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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is not a novel about zombies, or at least undead zombies. For that tale, please point your e-readers or feet to my Day by Day Armageddon series. Although we are not overrun by real living dead (yet), some experts say the world economy may be on the brink of collapse. In a few moments, I hope you will embark on a journey down a similar dark road, one that wholly diverges from rosy predictions, gushing mainstream optimism, and suspicious government economic statistics. What if this complex yet fragile socioeconomic system were to tumble uncontrollably like an animal on a frozen pond? I propose that complex systems cannot be controlled or even predicted; first world nations’ leaders only perform in a political theater of public deception; someone is at the helm and everything will be fine, just be a good citizen or subject and go back to your favorite sitcom, football team, or reality TV program.

At the time of this writing, elected leaders are calling for abolition of our debt ceiling, draconian gun control, the use of armed drones in the skies above us, and are engaging in warrantless NSA pilfering of our private e-mails, text messages, persons, and effects. Where might this dangerous road lead? Has it ever been about your safety and security? The thought crime ahead goes beyond the paradigm of right, left, Democrat, or Republican, and the outdated behavioral placement control mechanisms, forcing us to choose between two heads of the same serpent.

Slay the beast, turn the page, and choose liberty.

J.L. Bourne

PENSACOLA, FLORIDA

2014


FOR SHER AND LILLY


“We will not have any more crashes in our time.”

—John Maynard Keynes, 1927


PART ONE



The Making of Max
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The following pages are a compilation transcribed from petabytes of analyzed text, audio, and video recovered from Hub sensor Big Iron. Typed or handwritten transcriptions will be in raw, uncorrected format. The majority of the source files originate from the journal of Max —————————————. Notes that go beyond the original source files will be clearly annotated.

BEGIN COGNITIVE TRANSCRIPTION//

Classified transcript between the President of the United States and ————————————— during —————————————.

————————————— Office / 2315 / Date: —————————————

//START TRANSCRIPTION//

POTUS: “The wheels are coming off, I don’t know how much longer we can keep up this charade. The unemployment numbers are being openly heckled in the mainstream media. You are calling inflation at a percent and a half, but the American people begin to take notice when gas goes to six dollars a gallon and food cost goes up forty percent over a three year span.”

—————————————: “Top down economics and war spending got us out of the Great Depression. I have faith in the system; faith that we can make this right again.”

POTUS: “Faith? I won an election on faith and family. Somehow I think we’re going to need more than a campaign slogan to put this mess back together. —————————————, right now, I really need to know your way ahead. Call it crisis mode. We’re there. It’s only a matter of time before a butterfly flaps its wings somewhere and confidence in the dollar is lost.”

—————————————: “That’s not going to happen, Ma’am.”

POTUS: “That’s what the leaders of the Weimar Republic, Zimbabwe, Argentina said in the days before their currency imploded. What’s the plan? I have a midnight VTC with one of our biggest customers, right behind China and yourself.”

—————————————: “Well, in the near term, it’s best we keep interest rates at or near zero percent; we’re avoiding a liquidity trap. We’re also going to keep increasing the M-3 supply. As we’ve already discussed, before we cross the no return delta, I’ll increase the rates and begin to recall the supply. Now is a bad time for a rate increase and we need to encourage spending. Too many people are parking their money in their banks and worse, their mattresses. If we keep the pressure up, they’ll start spending. My analysts say that a few more months of zero percent interest with some healthy inflation thrown in will get the average saver back in the economy.”

POTUS: “A few more months? We don’t have that kind of time, do we? What have your folks calculated as the real current number?”

—————————————: “Are we secure right now? This number needs to stay with us.”

POTUS: “It’s the fucking Oval Office, I should hope so. If we’re not secure, I can’t imagine a place that is.”

—————————————: “Thirty-one point three percent.”

POTUS: “I’m sorry, did you say thirty-one percent?”

—————————————: “I know that number sounds a bit dismal, but rest assured we’ve run numerous [WHISPERS] actuaries on this. [END WHISPER] The computed data tells us almost to the minute when we need to adjust the interest rates to avoid a currency crisis. The internet is being crawled via ————————————— in real time, assisted by PRISMA. Every internet forum comment, video chat, and e-mail are part of the calculations. It’s quite accurate. We will know about any crisis of confidence long before the consumer hive mind can crash the system.”

POTUS: “What if you don’t? What if you don’t call it just right? What’s the contingency?”

—————————————: “The contingency is the reason I’m here tonight. On the very small chance we miss our mark, we’re going to need to jumpstart the Keynesian sluices. History has shown that there is only one way to do that; good old fashioned war.”

POTUS: “That’s the second time tonight you’ve brought up war. We’ve run out of countries and terrorist organizations. We can’t pick a fight anymore. If that’s your plan, try again.”

—————————————: “I have a plan that will guarantee the flow of money again, be low risk to you, and will result in the American people begging us to go to war.”

//END TRANSCRIPTION//
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SERE

High-Risk Capture

Spokane, Washington

Summer

My name is Max —————————————. Friends just call me Max. A few weeks ago, I graduated Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape (SERE) school in Brunswick, Maine. Although a required training for “high risk of capture” folks like me, this in itself was a huge kick in the balls. I found myself thrown into a few million acres of a government proving grounds to evade a hostile, organized, and well-armed opposing force. I learned bushcraft and evasion techniques in the field. Like everyone else, I was eventually captured, given the identification number war criminal 38, and tossed into a cage where I was enhanced interrogated for days. After that bout of training, I was a little nervous when I was ordered to Spokane, Washington, for follow-up on survival training. My foot blisters were still in the healing process when I stepped through the doors of the windowless building that was home to a very unique schoolhouse.

I’m documenting all this for good reason, but I’m not really ready to share why. Putting it down here means it’s real; tangible, touchable . . . well, as touchable as digital can be.

I didn’t know anyone inside this secure facility. We were sternly told by a man in a black uniform to take our seats; they were checking on our security clearances, and the class would begin in a few minutes. In striking up a quick conversation with the man sitting on my left, I learned he was an Air Force major that flew U-2 spy planes; the man to my right, after a few back and forth questions, admitted that he worked at Fort Meade. Wasn’t difficult to deduce he was from the National Security Agency. Soon, the small auditorium filled with even more people I didn’t know. A few of them looked like spooks, but it was tough to tell these days. Some talked, some didn’t. I watched the ones that didn’t. A middle-aged man with that traditionally handsome gray fox look walked into the room wearing jeans and a pullover fleece with elbow patches a few shades removed from the rest of the garment; he carried a metal clipboard. He quietly took his seat at the very top and back of the auditorium, underneath two large panes of mirrored glass.

As the students became more comfortable, the chatter increased, eventually to that uncomfortable crescendo when you just knew that the teacher would walk in and tell everyone to shut up. That never happened. During my small talk with the U-2 major, I scanned the room, noticing small cameras positioned along the ceiling at every conceivable angle. I also noticed the small microphones overtly hanging throughout the auditorium. It was thirty minutes past the class start time when the room got quiet, and the man in the black uniform entered, stepping out in front of the class.

“You all are probably wondering why you’re here.”

Most of the thirty-student class nodded.

“You’re here because you know things, or you are going to know things, that could get the United States into a serious shit storm if you were compelled to talk. My name isn’t really important. You can call me Mr. Embassy.”

Laughter from the class elicited a smile from Mr. Embassy.

“I’d like to ask a question and get a show of hands. Who in this class has never in their life attended regular SERE school?”

I couldn’t help myself; I had to look around the auditorium to see which sucker would take the bait. I couldn’t see anyone with a hand up behind me.

Embassy startled me when he looked at me and said, “You, stand up.”

I started to get to my feet, but the NSA guy sitting to my right was the one who got up. His spring-loaded folding seat cushion slapped against the backrest as the NSA guy stood there under the watchful eyes of Embassy.

“So you’ve never been to SERE?” Embassy asked the man.

“No, sir. Never heard of it,” said the NSA guy.

“What’s your name?”

“Charles.”

“All right, Charles, thank you for confirming that.”

Mr. Embassy nodded towards the back of the room. In a flash, two men wearing black uniforms and hoods, and armed with AK-47s, rushed into the room, snatched up Charles, and took him away. Just like that, I sat next to an empty chair, still warm where he existed seconds before.

Embassy continued, “There’s always one.”

The crowd snickered.

Sadistic assholes. That could have been you, I thought to myself.

Embassy continued.

“In regular SERE school, you were taught the basics of staying inside the metaphoric resistance circle. Of course, you were instructed in this art over two weeks of field survival, with some P.O.W. camp fun sprinkled in for good measure. The training you’ve received is quite valuable, but this school is going to add a few more skills to your portfolio.”

Embassy paced back and forth in front of us as he spoke. “The things you already learned in regular SERE will help you in situations like this.”

Embassy signaled a shooting gesture with his hand to someone at the back of the auditorium. The entire wall in front of us retracted into the ceiling, revealing an interrogation room that was concealed behind it. If someone were to ask me to describe what I thought a World War Two Japanese interrogation room might look like, it would be what I saw behind the glass. I was looking at a cutaway of a bamboo hut, with various chains and odd instruments leaning against and hung on the bamboo walls. A man with a hood over his head slumped quietly near his ski-masked and hostile interrogator.

The slumping, hooded man wore Charles’s clothing.

It was no surprise when the interrogator violently yanked off the wet black hood, revealing a very distraught NSA employee sobbing beneath.

Charles’s interrogator began to question him.

We all watched in horror through the thick two-way glass as the masked interrogator pulled a bamboo floor panel away, revealing a pool of black water beneath. With a quick turn of an ancient brass valve, more dark water gushed from a faucet into the pool. It reminded me of a nice tranquil koi pond for a moment until the interrogator started in on Charles.

“Who do you work for?” the interrogator asked calmly in a thick Arab accent.

Charles fixated on the deepening dark pool of water at his feet. “I don’t understand why you’re doing this!” he screamed at his captor.

The interrogator wasted no time in slapping the shit out of Charles with the back of his hand.

Charles gasped for air and looked out into the auditorium. The two-way glass gave him no quarter, no faces but his own to look back on him. His eyes pleaded to all of us. My stomach began to do cartwheels as I watched Charles suffer behind the glass.

“Help me!” Charles gasped just before the interrogator kicked his legs out from under him and forced him face-first into the water.

The interrogator slapped a timer on a nearby shelf as Charles’s head submerged. The man followed some cryptic protocol that I noticed, but didn’t understand. I never got the impression that he wanted to really drown Charles. I somehow knew that in this portion the training was strictly regimented to avoid any long-term damage, physical or mental.

It must have felt like hours to Charles, but after about fifteen seconds, the interrogator yanked him from the water and asked, “Again, where do you work?”

Briefed by his employer to stick to his cover statement when interrogated, Charles said, “I work for Naval District Washington; I file papers!”

Charles was lying. This was a very dangerous game to play in captivity. The bad guys have Google, and they use it—trust me.

“Really? Your wallet has a Fort Meade library card inside, and your car has a mathematics bumper sticker on the rear window.”

The interrogator slapped Charles with an open hand.

“Okay, I work for NSA! Now stop! Please!”

The lights went out behind the glass. The false wall slowly fell back into place, hiding the horror behind it—for now. The students, including myself, all exchanged glances at one another wondering what could possibly be next. Mr. Embassy ducked out unnoticed during all the drama, but returned with Charles at about the same time the familiar crescendo of classroom conversation peaked. Dead silence ensued. Remembering my training, I stood up and went to escort Charles back to his seat, welcoming him back to the group. This was important after experiencing these levels of stress inoculation.

I sat Charles down and let him know that everything was fine. He didn’t appear catatonic, but he definitely wasn’t the same. I offered him a stick of mint gum, and he took it. The towel wrapped around his shoulders was soaked with the water from the terrible pit behind the wall.
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I was not above the horrors of the schoolhouse. I had my turn in “the tank” on three (or was it four?) separate occasions during my short time in Spokane. Just take a deep breath and keep it in the middle, I kept telling myself over and over again when the smelly, snot-stained hood was ripped repeatedly from my head. The first time the hood came off, I was standing under bright klieg lights. Sitting at the table in front of me was a large man holding a metal tray of syringes sitting on a thin layer of salt. I tried not to look at them, but I couldn’t help myself; I was fixated on them. I could see the micro bubbles in each syringe, forming unique patterns.

“Sit down,” the man sternly ordered.

I did as he asked and looked through the interrogator as he prepared one of the syringes. He flicked at it and squirted the piss-colored liquid into the air. It seemed to fly in a slow motion arc and land on my brown boot, leaving the leather a little darker in spots.

“You know what this is?” the man asked.

“No,” I responded.

“Sodium Pentothal, also known as truth serum. We already know you’re a spy—now we’re just going to make it official.”

He stood up, walked to my side of the table. I closed my eyes to brace for impact, but it never came. When I risked opening my eyes again, I saw the man pull a latex tourniquet from his cargo pocket. He placed it tightly on my left arm.

“We don’t have to do this,” he said. “If you’ll just sign this document, we can end this right now and return you to your country.” He produced a single-page document, written in Chinese and with my name in English below a signature line.

“I can’t read what I’m signing, so I wouldn’t know what I’d be agreeing to.”

“It just says that you understand that we are feeding and clothing you, and that we are taking care of you in accordance with international law.”

“Does international law include shooting me up with drugs?”

The man reached across the table and backhanded me across the face.

“Sign it!” he screamed.

I took a moment to regain my composure. “I don’t know what it says. If you get me a copy in English, I’d be happy to read it over. But I’m not a spy—I’m just a college student and traveler.” I made up a cover on the spot, knowing that if I could run out the clock, the interrogator would be out of time and I’d soon be back in my seat, safe on the other side of the black glass three feet from my right shoulder—where everyone in the auditorium was now watching me flail.

The man would ask a question, and I would vaguely answer or evade it.

“That’s it—time for the truth juice.” The man slapped my veins and grabbed the syringe, observing my face as he pushed the needle closer to my arm. “Last chance, before this goes into your veins . . . oh, and by the way, I can’t promise you that truth juice is the only thing in that syringe.”

He watched my expression. I was a little frightened that he would do it, but I didn’t give in. I told myself to stick to the training, don’t deviate—resist by any means necessary.

As the needle touched my arm, a black hood was tossed over my head and I was forcefully whisked from the room.

Graduation Day

We were told to gather inside the auditorium at 0600. It was 0630 and we were still sitting there, waiting, looking at each other. At about 0640, Mr. Embassy walked in, followed by familiar but hated faces—the interrogators.

“We’ve reached the end of your training here in Spokane and overall I’d like to say: great work,” Embassy said. “I’d like War Criminals Thirty-eight and Seventeen to stand up now, please.”

I sat in my seat, wondering who the hell they were. One of the other guys stood up and looked around curiously, probably for the other number that had not yet done so.

“Thirty-eight, don’t be shy. Stand up!”

I sat there thinking that this Thirty-eight guy better stand up right now or he might get another dose in the interrogation room, when Mr. Embassy looked at me and said: “Max, on your feet.”

I bolted up faster than my officer candidate school days. I don’t know how, but I had forgotten my original assigned SERE school prisoner number and was embarrassed when the class began to snicker at me for not rogering up. I tried to play it off to the people around me. “I was too scared to stand up—I thought another tray of rusty needles was on tap.” I said, half laughing.

Mr. Embassy continued. “Thirty-eight and Seventeen, you are the honor graduates for the spring class. I’d like everyone to give you a round of applause—you’ve earned it.”

The room filled with golf claps and whistling, applauding us for what I thought was only an average performance. I noticed the gray fox guy with the clipboard standing in the back, whispering something to another faculty member that I did not recognize. I thought I caught him glance at me during the conversation.

After a performance debrief, including the viewing of all video surveillance of the various interrogations of the students, we were dismissed to outprocessing.

On my way out of the auditorium I was approached by Mr. Embassy.

“So, you’re headed off to ————————————— now right?”

“Yeah, I guess it looks that way,” I said.

“Is that what you want?” He asked this as if I had a choice. I’d soon find out that I actually did.

“Well, if it’s not spooky, it’s not really worth doing, is it?”

“No, Max, it’s not.”

The auditorium was clear of students except for me. Embassy looked to the two-way glass and gave a thumbs-up. The wall at the bottom of the auditorium began its slow, deliberate climb to the ceiling, revealing the brightly lit interrogation room. Inside was Gray Fox and his aluminum clipboard. He sat at the desk, head down. He seemed to be diligently reviewing his notes.

Mr. Embassy cleared his throat. “I’ll give you one guess as to who that guy works for, and another guess as to who he wants to talk to right now.”

I nodded to Embassy and followed him down the steps leading to the room behind the viewing glass.

I was now one of the sheep-dipped.
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VIRGINIA FARMING

“Listen, I don’t know anything about polygraphs, and I don’t know how accurate they are, but I know they’ll scare the hell out of people.”

—President Richard Nixon

Camp Peary

This definitely isn’t like the movies. I’ve been here for two weeks, failed the polygraph on the first try, and have had the pleasure of visiting the company shrink twice. I passed the poly on my second attempt, and was told that most candidates take it three times on average. What I didn’t tell them was that I lied my ass off on both tests. I didn’t fall for the poly administrator wearing a fucking suit or sitting higher up in his chair. I wasn’t intimidated, either. I toyed with the control questions, screwing up his baseline. On the first test, I was looking for weaknesses; on the second, I exploited them. The administrator bragged that he was a graduate of Fort McClellan, but I really didn’t care.

Beating a polygraph really isn’t difficult as long as you’re not an idiot and attempt to trick the box by putting a thumb tack in your shoe, or clenching your ass cheeks. Both of those urban myths only work in mid-list spy novels. The administrator is trained to catch bullshit tactics, and modern polygraph seats have pressure sensors built in, revealing any slight tenseness of the body during questioning.

The real secret in beating the lie detector? Don’t believe in it. The test only works if you have faith in the technology—something the administrator is trained to instill in you. If you know the test is bullshit and you stick to your guns, you’ll pass. Eventually.

We PT every morning as a group, and some of us are fast. I’m not the hare of the group, but I’m not in the goon squad, either. I’m told we’ll be moving training sites to somewhere called the Point in a few days. There are case officers training with us, but I know that’s not why I’m here. The case officers seem to be taking different instructions. They are learning to establish rapport, and to develop agents. They seem to be spending a lot of time in conversation labs, learning the gift of gab . . . if you believe that sort of thing can be taught in a school. There are no laser watches or Walther PPKs here. Most of the case officers will graduate and do some time in Northern Virginia to meet and greet the analysts before getting posted at some boring shithole in the desert. I’m only basing my predictions on the Arabic and Farsi I’ve heard them practice among themselves. I guess it turned out to be pretty handy for me growing up having Syrian grandparents.

Although the candidates with me now are all SERE trained and beyond, this place still had a few more things to teach us. We learned advanced resistance techniques that made the torture in Maine and Washington state look like preschool naptime. I don’t think I’ll have any permanent marks on the outside, but I can’t forget some of the things I had to watch. Two candidates have already dropped the program on request, signed their non-disclosure agreements, and headed back to their old lives.

I’m an only child; my parents are dead, and the rest of my family asks questions, but I’ve been assigned a passable cover. I’m not allowed to tell anyone who I really work for. Ever since Spokane, I’ve been instructed to say that I’m working for the State Department via the National Geospacial Agency as a government cartographer. To add authenticity, I was even sent to a monthlong ArcGIS school so that I could speak intelligently about digital mapmaking. The work numbers I’ve given out to family for emergencies get routed to a legit switchboard, where a message is taken by a NGA representative. I have been religiously playing down my cover employment, under-dramatizing my life. I hate lying to my aunt, as I’ve always seen her as a mother figure, especially since Mom died. The old house that Mom left me in the will doesn’t feel like home anymore without her there. If I want to drift back in time and feel nostalgia, I stay at my aunt’s house at least one night when I visit. I was practically raised thinking of my cousins as siblings. When things get intense during training, I try to dial it back by thinking of them all.

The most interesting thing I’ve learned in my two weeks here is when to kill. This skill was something I seriously lacked. I mean, what normal person thinks like this? In the beginning, I took quite a few simunition rounds to the chest before I started paying attention to the visual cues—facial expressions that would tell me that the contact wasn’t in the room to have a conversation. After four times in the training room, I started to notice them. Nervous tics and tells during negotiations that revealed the person across the table was about to kill me, via simulated ammunition. On the fifth session, I didn’t take the blue paint to the chest; my instructor finally got his own dose via my Glock 19. As sessions continued, different and more experienced instructors began to participate. They could be either hostile or only innocent assets. Sometimes I took the paint, and sometimes they did. After thirty sessions spread out over two days, I was told that I was finished with this particular block of training.

On the way out of the training area, I passed by Instructor Five in the hallway. He transmitted a subtle tell, and I quickly blasted him in the chest three times without even thinking.

In that moment, I thought I was finished, booted from the schoolhouse.

Instructor Five caught his breath and approached, extending his hand, his torso covered in paint. “Great work. That was your final test. Hesitation has killed more than a few of my friends. Trust your instincts and just shoot when you see the signs. Let us send the flowers after you exfil the country.”

After I converted my Glock back to its lethal 9mm hollow-point configuration, I left the chamber empty for a week until I was sure I could control the reflex to neutralize my instructors.
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It seems like a stretch since I left the Farm for the Point, but it hasn’t really been that long—maybe six days or so. We’ve been doing a lot of training on expedient homemade explosives and detonators. We’ve also sat through instruction ranging from government destabilization operations to clandestine entry—I’ve broken lots of padlock shims and pick sets. We even learned how to make a pretty damn good pick with a battery-powered toothbrush and a hacksaw blade shaped with a file. Even with all the modern gadgets, a tension bar and a rake, and maybe a bump key, are good enough for most things.

Back to the explosives—who knew? Most explosive material issued to agencies by the government is chemically marked so that it can be traced back to whom it was issued if it ever turned up in a pile of rubble where a building used to be. This meant that all the dirty tricks that happen overseas needed to be from disavowable explosives. A good thing to remember. We’ve learned to make ricin (nasty stuff) from castor seeds and the best way to employ it. Homemade plastic explosives. Coincidentally, most of the jerry-rigged stuff came via an instructor from Arkansas, whose father wrote a book on the subject years ago.

We’ve even done some agent development role-training. In one scenario, I was given fifty thousand U.S. dollars in a brown paper bag and told to buy three agents through negotiations. I was told that buying agents was the most used tactic in the field to develop contacts. We practice this at odd times, with zero notice.

Twice since I’ve been here, a C-130 landed at our small airstrip; men spilled out and headed over to the kill house. They seemed to be unsure of exactly where they were. That makes both of us. I’m pretty sure they’re Delta or SEALs, but I didn’t risk asking. I hate taking the chance that I’ll be the one that the instructors remember. After the C-130 lands, the pilots don’t shut down. My small group boards with parachutes and other kit, and we do a jump. The plane lands, we get new chutes, and we jump again. Two jumps per C-130 a day seems to be the norm. Never more than three.

An NSA guy showed up yesterday, introducing himself as Mark —————————————. He brought some pretty interesting software that my small cadre of specialized students needed to be familiar with so we can communicate securely from inside target countries. Mark, a pretty huge nerd from Fort Meade with likely a 170 IQ wore an “I Speak Qwghlmian” T-shirt to brief us on a bootable Linux USB distribution he designed just for us. He told us that the software was so encrypted that when examined forensically, it would look like blank, unused memory.

Mark demonstrated this to the small group by restarting the computer in the conference room with the tiny USB drive inserted. “I was hoping that when they pulled the hood off my head after I landed here, that I’d be at Area 51. No such luck.”

Most of us laughed at that.

“Anyway, when you restart the target computer, pinch the top and bottom of the USB stick to actuate a hidden pressure switch. This will, on most computers, change your boot options so you don’t have to fumble for a function key. The initial password for your custom distros is your mother’s maiden name, followed by your grandfather’s street address, all lowercase, no spaces. You’ll all be issued your own proprietary distro based on your mission set. You’ll also have a duress password.”

Mark demonstrated the boot process; it was fast, maybe five seconds to splash screen. On the plain desktop was an e-mail icon, accompanied by a skull and crossbones on the opposite side of the screen.

“You’ll recognize the e-mail icon; it’s secure—256-bit AES, encased in a separate 256-bit AES operating system with deniability native. Just type text and hit Send, no need to fill in addresses or subjects. This mode is meant to be a simple, secure, and expedient means of communications, nothing more.”

Mark hovered over the crossbones for a moment, seemingly choosing his words. “And this? You don’t want to fuck with the skull. Only click the skull if you think you’re about to be tied to an electrified mattress spring, à la Rambo. Clicking the skull will release a gnarly worm to the target system and network . . . a worm that is tailored to you and your mission set. It’s designed to replicate and infect the target domain, eventually finding its way onto the Internet. It then kills any media or blog mention of certain terms by attacking the news aggregate servers. It neutralizes terms that you might mention under duress, like your name and agency affiliations. It’s nasty. It will cripple the IT infrastructure of an entire country until we send the deactivation command to the original backbone where the worm was released. It will also attempt to crash the target country’s high-frequency exchanges, so make sure you liquidate your foreign stocks before you double-click. It can also be activated by entering your duress passphrase. We’ve come a long way since Stuxnet and the Iranians.”

This guy was a real black hatter. I’d be surprised if he wasn’t recruited by the NSA straight out of a police interrogation room.

“Are there any questions? If not, I’d like to put my hood back on and get back to Maryland. They’ve got a tricky project for me that puts the skull to shame.”

As he left the briefing room, I thought to myself: Don’t forget Mark’s Christmas card.

[DATE REDACTED]

My time in Virginia ended without much pomp and circumstance. I didn’t put it all down here in these writings—some of what happened over the past few months stays where it needs to. The State Department movers arrived at my old place after I left the Point. They packed up most of my belongings for me, all but the things that I wanted to keep with me during my time overseas. We started with about a dozen trainees, but only five made the cut. It’s like anything else I suppose; you’ll only go as far as you want to. I remember one drop on request during the training—her name was —————————————. Back at Camp Peary, they had her blindfolded. Her head was pulled back into a deep sink with the water running swiftly, splashing everywhere. The interrogator would ask her a question. When she attempted to use her training to avoid the question, the instructor would slap her and then take a pair of scissors and start cutting off pieces of her hair. She lost it and quit right there on the spot. When the blindfold came off and she caught her breath, she saw that they hadn’t even touched her hair at all. But once you give the signal to drop, you’re done, no takebacks. She gave up the whole program over nothing. Which was a real shame, as the women in my small group seemed to be the toughest. When I volunteered for this program, I had no idea that I would’ve endured this.

My exit interview from the Point was even more intense than the lifestyles polygraph I had to squirm through twice. Real Machiavellian, greater-good shit.

“Would you shoot a child that spotted you in denied territory, threatening your compromise?”

The question reminded me of a book I’d read years ago. A group of Afghan goatherders stumbled upon some SEALs on a reconnaissance mission in Afghanistan. They snitched the SEALs’ location to a few hundred Taliban fighters. All but one were killed in brutal combat on a nowhere Afghani mountaintop. I chose to honor those men by learning from their account.

Hours of questioning along those lines spewed from the interviewer. The mirrored glass told me that others watched my responses. Some of the questions were repeated multiple times with a slightly different syntax. Bottom line? Yes, I would kill for self-preservation; yes, I would kill for mission preservation.

Next up, Fort Benning, Georgia. After that, we’ll see.
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SYRIA

After some marksmanship training at Benning, I went home for two weeks to decompress . . . heal bumps, bruises, and mosquito bites. Spending time with family was fantastic; it felt good to reconnect. They weren’t very interested in my new assignment at the State Department, so that made things a lot easier when telling them I’d be going out of town for a bit. My cousins and I did our traditional primitive camping in the Ozark Mountains; it was a spot we knew well, not too far from my parents’ old house. We kept saying we were going to build a hunting cabin here so we didn’t have to sleep with the ticks, but we never got around to it. My cousin Jim was a mason but seemed to be pouring more footings than doing brickwork these days. It would have been pretty damn easy building a cabin with him as foreman. We stayed warm with a fire and an old ’55 Chevy pickup hood propped to reflect the heat. We’d go behind an old black oak tree and dig up our cooler cache with a bottle of Jack from the year before, making room for the next year’s bottle that we’d brought with us. My cousins would reminisce about our childhood and about all the deer they took not far from here. They added a few points to those racks every time the story was told, but for the most part, it was true. Life is simpler in these hills, under these stars. The only thing I’d leave behind are the damn ticks. I’d joke with my cousins that if we’d just jar up a few crates of black oak seed ticks and drop them overseas, the wars would be over in a few short weeks. I didn’t really have the time to document my thoughts as much as I would have liked; my time was well spent with family.

I’ve been summoned to Northern Virginia for a mission brief tomorrow morning, and will be meeting up with someone who has a lot more experience than me. I’m not so full of hubris that I don’t see the advantage of shadowing someone the first time out, if that’s what this is.

Facial recognition records transcription//Delmay Glass//Date:—————————————

BIOMETRIC AND THERMAL SENSORS DETECT SECURITY HAND ON SUPPRESSED WEAPON.

Security Screen: MAX ————————————— Recognized facial pattern, interocular distance, cranial curve, grant access.

SENSORS DETECT SLOWING HEART RATE. NO THREAT.

Resume MAX ————————————— journal entries.

An unmarked Gulfstream was waiting for me on the tarmac at Drake. Flight time was short—it was just over three hours when I touched down at my destination in Northern Virginia. I wasn’t taken to Langley, but was dropped at a front company in Alexandria. They aren’t difficult to spot when driving down Route 1. Just look for the high-gain satellite communications antennas on the roof and the very well-kept grounds. No real business owner invests that kind of money in keeping the grounds meticulously mowed on a weekly basis and the windows clean as if they were installed yesterday. This particular covered facility was a redbrick telecommunications building connected to a glass company. It was conveniently located not far from the Woodrow Wilson Bridge on-ramp to the Maryland side of the Beltway. Easy access to Huntington Metro, Andrews Air Force Base, or the sixteen-agency alphabet soup.

After entering the building, I approached the reception desk, where a well-dressed woman sat, wearing her hair pinned up tightly behind her head. She didn’t ask me to stop, nor did she react to my presence as I approached. Without even looking at me, she handed me a badge matching the building’s Delmay Glass company logo and ordered me to get in the elevator and press eight. I asked her how she knew . . . but she cut me off.

“Facial recognition. You’re cleared; now get in the elevator. You shouldn’t spend longer than sixty seconds in Reception.”

Something told me that this woman meant just what she said. I headed to the elevator and watched the mirrored doors close in front of me. I pressed eight and a mechanical voice said, “Welcome to Delmay Glass, please touch the card to the blinking light.” The eight was blinking, so I did what the elevator asked. “Thank you. Have a wonderful day.”

The elevator began its short climb to the top floor. As the door opened, I could see a conference table surrounded with a few people in business attire. There were doughnuts there on the table along with what I assumed was a metal carafe of coffee. I was a bit underdressed in a pair of khaki pants, some worn brown leather shoes, a polo shirt, and a ball cap. I was enjoying a pretty long hiatus from wet shaving, and sported a respectable beard. The people around the table all seemed equally faceless to me. I felt as if I was being observed, analyzed by wraiths floating around the room in expensive Beltway suits.

I stepped forward and was greeted by a woman in her thirties with red hair. She stood nearly eye to eye with me, sporting high European cheekbones and a pantsuit. She was beautiful, but her calculating eyes betrayed her youthful exterior. She visually sized me up and asked me to follow her to the table. On the way over, she introduced herself as Maggie. Nothing had started yet. I stood awkwardly next to her as the conversation began to get louder, reminding me of my classroom time in Spokane.

Maggie turned to me and said, “You’ll be working with me.”

Sure, but doing what? And where? were the questions running through my mind. I thought of other insignificant and self-deprecating things as the important people around me milled about, laughing back and forth as if they’d been friends for decades. The whole time, I was keeping an eye on my exit.

I was first to notice the bodyguards that spilled out ahead of the President of the United States.

The room got quiet and everyone stood straight as the President walked into the room to the head of the table.

“Please, take your seats and let’s begin.”

One of the suits walked over to the wall, flipped a switch, and activated some sort of white-noise generator attached to the windows. Laser microphone exploitation mitigation. That’s an easy one to figure, but I wonder what else was in the walls and ceilings of Delmay Glass. One of the President’s aides handed the briefer a case. Another one rolled over an old overhead projector. Not since my early school days have I seen a presentation with transparency slides. My incredulous look caught some attention—Maggie leaned over and whispered, “Hostile cyberstates can’t hack into a transparency slide.” Makes a lot of sense. I’ve been trained that the best and most secure networks aren’t the classified computer systems and the bullshit documented training requirements that go with them. It’s the sneakernet—moving written information on foot between trusted parties.

The slides started flashing up one after the other on the white overhead screen: “Operation Clipped Falcon: The Destabilization of the Syrian Regime.” It started to make a lot of sense why I’m here. Maggie and I are posing as Syriatel telecommunications workers—we’re to deliver and install a package inside a Syriatel communications node on the outskirts of Damascus. We’ll be traveling alone, but will have the protection—if needed—of tier-one special operations forces (SOF) that are already in country around Damascus. The SOF guys are facilitating a shipment of surface-to-air missiles from a submarine off the coast of Syria into the hands of the rebels. One of them will be overwatch near our landing zone running suppressed if we meet any goatherders.

The brief lasted fifteen minutes, at most.

The President took a long, thoughtful pause before speaking. “Assad will never voluntarily leave Syria. He knows that if he is deposed, toppling his regime, his Alawites are dead, or at the very least a diaspora. They’re only ten percent of Syria, as it stands.”

The President looked at Maggie, glancing at me as she spoke. “You got this?”

“Yes, we do,” Maggie responded immediately.

“All right. Call my chief of staff when it’s done.”

Maggie nodded in compliance. The President stood up, thanked everyone, and departed the room without much pomp.

I’ve never met a president. Wanted to call home about it, but I’m told that’s the quickest way to get bagged and disappeared.
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After the briefing, Maggie brought me down to the fifth floor. To survive an incursion into Syria, we would need to kit up. Guns were nice to have in hostile territory, but they’re not the backbone of surviving this type of mission. Compact pistols only, no American weapons. Fine by me; I run a Glock anyway. Not quite a Syrian Army Browning Hi Power, but it will do. The Delmay tailor-made and distressed our Syriatel uniforms the night before. Two each. We would have passable identification, but not good enough to make it through customs databases in Damascus. This is where things got tricky. The plan is that we’ll fly in from northern Israel via ultralights, avoiding Syrian air defense surveillance. Maggie procured the latest Syrian ASV radio frequency modeling from a support agency, giving us the ability to pick and choose the ingress route through mountainous terrain. Flying at night wearing night vision on an ultralight with a low radar cross section would provide a reasonable expectation of secrecy. We really had no other choice. We couldn’t fly in legit, and swimming from a sub would take days to arrange, was risky, and we weren’t SEALs. Hiking in from Israel would get us caught in a hurry, and coming in from Turkey or Iraq would put us overland too long. This was what I’d been trained to do, and if I didn’t learn the ropes now, with Maggie, I’d likely be killed or captured when sent off solo. It wasn’t that long ago that I was selected for this program. I went from being a program prospect to meeting the President (sort of) inside the span of a year. This doesn’t mean I’m idealistic or some starry-eyed world changer. I’m gonna keep my head down and do what I’m told until I figure out how these people work.

Maggie would be carrying the sensitive payload onboard her ultralight, and I’ll be carrying all the support kit on mine. I’ve not been briefed on exactly what the payload is, but there will be plenty of time for that heading east on the Evergreen Air 737 in the morning. There are a few other odd pieces of kit I’m about to gather up for the trip.
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“J.L. Bourne is, hands down, one of my favorite authors. Tomorrow War
is dystopian fiction at its best! This book is so real, it scared the hell out of me.
Read it today and pray to God it doesn’t come true tomorrow.”
—BRAD THOR, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Code of Conduct
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