushioned him from this effect.


The two men at the top of the stairs could not claim the same.


One tumbled down and landed at the bottom of the stairs.


One slash across the neck from the KM2000 severed two critical arteries, and Robie added another to his tally.


He reholstered the bloody blade.


Eight down, an equal number to go.


The other man slowly rose at the top of the stairs, but was obviously concussed. He then fell back down and lay unconscious. That was the only thing that saved his life.


That and two men attacking Robie from his right and left flanks.


The M11s came out, one in each hand. Robie aimed an M11 in each direction simultaneously and then trigger-pulled ten shots from each gun, sweeping up and down from chest to thigh, the arc of fire evenly spaced over a ten-foot radius. A kill zone field of fire delivered with max efficiency.


Jacketed rounds tore through flesh. These sounds were followed by two thumps, as corpses hit carpet.


Ten down, six to go.


Since the cat was definitely out of the bag, he sprayed the stairwell using the rest of his second mag on the UMP. He then raced up the steps, after reloading his M11s.


A bullet, fired from above, struck him in the abdomen.


The liquid armor vest he had on hardened within a millisecond, catching the round and wringing out virtually all of its kinetic energy by forcing it to be displaced along the breadth of the vest.


The armor then lost its rigidity and became flexible once more.


Robie had no idea who had invented this stuff, but if he survived tonight, he would buy the person a drink.


His second stun grenade flushed out the shooter. Robie shot him once in the knee with an M11 to incapacitate, then performed the kill shot to the head on the upper stairwell.


Eleven down, five to go.


He reached the upper hall, reholstered the M11, and reloaded the UMP with his final mag just as someone blindsided him. They tumbled back down the stairs. His attacker had a gutting knife and he managed to strike Robie in the thigh. His liquid armor once more seized up, and the knife didn’t even penetrate to the skin.


Robie’s right hand clamped down on the wrist with the knife. He torqued himself around so that he was on top when they slammed into the floor at the bottom of the stairs. The man beneath him was stunned by the impact but for only a second.


That was still a moment too long for survival.


Robie had used the man’s own knife to slit his throat. Arterial spray danced across his visor.


He hoped the handlers back in their safe space were enjoying the show.


It wasn’t nearly as much fun on his end.


Twelve down, four to go.


He rose, turned, and rolled out of the way as a volley of machine-gun fire blew down the stairs, ripping off part of the handrail, shredding the wall, and exploding a slew of the risers.


With his night vision, Robie could see where it was coming from.


Instead of trying to attack back up the stairs, he moved to his left, where the upper part of the stairway was partially covered by the wall rising from the lower floor.


He pointed the UMP at a forty-five-degree angle up and five clicks to the left. He pressed the trigger and fired half his mag. The ACP rounds blasted through the cheap drywall. Robie counted to three and watched as the shooter’s body rolled down the stairs and landed at the bottom and on top of the gent who’d had his throat slit by Robie.


Robie made sure the shooter was dead with an M11 round dotting the man’s forehead.


Thirteen down, three to go.


And those three were upstairs.


Now it became purely a tactical game. A chess match played with guns and battlefield strategy instead of molded pieces on a square board.


The enemy had the high ground and Robie the low. For him to attack, he would have to move through a funnel where they could concentrate their fire, and he couldn’t count on the liquid armor to see him through.


What Robie wanted was the high ground, and as he looked to his left, he saw a way to take it.


He popped open the window, climbed out, and found handholds in the uneven brick surface. On past missions he’d scaled what appeared to be sheer rock walls, so this was not a stretch for him.


The window was just above. The floor plan of the house told him exactly where this opening would take him. He spent three seconds calculating, which was his allotted time to think at any interval during a mission such as this.


Holding on to the windowsill with one hand, he jimmied the window with his knife. He did a controlled tumble through the opening and rolled up to a defensive position.


Having seized the tactical advantage, Robie charged into the upstairs hall and saw one man peering cautiously down the stairs, unaware that his rear flank was fully exposed.


His life ended with a pair of M11 rounds in his back.


Fourteen down, two to go.


The next man came out of another bedroom holding the exact same type of weapon that Robie held.


It was UMP versus UMP.


But not really. It wasn’t just about the hardware. A gun was a gun. The same models worked pretty much the same.


What really mattered was the software.


And the shooter was always the software.


Robie threw himself through a doorway as the muzzle of the opposing UMP took aim at him.


He transferred his UMP fully to his right hand, making sure by touch that his selector was still on full auto. The only part of him exposed was his gun and his hand. He used the lower part of the doorjamb as his fulcrum because the recoil kick on an UMP was not always kind if the collapsible stock was not firmly against one’s shoulder. That might foul the shot and Robie didn’t have the time for that.


The UMPs fired at the same time.


The man’s UMP managed to take a chunk of polymer off Robie’s weapon.


Robie’s UMP managed to blow the head off the man.


Robie dropped the UMP, his ammo exhausted.


Fifteen down, one to go.


But what a one it would turn out to be.


The young woman stepped out of a room and into the upstairs hall.


In her hand was not a weapon, at least not a conventional one.


Clenched in her fingers was a dead man’s—or in this case a dead woman’s—trigger wired to the vest around her torso. Strapped there were six packs of connected Semtex. More than enough to collapse the house and kill her and Robie, and maybe crack the belly of the cobalt bomb in the basement and radiate the neighborhood until the twenty-second century.


He understood at once. She was the designated fail-safe.


She smiled at him.


He didn’t return it.


The bloodstained KM2000 flashed through the air.


It severed the wire from the trigger to the suicide vest before lodging in the wall.


The woman looked down at the useless trigger, then back up at Robie. She screamed at him even as her hand went to the vest.


Robie did not wait for her to blow them up another way.


He shot her in the head and she fell to the floor wrapped in her unexploded bombs.


Sixteen down.


None to go.


Time clock punched.


Sunrise coming.


Ninety-nine percent was apparently good enough.
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The cleanup was quick and efficient.


To keep things as secret as possible, they made use of the same tunnel that Robie had. The house was going to be leveled in the next week and the debris buried forever. The tunnel was being permanently plugged. Any complaints about the sounds of explosions or gunfire that night would be referred to the appropriate agency with instructions to bury it as deeply as the remains of the house.


The concussed survivor was revived and would be interrogated until he gave up every secret he would ever have. Then he would disappear into the permanent shadows with no ability to harm anyone again.


The cobalt bomb was removed and disarmed, and it would be reverse-engineered to see how the terror cell had done it. Neither the Brits nor the Americans were under the illusion that a terrorist cell alone had had the wherewithal to pull this off. This operation smacked of a serious institutional backer. Whether it was the Russians or the Iranians or even the North Koreans, they would trace this op back to its source.


Then the diplomats would have their shot at de-escalating this sucker.


If the statesmen failed, it would be the generals’ turn.


And no one wanted that scenario.


When the British tactical team had entered the house, Robie had taken off his helmet and was calmly sitting on the couch in the living room.


The team took its time viewing all the carnage, including the suicide bomber, as Robie filled them in on how he had disarmed her. Bloody hells resonated from all corners of the house as the team saw firsthand the American’s handiwork.


One armored assaulter had sat down next to Robie and asked him if he needed anything, politely addressing Robie as “sir.”


Robie had shaken his head and said, “I’m good.”


“You’re far better than good. In fact, you’re the bloody best I’ve ever seen, mate.”


Robie appreciated the sentiment, but he had exited the house with no positive feelings, despite having defeated a maniacal attempt to throw the world off its axis.


He was now wheels up on a private ride back to the United States.


He rubbed his gut and then his thigh where the rounds and the knife had struck, respectively.


Either one would have disabled him. And then he would have been fresh meat to kill. Just another corpse on the floor.


And that made a person think.


Robie closed his eyes and tried to sleep. But while slumber had come easily on the flight over, it was not so easy on the way back. He had killed sixteen people the previous night. And nearly been killed himself about a half-dozen times.


It was all in a day’s work for him, on one level.


On another level, part of him couldn’t process it.


It wasn’t like an endorphin high after winning a Super Bowl or a World Series, chiefly because nobody died in those events. However, it was clearly a contest, of sorts. There were winners and losers in Robie’s world, only the losers left the field of battle in body bags.


He opened his eyes, and his thoughts reached back to Mississippi.


The reunion with his father. A reunion from hell. But the ending was what mattered. And it had ended better than it had begun.


And he and Jessica Reel had been together, battered but together.


Now nearly six months had passed and Robie hadn’t seen Reel in all that time. He had called, e-mailed, and texted. Nothing. She was still working for the Agency, that he knew, but he had no idea where. He had asked. And received not a single answer.


After returning from Robie’s hometown of Cantrell, Reel—then in a wheelchair because of injuries sustained during their time there—had told Robie that they would always have each other. That they might fall, but together they were unbeatable.


That had been the only thing keeping him going through his rehabilitation.


Yet when he’d been released from rehab, Jessica Reel had not been there. No calls. No e-mails. No texts. Nothing.


So much for being unbeatable together.


They’d obviously been meaningless words.


He landed back in DC and went immediately to his apartment, a nondescript space in an unremarkable building near Dupont Circle.


Robie had nothing of a personal nature in his apartment.


And that was when he saw it.


The envelope on his bed.


There was no writing on it.


It had not been there when he had left for London.


Robie’s first instincts were defensive. He slipped the gun from its holster and held it at the ready.


He gripped the envelope with his free hand and shook the letter out.


It was one page folded over.


The handwriting was one he was familiar with.


The words were few and still managed to cut through him like the KM2000 had through neck arteries back in London.


It’s complicated. I’m sorry. JR


Robie put his gun away and folded the letter back over and placed it in his pocket.


He walked over to the window.


It was dark now and the rain had started. With the inclement weather he could be back in London.


Yet this was a perfect time for Robie to take a walk. He didn’t like crowds. And right now he was in no mood for sunny and fair weather.


He made his way along his favorite route, which led him to Memorial Bridge. Arlington National Cemetery was across the bridge, and the Lincoln Memorial was behind him. He stood by the rampart and looked down at the waters of the Potomac.


The river was flowing far more freely than his thoughts.


What exactly did she mean by “It’s complicated”? They both knew everything about their lives was complicated. So what had changed between Mississippi and the note being left on his bed?


He looked around.


The last time he had been here, Blue Man had appeared out of the darkness and given him some much-needed advice. Robie could always count on Blue Man. He always told him not what he wanted to hear, but what he needed to hear.


As if on cue a figure appeared out of the darkness.


Only this time it wasn’t Blue Man.


Robie’s gun came out and he pointed it at the approaching figure.


The person stopped.


“They told me you might be here.”


“Who are you?” asked Robie.


Drawing closer, the person was illuminated by the lights on the bridge.


It was a woman.


But it was not Jessica Reel.


“I know you,” said Robie, peering at her.


She nodded. “I work with Blue Man.”


Robie looked around. “Where is he? Why did he send you?”


“He didn’t. I mean, he couldn’t.”


“Why not?”


“Because Blue Man has disappeared.”
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Sand.


And not from a fun day at the beach.


It was in your mouth, your lungs, and your nose.


And possibly in your dreams.


Or here, more likely, in your nightmares.


Gritty, omnipresent, there was no way to avoid it.


Jessica Reel was using a tactical scout sniper periscope to safely get eyes on those she would later try to kill.


Iraq looked like Iraq had ten years ago, at least to her. Buildings were reduced to rubble, people were dying violently. Armies massed and attacked, and terrorists counterattacked, deploying an array of weapons either stolen or bought from countries around the world.


Everything was for shit here, although the politicians tried to put a positive spin on it all. Or blame others after the spin no longer worked.


Right now, the fighting was divided neatly into urban and desert.


Reel wasn’t sure which she preferred. Urban was more complicated and potentially more lethal. One wrong step and a hidden IED takes you away from life in a millisecond. Or someone you thought was an ally confronts you with a C4 suicide pack strapped around his waist. Or a kid hiding a gun under his shirt walks up to you asking for candy, and you have a single moment to decide whether to kill him or not.


In the desert there was nothing between you and them except sand either flat or with some height. And killing from long range could come at any moment. Reel knew this for a fact, currently being a major source of her country’s long-range kills.


She lowered the periscope and made some notes in her DOPE (data of previous engagements) book. In it she had made references and notes on every shot she had fired during this deployment. All the hits and the rare misses.


She learned the most from the misses.


She was part of a fifteen-person team that had only two snipers, of which she was one. She was also the only female in the group. They didn’t care that she could run three miles in under eighteen minutes or that she could do twenty or more dead-hang pull-ups or perform two hundred crunches in four minutes. That was what the Marines required at their sniper school. Years ago Reel had passed every test there and been the first female candidate to complete the course successfully.


They only cared whether she could do her job, which meant pulling the trigger and eliminating someone on the other team whose only goal was to kill Reel and her team.


Still, there had been some grumbling about her from some of the men, mostly the younger ones. Younger ones these days were those barely freed from their teens. After the first two days when Reel had laid down nine out of nine targets, the grumbling had mysteriously vanished. And she was suddenly one of the guys.


Every member of the team was only about one thing: the mission.


The second unspoken goal, but of no less importance to all of them, was survival. None of them wanted to die in the desert. All of them wanted to get back home.


Reel included, though she really had no home to go back to.


And a sniper who could consistently kill people trying to kill you was a valuable friend indeed.


Tikrit, Ramadi, Fallujah, and finally Mosul had been taken back from the enemy. Although, like putting Humpty Dumpty back together again, it was proving nearly impossible to make the situation right. The terrorists had had a long time to inflict maximum destruction on these cities and the people living there. Most of the places were simply uninhabitable, because basic things like water and sewage lines were no longer operating and electrical power was spotty at best. And added to that the cities were still filled with hidden explosives and other death traps.


But rebuilding was not Reel’s job. Her mission was to kill as many of the enemy as she could. That could be her only focus.


Her group consisted of Americans, Brits, French, Australians, and two Iraqi force members who still looked at her with unfriendly eyes, even though she could outshoot and outwork both of them. And maybe that was why they looked at her the way they did, other than her being a woman—which in this part of the world was disqualifying for most occupations, and certainly one that required wielding a gun.


The boom of mortar fire and RPGs constantly filled the air along with gunfire and IEDs sending the unwary or the unlucky to early graves. Overhead, called-in air strikes happened with great frequency, with the U.S. providing most of the muscle in the sky.


Reel had been here nearly six months, a loan-out from a civilian agency that provided military support. The other members of her team had been assigned to this duty.


Reel had volunteered for it.


She sniped during the day for the most part unless there was a particular mission on. At night, she was still on duty, but would alternate with her co-sniper. Each often acted as a spotter for the other, and sometimes, due to the dictates of combat, they went solo.


She knew one thing clearly: She was the single most lethal person on this battlefield, able to precisely and consistently kill at over twelve hundred meters. The other side knew this as well. Thus, the bull’s-eye on her was a large one.


And if she were ever captured?


Well, in addition to being an American and a woman, snipers historically were not known for receiving a kind reception from their captors.


If she were about to be captured, Reel had long since decided to eat a round instead.


The time came and she readied her rifle.


Years ago her head had been turned into a ballistic computer, analyzing the key physical forces on a bullet fired long-range: altitude, temperature, humidity, and wind, particularly wind two-thirds of the way to the target. But now, with second- and third-generation long-range sniper systems, these calculations were done faster and more accurately by machine than a human ever could. Automation was even hitting the ranks of the elite snipers, not just working joes on assembly lines in Detroit. Thus devices like a ballistic computer, projected reticle display, digital compass, and meteorological and inclination and related sensors traveled everywhere she did. She had ballistic software downloaded on her iPhone. It was all fed into her optics, which had cost twice as much as her gun.


As the old saying among long-range shooters went: Buy once, cry once.


Now covered with a ghillie suit the color of sand, she lay on the ground and went to work.


The key attribute for any sniper was patience. You worked in a bubble of focus, staying sharp and alert despite exhaustion. And you didn’t move. For this reason, she wore a diaper under her clothing so she wouldn’t have to get up to relieve herself.


She’d already zeroed her weapon at the range she would be shooting. Her computer had allowed Reel to laze her target, and a ballistic-solution crosshair had been spit out.


When holding her weapon Reel never gripped anything, because muscular exertion caused the limbs to do something no sniper could tolerate: It caused appendages to shake, however imperceptibly. It was also called the death grip in sniping circles; if you missed because you were shaking, the other side would get a chance to take you out.


Thus, her left forearm ran straight and true along her weapon’s stock. Angled right or left you used muscle to hold the gun. Vertical on vertical meant gravity was doing the job for you. Her toes were pointed out, the sides of her feet flat to the sand. She looked like she was about to do some yoga move. She could and had held such a position for hours, because virtually no strength was required.


Her main snipe rifle was based on the tried-and-true Remington 700 platform with some customization. Her spare was a Barrett M82. For this tour of duty she had switched over her ammo from the legendary .338 Lapua magnum rounds to the .300 Winchester Magnum rounds. Her rifle barrel held a right-hand twist, which meant the bullet coming out of it would cheat a bit in that direction, a phenomenon known as spindrift, which she had accounted for. And she was shooting over such a long distance that the earth’s rotation also came into play; it was known as the Coriolis effect. It really only mattered if you were shooting pretty much straight north or south. The bullet would fudge slightly to the left if the target was north and to the right if the target pointed south. If you didn’t compensate for it, the earth’s constant movement would rotate your target right out of the kill zone. A millimeter error of calculation on this end would result in the shot’s being a foot off on the other end.


Ballistics confirmed, her spotter satisfied, all data dialed into her optics, she was ready to execute.


Her finger went to the trigger. She would press with the soft part of the finger midway between the tip and the first joint. This was the area of the finger that moved the least sideways.


She slowly squeezed the trigger on the down breath right at the point where she no longer needed to exhale or to start inhaling again. This respiratory phase was the stillest your lungs would be without duress or discomfort and that meant it was the most calmly immobile your body would be. When you inhaled, the muzzle dropped, when you exhaled, the muzzle rose. But the sweet spot was on the exhale breath, and in between a heartbeat; that was what every good sniper strived for.


Reel kept a smooth, consistent trigger-press pressure all the way through the shot and then led the trigger back to its forward position.


The bullet blasted out of her barrel and was immediately subject to the rules of drag, and also of gravity, meaning it had begun to fall back to earth. The Win Mag round covered 30 percent of its max flight in a heartbeat. Two-thirds of the way to the target, drag was minimized and gravity became the biggest obstacle to a clean shot.


And that was why Reel had fired at an angle equal to the target being nearly sixty feet tall. By the time it got to the end of its flight path, it would impact the target at fifty-four inches off the ground, meaning directly into the brain of the five-foot-ten-inch man seated at a rough wooden table on the other end.


Before the ISIS field commander that had caused her side endless grief even fell dead, Reel’s scope had come directly back to her such that after recoil she saw the same image through her optics. If this had been on the range for practice she would have received high marks.


Since it was combat for real, someone’s life had just ended.


Her shot had covered nearly fifteen hundred meters, or a little under a mile. A superior distance, it still would not have put her in the top ten of longest kill shots. The current number ten on that list was a Marine sniper who had done the deed from over sixteen hundred meters. For many years number one on that list had been a Brit who had killed two Afghans from nearly twenty-five hundred meters with a single bullet. But that shot had recently been bested by a Canadian elite special forces fighter who had recorded a kill shot in Iraq at more than thirty-five hundred meters.


After Reel’s shot killed the man, things got interesting.


There were few events that got the adrenaline going faster than knowing that a sniper was in town. Seconds after the dead man slumped forward on the tabletop, his comrades were running and ducking and throwing themselves behind whatever they could find that would stop their fate from being the same as their deceased commander’s.


And with her spotter constantly feeding her data and Reel inputting that data into her optics, she kept firing.


Six trigger pulls later her rounds had found five fleshy entry points. The only one that hadn’t was the one that had impacted the rifle barrel of the targeted man, who had moved his rifle to the front of his chest after Reel had already fired. The round glanced off the barrel and buried itself in the sand.


That was the major problem with sniping at this great distance. The targets had to be stationary. If they moved right after you fired, the round would miss, because it would take the bullet a few seconds to get there. The bullet fired by the Canadian elite special forces member had taken nearly ten seconds to reach its target.


Yet being only a hundred yards away from an enemy carried another set of complications. Reel and her team would be subject to a variety of counter-attacks and the threat of being physically overrun. Right now Reel had her spotter and four other soldiers with her. The target they were attacking held a hundred ISIS fighters and an assortment of hand-me-down armored vehicles in which they could counterattack.


Being nearly a mile away gave Reel and her team a lot more latitude. And time for exfiltration, which was a fancy military term for getting the hell out of Dodge.


Her work finished for now, Reel filled out her DOPE and put away her weapon. They drove back to their base, only to be told that they would be heading out on another mission that night. They would support a SEAL team attack on a compound where it was rumored the number two man in ISIS would be, along with three hostages, one of whom was a U.S. Marine captured two weeks prior.


Reel and her team attended the briefing. She snatched some shuteye, and then they geared up and moved out.


Just another night in the neighborhood.


Only it wouldn’t be like any other night for Jessica Reel, ever.
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SEAL teams did everything in the fast lane.


The stealth chopper came low and fast over a rise in the sand, its engine and prop wash as quiet as the best and brightest of American engineering could make them.


Ten SEAL Team Six members fast-roped down to the interior of the compound. Moving as one unit, they hit the sole entrance of the building and disappeared inside.


A football field’s length away, Reel, her spotter, and other team members watched the proceedings closely.


Reel lay in the sand behind her sniper rifle. Her optics held on the interior of the courtyard, which could be seen through an opening that had once held a gate.


Four of the other team members had optics on the target zone. They were also commed together and following over their headsets what was happening inside the compound.


A minute later the all clear was given. The mission was a bust. There was no one inside.


As quickly as they had come the SEALs departed. The stealth chopper disappeared over a sandy ridge and was gone.


Reel and her team were packing their gear and about to board two Humvees when explosive rounds hit both vehicles. Secondary explosions came when the hardened fuel tanks were punctured and the gas vapor inside was combusted.


The twin explosions cremated the driver and the grunt riding next to him in one vehicle and burned alive the driver in the second Humvee. The concussive blast ripped limbs off another team member, and he bled out seconds later.


Reel and her spotter rolled to the left and sighted their weapons in the direction from where the rounds had come.


Another explosive hit behind them, sending three more team members to the hereafter, in pieces.


“We’re fucked,” screamed the spotter as incoming fire poured in from behind them as well. “This was a setup!”


Reel already knew this. She spun her weapon around and crab-walked over so it was pointed at their rear flank.


That was when she saw what was coming.


Into her headset she said, “Get air support in here. Now!”


There were three lightly armored Toyota pickup trucks carrying maybe twenty-five fighters in total. Another dozen armed men were hustling behind the cover of the trucks. Mounted in the beds of the Toyotas were .50-cal machine guns.


Fifty-calibers didn’t wound when they hit you; they pretty much vaporized whatever they touched.


Reel looked behind her as another round struck. Two more of her team were dismembered, their helmets spinning through the air before coming to rest as mangled composite a hundred feet away.


And one of them was their communications person.


Reel turned to her spotter. “Use your phone. Call in our coordinates. And we need some—”


The .50s opened up again and the decibel-shattering barrage canceled out whatever else Reel was going to say.


Two rounds hit her spotter, and Reel was instantly covered in blood, brains, and guts. The spotter’s right arm flew through the sky in a long arc before plummeting back to the sand.


Now, with less than a minute having passed, there was just Reel and one other man left alive, a Brit named Hugh Barkley.


Reel waited until the .50s ceased firing to reload and then she sighted through her optics.


Three quick trigger pulls, and each ISIS member manning the machine guns toppled off the back of the trucks.


Reel had bullets and she had enemies, and she set out to merge the two forevermore.


Three men tried to take the place of the machine gunners. And three men caught Win Mag rounds in their heads for the trouble.


Then the ISIS force wised up and the trucks went into evasive maneuvers, with the lead truck providing cover for the other two.


Reel grabbed her spotter’s weapon, and without taking her eyes off the targets, her fingers snagged the ordnance she wanted to deploy next.


She fed the rounds into the rifle, took aim, and fired.


The incendiary round found its mark, and the gas tank of the lead truck was pierced. A split second later the ordnance ignited and so did the vapor in the tank.


The concussive force lifted the Toyota pickup straight off the ground, like a rocket taking off. Then gravity took over and the truck flipped and came to rest on top of the second truck, crushing it.


Reel sent another incendiary round into the third truck. The gas vapor detonated and also caused the .50-cal ammo stacked on the truck beds to explode, turning the night sky bright as day. Bodies and weapons and pieces of Toyotas hurtled across the sand, some landing as far as a half mile away.


When the smoke cleared, Reel could not see one living person in front of her. Just wreckage, flaming objects, and burned corpses.


She had not a second longer to dwell on this, because firing came from behind her. She saw Barkley strafing the ground in front of him with rounds from his MP5.


Reel sprinted that way, planted her weapon on the sand, slid into firing position, and sighted through her scope and fired. And kept firing.


But bullets were coming at them far faster. And then grenades landed and started exploding all around them.


Barkley moved to his left, which was a mistake. The heavy round sliced right through his body armor and blew out his back. He moaned once, gurgled twice, and fell facedown in the sand.


Now it was only Reel left.


She sighted through her scope looking for targets, when it emerged out of the smoke, dust, and darkness.


“Shit!”


It was an American M1117 armored security vehicle. A bunch of them had been captured by ISIS from the Iraqi army. It was heavily armored, weighed thirty thousand pounds, and had a top speed of seventy mph. It had a grenade launcher and a .50-cal machine gun in addition to a second machine gun, all mounted on the rotating turret. That was what had been firing at them. That was what had rained grenades on them, and a round from the .50 had just killed Barkley.


Reel grabbed the other rifle she always brought to battle, the Barrett M82. It was already chambered with the most powerful ordnance Reel had to combat the armored rhino coming for her. She would only use it if everything had gone to shit.


Now seemed the perfect time.


The round she was about to fire was technically known as the Raufoss Mk211, developed by a manufacturer in Scandinavia. It was so devastating that, under the Geneva Conventions, it was not supposed to be used against humans.


Right now Reel knew it was her last chance to survive. She didn’t try to change locations. If she got up and ran, they would simply mow her down with the .50-cal like they had Barkley. She didn’t move a muscle. They might assume she was already dead.


Reel aimed her weapon, centered her breathing, and let her finger slip to the trigger. The M1117 had good armor, but armor needed to be maintained. And she had spotted some missing plates on the front underbelly of the vehicle, probably from a previous run-in with an IED when the metal beast was still working for America.


Yet Reel didn’t aim there. Her muzzle was pointed at the front window of the ASV. The glass was multi-layered ballistic glass, but the Raufoss’s tungsten core could punch a hole in eight inches of concrete at four hundred meters or an inch of steel at two thousand yards. Well, she was a helluva lot closer than that. And glass, even ballistic glass, was not steel or concrete.


“Do it, baby, do it,” she murmured as she slowly pressed the trigger.


The round blew right through the glass, probably killing one of the crew on contact. And she followed that up with two more rounds where the missing armored plates had been.


Its ability to pierce armor was not the reason she’d selected the Raufoss. Like the rounds she’d used to take out the Toyotas, the Raufoss had an incendiary component. But the Raufoss also had a high explosive charge built in. It could take out aircraft, choppers, and ships.


And, as it turned out, M1117s.


The trio of explosives detonated and the ammo and the fuel in the vehicle ignited a millisecond later.


Reel had to look away and bury herself in the sand to escape from being blinded by the flash. Debris, flaming objects, and body parts rained down all around.


She finally leapt up, sprinted away, and threw herself under one of the destroyed and still smoldering Humvees as large objects struck it and the ground all around.


After a minute things stopped falling and it grew quiet.


Another minute passed, and Reel dragged herself out from under the Humvee.


She looked around at her destroyed team.


She looked at the body parts of her attackers.


She looked at all the burning vehicles.


She was still sitting there when a chopper flew over and swept a light over the area.


When the SEALs fast-roped down to her she didn’t acknowledge them, though she did let them attach a harness to her. The winch was engaged and she was swept into the air and hauled aboard the chopper.


A minute later they were heading back to base, and to safety.


Jessica Reel didn’t say a word the whole way.
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“Traitor in the ranks, I’m afraid.”


The dour-faced colonel looked across the desk at Reel.


“One of the Iraqis. We traced some communications. False intel on the ISIS leader at that compound. They were going to hit the SEAL team, too, but apparently they were in and out too fast. That left your team as the sole target. They obviously wanted to take you out as our primary sniper. It was amazing that we didn’t pick up their presence on the earlier recon. They were quite well hidden. But it was night and that area is hardly secure, not that any place here really is.”


The man fidgeted with a pen on his desk as he shot glances at Reel, who had said nothing the whole time.


“We never received a distress signal from your team. I imagine you hardly had the chance. But the battle was seen and reported. And the SEAL team that had deployed to attack the compound was sent back to help. I’m sorry it came too late to help your team.”


He glanced at Reel to see if these words had dented the invisible armor that seemed to surround her.


They hadn’t.


He had been fully briefed on Jessica Reel, to the extent that he was cleared for it.


He knew some of what she had done in the past. He well knew what her lethal capabilities were. The colonel had a ballpark understanding of how many people she had killed over the course of her career. And he knew what she meant to a certain intelligence agency whose sole mission was to keep America safe.


But what he didn’t know, what he could never know . . . was Jessica Reel. And what made her tick. Here, clearances didn’t matter, because there was no file and no briefing that could fill in those blanks.


He cleared his throat. “I have to say, your performance was truly remarkable, Agent Reel. You single-handedly took out three attack vehicles, and an M1117 and about forty enemy fighters. I’ve never seen anything like it. Frankly, I’m not sure we have enough commendations to award you,” he added with a nervous chuckle. “If you were military they’d be talking about the Medal of Honor. I’m certain of that.”


Finally, Reel stirred and looking directly at him said, “I would have thought, since I failed to save a single member of my team, that any talk of commendations or medals would be complete horseshit. And the Medal of Honor is not given out for saving your own ass, sir.”


The dour face now turned red. “That was hardly your fault, Agent Reel. What you did was indisputably heroic.”


“We’ll have to agree to disagree on that.” Reel stood. “Is that all, sir?”


“What? Oh, um, yes.”


As she headed to the door he added, “You’re heading back stateside. Not my call. Above my pay grade.”


She didn’t turn or answer him. Reel just shut the door behind her and kept walking.


Reel had boarded a jet in Iraq, flown to London, and boarded another jet there. The plane she was on now quickly shed altitude as it passed over New York City en route to its final destination right outside of DC.


Jessica was not the only passenger on the government wings, but she was the only one to look out the window at this point. Though she really couldn’t make it out clearly at this altitude, in her mind’s eye she took in lower Manhattan where the Twin Towers had once stood. Now One World Trade Center soared 1,776 gloriously symbolic feet into the air like a defiant fist upraised to the clear sky. Fittingly, it was the tallest building in the city, and also in North America. Indeed, there were only three other buildings taller in the world. And none of them carried the gravitas of the one she was visualizing now.


Horrible memories tagged to hopes for a better future were represented down there.


Yet right now Reel did not hold out much hope for a better future.


War kind of did that to you.


It messed with you in a way that not much else ever could.


Later, on final approach into Dulles, the jet passed by the airport and banked to the east so it could land into the wind.


Reel was the last passenger off. The rest were a mixture of uniforms and civilian contractors all deployed or employed in the fight against terror.


It was a war Reel had finally realized halfway over the Atlantic her side could never really win.


We kill ten and twenty more take their place.


It was an even more insidious version of Medusa that had leapt from the pages of mythology and landed squarely in the twenty-first century.


It was the works of George Orwell and Franz Kafka smashed together and then spun out into the worst nightmare of all time.


She carried her small bag and took a cab to a hotel in DC. She checked in and went to her room.


She tossed her bag in the corner and fell back on the bed. She felt like she hadn’t slept in a month. And in a sense, she hadn’t. Snipers didn’t really sleep, even off duty. You just . . . existed . . . until the next shot.


She rose, popped open the minibar, chugged a ten-dollar bottle of Fiji water, ate a six-dollar candy bar followed by four Advil, and lay back on the bed.


She closed her eyes.


And the whole damn thing was replayed in her mind. And the outcome was always the same.


Everybody dies except me.


Enemy and ally.


She went through each step, wondering what she could have done differently to change what had ended up being a slaughter.


For both sides.


Sole survivor. She didn’t wear that label well.


She thought of her spotter, a man two months away from being a father for the first time. She thought of Hugh Barkley, married with three children back in Birmingham, England. She thought of all the rest, including the man who had betrayed them.


What could I have done better? How could I have prevented this?


She had no answers to these questions. She would never have answers to these questions for the simple fact that there were none to be had.


Humans were imperfect beings operating in a world over which they had diminishing control.


Particularly in the parts that were at war.


Giving up the possibility of sleep, she opted for a shower instead, letting the hot water pour over her, while her forehead was pressed to the tiles.


She wanted to cleanse Iraq from her being. Reel wanted every molecule of sand lurking on her skin to vanish.


Like finding answers to her questions, it was really an impossible task. The mission that night would be with her always, joining a legion of others where things did not always turn out right.


She dried off, wrapped a towel around her, went to the window, and peered out. It was cloudy in DC. The seasons were in flux, warm giving way to less warm, and then eventually ceding to quite cold.


The knock on the door brought her back.


Her hand automatically pulled the Beretta from her bag. Her finger disengaged the safety without her even having to look because the Beretta was as much a part of Reel as was her hand.


Holding the pistol behind her, she padded to the door and looked through the peephole.


She sucked in a breath and then let it go.


Her nightmare had just ratcheted up a notch.


She opened the door and looked up at him.


“What the hell are you doing here?”


Will Robie looked down at her and said, “We need to find Blue Man.”
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Tick-tock of the clock.


Robie and Reel sat on opposite sides of the table in the small conference room at Langley. It was a room they had sat in many times before.


Only this time was different. For a variety of reasons, and none of them good.


Robie glanced down at Reel’s oblique. In Mississippi, a bullet had struck her there.


“Healed?” he asked.


“Apparently” was her reply.


She glanced at his right arm, which had been torn apart and then surgically repaired. “How about your arm?”


“Apparently good enough.”


Robie fiddled with something in his pocket. It was the note that he had found on his bed. He wanted to pull it out and ask her what the hell it meant.


Then the door opened and they both sat up straighter.


The woman entering the room was Blue Man’s boss, the director of Central Intelligence. Blue Man’s new boss. The old one had resigned due to stress and an inability to manage it as one professional crisis after another slammed into his Agency.
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