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For Dagmar, who made this all possible






The old world is dying, And the new world struggles to be born; Now is the time of monsters.

ANTONIO GRAMSCI








PART I






CHAPTER 1

Harry Vance finished dressing in the dark bedroom, using his cell phone to find a pair of matching socks. It was past two in the morning and he was trying to leave without waking Anna, so he shouldn’t have been so particular. But at the age of fifty-three, Vance had learned to accept and embrace his own bullshit. And he knew his steps felt a little less sure when his socks didn’t match.

He walked to the tall window and parted the curtains. The dark streets below were lined with turn-of-the-century apartment buildings and shuttered storefronts, and the day’s rain had turned the curbside snowbanks into rivers of gray slush. The sidewalks were barren on this cold January night, but the bars and clubs tucked away in this trendy corner of Berlin were still open, their music and laughter echoing down the dark street.

Vance turned and looked at Anna, asleep under a thick blanket. A space heater hummed at the far end of the room. These old buildings were nice to look at, but they weren’t insulated, and nothing worked. Anna thought the building had “character,” a word that made Vance want to step into traffic. Well, that’s what he got for becoming involved with a younger woman.

He approached the bed and took a closer look at her by the dim light coming through the window. She didn’t look like herself when she slept. Her face was relaxed, soft. So different from who she was.

Vance reached his hand out to… what? Touch her? Try to wake her? Tell her where he was going? Why would he do something like that? Because you’re an idiot. Which is another way of saying you’re in love.

He withdrew his hand. The point was to not tell her anything. She didn’t like that, of course. And neither did the brass back at headquarters when he froze them out of his investigations until it was time to make arrests. But this was how Army CID Agent Harry Vance had always approached his work. Just do it. Only amateurs and cowards needed outside opinions before the job was done.

So he hadn’t told her about tonight’s rendezvous, and he’d be back in bed before sunrise. They’d wake up together, maybe a morning roll in the sack, then fried eggs with black bread and coffee, watch the news. Sunday stuff.

Anna rolled over, muttering something in German that he couldn’t make out. Her arm flopped onto the empty side of the mattress, which still contained his impression in the cheap memory foam.

He pictured her waking up in the night to use the bathroom or get some water and seeing that he was gone. She’d freak out.

He took out his phone and typed her a text: Couldn’t sleep. Going for a walk. Back by dawn. He hesitated, then added: I love you.

Every word of that was true, though he might have left out a few things. He hit Send and heard her phone vibrate on the bedside table.

He walked to the foyer, where he put on his scarf and wool cap. He eyed a small table piled with yesterday’s mail, then slid open a drawer to reveal his Beretta M9 inside a pancake holster.

Vance stared at the pistol. He wasn’t doing anything dangerous. Unless, of course, he was closer to the truth than he realized. And you never know you’re there until you’re there.

He clipped the holster on his belt, then put on his camel-hair topcoat. He unbolted the heavy door and stepped onto the dimly lit landing, closing the door quietly behind him.

Vance descended two flights of stairs, then stepped out into the winter night and felt the sharp snap of cold air on his face. He lit a cigarette and walked north to the Prenzlauer Allee S-Bahn train station, a handsome turn-of-the-century brick building that—like Anna’s street and much of the neighborhood of Prenzlauer Berg—appeared to have somehow survived the war intact. Though in Berlin you didn’t always know what was original and what got pieced back together from the rubble.

He walked down a set of icy stairs to the tracks, which ran along a trench below street level. He checked his watch as he waited on the platform: 2:27 A.M. It was the weekend, so the S-Bahn ran all night. He watched a young couple huddled inside a glass-paneled shelter as a cold north wind whipped down the platform.

On a typical case, he’d have his partner, Mark Jenkins, with him. But this wasn’t a typical case. In fact, it wasn’t a CID case at all. He was moonlighting here in Berlin, hundreds of miles from the headquarters of the U.S. Army’s 5th Military Police Battalion in Kaiserslautern, a small city near Frankfurt where Vance lived and worked. His colleagues knew he came to Berlin whenever he had time off. They assumed it was for a woman, and they made their jokes. But they were only half right.

He thought about his wife, Julie, back in Kaiserslautern, soon to be ex if the papers ever went through. German efficiency, he’d found out, did not extend to divorce proceedings. She was a good woman and didn’t deserve half the crap he put her through. Then again, she’d chosen to stay in the marriage. We all make our own prisons.

Vance spotted the train approaching and took a last drag on his cigarette. He flicked the butt onto the tracks, then took out his cell and texted: Ich bin unterwegs. I’m on my way.

After a few seconds he received a reply: Ich werde da sein. I’ll be there.

The train eased into the station and Vance boarded. He took a seat and looked around as the train pulled out. His car was mostly empty, as was the entire train, the length of which he could see due to the open gangways. He spotted a group of hyperactive twenty-somethings at the far end, probably club-hopping until dawn. He’d done that once with Anna, which was one time too many. She thought she was keeping him young, but she was actually just reminding him of the gulf between them.

The city slid by out the grimy window. He was heading southeast to Neukölln, a neighborhood with a large Turkish and Arab immigrant population, made larger in the last few years thanks to Germany’s generous asylum policy toward Syrian refugees. It was a policy that made many Germans proud—and enraged and frightened just as many.

Vance tried to stay out of his host country’s internal politics, though as a Chief Warrant Officer in the CID’s Terrorism and Criminal Investigation Unit, or TCIU, this rapid influx of refugees had affected his caseload. There were dozens of U.S. Army installations across Europe, and Vance and his colleagues in the TCIU were responsible for investigating perceived terrorist threats against all of them, as well as threats against any U.S. Army personnel located on the European continent or North Africa, which was his command’s area of responsibility.

In truth, most of the flood of refugees arriving in Germany came here to escape the ravages of war and create a better life, and even the criminal element among them largely restricted their activities to nonpolitical felonies. But it was the potential ISIS or al Qaeda operatives who managed to slip through, and also the jobless and isolated young men who became radicalized once in Germany, who kept Vance and his colleagues busy. As they say in counterterrorism, the good guys need to succeed every time; the bad guys need to succeed only once.

Vance looked out the window as the train crossed over the Spree River, and then passed from the former East Berlin into the West. What had once been a fortified wall of concrete, razor wire, dogs, soldiers, and searchlights was now a phantom border crisscrossed by twenty-four-hour train lines and rejoined streets, and you’d have to have a sightseeing guide to find the few shards of the Wall still standing. Vance figured that was probably a good thing. Berlin, more than most places, had to navigate remembering the past without becoming a shrine to its horrors.

He remembered watching the Wall come down on TV. The cheering crowds as people took sledgehammers to the hated structure. East German police and soldiers standing impotent as Germans from East and West defiantly held hands atop the Wall, one people again.

He had been in his first semester of his senior year at Johns Hopkins, thinking about a military career and what his role might be in helping to contain the Soviet menace. And then, in the blink of an eye, the forty-year Cold War was over. The Iron Curtain parted. The nuclear threat lifted. A new world had dawned overnight, and no one knew what to do about it. It turned out the new world was more complicated than the old, and thirty years later Vance was still trying to figure it out.

In a few minutes the train arrived at the Neukölln station and Vance got out. He walked along the elevated train platform, which was covered in graffiti and smelled vaguely of urine. He descended the stairs and exited onto Karl-Marx Straße, a street that mocked its namesake with a McDonald’s.

He walked north along Karl-Marx, passing a number of closed halal groceries, Turkish coffee shops, and Middle Eastern restaurants. Up ahead an Arab teenager in a winter parka leaned against a lamp pole, watching him. Vance wondered if he was a dealer or maybe a corner boy for one of the Arab crime syndicates that operated in this area. Vance—with his barrel chest and a healthy paunch due to his love affair with dark German lagers—didn’t fit the profile of a heroin junkie looking for a fix. In fact, he probably looked to this kid to be exactly what he was—a plainclothes cop. As Vance got closer, the boy averted his eyes.

After a couple of blocks, he found the place he was looking for—a five-story apartment building with a hookah lounge on the ground floor called Ember Berlin. There were only a few customers sitting in the dim smoky lounge amidst Turkish tapestries, garish blue lighting, and thumping Arabic pop music.

Vance entered through the glass doors and looked around the lounge. A group of Turkish thirty-something guys were in one corner smoking and laughing, and a couple of old Arab men in tracksuits were sitting near the front door quietly sharing a hookah. The tracksuits scanned him and one of them let out a huge puff of apple-scented smoke.

Vance walked to the back where upholstered vinyl seating ran along the rear wall behind small tables and chairs. He took a seat facing the door and placed his hat on the table. He kept his coat on to make sure no one caught sight of his holstered M9.

A young Turkish waiter walked over and dropped a menu on the table. “Guten Abend. Huka? Kaffee?”

“Türkischer Kaffee, bitte.”

The young man nodded and walked off.

Vance checked his watch: 3:05 A.M. He pulled his phone out and looked at the text thread he’d exchanged with the man he was there to meet, Abbas al-Hamdani. He’d received the man’s number from a local guy with connections. Hamdani wasn’t known to CID, and Vance hadn’t done much to verify al-Hamdani’s identity other than to request the man send a current photo of himself. Vance looked at the picture. Hamdani was a heavyset man in his seventies with a bushy gray mustache and large, sad eyes.

He looked at Hamdani’s last message: Ich werde da sein. I’ll be there.

The waiter returned with his coffee and he sipped it as he watched the door. The street outside was empty except for an occasional car or Vespa. After a few more minutes, he sent a text: Ich bin da. I’m here.

No response. Vance drank his coffee and began to wonder why he’d left a hot woman and a warm bed for this crap. Then again, the woman—Anna—was the reason he was here in the first place.

His wife used to tell him he had a savior complex. He became overly involved in other people’s problems instead of keeping his own house in order. She was right, of course. It was probably why he was a good investigator and a bad husband. After twenty-five years together, he and Julie had each other pretty well figured out. Which was the problem. Marriages, like criminal investigations, tend to be over when there’s no more mystery.

His phone vibrated. He checked it and saw a message that said in German: I can no longer meet there.

Vance tapped out a reply: We had an arrangement.

The reply came quickly: I cannot be seen with you.

Vance wrote: No one knows who I am.

No response for a moment. Then: Come to Thomashöhe Park. Up the road. Inside the park by the eastern entrance. This is better security for us both.

Vance waited to reply. He eyed the two old Arab guys in tracksuits and wondered if they knew Hamdani. Like a lot of immigrant and refugee communities, this place was insular, with complex alliances and resentments that dated back to their native lands, and probably to the beginning of time. Maybe Hamdani got tipped to these guys’ presence and didn’t want to be seen talking to a white guy at three in the morning. Too many questions.

Vance had insisted on a public place, and Hamdani could have picked anywhere, in any neighborhood. Why here, in his own backyard, if he was concerned about being seen? Something wasn’t adding up.

He looked at the map on his phone and saw that Thomashöhe Park was only a few blocks away. His CID training told him that meeting an unknown informant in a park in the middle of the night was a bad idea, but his ego and his Beretta assured him it would be fine. He decided to split the difference and practice some minimal operational security. He spotted another park due south of Thomashöhe, called Körnerpark, and wrote back: Meet me in Körnerpark. Near the northern entrance off Jonasstraße. Fifteen minutes. He’d enter the park at the southern entrance and be there in five. If Hamdani balked, Vance would abort.

After a moment he received a response: Ok. See you there.

Vance knocked back the rest of the sludgy sweet Turkish coffee, put on his hat, then dropped some euros on the table and left.

He continued north along Karl-Marx Straße and after a few blocks made a left onto a side street. He walked a block and saw the entrance to Körnerpark, which was sunk about twenty feet below street level and ringed with stone balustrades. A staircase led down into the park, with a chain stretched across it to indicate it was closed.

Vance walked up to the balustrade and looked into the park, which was lit by scattered lampposts. Gridded paths, manicured hedges, and white stone statues gave the impression of a palace garden. The place was nice to look at, but turned out to be a bad tactical choice—a lot of open spaces, and anyone observing him from a distance could easily have the high ground.

He walked to the stairway and paused. A chill wind shook the bare branches of the trees around him, and the fat crescent moon cast a spectral pall over the frozen stone figures in the park.

I want to tell you what happened to my father.

He remembered just how Anna had said it, in her crisp German accent, and how she’d looked at the time—her stark features barely revealed through the dim light of the nightclub where she had taken him on one of their first dates, some trendy spot located in a former East Berlin brick factory. It was a real Anna kind of place—cool and hip but also heavy with the weight of history, where in the gloom beyond the dancers and club lights you could almost imagine the poor bastards in the sweltering brickworks, laboring toward a new world that would never come.

“He was betrayed,” Anna had said between blasts of industrial techno. “And then he was murdered.”

That’s when it had truly begun, this obsession of his. And it was why Vance was standing here now, knee-deep in an investigation of a cold case that he had no jurisdiction over, and which had occurred in a country that no longer existed. Leaving his wife for a younger woman might have seemed like the obvious sign of a midlife crisis. But maybe the real crisis was here, in the freezing night, looking for justice in all the wrong places.

He slid his M9 out of the holster and held it inside the pocket of his topcoat, then ducked under the chain and descended the stairs into the park.






PART II






CHAPTER 2

Chief Warrant Officer Scott Brodie drove his Army-issue Chevy Impala down the narrow back road. Thick growths of Virginia pine crowded the shoulders between dirt driveways leading to dilapidated houses and shanties. It was a bright and frigid day in the middle of January, and yesterday’s snow still clung to the pine needles and patchy lawns.

Brad Evans sat in the front passenger seat. He cracked his window and lit a cigarette. “Hate these off-base busts.”

Brodie did not reply.

“A soldier won’t resist arrest in the barracks. But once he’s got his own roof over his head, even one of these little shitboxes… his thinking is different. It’s instinct. A man defends his castle.”

Brodie preferred his partner in the morning, when he was hungover and didn’t talk much. But it was 4 P.M., and by now Evans had had his Irish coffee for lunch, followed by two or three more, and he was all jaw.

Brodie, age thirty-nine, was a Special Agent in the United States Army Criminal Investigation Division, more commonly known as CID, which was responsible for investigating major felony crimes and violations of the Uniform Code of Military Justice within the Army. Brad Evans was his partner and, like many of Brodie’s partners over the course of his thirteen-year career, Evans was an asshole.

Evans continued talking between drags. “These new enlisteds think they can get away with anything. Remember that jerkoff in Norfolk? Growing enough weed to smoke out a brigade? Just heard, they docked his pay, no reduction in rank, no confinement. Bullshit. What the hell kind of message…?”

Brodie let Evans ramble and focused on the road. Brodie and Evans shared an office at CID Headquarters, which was within Marine Corps Base Quantico, a large complex in northeastern Virginia that also housed the Marine Officer Candidates School and Basic School, as well as the Marine Corps University, the FBI Academy, the Drug Enforcement Administration Training Academy, and the Naval Criminal Investigative Service—NCIS—which was the Navy equivalent of Army CID, but with bigger egos thanks to the hit TV show.

Brodie lived in a rented house close to base, though until recently he’d been a nomad, traveling the country and the world on challenging assignments. But that was back when his life was interesting. Before his wings got clipped. Now he could actually spend time in his office. He even got around to checking his mail and doing paperwork, the ultimate indignity.

He eyed the rearview, where the Virginia state trooper was following close behind. Since they were conducting a search outside of a military installation, civilian law enforcement had to ride along. Brodie also had to get the search warrant from a civilian judge. The military had its own ways of doing things, of course, and its own parallel justice system. But in America the civilians still ruled the realm, and intruded when they felt like it, which Brodie guessed meant it was still a free country. But it didn’t make his job any easier.

Brodie glanced at his partner as the man kept smoking and yammering. Although CID was full of motivated professionals, Scott Brodie seemed to get stuck with the duds. He’d chosen to not read too much into this, despite his commanding officer Colonel Stanley Dombroski telling him on more than one occasion: “If everyone you work with is an asshole, the asshole is you.”

Dombroski was a commissioned officer. Brodie and Evans were officers of a different stripe: warrant officers, which put them above all enlisted soldiers in the Army chain of command, including NCOs, but below the lowest-ranked commissioned officer, meaning a rookie lieutenant just out of ROTC, OCS, or The Point. Within the warrant officer rank there were five grades. Brodie was a CW4. Evans was five years older than Brodie and had served longer, but was still a CW3, which said a few things about Brad Evans.

Scott Brodie, despite his time in service and his time in grade, was fairly sure he’d never get that final promotion to CW5. And the reason for that was his tendency to buck authority when the authority was being stupid. But Brodie could close tough cases, and at the end of the day that’s what the brass wanted to see—points on the board. Brodie had a lot of points, which partly made up for his bad attitude and other personality defects. He recalled another Dombroski-ism directed his way: “The only thing worse than a useless idiot you can’t work with is an effective pain in the ass you can’t fire.” Brodie wondered how much of this wisdom the colonel had picked up at Officer Candidates School.

Warrant officers, while technically considered commissioned officers, differed from regular commissioned officers in a few ways that made sense only to the Army. They didn’t have formal officer titles and were simply referred to as Mr. or Ms.—or occasionally the gender-neutral Chief—and as CID agents they usually wore civilian clothing and drove civilian unmarked cars. Today Brodie and Evans were both dressed in slacks, dress shirts, and dark-blue windbreakers with the words “CID FEDERAL AGENT” emblazoned on the front and back in big yellow letters. When you’re smashing down a suspect’s door, you don’t want any confusion. And in case there was, Brodie and Evans were packing their M9s.

Evans flicked his cigarette out the window and punched the power on the car radio. A rock song came on, something awful that Brodie half remembered from his college days. Evans started tapping the glove box along with the riffs. “These guys rock. Saw them last summer at the Birchmere. They still got it.”

Brodie suggested, “Keep an eye out for the turn.”

“Shoulda let the state cracker lead.”

“Not when you’re with me, Mr. Evans.”

This should be a simple bust. But sometimes the cases that looked straightforward ended up going sideways and screwing up your whole day. Still, it beat parking your ass behind a desk all day like some of Brodie’s colleagues at Quantico.

Within the CID were experts in a host of fields such as cybercrime, procurement fraud, forensic analysis, polygraph administration, criminal records processing—the desk jockeys—as well as specialists in counterterrorism, protective services, and, in special circumstances, war crimes and treason.

Brodie and Evans were not in a specialized unit, but general criminal investigators—the equivalent of police detectives—working felonies that fell outside the skills and purview of the specialists. They spent much of their day out on the beat gathering evidence, conducting interviews, and—on a good day—locating and arresting the bad guys. Lately the bad guys seemed to be getting stupider and easier to catch, though in reality it was Brodie’s cases that were getting stupider, and smaller. And this afternoon’s assignment was a perfect example: searching for stolen goods at the home of Private First Class Eric Hinckley, who was suspected of involvement in a larceny ring operating out of Fort A.P. Hill, an Army base near Fredericksburg. Someone was stealing MREs—meals ready to eat—the canned and dehydrated rations that kept America’s fighting men and women satiated and constipated while deployed in the field. Private Hinckley worked as a guard at a warehouse that stored MREs, and he was suspected of supplying a third party who was running an online store that had so far done about sixty thousand dollars’ worth of business. That was more than enough for a felony charge, though not generally enough to get Scott Brodie out of bed in the morning.

He used to work big cases. Homicides, narcotics, weapons theft. High-stakes stuff. Often overseas. Evans had too, before he sabotaged his career with an assist from Johnnie Walker. Scott Brodie, on the other hand, hadn’t drunk himself into career oblivion. In fact, he’d done his job too well on his last major assignment, investigating beyond his mandate, pissing off several Intel agencies, and discovering a few things that were well above his pay grade, and way beyond his need to know. So he got saddled with a deadbeat partner and a bullshit caseload not befitting his experience or skills. Brodie wasn’t sure if this was temporary punishment or an attempt to drive him into early retirement. Either way, the Army’s aggression toward its maverick officers was often passive but never subtle.

The case that had gotten him on everyone’s shit list was from five months back, and had involved tracking down an infamous deserter, Captain Kyle Mercer of the Army’s elite Delta Force, who had apparently abandoned his remote post in Afghanistan and been captured by the Taliban. Captain Mercer eventually escaped his captors and turned up in—of all places—Caracas, Venezuela. It would have been more pleasant for everyone if Kyle Mercer had instead decamped to, say, Tahiti, or the Côte d’Azur, but Mercer had chosen the armpit of the Western Hemisphere for very specific reasons that dated back to some wet stuff he’d gotten into while commanding a Black Ops team in Afghanistan. It was a complicated, messy, sensitive, and ultimately sad case, and more than one person who should have stood in front of a court-martial instead came home in a body bag. And people like Brodie and his former partner Maggie Taylor, and their boss, Colonel Dombroski, should have gotten promotions—but got a ton of shit instead. Shit happens.

Evans pointed to a roadside mailbox. “Two-five-six. Right here.”

Brodie turned off the road onto a dirt driveway that led to an aluminum-sided ranch house. He parked his car fifty yards from the house and the Virginia state trooper pulled in behind them.

Brodie noticed a Toyota compact parked in front of the detached garage. Brodie, Evans, and the trooper got out without slamming their doors shut.

The Virginia trooper, a pale and lanky redhead in his late twenties named Dave Finley, walked up to them with a crowbar in his hands. Brodie had interacted with Finley before in executing a search warrant, and the guy was a straight arrow. Trooper Finley nodded to the door. “How do you want to do this?”

Brodie looked at the house. The front bay window had heavy curtains drawn. He said to Evans, “Cover the back.”

“Copy.”

Evans headed around back as Brodie and Finley approached the front door. Brodie noticed there was no doorbell. He could hear something playing loudly on the TV—explosions, gunfire, demonic screams. Probably a video game.

Brodie waited a moment to give Evans time to get to the back door, then he knocked loudly and dialed up his Virginia accent. “Delivery! Need y’all to sign.”

They waited. After a few seconds the sound from the TV cut out. They heard footsteps approaching the door. Brodie put his thumb over the door’s peephole as he pulled his M9 from its holster and held it at his side.

The footsteps stopped.

Brodie said, “Need a signature or I can’t leave it.”

All was quiet for a moment; then a face peeked out from behind the window curtains, and disappeared.

Finley shoved the crowbar into the doorjamb and began to pry it open.

The door splintered and Brodie kicked it open as he raised his M9 and caught sight of a male figure running toward the back of the house.

“CID! Halt!” Which is military for “Stop, asshole.”

But the asshole kept running.

Brodie took off after him, and the guy ran into a small kitchen, kicked open a metal storm door, and sprinted through the doorway, where he collided with Brad Evans, who didn’t seem ready for what was coming and got knocked on his ass.

The guy bolted across the backyard and Brodie chased after him, past a scrawny black Lab that was barking and howling and pulling on the end of a chain.

Brodie cut wide of the dog and headed for the man he assumed was PFC Hinckley, a pasty young guy with a military buzz cut in a tank top and jeans running barefoot. Hinckley was a few yards from a high chain-link fence that marked the edge of his property. Brodie yelled, “Halt! Or I shoot!”

The guy knew that was bullshit and jumped onto the fence and started to scramble up. Brodie holstered his pistol as he caught up to him, grabbed him by his belt, and threw him face down onto the lawn. Hinckley, possibly recalling his Basic Training hand-to-hand combat class, tried to flip, but Brodie jumped on the guy’s back and pressed his face into a patch of snow. “Say uncle, asshole!” Hinckley didn’t, but he stopped resisting. Brodie grabbed the man’s wrists and cuffed his hands behind his back.

“Private Eric Hinckley, I presume?”

“Fuck you.”

“I will take that as an affirmative response.”

Evans had recovered from his knockdown and was rushing toward them. “Guy came out of nowhere.”

“Actually, he came out of the house. Get in there and check for other occupants.”

Evans muttered something as he jogged toward the open storm door, gun at his side.

Brodie pulled Hinckley to his feet and spun him around. He flashed his badge and said, “I’m Warrant Officer Scott Brodie, a Special Agent in the U.S. Army Criminal Investigation Command. I am investigating the alleged offense of larceny, of which you are suspected. I advise you that under the provisions of Article Thirty-One of the Uniform Code of Military Justice, you have the right to remain silent.”

Hinckley looked at Brodie, and they made eye contact.

“Yes, sir, I was—”

“Shut up.”

Hinckley shut up.

Brodie continued, “Any statements you make, oral or written, may be used as evidence against you in a trial by court-martial or in other judicial or administrative proceedings.” He continued to inform Hinckley of his Article 31 rights, essentially the military version of Miranda rights. Brodie had rattled this off hundreds of times over the course of his career, and most suspects were too scared, stupid, or belligerent to absorb what you were saying. But the inevitable lawyers sure as hell wanted to know that you said the magic words.

Brodie wrapped up his spiel with, “Do you understand your rights?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Now listen closely and answer yes or no. Do you want a lawyer? Do you want to see my search warrant? Do you want a kick in the balls?”

“No.”

“Good.” Brodie pushed Hinckley against the chain-link fence, patted him down, then pushed him toward the house. “Let’s see how much trouble you’re in.”

They walked past the barking black Lab. Brodie now noticed the dog’s rib cage pushing through its mangy black hair.

Hinckley said, “It’s all right, girl.”

The dog growled at him.

“I don’t think she likes you, Private.”

Hinckley didn’t respond. Brodie led him through the open door and into a small, filthy kitchen. About two dozen cardboard crates labeled Meals Ready to Eat, featuring the Department of Defense seal, were stacked against one wall. Brodie said to Hinckley, “Don’t they feed you enough in the mess hall, soldier?”

No reply.

“You want to tell me where the rest is before I turn this place inside out?”

Hinckley stared at the floor, silent. Brodie wondered if the guy understood that his Army days were over, except for the time he’d spend in a military prison.

Brodie led him into the living room, where Trooper Finley was taking photos with his cell phone. Finley said, “Did a sweep. No one else here.”

“Copy.”

Brodie pushed Hinckley onto the couch. “Don’t move.”

Brodie heard Evans rummaging around in a room off the living room and entered a small, cluttered bedroom. Evans, wearing latex gloves, was closing a dresser drawer and slipping a small baggie of white powder into his jacket pocket.

Evans looked up at him. “About six cases under the bed.” He gestured to the open closet. “Few more in there. And you saw the ones in the kitchen.”

Brodie stared at his partner for a moment. “Check the garage. Then circle back for a thorough search of the house.”

Evans nodded and walked out. Brodie reopened the drawer, which was full of civilian and Army socks, along with a wad of cash.

Brodie walked back into the living room and sat down on the coffee table opposite the handcuffed Hinckley, who was staring at the pause screen of his video game on the big flat-screen across the room. A voluptuous woman in a Nazi uniform with bloody chainsaws for hands was standing in some sort of bunker.

Brodie asked, “Why did you run?”

Hinckley shrugged, looked down at the floor. “I freaked.”

“I didn’t need the cardio, Private.”

He looked at Brodie. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“And you knocked down my partner. That’s assault of a law enforcement officer, plus evading arrest in addition to the larceny charge. But maybe those additional charges won’t show up in my report.”

Hinckley looked at Brodie and nodded. “I certainly would appreciate that, sir.”

“Is my partner going to find anything in the garage?”

Hinckley nodded.

“How much?”

“Fifty, sixty cases.”

“You’ve got about ninety grand in stolen government property here, Private. And that’s not counting what you’ve already moved. Who’s helping you?”

Hinckley didn’t reply.

“Someone at the base? Who’s running the shop? They military?”

No reply. Brodie could still hear the dog barking in the backyard.

“We’re going to call Animal Control about your dog.”

Hinckley looked at him. “I don’t want her to go to a pound.”

“What do you care?”

He was silent for a moment. “My sister can take her. She lives in Charlottesville.”

“Maybe.” Brodie asked, “Whose bright idea was this?”

Hinckley hesitated. “The seller. I don’t know his name. He’s not active-duty, maybe retired. Some kinda prepper dude. He heard from… someone that we had a big stash that had been ordered by DOD but wasn’t going nowhere because of the drawdowns in Afghanistan. So, easy pickings. And demand’s through the roof for this shit. Everyone’s getting ready. You know?”

“Ready for what?”

Hinckley shrugged. “Things to go from bad to worse, I guess.”

“I’d say it’s already headed that way for you. Who linked you with the seller?”

Hinckley didn’t reply.

“I might be able to keep you out of prison.”

Hinckley looked at Brodie, maybe trying to read if this was bullshit.

CID agents had a reputation for playing the good cop to a T, empathizing with the suspect and promising the moon for cooperation, when half the time they were just giving the perp the rope to hang himself. There was no rule that you couldn’t lie through your teeth when trying to extract information from a bad soldier. Brodie had no idea what kind of deal PFC Hinckley could get, nor did he care. But over the years he’d learned to play the part, and play the perp.

Hinckley said, “I think… I need to talk to a lawyer.”

Well, when the suspect said that, you were supposed to stop asking questions, but Brodie said, “Speak up, Private. I can’t hear you.”

Hinckley didn’t respond and stared at the flat-screen.

Brodie regarded PFC Eric Hinckley. He knew from the man’s file that he was nineteen years old, though he looked even younger. Probably a low-achieving student who got recruited in his high school on career day. Promised a steady paycheck, three hots and a cot, maybe some adventure, plus brotherhood and a meaningful career to boot. And that’s not a lie. The Army can provide all those things if you’re getting in for the right reasons.

Some guys, however, lost their way and went crooked, like Brad Evans, who was bored, burned out, and looking to start trouble if it didn’t naturally present itself. But nineteen-year-old Private Hinckley hadn’t lost his way. He never knew where he was going to begin with.

Well, the kid had asked for a lawyer, so the questions needed to stop. But Brodie still had something to say.

“Look at me, soldier.”

Hinckley turned to him.

“You are a disgrace to your uniform and your country. You took an oath.”

Hinckley averted his eyes.

“You made a bad choice, and you will face the consequences. And you better figure out why you made that bad choice, to prevent yourself from screwing up even more of your life. Do you understand me, Private?”

Hinckley looked back at him. “Yes, sir. I… wasn’t thinking.”

“This is a good time to start, Eric.”

“Yes, sir.”

Brodie got up and noticed Trooper Finley looking at him. The man had probably listened to that interaction with some interest. There was no analog in the civilian world for what had just transpired. Cops don’t usually dress down the perps they’re arresting. But the Army was one big semi-functional family, and a criminal act within that family was a violation of something beyond and perhaps greater than the law.

Brodie went to the kitchen and opened the fridge. It was mostly bare except for a bottle of ketchup, a few cans of beer, and a couple of hot dogs.

He grabbed the hot dogs and walked out to the backyard. The dog was lying in the grass, lethargic. Her ears perked up as Brodie approached and tossed the hot dogs to her.

His cell rang. It was his boss, Colonel Dombroski. He picked up. “Brodie.”

“Mr. Brodie. Where are you?”

Brodie watched as the Lab inhaled both hot dogs. “Executing an off-base search warrant.”

“We need to meet.”

“Is this business or pleasure?”

“I occasionally enjoy your company, Scott, but it’s always business.”

“Yes, sir. O Club?”

The Officers’ Club was an on-base bar and restaurant that, as the name suggested, was restricted to military officers and their guests. Dombroski liked the Quantico O Club and often held his meetings there. At the age of fifty-five, he was on the old end of colonel, and he had something of a chip on his shoulder in place of the general’s star he might never get. The O Club reminded Colonel Dombroski that he was still in the exclusive fraternity that is the military officers corps. Also, the club had a decent twelve-dollar sirloin.

Dombroski replied, “A little farther afield this time. Annie’s Junction. Sports bar just off Ninety-Five, past the Lowe’s.”

“Is it ten-cent wing night?”

“Can you be there in twenty?”

“I’m working outside of Fredericksburg, Colonel. The Hinckley larceny case.”

“Evans can handle that.”

“Can I get that in writing?”

“It’s urgent, Scott. Thirty minutes.”

“Yes, sir.”

Dombroski hung up.

Brodie put his phone back in his pocket as he saw Evans exit the detached garage and walk across the lawn toward Brodie. “The mother lode’s in there.”

Brodie nodded.

“Chili mac ’n’ cheese. Beef brisket. Doesn’t sound bad. You eat that shit in Iraq?”

Brodie had served as an infantry sergeant in Iraq in 2003 and 2004. He didn’t like to talk about it much, but Evans, who had never seen combat, was always asking him stupid questions. “I ate snakes.”

Evans laughed. “Hard-core.” He stopped walking and stared at the black Lab looking up at Brodie, tail wagging. “You feed it?”

“Someone had to.”

“This guy’s a real prick.”

“I need to head out. Call the evidence team and catch a ride back with them to HQ once they wrap up. Have the MPs send a patrol car to collect Hinckley and let him call his sister to collect the dog.”

“Where you going?”

“Something came up.”

Evans didn’t seem sure what to make of that, but he nodded. “Okay.” He walked past Brodie toward the house.

Brodie watched him walk away for a moment, then said, “And don’t remove any more evidence.”

Evans turned around. “What?”

“You heard me.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Brodie stared into the man’s eyes for a moment. “How does it feel to be everyone’s hardship duty?”

Evans glared at him. “You think you’re better than me?”

Brodie didn’t reply.

“It was less than an eight ball.”

“Great.”

“A nice Saturday night for me and the boys, or a year in prison for our young private on top of everything else he’s facing. What do you think?”

“You’re a saint, Evans. A real class act.”

“If I go back in there and find a kilo in the toilet tank, we got possession with intent to distribute. Until then, let’s keep it in the family.”

“Get out of my face.”

“No one told me you were a fucking narc.”

“Everyone told me you were a useless burnout.”

“Eat shit.” Evans walked back into the house.

Well, that had gone well. Brodie had been looking for the right reason to terminate this particular relationship. He wasn’t going to rat the guy out to Dombroski, but this gave him all the justification he needed in his own mind to demand a new partner and maybe reassignment. Evans would second the motion.

Brodie looked down at the dog, which was whining for more food. He crouched and scratched behind her ears.

He’d never had a dog, or a cat, or any pet higher on the food chain than a goldfish. He also couldn’t imagine himself with kids, and he had never stayed in a relationship longer than six months. He told himself that he needed the freedom to do his job and live his life the way he wanted.

But what good was that freedom now? He was tooling around the Eastern Seaboard arresting petty crooks and wife beaters, and solving blockbuster crimes like the curious case of the missing chili. And for the first time in his career, he had a partner who was even more screwed up than he was. This didn’t work for him. This sucked in a whole new way.

Brodie walked around the house to his parked Impala. He climbed in, pulled out of the driveway, and navigated the narrow roads that led back to the highway.

It was past five and dusk was settling in. He noticed string lights and other holiday decorations on a few of the houses he passed.

Christmas was three weeks ago. Brodie was supposed to have gone back to his folks’ place in upstate New York, but he hadn’t. He wasn’t sure why. He’d lied and said he was spending the holidays with a friend, which he allowed them to interpret to mean his girlfriend, whom he’d dumped a month earlier. So he spent the holiday alone, eating takeout and watching alien abduction documentaries on Netflix. He’d actually enjoyed himself, which worried him.

Whether in the infantry or the CID, his Army career had always required him to exist outside the rhythms of the civilian world. He’d spent Christmases in Riyadh and Tokyo and in South Korea a few miles from the DMZ. He recalled his first and most notable Christmas away from home—Baghdad in 2003, manning the mounted .50-caliber machine gun of an armored Stryker vehicle protecting a Christian quarter of the city from insurgents and car bombs.

He remembered rolling down the narrow streets at dusk. No lights or decorations, no music. Just the quiet air, thick with fear. He recalled passing an old church where he could faintly hear prayers, beautiful and solemn, in a language he did not recognize as Arabic and would later learn was ancient Aramaic.

He didn’t miss being home. Who needed a ticky-tacky holiday when a place like this existed? A place full of history and meaning and consequence. A place where he had a mission and a purpose.

That same feeling carried him through his career. At some point he realized he’d structured his life so he didn’t have things to miss. And that was fine. It was nice to be a lone wolf. Except once you’re defanged, you’re just alone.

He thought about his last partner before Brad Evans. Maggie Taylor. Despite her lack of experience on the job, she was one of the smartest and most capable people he’d ever worked with. She was also a knockout blonde, but that had nothing to do with his high opinion of her. Except that he had sort of tried to sleep with her in Caracas. But he blamed that on the stress of the mission and the strength of the Venezuelan rum. Also, she’d sent mixed signals. But they all do.

He’d struck out, which in retrospect would have been good for their continued professional relationship had there been one. But after the Mercer case she was transferred to Fort Campbell, Kentucky, where she was assigned a new partner along with—as Brodie had heard through the grapevine—a new rank of CW2. She and Brodie hadn’t spoken since, despite Brodie’s half dozen attempts to contact her. He assumed she was under orders to have no contact with him, and that those orders had come from either the Pentagon, who didn’t like how the mission had turned out, or from the spooks at Langley, who were nervous about the classified Intel that Brodie and Taylor both now possessed. Or maybe her Army shrink had advised her to rid herself of toxic relationships. Or perhaps Maggie Taylor figured out all by herself that Scott Brodie was hazardous to her continued well-being.

Brodie got on the northbound ramp for I-95 and slipped into a stream of slow-moving taillights. He’d probably be a few minutes late, which in the Army was a crime close to desertion.

Dombroski had said it was urgent. Maybe Warrant Officer Brodie was being promoted. Maybe he was being relieved of duty. Maybe Colonel Dombroski was in cahoots with the CIA, who were going to put ricin in Brodie’s happy hour nachos.

Well, it had been a while since anyone tried to kill him. That would at least be interesting.






CHAPTER 3

Annie’s Junction was in a strip mall just off the highway, between a Panera Bread and a T.J.Maxx. Brodie parked his Impala near the entrance and locked his M9 in the gun safe he’d installed in his center console. He left his CID jacket in the car, threw on a thermal vest, and walked in.

Annie’s had a typical sports bar vibe, with lots of flat-screens, a big horseshoe bar, and crap all over the walls. It was still early on a Sunday, and the bar was pretty busy.

Brodie didn’t see anyone who looked familiar. There were plenty of military hangouts in the area, but Annie’s wasn’t one of them, which was probably why Dombroski had picked it. Which raised the question of what this was all about.

Brodie spotted Dombroski tucked into a booth along the wall. On the table in front of him were baskets of fried food and a couple of pints of beer. Brodie was used to seeing the colonel in full uniform, but this evening he was dressed in jeans and a maroon sweater.

Brodie approached the booth. “Evening, sir.”

Dombroski looked up at him. “Scott.” He gestured at the seat across from him, and Brodie slid into the booth.

“You’re late,” said Dombroski.

“Yes, sir.”

Dombroski nodded at a basket of fried things in front of him. “I hope you’re not watching your cholesterol.”

Brodie took a fried ball from the basket and bit into it. A glob of scalding-hot cheese shot into his mouth, followed by a spicy kick. A jalapeño popper, one of the modern marvels of American food engineering.

Brodie washed it down with the pilsner in front of him and regarded his boss. A lot of senior officers looked out of sorts in casual civilian clothing, but Stanley Dombroski, stocky and overweight with hangdog features and a seemingly permanent five o’clock shadow, looked more in his element now than when he squeezed into any of his service uniforms.

Army officers didn’t have the same physical training requirements and testing as enlisted men. Colonel Dombroski probably hadn’t subjected himself to a PT test since the Obama administration, and his favorite machine in the gym was the vending machine. But officers were still expected to keep themselves in top shape, as both a symbol of self-discipline and a positive example to their men. Having a paunch was bad for your health—and your career.

Brodie wasn’t sure if Dombroski’s physical appearance was the reason he was still a colonel at the age of fifty-five. Maybe it happened the other way around, and after being passed over for promotion too many times he’d simply given up and reached for the corn dogs. Regardless, Brodie had a lot of respect for his boss, even if the idiots in the upper echelons would never grace him with a general’s star.

Dombroski asked, “How’s the Lansing case going?”

“The guy beat his girlfriend. Three witnesses on two occasions. So I guess it’s going.”

Dombroski nodded, took a drink. “And Hinckley?”

“We found what we expected to find. He’ll spend the night in a cell, have a long talk with himself. We’ll have the names of his co-conspirators by the morning.”

“Good. You and Evans are batting about nine hundred.”

“Keep lobbing softballs and I’ll look like Babe Ruth.”

Dombroski gave him a look. “You are administering justice, Mr. Brodie. I’d hate to think you were bringing your ego into this.”

Brodie didn’t respond, and Dombroski asked, “What do you want?”

“A cheeseburger.”

“What do you want from me?”

Brodie looked him in the eyes. “I want my career back, Colonel.”

Dombroski had no response. He finished his beer and waved over a young male waiter. He ordered two burgers, some onion rings, and another round of beers, then turned back to Brodie and lowered his voice. “Has anyone been in touch with you?”

Brodie understood what he was asking. While working the Mercer case in Venezuela, Brodie and Taylor had stumbled onto a Black Ops program in Afghanistan that was run by the Central Intelligence Agency along with some involvement from the Defense Intelligence Agency, Joint Special Operations Command, and other practitioners of the dark arts. The CIA didn’t like individuals outside of their trusted circles to know about the things they did in the shadows, and Army criminal investigators Scott Brodie and Maggie Taylor were definitely not in that circle of trust.

There were a few ways to deal with that. One was to stick Brodie and Taylor in a windowless room in the bowels of the Pentagon to be reminded by threatening bureaucrats of the oaths they’d taken and their obligations not to divulge classified information. The other way was to perform unscheduled maintenance on the brakes of Brodie’s Chevy.

Brodie and Taylor were given some version of the former within hours of their return from Venezuela—a very uncomfortable sit-down with General Stephen Hackett, the Provost Marshal General of the United States Army. It was a carrot-and-stick kind of meeting—they were both informed that they were getting letters of commendation in their files for the successful conclusion of a dangerous mission, along with a modest pay bump. They were also told, in an indirect way, that they could each expect to spend the rest of their lives in the Federal Penitentiary at Fort Leavenworth if they ever attempted to make public what they had learned about clandestine and top secret operations in the course of their investigation. The operations in question were also illegal—war crimes, actually—but why mention that?

Colonel Dombroski wasn’t present for this Pentagon meeting, which was highly unusual; he instead met later with his two CID agents for an official debrief. After Dombroski listened to Brodie and Taylor’s version of events, he informed them of the Pentagon’s version, which bore little resemblance to the truth but did have the benefit of not embarrassing individuals in the CIA, DIA, or JSOC. Brodie and Taylor were expected to parrot this line of bullshit in their official report, and Colonel Dombroski didn’t have to trouble himself making the threats already communicated by his Pentagon superiors.

Dombroski was an honest man by nature and it was clear that it pained him to strong-arm his agents into a cover-up, but it was indicative of just how big a rock they’d turned over in the course of their mission. Brodie and Taylor could not prove what they’d seen and heard in Venezuela, so they played ball and submitted a work of fiction to close the case file on Captain Kyle Mercer. Brodie was still troubled by all this, and while he and Dombroski had not spoken of the mission since, it seemed the colonel was still waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“Scott?”

“No visits, no phone calls, no bricks through my window or dead animals in my mailbox.” He added, “My life has been very boring. Thanks to you.”

Dombroski looked at him. “I’m just following orders. And so will you.”

The waiter delivered their beers and onion rings, promising their burgers would be out shortly.

Dombroski pushed the basket of onion rings toward Brodie, who pushed them back. “You first, Colonel. Just in case the line cook is on the Agency’s payroll.”

“This is all a joke to you.”

“Life’s a joke. And death is the punchline.”

“Sometimes I think you’re too eager to get to the punchline.”

Brodie didn’t reply, and Dombroski said, “One of the great mysteries of life is why kamikaze pilots wore helmets.”

Brodie smiled politely and took a swig of beer. He wondered when his boss would get to the point of this urgent meeting.

Perhaps sensing this, Dombroski cleared his throat and lowered his voice as he said, “Early this morning I received some disturbing news from our colleagues in Germany. We lost one of our own. Special Agent Harry Vance, based out of Kaiserslautern with the Fifth MP Battalion. Murdered in Berlin.”

That took Brodie by surprise, and he had no response.

Dombroski continued, “I met Vance a few times over the years. You may have as well. He was a good man. A good agent.”

Brodie did remember Harry Vance. He was one of Brodie’s instructors at the U.S. Army Military Police School in 2005, where he taught a class on counterterrorism. Brodie said, “I took his class during the Special Agent Course. I remember being impressed.”

Dombroski nodded. “He was one of the best.”

Kaiserslautern was the headquarters for the CID’s operations in Europe, and Brodie recalled that the agents of the 5th MP Battalion were nicknamed “The Professionals” for, well, their professionalism. Germany was considered a plum overseas posting, reserved for the best of the best—men and women who could hold their own with the Germans, who were natural-born policemen.

Dombroski said, “His body was found early this morning by a woman walking her dog in a city park. Single gunshot to the temple.”

Dog walkers and joggers always find the dead bodies. Best to avoid both activities. No one had ever discovered a stiff while watching football on their couch.

Dombroski continued, “The woman contacted the Berlin Police, who in turn contacted the Bundeskriminalamt—the German Feds—once the police realized who the victim was. The BKA are taking the lead on the case and handling forensics, witness interviews, and so forth.”

“How did they ID the victim?”

“His wallet was still in his pocket.” He added, unnecessarily, “So this was not a robbery.”

Brodie nodded. “Was Vance still working counterterrorism?”

“He was. A senior agent on the TCIU team. And the park where he was found is in a neighborhood called Neukölln, which is the center of the Arab immigrant and refugee community in Berlin. This is going to be a political and diplomatic shit-show.” He added, “General Hackett has handed me this case.”

“I hope you find the right sucker to take the assignment.”

“I’m looking at him.”

Brodie did not reply.

“Everyone’s going to want a piece of this. German Feds, Berlin Police, FBI, State Department, and, of course, the U.S. military.”

“And you thought to yourself, who works well with others?”

“I thought about who is loyal to the Army and who will keep the Army’s interests in mind while dealing with the alphabet soup of agencies who will have a finger in this. As for the Germans, it might be their country, but he was our man, Scott. Our brother.” He added, “And possibly killed by Islamic terrorists. So this is a biggie.”

Brodie nodded.

Dombroski looked him in the eyes. “Whoever did this needs to pay. To be made an example of.”

Brodie nodded again. Clearly this murder had affected Colonel Dombroski. And if Brodie was being honest with himself, it was affecting him too. As in any police force, every murder is taken seriously, but a murder of one of your own is also taken personally. Brodie asked, “Why isn’t the Fifth MP Battalion handling this case?”

“They’re a tight-knit group,” said Dombroski. “And Vance was a much loved and respected senior agent. His murder has hit them hard and they are motivated to find the son of a bitch who did this. But General Hackett made the determination that they might be too motivated, and that we should bring in an outside team.”

As Provost Marshal General, Hackett was in charge of all matters involving criminal justice in the Army, and he would usually delegate these kinds of personnel decisions to someone further down the chain of command. But this was no ordinary case. General Hackett was also a by-the-book guy who did not particularly appreciate Scott Brodie’s approach to investigations. “Does General Hackett know that you are discussing this with me?”

“Of course.”

“I’m sure I am not his first choice.”

“He took some convincing.” Dombroski added, “I stuck my neck out for you.”

Brodie nodded, but did not say “Thank you.”

Dombroski continued, “This mission requires someone who will show initiative and creativity in gathering information. And when it comes to sharing Intel, the Germans are tighter than a clam’s ass. FBI’s not much better. As you know.”

Brodie nodded, remembering that Colonel Dombroski’s waistline wasn’t the real reason he would never be a general. It was because deep down he thought like a cop, which made him good at his job but not particularly good at the politicking involved in advancing through the officer corps. To a different kind of man, “looking out for the Army’s interests” would mean not tarnishing the Army’s image, putting on a good show of displaying interagency cooperation, and other PR bullshit. To Dombroski, it only meant finding the bastard who’d killed one of their own.

That aligned with Scott Brodie’s own philosophy, which was why the colonel had not relieved him for insubordination a long time ago. Dombroski had decided he needed a pit bull on this case, not a bloodhound, and he knew who that pit bull was.

The question was, was Scott Brodie ready to fill that role again? It had sidelined his career last time. Then again, was he really suited for anything else?

Brodie asked, “Do you have any information about the case or cases that Vance was working in Berlin?”

“Well, that’s the strange thing. He wasn’t working a case in Berlin, and none of his colleagues know what he was doing there. I spoke with his CO in Kaiserslautern, Colonel William Trask, who said Vance made frequent trips to Berlin when he wasn’t on a case.”

“Sounds like there is a fräulein in Berlin.”

“The colonel didn’t know and didn’t speculate.”

“Was Vance married?”

“In the process of a divorce. So, yes, there could be a woman in Berlin. If so, hopefully she’ll come forward.”

Brodie wondered if the divorce came before the girlfriend. But that’s not usually how it worked. “His wife had him whacked.”

“That’s the kind of out-of-the-box thinking I’ve come to expect from you, Scott. But please keep that theory to yourself for now.”

“Yes, sir.” He added, “Colonel Trask needs to supply us with information on the terrorism cases that Vance was working in the past few years.”

“Some of that will be classified. I will put in a request, but prepare to be disappointed.”

“I need to know who his enemies were, Colonel.”

“He’s been a counterterrorism investigator for over twenty years, Scott. I’m sure it’s a long list.” He added, “I will request the records.”

“What about Vance’s partner?”

“Warrant Officer Mark Jenkins. Colonel Trask said Jenkins was en route to Berlin and is already in touch with the BKA and our embassy people.”

“I would like his direct contact information.”

“Does this mean you’re taking the case?”

“Maybe. But I would need a new partner.”

“You don’t think Evans can handle this?”

“He’s uniquely unqualified. And if I have to be on an eight-hour flight with him, there’s going to be another murder.”

Dombroski smiled.

Brodie knew that Dombroski already agreed that Evans was a dick, or else this briefing would have occurred at Quantico with Evans present.

Dombroski assured him, “You will have a new partner.”

“Who?”

The colonel ignored the question. He looked Brodie in the eyes and asked in a low voice, “Do you have any concerns about being overseas?”

Back to spook talk. If the CIA really did want him dead because of what he knew, they would be happy to have their target on foreign soil in the middle of investigating a potentially terrorism-inspired murder. Another victim of Islamic extremists.

“Scott?”

Brodie refocused and looked at his boss. “I appreciate your concern, Colonel. But there comes a time when a man must not run from his fate.” He asked, “Can I bring my gun?”

“You cannot. You’ll be flying commercial and we have made no arrangements with the State Department—who we don’t want to owe favors to—to transfer anything via diplomatic pouch. You can, however, be issued a sidearm by our defense attaché in the unlikely event that the need arises.” He added, “You understand that, officially and legally, you will not have investigative powers in Germany. You cannot gather evidence. You cannot question witnesses. You cannot make arrests.”

“Colonel, I don’t have to tell you the number of investigations I have conducted overseas.”

“This is different. You’re not hunting down a perp who committed the act stateside and fled to a foreign country. And you are not investigating a crime committed on the grounds of an overseas American military installation or within a combat zone. You are also not conducting your investigation in a third world shithole with a corrupt police force that doesn’t know its ass from its elbow. This is a murder on German soil. They are very capable, and they are extremely protective of their turf.”

“The Germans tend to exaggerate which turf is theirs. Historically speaking.”

“You will leave that joke at home.”

“Yes, sir.”

“This murder is also very possibly linked to Islamic terrorism, which the Germans are already up to their eyeballs in dealing with, on top of the white nationalist and neo-Nazi crazies who hate the Muslims in their country and are feeling nostalgic for a time that Germans should not feel nostalgic for. The German government will have their own internal security concerns at the top of their mind when seeking to resolve this.”

Brodie absorbed all that. It was true that Harry Vance’s murder presented a unique challenge. In fact, Colonel Dombroski was handing his star agent a shit sandwich and telling him to eat up. Well, he hadn’t said yes to this assignment yet. He returned to the question that the colonel had ignored: “Who would be my partner on this case?”

“Maggie Taylor.”

Brodie didn’t reply.

“She’s a good agent, and you two have a good prior working relationship. Plus, she’s fluent in Arabic and can probably teach herself German on the flight over.”

Maggie Taylor was a good agent. She was a sponge for knowledge and had an obsessive work ethic. She was also brave and had earned a Silver Star as a Civil Affairs officer for her actions in Afghanistan during a roadside ambush a few years before joining CID. And her language skills would be invaluable when navigating an investigation in an Arab immigrant neighborhood. On the other hand, she was crazy in a different way than Scott Brodie was crazy, which had caused some friction on their last case together in Venezuela. She had also committed a major act of betrayal on their last assignment, and Brodie had returned the favor by almost getting them both killed on one or two occasions. Maybe three. Also, Brodie harbored feelings for her, which were probably only lust but maybe something more, and she might not share those feelings, which was why she’d never returned his phone calls. On the other hand, before she’d gone silent, she’d dropped a few hints herself that the feelings were mutual. At least, he thought she had. Scott Brodie was a lot better at deciphering crime scenes than deciphering women.

“Scott?”

Brodie said, as if to himself, “No.”

Dombroski looked at him quizzically. “No?”

“There are many qualified agents right here at Quantico who would jump at this opportunity. I’ll take the assignment without the baggage.”

“Have you spoken with Ms. Taylor since she left for Fort Campbell?”

“No.” He added, “She hasn’t returned my messages.”

“Do you generally have that effect on women?”

“Depends on the woman.”

“Well, to make you feel better, you ought to know that she has been under orders to have no contact with you.”

“By whom?”

“By me.” He added, “And by the Pentagon.”

“Why?”

“The same reason she was sent to Kentucky and you’ve been benched with Brad Evans for the last five months. Damage control.”

“Why wasn’t I given the same order?”

“Because I’m smart enough not to give you an order you won’t follow.” He paused. “Listen, Scott, a lot of things went sideways in the Mercer case, but as far as I’m concerned you successfully completed your mission, and you both almost paid with your lives in the process. That’s not lost on me, and that’s not something I forget. You—and Taylor—also made me look good, and I don’t forget that either. But you discovered things you shouldn’t know, and there are a lot of people still nervous about that. So for your own good, and for good optics and for other good reasons, I suggested to those who were worried that you and Ms. Taylor should be separated.”

Which, thought Brodie, was better than being terminated with extreme prejudice. He asked, “And now?”

“And now I need you. Both of you. And you need this.”

Brodie processed that. He and Taylor knew the CIA’s dirty secrets, and spies have long memories. Was the heat off them? Was five months enough? Not even close.

Then again, what difference did it make? He should have been KIA in Fallujah in 2004. The time since then was bonus. An Army psychologist had once told him that bad attitude was a form of survivor’s guilt, and who was he to argue with a PhD? But it didn’t feel like guilt to him. It felt like a rationalization to keep looking in the face of death and giving the guy the finger, which he enjoyed.

Dombroski, who was watching the gears turning in his agent’s head, added, “If I had sent Taylor to Venezuela with someone else, they would have come home empty-handed. And if I had sent you with a different partner, you would both be dead.”

Brodie didn’t reply. The colonel might have a point.

Dombroski said, “Look at me, Mr. Brodie.”

Brodie looked at him.

“Do you accept this mission?”

“Berlin in January. Sounds like shit.”

“It’s a step up from Caracas in August.”

Or Quantico with Brad Evans any time of year. Brodie said, “Business class.”

“Think of the American taxpayer.”

“Extra legroom. Free drinks.”

“Talk to the travel office.”

“I assume you still need to convince Taylor to take this difficult assignment as my junior partner.”

Dombroski confessed, “I actually spoke to her this afternoon. She’s catching a flight to Dulles tomorrow, and you’ll meet her there for a night flight to Berlin.”

Many of Brodie’s professional and personal relationships had ended badly, and he’d never been granted an opportunity for a do-over. This could be interesting. Or it could be a disaster. Though disasters are also interesting. He asked, “Has she been briefed?”

“She knows what you know.”

“Actually, I now know what she knew several hours ago.”

“I had the easy conversation first, Scott. The one that didn’t require beer.”

Well, as often happened in the Army, a lot of big decisions had already been made before the guy being asked to put his ass on the line was asked to put his ass on the line. As it stood, Scott Brodie didn’t have too many choices. He wasn’t going to stay on the JV team with Brad Evans. And he wasn’t going to decline the mission to investigate the murder of a fellow agent, a tragedy that had struck the CID only a handful of times in its hundred-year history. And if Maggie Taylor was willing to put the past behind her, maybe Scott Brodie could do the same. Sex, lies, and betrayal notwithstanding, they made a pretty good team.

Brodie asked, “Who would be our contact in-country?”

“You will be working with the embassy legal attaché, an FBI agent by the name of Sharon Whitmore. She will be in regular contact with German law enforcement and will be arranging briefings from the embassy.”

Legal attachés—legats in Fed speak—were FBI agents who maintained offices in every major American embassy in the world and were responsible for coordinating with local law enforcement on any investigations that concerned both countries. Brodie had worked with legal attachés on a number of his overseas assignments and understood they had a tough job—a legat was part investigator and part ambassador, hunting the bad guys while also glad-handing the local law enforcement, who in some of these countries were worse than the criminals.

Dombroski continued, “You will also be coordinating with our defense attaché, Brigadier General Frank Kiernan. I know Frank personally. We were in OCS together.”

Brodie was certain that Kiernan was not the only OCS contemporary of Dombroski’s who was now a general. Well, maybe this case would put a star on the colonel’s shoulder. Or, Dombroski, Brodie, and Taylor would be reassigned to Alaska.

“General Kiernan will be your ally in this,” Dombroski assured him. “He’s no bullshit.”

Brodie nodded. The Defense Attaché System was an arm of the Defense Intelligence Agency, the military’s primary intelligence arm, and as such the attachés were sometimes Intel officers with espionage duties in addition to their official roles as liaisons to the host country’s military. Dombroski was saying that General Kiernan was not an Intel guy, engaged in espionage. But if Kiernan was any good at his job, Dombroski wouldn’t know.

Dombroski added, “Agent Whitmore and General Kiernan both have your contact information and will have an embassy briefing scheduled for you by the time you are wheels-down in Berlin.”

“It sounds like you knew I’d say yes to this.”

“You always say yes to challenging assignments.”

Brodie had the distinct feeling of being jerked around and manipulated. He’d been cast out into the wilderness for five months so he’d agree to anything to get back on a big case. And he’d been separated from the best partner of his career only to have her forced back on him. He had the sudden urge to tell Colonel Dombroski to go to hell, turn in his badge and gun right there, hop in his car, and keep driving south until he reached somewhere with palm trees where he could get a jerkoff job and live a jerkoff life.

But he’d only just started on his second pint and the burgers hadn’t come yet. More to the point, someone had killed one of their own, and that was not so easy to walk away from. So Brodie lifted his beer and said, “To Harry Vance.”

Dombroski nodded and lifted his glass. “To Harry.” He looked Brodie in the eyes. “Find the son of a bitch who killed him.”

“You just told me I have no investigative authority.”

“That’s what German law says. The CID motto says, ‘Do What Has to Be Done.’ ”

“I always do.”

They clinked glasses and drank.






CHAPTER 4

Brodie sat with Dombroski, eating pub grub and listening to his boss talk about his ex-wife. Apparently the guy she’d moved in with after leaving the colonel had knocked her around a few times, and she’d since moved out and filed a restraining order. “And this is the asshole she leaves me for,” said Dombroski. “I should pay the guy a visit.”

Brodie nodded attentively. Commissioned officers of that rank rarely, if ever, poured out their personal life to lower-ranking officers, but Brodie sensed that the colonel needed someone to talk to, so he listened. Rank aside, they were both bachelors with no one waiting for them at home. After about half an hour, and before his boss could later regret the beery monologue, Brodie made an excuse to leave.

Dombroski handed him a gray folder with a few briefing notes and announced that he was staying to see if he could score at the bar, where he’d spotted a couple of cougars. “I’m not much to look at, but the officer-and-gentleman thing tends to work.”

“Right,” Brodie agreed, though he knew that scoring in a military neighborhood had less to do with exalted status or an important job than it had to do with pay grade. Colonel Dombroski’s pay grade was O-6, and with time in service and time in grade, he made about $140,000 a year, which was more attractive than his face. Brodie thought that Dombroski should have a baseball cap made with “O-6” on it. Brodie asked, “Can I split the bill with you?”

Dombroski waved away the offer. “On me.”

“Thanks.” He added, “Good hunting.”

Brodie left Annie’s Junction and got in his car, thinking about stopping at a CVS for Pepto Bismol, but instead he drove straight home to his rented bungalow near base. The small wood-shingled place hadn’t been touched by skilled labor since the seventies, and it was, in fact, a dump. But the price was right. And the lease had the standard escape clause allowing Brodie to leave on short notice if he presented the slumlord with his military orders showing he’d been transferred to another duty station. Landlords didn’t like that, but if they rented to military, that’s what they had to agree to. Brodie wondered if the escape clause was good if he resigned—or if he was court-martialed and sent to prison. He’d have to reread the lease. In any case, he never used to care where he lived because he was always on the road. But lately his world had gotten smaller.

And now, suddenly, it had gotten bigger again. Murder. Berlin. Politics and media attention. This case would be a classic career booster—or a career buster.

And, of course, there was Maggie Taylor. Professionally, this was a good thing. Personally… he had mixed feelings. And he was sure she did too.

He parked his Chevy on the cracked concrete driveway and stepped out. A cold wind was blowing in from the Potomac a few miles to the east.

Brodie walked across the frozen lawn to the front door and went inside. He set his gun and holster on a side table near the couch, then tossed the briefing folder on his desk in the living room. He grabbed a beer from the fridge in the narrow galley kitchen, then went back to the living room and sat on the sagging floral-print couch.

This place had come fully furnished, probably sourced from a yard sale after someone’s grandma died. It actually reminded him of his parents’ upstate New York farmhouse where he grew up, which was full of thrift store finds and curbside crap thrown into the family Volkswagen van during weekend treasure hunts.

He smiled to himself as he thought about Arthur and Clara Brodie, two college-educated counterculture refugees from Greenwich Village who’d decided they preferred wide-open spaces and starry nights to their illegal three-room walk-up on Bleecker Street. His dad became a local handyman, and his mom used their sizable plot of land to grow fruits and vegetables that she sold to local grocers. Neither endeavor brought in much money, but it was enough for the mortgage and taxes and enough to take care of one kid getting a perfectly mediocre public school education. His parents didn’t ask too much of life, and they were never disappointed.

As a teenager Brodie began to resent his folks for being intelligent people who had wasted their potential. His decision to return to the city that his parents had fled and to attend NYU, in their old neighborhood of Greenwich Village, and then after 9/11 to join the Army and enter a world of discipline and rigor, was in some obvious ways a reaction to that resentment.

Miraculously, his parents were still married, which beat the statistical odds. Not only that, but they were happily married. In that respect, they were role models, though Brodie never understood what made them happy. Someday he should ask. Maybe it was the marijuana.

Brodie also thought about his last girlfriend, Theresa, who was a civilian instructor at Quantico’s Marine Corps War College. She taught a class on strategic thinking and had offered Brodie a few thoughts on how the guy she was sleeping with should approach the grand strategy of his career and his life.

Brodie stared at his dull reflection in the fifty-five-inch flat-screen, one of his few contributions to the décor. This shithole was starting to get to him. This overseas assignment had come at the right time.

Brodie got up from the couch and sat down at his desk, where he opened his laptop and ran a Google search for Harry Vance. He didn’t find anything about the murder, which was strange considering the body had been discovered that morning in Berlin, which was six hours ahead of the East Coast. Next of kin had undoubtedly been notified by now, and maybe an autopsy already performed. The only reason he could think of for the press silence was that there was some interagency disagreement about what to report. The medical examiner can be as vague as necessary in an initial assessment and not mention cause of death. In this case, apparent homicide. But if that had been in the autopsy report, maybe the German government was concerned about public reaction from their own people if cause of death was murder, and place of death was the center of Berlin’s Arab refugee community. That would be red meat for the anti-immigration press, politicians, and public, not to mention the neo-Nazis. But in an open society you can only keep a lid on a homicide for so long.

His web search did pull up information on other Harry Vances, including a personal injury lawyer in Tampa and an orthopedic surgeon in St. Louis, and it wasn’t until far down in the search that he found something on Chief Warrant Officer Harry Vance of the Army Criminal Investigation Division—a 2006 article from CBS News entitled, “GITMO INTERROGATORS DEBATED OVER TACTICS,” in which Vance was quoted. The article was about the Criminal Investigation Task Force, an organization created in 2002 by the Defense Department to conduct investigations of detainees captured in Afghanistan and other countries in the War on Terror.

Brodie knew about the CITF, which was a military-wide task force bringing Army CID together with the parallel criminal investigative outfits in the Navy, Air Force, and Marines. According to the article, members of the CITF were present at Guantanamo Bay alongside “separate intelligence investigators”—i.e., CIA and Special Ops—and the military had raised concerns about the interrogation tactics being employed by their Intel brethren, including waterboarding, stress positions, and other “enhanced interrogation techniques.” The CITF members had sounded alarms with Pentagon officials that these tactics were illegal, immoral, and unlikely to produce reliable intelligence. The CITF guys had been rebuffed by their superiors.

Brodie hadn’t heard about this internal battle, but it didn’t surprise him. It was a classic example of the clashing cultures of the military and Intel worlds. Military investigators were trained to build a rapport with the people they were interrogating as a way to get the most reliable and salient information. It was a method that relied on diligence and discipline. Whereas a lot of the Intel and Special Ops guys were cowboys who made it up as they went along, often with disastrous results. Vance himself summed up this difference perfectly halfway through the article:


Among the CITF investigators raising alarms at the time was Army CID Special Agent Harry Vance, who was present for some of the initial interrogations of detainees at the Guantanamo Bay facility. Vance said, “After 9/11 everyone was scrambling to prevent another attack, but these Intel guys were going about it all wrong. You don’t make people talk. You make people want to talk.”



Brodie finished the article. Vance and his colleagues weren’t whistle-blowers. They hadn’t spoken to the press until 2006, when much of what had gone down at Guantanamo and also at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq had already become public knowledge. Brodie wondered if Vance had any regrets about his initial public silence. Brodie, who had agreed to remain silent about what he’d seen and heard in Venezuela, was familiar with that feeling. Regardless, by raising concerns internally to his superiors at the Pentagon, Vance had made enemies in the Intel world. And now he was dead. Coincidence? Maybe. Or was Scott Brodie just projecting his own situation onto Vance? Probably.

Brodie opened the gray folder from Dombroski. Clipped to a short stack of pages was an official color photo portrait of Chief Warrant Officer Harry Vance in full dress uniform. He had been, as Brodie remembered him, a good-looking guy—square-jawed, pale-blue eyes, and close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair. Brodie figured this photo was a few years old because Vance was wearing the CW4 rank insignia on his epaulettes—the same rank as Brodie—but by the time of his death Vance was a CW5.

The first page of the briefing material was a short bio. Vance was born and raised in Ann Arbor, Michigan. He graduated magna cum laude with a degree in international studies from Johns Hopkins, then spent a year as a State Department staffer in DC before enlisting in and attending the Military Police School, followed by Army CID Special Agent training. He was stationed for a few years at Fort Benning, Georgia, before being transferred to the 5th MP Battalion in Germany where he worked in the Field Investigative Unit and then in the Terrorism and Criminal Investigation Unit. His first major terrorism case was investigating the 1998 al Qaeda bombing of the U.S. Embassy in Nairobi. There was no mention of his experiences at Guantanamo, which wasn’t surprising.

The next page was a brief report prepared by the Legal Attaché Office at the American Embassy in Berlin that described the circumstances around the discovery of Vance’s body. A dog walker—unnamed in the report—had found the body at 6:15 A.M. local time in a park called Körnerpark in the Neukölln neighborhood. Vance was found face up in the grass with a single gunshot wound to his right temple. No signs of struggle. His wallet was in the pocket of his slacks containing more than two hundred euros in cash as well as credit cards, a German driver’s license, and his CID badge. He was wearing a watch. No other jewelry. His right hand was in the pocket of his topcoat, holding his Army-issue Beretta M9 pistol. The embassy was still waiting on ballistics results from the German police to learn whether the pistol had recently been fired. The deceased also wore his empty pancake holster, and he had no cell phone on his person. No bullet casings were found in the immediate vicinity of the body. Initial blood splatter analysis and other forensic evidence indicated that he was shot and died where the body was found.

The only other document in the folder was a photocopy of a typewritten report by the Berlin Polizei—the city police who were the first to be contacted after the discovery of the body. Brodie couldn’t read a word of it but assumed the information was the same as what was included in the embassy’s report.

Well, not much to start with. But there was more to learn in Berlin. He closed the folder. Brodie expected that ballistics would come back indicating the murder weapon was a long gun that could be fitted with a scope. Otherwise, he saw no way that a trained agent who was wary enough to have his weapon unholstered and in his grip would not have been alerted to a danger right in front of him.

Obviously, this wasn’t a robbery, nor did the killer feel the need to even make it look like one. It would have been easy enough to steal his wallet, or at least the cash, along with his pistol and wristwatch if the killer wanted to stage a robbery.

As for his cell phone, no agent would leave home without it. So his phone was taken. The killer—or an accomplice—had searched the body and wanted the phone, which would contain GPS tracking information on where Vance had been in the hours and days before his murder. The phone could also contain any communications that had culminated in his presence at that park in the middle of the night. Clearly, someone needed to cover their tracks.

Brodie ran a web search for Körnerpark. It was a small park, about the size of a city block, right in the middle of Neukölln. He pulled up some pictures and saw that it featured paved paths and formal landscaping, lots of open spaces and not much natural cover. Interestingly, the park was sunken below street level. On the one hand, this layout allowed Vance to see someone approaching from any angle. But a shooter looking to snipe him from a distance couldn’t have asked for a better perch. Vance had been a sitting duck.

If this was an act of terrorism, Harry Vance was a prime target due to his work. A terrorist could have posed as an informant to lure Vance to a location where it would be easy to take him out. There was plenty of precedent for that in cases of murdered journalists and investigators—people who met unknown people in strange places. And that was one of many reasons why agents were supposed to have backup in the form of their partners.

And that was the other mystery. If Vance was working a case in Berlin, why keep it secret from his colleagues and commanding officer? If there was a woman in Berlin, and he was worried about appearances because he was still married, official CID business could only help to justify his presence there, and he could have stayed for longer stretches. This wasn’t adding up.

Brodie switched gears to think about Harry Vance the man, not Harry Vance the murder victim. Usually the first time a homicide investigator sees the victim, he or she is a corpse at the scene of the crime—or at the morgue. But Brodie could close his eyes and remember the guy. How Harry Vance carried himself, the sound of his voice. When Brodie took the Special Agent Course in 2005, Vance’s counterterrorism class was one of the most popular. Morale around the War on Terror was still high, and every CID recruit fantasized that they might be the one to end up in an interrogation room with bin Laden or one of his lieutenants, putting their nuts in a vise.

But Vance was something of an eccentric—a serious and somewhat reserved guy who did not feed into the rah-rah military mentality and who refused to play to his student audience. He told the class that what they needed above all to be successful interrogators was empathy. The relationship between an investigator and a suspect is inherently adversarial, he’d said, but the job of the CID agent is to undermine that dynamic as quickly and effectively as possible. Show them that you see them as human beings. Respect their motives and desires. Do whatever you can to get them to lower their guard and talk.

This wasn’t kumbaya bullshit from a guy who didn’t understand the stakes. On the contrary, as Vance made clear in class, in the world of counterterrorism getting the right intelligence at the right time could mean the difference between thousands of people living or dying. Brodie didn’t know it at the time, but Vance must have been recalling his experiences at Gitmo.

In retrospect, Brodie wondered if Vance was bitter. At the time of the 9/11 attacks, his career had been on the rise, and his expertise in counterterrorism was needed like never before in modern American history. Then he and his military brethren got sidelined for criticizing the controversial interrogation tactics of their supposed colleagues in the Intel community. Brodie wondered what that had done to him.

What were you doing in Berlin, Harry?

The answer to that question might answer all the others.

Brodie was eager to get to work, but he also knew it was a waste of time and effort to play desktop detective. He was about to close his computer when he saw a new e-mail come in.

It was from the Quantico travel office, an older woman named Joyce whom Brodie had become friendly with over the years:

HI SCOTT. I’M THRILLED TO SEE YOU ARE GETTING OUT MORE. ATTACHED IS YOUR FLIGHT AND LODGING INFO. THE HOTEL WAS SPECIFICALLY REQUESTED BY MS. TAYLOR, AND I AM SURE YOU WILL LET HER KNOW WHAT YOU THINK OF IT. PLEASE LET ME KNOW IF YOU HAVE ANY QUESTIONS OR CONCERNS. She added, as the military and their friends often do, GODSPEED.

That line about the hotel sounded ominous. He opened up the lodging info and saw that they were staying at a place called “Art Hotel.” He pulled up a map of Berlin and searched for the hotel, and was not surprised to find that it was in the center of the dicey neighborhood of Neukölln, and actually across the street from Körnerpark where Vance’s body had been found. Specifically requested by Ms. Taylor. Of course.

He checked out photos of the hotel on Google. It appeared to be a bare-bones crash pad one step above a youth hostel. Reviewers remarked on “the hospitality of the owner Mustafa” and “the smell of old socks in the hallway.”

If the travel office had handled it on their own, they would have booked some standard spot in central Berlin near the embassy. But Maggie Taylor was no doubt acting on experience from her days in Civil Affairs in Afghanistan, where she had to have her nose to the ground and be among the local populace negotiating with tribal leaders and farmers. She probably thought it was psychologically and tactically smart to begin and end each day walking the same streets that Harry Vance did in the last moments of his life. Also, given all the agencies involved in this investigation—and its political sensitivity—Brodie and Taylor were going to be kept on a tight leash, so staying in Neukölln was a good way to stay below the radar and maybe locate and interview witnesses without hassle from the FBI or the German police. It was good to be back with a partner who wasn’t an idiot and who cared about her job. On the other hand, she hadn’t consulted Brodie, her senior, on the choice of hotels. Good initiative? Yes. Poor judgment? For sure.

Brodie checked the flight itinerary, which included Taylor’s flight to DC out of Nashville International, the closest major airport to Fort Campbell. She landed at 3:00 P.M. tomorrow, and then they were flying Lufthansa, 5:20 P.M. departure, landing at Berlin Tegel Airport at 7:15 A.M. the following morning. There was also contact information for the car and driver that would be picking them up at the airport and, he saw, bringing them directly to the embassy, which meant that he and Taylor would be briefed, probably by the legal attaché, FBI Agent Whitmore, and possibly someone from the Berlin Police Department. They weren’t wasting any time on this.

Brodie had been to Berlin only once, in April 2000 during his junior year at NYU. His roommate, Adam Kogan, was doing a study abroad semester and invited Brodie to crash at his apartment for a couple of weeks during spring break. Kogan was a European history major but seemed to be mostly studying the local women. He was Jewish, and had explained to Brodie how Jewish culture had become trendy among young Berliners, maybe as a way to deal with generational guilt. Kogan said he had never had an easier time getting laid, and Brodie managed to benefit by association. It was a good couple of weeks.

Kogan’s apartment had been somewhere in the former East Berlin, not far from where the Wall once stood. Brodie had been surprised to see all the open land where the massive structure used to be—stretches of overgrown grass in the middle of a bustling city. Construction cranes rose everywhere, as if everyone was working overtime to cover up the ugly scar that ran through their city and their psyches.

Brodie closed his computer, threw on a coat, and brought his beer out to the front porch. He sat on a wicker chair and stared out at the quiet suburban night. The cold wind had picked up. Streetlamps threw sharp circles of light on the empty blacktop roads.

Brodie felt as though the past five months had been a shadow play of his old life, familiar forms and movements with no substance. He still had his badge, his gun, and his rank, and he’d pretended to still care about his job. But he wasn’t sure he did. He wasn’t even sure why he broke up with Theresa, whom he had liked. He’d told her it all felt wrong. But the thing that was wrong was him.

He thought about calling Maggie Taylor, but that was the beer thinking. He didn’t know how that particular reunion was going to go, and best to reconnect in person.

He thought again about Harry Vance, whose death had set Brodie’s life back in motion. In one of his lectures, Vance had discussed how a terrorist is different from other criminals. If you are hunting a murderer or a thief, they don’t want to be caught by you, but their crime otherwise has nothing to do with you. The terrorist, on the other hand—the true believer—seeks the destruction not only of his victims but also of the entire world order that seeks justice for the dead. “And if you want to catch the bastard,” Vance had said, “you must be as invested in his downfall as he is in yours. Don’t bother pretending it’s not personal.”

Brodie had no idea who had killed Harry Vance, or why, but he had a premonition that Vance’s advice would prove valuable. And making things personal was one of Scott Brodie’s specialties.






CHAPTER 5

Brodie rose before dawn and went for a jog in the cold morning air, determined not to look like Stanley Dombroski. The neighborhood was safe enough, but he had his Beretta tucked into a belly band in case his last overseas assignment was following him.

He jogged along the cracked sidewalks past rows of modest split-levels and ranch houses that stood amidst towering sycamores. This was one of the older suburbs in the area, developed before the DC-area building boom that created endless sprawls of McMansions. He preferred it here, where the trees were bigger and the houses and egos were smaller.

He covered three miles along his usual route, returned home, showered, and put on his robe, then had a heart-healthy breakfast of black coffee and gas station sushi that he’d picked up yesterday. Maybe the day before.

Pieces of his conversation with Dombroski came back to him in no particular order. Regarding his gun, he hadn’t been on assignment without a weapon in a while. Dombroski had said he could be issued a firearm if he needed it. Well, when do you know if you need a gun? Usually not until you’re staring down the barrel of someone else’s.

Germany, like most of Western Europe, was relatively safe. But Berlin, like all big cities, had its problems. Brodie got his laptop and did some Internet reading on Neukölln, which seemed to be a hard neighborhood to categorize—a hodgepodge of pensioners and young families drawn by the cheap rent, longtime Turkish and Arab residents, recent Libyan and Syrian refugees, and a wave of white gentrifiers. A number of Arab crime families operated in the area, dealing in drugs and human trafficking, and there was the occasional gang-related murder of another gang member that bothered no one except the murder victim. There were also a fair number of trendy and edgy clubs, bars, and coffee shops, which attracted Berliners and adventurous tourists.
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