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  IRAQ SUICIDE BOMB ATTACK: DEATHS IN BAGHDAD RISE TO 45


  The number of people killed in Thursday’s suicide bomb in the Iraqi capital, Baghdad, has risen to 45, interior ministry officials say. The blast also injured 120 people. A car packed with explosives was driven into a market square where civilians were doing their shopping, and exploded on colliding with a US military vehicle transporting personnel to a nearby base.


  Only three American troops were killed. Their names have not yet been released, as next of kin are informed. The rest of those killed are thought to be Iraqi civilians. The so-called Islamic State (IS) has said it carried out the suicide attack.


  SENIOR US OFFICER AMONG DEAD IN BAGHDAD BLAST


  A US Army general was among the victims of the suicide bomb in the Iraqi capital, Baghdad, on Tuesday. Colonel Dan Stagg, 43, was one of three military personnel thought to have been targeted in the attack. Second Lieutenant Mark Williams (32) and driver Private Jordan Flowers (24) were also killed by the blast. The remaining 42 civilian casualties were all Iraqi citizens, including five children under the age of eight.


  BAGHDAD TERROR VICTIMS RETURN HOME


  The bodies of three US Army personnel killed in last week’s suicide attack in Baghdad were today flown into Washington DC. Funerals take place next month at the Arlington National Cemetery.
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  A line of light. Greenish white, then gone.


  The sound of dishes being washed, chink chink chink, or is it bells, distant bells?


  Silence, a roaring silence like a never-ending explosion, and a sudden pounding in the chest, hard, like someone’s hitting me with their fists, thumping into me, breaking my ribs. Panic, flight, a jerk in the spine and the legs, prepare to run. Fear.


  Awake.


  Everything is white and blurred. I think there’s a TV on somewhere, a screen of some kind. Too much light. Movement, vague circles white out of white, puffy clouds coming closer and receding. Is this death?


  A face at the end of a long tunnel, like looking down the wrong end of a pair of binoculars, ridiculously far away and tiny, so tiny it makes me laugh, the breath coming out through my nose.


  The face getting closer, a brown sun in a blue sky, white clouds, coming towards me like a dolly shot in a movie, taking up more and more of the sky until all I can see is brown skin and white teeth and eyes that look into mine and a mouth that smiles and speaks, hey, you’re awake, hey Dan, how are you doing, buddy? Welcome back.


  And then the clouds cover the sun and the picture goes down to a line like on the old TV at home, a line and then a dot and closedown.


  It was the pain that woke me up in the end, a sharp sensation that cut through the last of my dreams. Awake, alive, and hurting. The pain is real, so I must be real.


  My eyes felt like they’d been tumble-dried and rolled in sand. I tried to lift my hand to rub them, but it weighed about a hundred pounds. Craning my neck, I looked down at it, lying on the white covers of the bed. Looked like my hand—tanned, gnarly, hairy—but didn’t feel like it. Didn’t feel at all, in fact. Shit, I thought, it’s been chopped off and left on top of the bed. It’s no longer part of me. Am I going to get robot parts?


  But the pain. Back to the pain. It was somewhere further down—below the hips, starting around my ass and travelling down to my right foot. Real strong good old-fashioned pain. At least I could feel my legs. I know lots of ex-soldiers who can’t.


  Jesus fucking Christ, it was beyond pain, it was getting into red-hot-blade territory, and I must have yelled because there was a sudden movement beside me, to the left of the bed, just beyond my field of vision, and then a voice.


  “Ah! Dan! You’re back.”


  Sounded familiar, like a dear friend, except I don’t have any friends, let alone dear ones, and God knows it couldn’t be my family.


  “Haahmmmfff.” That was meant to be “who’s that?” but my mouth wasn’t working any better than my hand. Fuck, I thought, if my dick doesn’t work either then I’m in real trouble. That made me laugh, which came out through my nose then got stuck and turned into a coughing fit. My lungs, it seemed, had been filled with hot ash.


  “Okay, okay.” An arm slipped round my shoulders, lifting me gently. “Take it easy.”


  Then the coughing made me belch, and I would have puked if there had been anything in my stomach to bring up other than a bit of foul-tasting bile that dribbled down my chin and neck. I tried to wipe it away, but of course—no hands.


  “Take it easy, Dan.” A soft cloth cleaned my mouth, and I was lowered back on to the pillows.


  That’s when it twigged. I’m a vegetable. Something has happened to me and I’ve lost the use of my limbs, I can’t control my mouth, I probably have to piss through a tube and shit into a diaper. I always wondered about those guys who come back from war zones like this. Do they know what’s going on—how bad it is? Well, apparently they do. Great.


  “Do you have any pain?”


  “Mmmmmm.” I couldn’t nod or form words, but I guess the intonation put it across.


  “A lot of pain?”


  “MmmMMMMMmmm.”


  “Okay. I’m calling the doctor.”


  He stepped away from the bed, into my field of vision, and for the first time I saw him, five foot eight inches of athletic American male poured into a nurse’s uniform, a handsome face that I recognized from somewhere, a dream perhaps.


  He spoke into a phone while I checked his back for wings. No: he appeared to be human, and mortal, which meant I must be alive, if not kicking.


  He sat on the edge of the bed and put his warm, living hand on my cold, dead fingers. Maybe not so dead. Maybe a flicker of response. “He’ll be here in a minute. Hang in there, Dan.” He smiled, and I tried to smile back, which led to more drooling. He smiled and dabbed. “Pain relief is coming.”


  It occurred to me with a sudden jolt that I had no idea where I was. I’ve heard the question asked in a million movies—where am I, Doc?—but now I couldn’t form the words. I glanced around, hoping for clues. My vision was still blurred, but I made out something that looked like the stars and stripes, high up on the wall. A US base, then, if not actually on home soil.


  The pain blasted back, as if my shinbone was being sawn through, and I tensed up, squeezing my eyes shut, all sorts of hell going on in parts of my body I couldn’t identify. A general cacophony of pain. And above it all, a gentle squeeze of my hand.


  “Can you look at me, Dan?”


  I opened my eyes and squinted out. A handsome face always makes me feel better.


  “That’s it. Try and listen. My name’s Luiz. I’m a nurse, and I’ve been looking after you for the last few days, since you got here. You’ve been unconscious for quite a long time, but you’re going to be fine. There’s no brain damage.”


  I waited for the but . . .


  “Your leg was pretty smashed up. They’ve pinned it back together, and now we’re just going to let it heal.”


  But . . .


  “The good news is, if it hurts, it’s mending. If you couldn’t feel anything, I’d be worried. The more it hurts, the better.” That sounded like something I’ve said to a lot of young men before, which made me laugh again, with the same messy results. Luiz cleaned me up.


  “Okay, okay. You’d better not laugh any more. Take a few deep breaths, it’ll help with the pain until the doctor gets here. I’m just going to keep talking. Listen to my voice, and look into my eyes.”


  No great hardship. Beautiful brown eyes . . .


  “You’re in the Walter Reed National Military Medical Center in Bethesda, Maryland.”


  The Navy Med. I’d been here before, maybe four, five times in a career of being shot, blown up, and beaten for Uncle Sam.


  “You arrived three days ago after spending two days in a military hospital in Baghdad.”


  Baghdad. That rang a bell. Baghdad. That’s where I was. And now I’m here in Bethesda. Baghdad, Bethesda, Baghdad, Bethesda, Beghthesda, Big Bad, Bethlehem, Bthzzzzhzhzzh . . .


  His voice muffled, fading, shutters falling again, into a chasm, a deep black chasm that might be death.


  The next time I woke there were three doctors standing around my bed, and a man in military uniform. I recognized the rank before I recognized him: USMC major general, green coat, green trousers, web belt, khaki shirt, khaki tie, black shoes, two silver stars on the epaulettes. My right arm jerked upwards, trying to salute, but all I managed was a faint wave. I couldn’t see his face.


  “He’s coming around,” said a voice I didn’t recognize. “Here he is.”


  “You’re doing really well, Dan,” said another voice. “You’re going to make a full recovery.”


  All I could manage was “Hmmm.”


  They were whispering above me. I was too tired to hear what they were saying. I just wanted to sleep again.


  “Dan . . . Dan? Are you awake? Dan? Can you hear me?”


  “Yeah . . .” I was drifting off again. I tried to open my eyes. “Yeah, I’m here.”


  “There’s someone here that wants to talk to you. An old friend.”


  “Wha’ . . .?”


  “It’s me, Dan.” I knew the voice. My father? Fuck, no. Someone I actually liked. “I’m here.”


  Perfect green service uniform. Gleaming stars. Of course. Major General Wallace Hamilton, the man who streamlined my re-entry to the corps after years in the civilian wilderness, and who made it his personal business to have my records cleared of any sexual wrongdoing. My champion. My mentor.


  “Dan. It’s good to see you. We thought we’d lost you there.”


  I tried to shrug. “Still alive.”


  “You had us worried. How do you feel, Dan?”


  I could just about make out his face against the glare of overhead fluorescents. In his fifties, gray hair, a little weather-beaten, like a stern headmaster that you know has your best interests at heart even when he’s punishing you. He’d been a good friend to me.


  “Feel like shit.”


  The doctors coughed and glanced at their watches. Hamilton crouched down, his face level with mine. “You get yourself well, Dan. I can’t afford to lose you.” I looked into his pale gray eyes. “Not again.”


  “Yes, sir. Do my best.”


  He lowered his voice. “I’ll come and talk to you later, when you’re feeling better. But I just wanted to see you. Okay?”


  “Okay.” I felt his cool, dry hand on my forehead, and closed my eyes. I don’t know how long he stayed there. When I opened my eyes again, he, and the doctors, were gone.


  Luiz was standing at the end of the bed.


  “Time for your bath,” he said.


  A bath? Jesus, when did I last have a bath? How long had I been lying there, drifting in and out of consciousness? How had I been shitting and pissing, let alone keeping clean? A bath—hot water, steam, bubbles, the full works—sounded like heaven. I tried to sit up. I wanted to get out of this damn bed, to walk, to run. More urgently, I needed to get to the bathroom.


  “Hey, hold on,” said Luiz, placing a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Let’s not get carried away.” He had an accent that I couldn’t place—Spanish? Brazilian? Mexican? “I’ll take care of everything as usual.”


  “I need to piss.”


  “How do you think you’ve been peeing since you got here?” He produced a gray cardboard dish. Oh, Christ. A bedpan. Did that really mean that for the last few days, Luiz has been . . . He pulled back the bedclothes. “Come on. It’s too late to start being shy, Dan.” He positioned the pan between my legs, tilted it up, and placed my cock over the edge. “There you go. Fire away.”


  “I can’t.”


  “You can’t? What do you mean?”


  “Like this. It’s . . . weird.” Considering that my sex life has consisted almost entirely of things that most people would consider weird, this surprised even me. I’ve done things with my cock far worse than pissing in a bedpan. Why the sudden primness?


  Luiz was laughing. “I’ll draw the curtains if you like.”


  “It’s not that.”


  “Do you want me to look away?”


  Under normal circumstances I’d be more than happy to let him hold my cock—or do anything else he wanted. But now, vulnerable, exhausted, and in pain, I seemed to have gained a sense of shame.


  “Try to relax.” Patient fingers held my cock, resting it on the soft gray cardboard, but the piss wouldn’t come. In fact, to my horror, I was starting to get hard. Not just semi-hard; this was the kind of sudden erection that could rip through plate steel.


  “Sorry . . .”


  “It’s fine.” He was smiling. “I’ve seen it all before.”


  “You mean me?”


  “Dan, even while you were in a coma you seemed to be permanently horny. I don’t know what they feed you out there in Baghdad.”


  “I hope I didn’t embarrass you.”


  “I’m a nurse. I wipe stuff up.”


  “Oh, Christ.” I wanted to hide my face, but there isn’t much you can do when you’re in a hospital bed, too weak to lift your arms but apparently well enough to have a rock-hard cock that’s being gently held in the soft hands of a handsome man.


  “I think we need to get rid of this before we can get you washed, Dan.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Do you think it’ll go down on its own?”


  I strained my head forward to look down at myself. I was relieved to see that my cock was unscarred, however smashed up my leg may be. It rose, thick and straight, the foreskin half retracted. “I doubt it. Sometimes I’m hard all night.”


  “Okay. Don’t tell the doctors.” He squirted a few drops of liquid soap on his hands, rubbed them together, and started running them up and down my shaft. Fuck, it felt good, even when I tensed my legs and sent all sorts of pain signals running up and down my central nervous system. I needed to cum very urgently, and I needed it to be in Luiz’s hands. This gentle, smiling man who had looked after me for so many days, washed me, no doubt fed me and brought me my potty like a baby, while I was helpless, in his hands . . .


  I started shooting within about thirty seconds, great ropes of the stuff flying through the air and landing all over the bed, my nightshirt, Luiz’s arms. He started wiping up right away.


  “I needed that,” I said. “I mean, I haven’t come for days.”


  “Are you kidding? You’ve been coming every day. Sometimes twice.”


  “What?”


  “In your sleep. Sometimes when I’ve been washing you.”


  “I see. And you’ve . . . helped out?”


  “Not deliberately. But, you know, I have to keep you clean down there . . .”


  “Right. Well . . thanks, I guess.”


  He mopped up around my cock and balls. “Ready to pee now?”


  “Nearly. You just keep holding it.”


  Somehow he managed to siphon about a pint of piss out of me.


  “Better?”


  “Much better.”


  “Now it’s time for your bath. Which, I’m afraid, means stripping you naked.” Luiz pulled the shirt over my head, carefully lifting my arms out of the sleeves. When I was naked, he sponged me with warm, soapy water. It felt wonderful.


  “I can’t do much to your leg, I’m afraid. Not till all the metalwork comes off.”


  I looked down; bolts protruded from four points around my knee, connected by metal strips out of a child’s construction kit.


  “How bad is it?”


  “Your knee was fractured, and the top of your fibula is badly smashed. You were in surgery for over eight hours.”


  “Wow. I’ll never get through airport security again.”


  “It’ll mend. They’ll take all this off in a week or so. You’ll be walking within a month.”


  “You seem confident.”


  “I’ve seen guys worse off than you. We get them on their feet in the end.”


  “Will you help me?”


  “I’ll be with you every step of the way,” he said, carefully wiping the sponge around my ass. “Now, let’s get you dressed and dry. You need to rest.”


  “What about you?” I pointed down towards the front of his loose blue cotton pants, where the bulge of his erection was clearly visible.


  “I’ll take care of that later.”


  “Let me watch.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Of course I’m fucking serious. Do it.” I didn’t want to resort to seniority—I was a colonel, and Luiz, as a military nurse, was unlikely to be more than a second lieutenant. He might even be a civilian. Whatever the facts, he seemed willing to take orders. He looked over his shoulder to check that there was no one at the door, then deftly lowered his waistband and hoisted out a big, hard dick and a pair of low-hanging balls. I’m not sure if this is a therapy recognized by the medical profession, but the sight of his junk did me more good than all the drugs in the pharmacy.


  He licked his left hand and slicked up the head of his cock, then started working it, standing close enough to me that I could feel the body heat. Within half a minute, his balls were tightening; it wasn’t going to take him much longer than it took me. Anyone looking through the glass window into the ward would simply see Luiz’s arm working back and forth, and would assume that he was washing me or massaging me, rather than jerking off in my face.


  “Closer. I want it.”


  He went on his tiptoes and unloaded over my face. I took as much as possible in my mouth. The rest of it ran down my cheeks, chin, and neck.


  After the last spasm he wiped himself briskly on a towel, snapped his waistband back in place, and carried on cleaning me, wiping off the jizz with a washcloth.


  “You’ll do,” he said, when I was clean and dry. “Ready for some lunch?”


  “You going to feed me?”


  We were both laughing about that when the door opened and a doctor came in. Luiz beat a hasty retreat, presumably to deliver various jizz-stained items to the laundry.


  I’d been in the Navy Med for a week before anyone told me what had happened. Plenty of time to think, to piece together the shattered memories. There was someone I cared about back there in Baghdad. My usual type: a younger officer, straight until I persuaded him otherwise, then unstoppable every time he got near me. What happened to him? I racked my brains. I just assumed he was dead. Everyone I care for dies. You know about Will. I try not to think about him.


  Major General Hamilton came to see me again. He was all smiles, never a good sign in a superior officer.


  “Great news, Dan. I hear the metalwork is coming off in a couple of days.” He gestured towards the nuts and bolts holding my leg together. “You can start rehab. They say you’ll be up and running again in a matter of weeks.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You can call me Wallace, Dan. You’re off duty.”


  “Okay, Wallace.”


  He sat. “How much have you been told about what happened?”


  “Not a lot.”


  “You were in a car. You were rammed by another vehicle packed with explosives.”


  “Suicide bomber?”


  “Nothing left of him. The blast threw you clear. Obviously you weren’t wearing a seat belt.”


  “Are you going to court-martial me?”


  “I think we can overlook it on this occasion.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  He smiled, started to say something and then stopped. His face fell, and his eyes flickered around the ward. “The other personnel in the vehicle were not so


  lucky.”


  “I see.”


  “They were both killed.”


  “Right.” What else could I say? “I’m sorry.”


  “Do you remember anything about that day?”


  “I’m having trouble remembering much about my last posting. Baghdad, right? What was I doing there?”


  “You were part of a team coordinating the deployment of US troops across the region. You were temporarily stationed in the capital as part of a high-profile public relations exercise.”


  “How did that go?”


  “Badly.” He started laughing again, the old gallows humor of the USMC never far from the surface. Then he remembered his mission. “Do you remember any of the men you were serving with?”


  “I was thinking about that earlier. There was a guy . . . a young officer. What the hell was his name? He and I were close.” I looked into Wallace’s eyes; we’d had many discussions in the past about sexual relations between serving military personnel, about professional boundaries, about not letting sex interfere with work. He knew better than anyone that I would always have a bed fellow.


  “His name was Mark Williams, Dan. Second Lieutenant Mark Williams.”


  “That’s it! He was a really . . . oh. Shit.” The penny dropped.


  “I’m afraid so, Dan. He was in the car with you.”


  “Why?”


  “You were on your way to a press conference.”


  Of course. I’d picked him for the job. I wanted him to be with me in Baghdad. Adjacent rooms in the hotel. No questions asked, as long as the locals didn’t get wind of it.


  “I see.” I killed him, then. Not directly, but if it wasn’t for me and my persuasive cock, Second Lieutenant Mark Williams would still be alive. His family and his girlfriend back home would be looking forward to seeing him.


  “It’s not your fault, Dan.”


  I couldn’t think of anything to say to that. I liked Wallace Hamilton, and I had much to thank him for, but if he hadn’t let me back into the corps, that beautiful young man with his light brown hair and tight pink ass would still be alive.


  “I’m so sorry, Dan.”


  I didn’t want him to see me cry. “Could you just leave me alone for a minute, sir?”


  “Of course. I didn’t mean to . . .”


  “It’s okay. Could you call the nurse . . . I think I’m going to . . .”


  It was too late. I puked down my nightshirt.


  The doctors wouldn’t let me see Wallace again till the next day, by which time I’d been given a thorough checkup and a Valium. Luiz told me that it was only the major general’s rank that allowed him on to the ward at all; the medical team were dead against any kind of conversation that might upset me. And it seemed that everything Wallace had to say was upsetting.


  “There’s something we need to discuss with you, Dan.”


  “We?”


  “There’s a team of people who are very . . . interested in you.”


  “And who might that be?”


  “We’ve been working with the CIA.”


  “Right.” The CIA? Fuck that. At least with USMC you know where you stand. Get in, kick some ass, get out, deal with the consequences in the sleepless hours of the night. But the CIA? The Company? Among old-school marines like me, they’re feared and despised. “What do they want with me? Someone they need killed?”


  “No, Dan.”


  “Then what? I’m not one of the suit and tie boys, Wallace. I’m a marine. That’s all.”


  He blushed—Major General Wallace Hamilton, with all his medals and citations, his reputation for ferocity in the field and diplomacy off it, actually blushed. “You have a particular skill set that they think could be useful to them.”


  This could only mean one thing. “I see. They want someone fucked, and then killed.”


  Wallace laughed, thank God. “That’s closer to the mark.”


  “Sounds like a job for Dan Stagg. Am I still a marine?”


  “You always were, and you always will be.”


  “I get the impression there’s a ‘but’ coming.”


  “Well . . .” Wallace looked around the ward, shifted in his chair. “There’s a mission lined up for you, Dan. Just as soon as you can walk.”


  “Can you tell me what it is?”


  “You’ll be fully briefed, if you accept it. Let’s just say that it’s an undercover operation, and it involves travel.”


  “What’s so exciting about that?” I’ve done enough undercover operations to know that there’s no excitement involved, just hard slog. Some of them go well, some of them go badly. And then you pretend nothing happened. You weren’t there. Fake news.


  “There’s a big difference with this one, Dan.”


  Jesus, I thought, spit it out. He can talk about people getting blown to pieces, but now he’s struggling? “Go on.”


  “The thing is, Dan . . .” He paused, looked at his hands, picked a nail, looked above my head. “The thing is, you’re dead.”
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  I had a moment of clarity. Of course I’m dead. That explains everything. The spooky white hospital room, the angelic Luiz—how could I possibly have believed that a military nurse would jerk me off and come in my face?—and the eerie lack of information about what had happened to me. Any second now I’ll sprout wings and start playing “From the halls of Montezuma” on a harp. So there is an afterlife. Maybe I’ll see Will. My heart pounded for a second.


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “Officially speaking,” said Wallace, “you were killed in that explosion in Baghdad, alongside Mark Williams and the driver. There were no survivors. That’s what the news reports have said. No one knows you’re here.”


  “My family?”


  “Next of kin have been informed in the usual way.”


  I stifled a laugh. Dead to the world—isn’t that what I’ve always wanted? To be without ties, separated from a family that rejected me, no responsibilities, no regrets . . . Dead. Free.


  “You’re seriously telling me that my parents think I’m dead?”


  “Yes, Dan.”


  “How can you do that? I mean, is that even allowed?”


  “That’s up to you.”


  “The corpse has a choice?”


  “Exactly. If you want, you can stage a miraculous recovery. We’ll smooth things over. We’ll tell the people who need to know.”


  Who would care? Jody, maybe, but that was a long time ago. For all I knew he was dead too. Maybe he’d float by on a cloud any moment, sucking angel cock.


  “And if I don’t want?”


  “Then you have a new life. A fresh start. That’s what you always said you wanted, Dan. You came back to the corps to start all over again.”


  “I guess so.”


  “You got your wish.”


  I liked the idea of being dead. “How did they take it? My parents?”


  “They’re very proud of you.”


  “I bet they are. And I’m sure the death gratuity will help. They can do a lot with ten grand. Go on a cruise. Build a new lanai.” Wallace said nothing, just looked at me. “What do you want me to say?”


  “Just let me know whether you’re dead or alive.”


  “How soon do I have to decide?”


  “Your funeral is in two days.”


  “In Washington?”


  “Yes. Arlington.”


  “Ten miles down the road.”


  “Thereabouts.”


  “Can I go? I’ll put on a disguise.”


  “No.” Wallace was smiling at last.


  “I’ll think about it. But you have to tell me why.”


  “Why what?”


  “Why do you need me to be dead?”


  “It’s a question of security, Dan. There must be absolutely no way that your identity can be established. The CIA needs you to be operationally credible.”


  “What the fuck does that mean?”


  “I don’t know the details yet. The Company plays its cards close to its chest. What I do know is that you’ll be issued with a new identity, new papers, everything, and there can be no trails leading back to Colonel Dan Stagg.”


  “I see.”


  “And there’s another reason. Something I insisted be put in place.”


  “What?”


  “Have you noticed the armed personnel outside the ward?”


  “I haven’t been outside the ward.”


  “You’re sealed off by one of the tightest security cordons that has ever existed in a military hospital. You should see the guys at the entrance. Even I get searched.”


  “Why?”


  “Because there’s a very real chance that they’ll try again.”


  “Who will try? And what?”


  “ISIS. They tried to kill you in Baghdad. You were the target. The other casualties were collateral damage. ISIS don’t like failing, so we’ve allowed them to believe that they succeeded. They’re claiming that your death is a triumph.”


  “Why? What have I done?”


  “You’re a high-profile officer in the US intervention in Iraq. And they know your service record. As far as they’re concerned, you’re a sworn enemy of Islam.”


  “How do you know?”


  “US intelligence is pretty good in this area, Dan. Besides which, they’ve released videos on the internet which make it perfectly clear. We issued photographs of your corpse.”


  “Nice. Anyone I know?”


  “A clever mock-up from the graphics boys. ISIS lapped it up. Posted it everywhere. You’re famous.”


  “A famous corpse.”


  “Exactly.”


  “And if they find out it’s fake . . .”


  “They won’t be pleased.”


  “You haven’t left me a great deal of choice, have you?”


  “If you agree to this, Dan, you’ll be given excellent security support before the mission.”


  “The mission. Yeah. I forgot about the mission. And afterwards?”


  “That remains to be seen.”


  “What you’re saying is that I might be dead for real.”


  “It’s a possibility. You know that better than anyone.”


  “And if I survive?”


  “The future is yours to do with as you please.”


  “Or as Uncle Sam pleases.”


  “Your usefulness has been noticed at the highest levels, Dan.”


  “They been talking to my ex-boyfriends?”


  “Actually, yes.”


  “Oh.” That took the wind out of my sails.


  “First and foremost, you’re valued as an excellent officer. But you have other skills that make you uniquely valuable.”


  “Fucking got me thrown out of the corps, and now it’s my biggest asset?”


  “Times have changed, Dan.”


  “You can say that again. The dead can walk. Queers are good. What are you going to tell me next? Pigs can fly?”


  “There have been unconfirmed sightings, yes.” Wallace reached out and took my hand. “I don’t need an answer right away, Dan. It’s a big decision.”


  “You know what I’m going to say, though.”


  “I do. But it wouldn’t look good in my report if I didn’t give you time for reflection. They’d say I persuaded you. As if I could ever persuade you to do anything.”


  I returned the pressure on his hand. Wallace Hamilton, for all the silver stars and medals, was the nearest thing I had to a father. “Come see me tomorrow. I’ll have an answer for you then.”


  Of course I chose death. Old soldiers aren’t afraid of dying, and I’m readier than most. I’ve never enjoyed life. It’s great when I’m fucking or fighting or killing—everything else is blocked out. The rest is shit, and if it doesn’t start out that way I can turn it around pretty damn quick. I never got on with my family; there’s no love lost there, they’ll be much happier with the compensation money. They were proud of me as long as I was serving overseas. When I was discharged, when I lost everything—the man I loved, my job, my identity, my future—they were mortified. They barely tolerated my bridge-building visits. My father shook my hand when I told him I’d been accepted back into the corps; he wouldn’t discuss the whys and wherefores. He’d prefer a dead hero to a living son, and as for my mother—well, she always did what Daddy told her. She won’t grieve for long. She has grandchildren to withhold her affections from now, so she’s set for the next ten, fifteen years, whatever she has left.


  If your parents don’t love you, you’re screwed. I’ve never been good at friendships or relationships, at least those parts that don’t involve the genital organs. Who are my friends? I don’t mean the people I happen to be working with or fucking—I mean the people who have stuck with me over the years. Who do I turn to when things are bad? Who do I celebrate with when things are good?


  Nobody. I have no friends.


  There have been times when I thought maybe, maybe him, maybe this time . . . Will, of course, and Jody, the two men I might have had a future with. One died, the other I betrayed and abandoned and did my best to forget. I can blame my parents as much as I like, but I know where the problem lies. It’s me. I’m like the Grinch. My heart is two sizes too small.


  At least if I’m officially dead it saves me the trouble of committing suicide. And if my mysterious new mission puts me in the way of danger, so much the better. My real death will supersede my fake death, and nobody, save the CIA, will be any the wiser.


  And if I refuse to play ball? My fans in ISIS will get me.


  All in all, a pretty compelling argument for death. I let Wallace know well before the deadline.


  Days drifted by in a haze of powerful painkillers. Luiz took good care of me: I can only assume that he was acting under orders, keeping Dan Stagg calm and happy until he was useful again. Hand jobs graduated to sucking, and it was only my smashed leg that prevented me from fucking. We were never interrupted.


  Soon I was able to sit in a chair, and to walk with the aid of crutches. The metal had been removed from my right leg, and the use returned. Luiz encouraged me to move around the ward, mobilizing my leg, starting the long process of rehabilitation. The muscles were wasted, the joints hurt like hell, but I began to believe that I might recover.


  There were no reports from the funeral. Nobody told me how my parents were doing. Wallace visited me once more, but it was an official visit, a withdrawal. There were consultations with physical therapists, surgeons, and counsellors, all of whom agreed that I was doing fine and would soon be fit for active service. They wanted me out of the Navy Med and back in the field, where I could be killed all over again.


  Of the CIA job, I heard nothing further. Perhaps it had been cancelled. I’m experienced enough in the ways of covert missions to accept that sometimes these things disappear without a trace.


  And then, one afternoon when Luiz had fed, shaved, and sucked me, he said, “You have a visitor in about an hour, Dan.”


  “Oh, yes.”


  “Do you want to get dressed?”


  “What, in actual clothes?”


  “Sure. We have some things in your size.”


  “My uniform?”


  “Civilian clothes.”


  So I’m not a marine any more, then. Not outwardly, at least.


  He made me look presentable: slacks, a proper shirt with a collar, brown brogues. I could have been a stockbroker on a weekend break. He sat me in an armchair, made a few final adjustments, ran a cool hand over my forehead, and left.


  The door opened, and a handsome man in a sharp suit carrying an attaché case walked briskly into the ward. “Dan Stagg?”


  “That’s me.”


  Someone must have been researching my sexual history, because my visitor was just the kind of guy I go for. What, I hear you ask, he was male and had a pulse? Well yes, my tastes in men are catholic, but this one pressed a lot of buttons: a little younger than me, say mid-thirties, medium height, slim, clean shaven, brown hair thinning on top, glasses. The nerdy kid at school who grew up to be hotter than hell, while the football and track stars ran to fat.


  He put his case on the end of the bed, and extended a hand. Dark hair on the wrist, a blue-and-white striped shirt cuff. No rings. “Ethan Oliver.”


  We shook. “Agent Oliver?”


  “If you wish. But we’re not using ranks or titles.”


  “Okay. Mr. Oliver.”


  “You can call me Ethan. I’ll call you Dan, for now at least.”


  “Before I get my new identity.”


  “Exactly so. Mind if I sit?”


  “Be my guest.”


  He pulled up a chair and sat opposite me. “How’s your leg?”


  “Mending.”


  “Good, good. They say you’re making great progress.”


  “I’m doing my best.”


  “Are you satisfied with the quality of your care?”


  “What is this? Market research?” He smiled.


  “We want the best for you.”


  “I see.” Had they recruited Luiz? Was he some kind of CIA nurse-whore? “That’s very considerate of you.”


  “You’ve probably been wondering what you’re doing here.”


  “Getting my leg fixed?”


  “I mean all the security. The secrecy. I don’t know how much Major General Hamilton told you.”


  “You know exactly what Major General Hamilton told me.”


  He glanced at his neat fingernails, then smiled. “I wouldn’t be doing my job properly if I didn’t.”


  “So let’s not bother with any pretense. Are you going to brief me? Or is this an audition?”


  “It’s certainly not an audition, Dan. We’ve had our eyes on you for some time. We know all about you.”


  “Is that so?”


  “You’re not exactly low profile. Even when you were in between postings . . .”


  “When I was thrown out of the marines for being gay, you mean?”


  “That’s it. You couldn’t seem to keep yourself out of the news.”


  “I didn’t want any of that. I just wanted a quiet life.”


  “Tell that to the marines, as they say.”


  “Very funny.”


  “Fortunately, we managed to contain the stories. We kept your photo out of the media as much as possible.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “We’ve been monitoring you for a long time, Dan.”


  “How long?”


  “Since your discharge in 2009.”


  “Why?”


  “Because men like you are useful.”


  “Gay men?”


  He waggled his hand. “Let’s say attractive people, no matter what their gender or sexuality.”


  “Okay. I know how to fuck, and I know how to kill. What does that make me? James Bond?”


  “If you like, yes.”


  I looked him in the eye, wondering who would blink first. Hmm. Not him.


  “Go on.”


  “When we identify a potential operative, we need to establish a degree of anonymity around him or her.”


  “So I don’t get recognized when I go undercover?”


  “Exactly. We’ve suppressed most of the published images of you. You were never very active on social media.”


  “My ex-boyfriend tried to get me on there.”


  “Jody Miller. Yes. Those accounts are now shut down.”


  “And how is Jody? You’ve probably seen him more recently than I have.”


  “He’s fine.”


  “Good to know.”


  ‘You weren’t thinking of contacting him, were you.” It was not a question.


  “Supposing I was?”


  “That would be unfortunate.”


  “For who?”


  “For the mission.”


  “Ah, the mission. I thought for a moment you were threatening me.”


  “Mmmm.” He scratched his chin, which made a pleasant crackling sound. “The reports were right. You’re aggressive.”


  “Is that what they said?”


  “That’s what they said. And that’s why we want you.”


  I couldn’t think of a smart reply to that one.


  “Have you ever been to Britain, Dan?”


  “Only to change planes.”


  “Do you know anyone there?”


  “You tell me.”


  “No. You don’t.”


  “Correct. Please don’t bother asking me questions to which you already know the answer. It’ll save a lot of time.”


  “Are you in a hurry?”


  Sarcastic little fuck. One day, Agent Oliver, I am going to punish you for this. “My leg fucking hurts and I want some painkillers and I want to sleep.”


  That seemed to get through. “Sorry. I’ll try to keep to the point. You’re going to be sent to England, to work closely with MI6.”


  “So I really am James Bond, then.”


  “Up to a point. You remain in the service of the United States Marine Corps. But they have seconded


  you to the CIA.”


  “And you’re lending me to MI6. Understood. What’s the objective?”


  “You will penetrate an organization that we believe is funding extreme right-wing groups in the US.”


  “And kill them all.”


  “No. This is an intelligence mission.”


  “Then why are you using someone whose skill set is limited to fucking and killing?”


  “Your control in London will fill you in on the details.”


  “Am I going to be told anything before I go?”


  “You’ll be told enough.”


  “And if I have questions?”


  “Then you must ask them, of course.”


  Yeah, I thought, and you’ll do your best not to answer them.


  “Why is this important? I mean, there are crazy extremist groups all over the place. What makes these guys special?”


  “The FBI recently uncovered a plot to set off a radiation device that could have killed thousands of civilians, including government officials.”


  “I heard about that. Some racist nutjob.”


  “That’s what got into the news media.”


  “Carefully controlled by you, of course.”


  “Not just by us—but yes, there is some agency input into news releases.”


  “What was the truth, then?”


  “We think that this particular group was part of a wider network. We’ve made some arrests, and as far as the media is concerned that’s the end of the story. But there’s compelling evidence that they have links to other small groups who have been attacking just about every target you can imagine. Mosques, women’s refuges, abortion clinics, LGBT centers.”


  “Nice.”


  “And if you follow the money, several of them are being funded by the same source in the UK.”
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