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Prologue

SPRING 1993, EIGHT BRIDGE PARK, OLD CITY, SHANGHAI, CHINA





She was young, midtwenties, and at five-ten, tall for an Asian. She wore sunglasses, no makeup, and was dressed simply in gray slacks and a bulky coat. It didn’t matter. As she stood at the edge of the small pond, people stopped to look. They couldn’t help it. She was a striking beauty and possessed a flawless face that belonged on magazine covers, perhaps a model or an actress.

She was neither.

Several brazen young men strolled by, calling out suggestive comments and generating laughter. Oblivious to them, the woman continued to toss bits of bread from a paper sack into the water. Several goldfish broke the surface with a splash, and a feeding frenzy ensued. Throwing out more bread, the woman appeared completely calm. Only someone looking closely could notice the slight tremor in her lower lip.

From behind, she heard a slight cough. Then a demand whispered: “Oe-di iss-oe-yeo?” Where is he? He was speaking Korean, not Chinese.

“Dwi-e o-run-chok-e. Choeng-saek-ot. Bi-man-han-

da.” Back to the right. Blue suit. Fat.

A man sitting on a stone bench behind her turned the page of a newspaper. As he did, his eyes casually flickered to a heavy man standing beside a pagoda-shaped fountain. The woman’s ever-present shadow.

Shielding his face with the paper, the man on the bench said, “Hoe-ham-i wi-heom-hangeoshi-da.” This meeting is dangerous.

“Gwan-shim-i eop-seo-jeot-da. Sae-ro-un Roe-sha yeo-ja e-ge gwan-shim-i eop-seo-jyeot-da.” The Dear Leader is losing interest. The Russian girl is his new favorite.

“Seong-gyo?” The sex?

“I-ju ha-na man.” Only once this week.

The man swore softly. The Dear Leader was Kim Jong Il, the North Korean dictator. A sexual deviant who watched porn constantly, Kim usually had sex with his mistresses several times a day. “I-nae. A-jik chul-hal-su-eopt-da.” Patience. We can’t pull you out yet.

“I-il-e Pyong-yang e chul-bal hae-yo.” You must. We leave for Pyongyang in two days. Her voice desperate.

“Hal-su eopt-da.” Impossible.

“A-ni-ya—”

“Nae ga gal-a-ha-gi-jeo-ne mot gan-da.” I say when you leave.

“You son of a bitch,” she blurted out in unaccented English.

Behind the newspaper, the man’s face registered surprise.

Neither said anything for a few moments. The woman wanted to spin around, scream to the man that she couldn’t do it any longer, couldn’t screw that sick pervert again.

Instead, she let out a breath. And calmly fed the fish.

Matching her perfect English, the man said sarcastically, “Does your American father know you fuck for us?”

The woman’s face smoothed into a mask. When she spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper, but there was no mistaking the disdain.

“Ne-il. Ne-il chul-bal hae-yo.” Tomorrow. I leave tomorrow.

“Chat-a-nae-get-da. Chul-bal-an-he-yo.” They’ll find you. You’ll never get away.

She emptied the bag of bread crumbs into the water, saying softly, “Ab-eo-ji e-ge jeon-ham-yeon, ab-eo-ji ga ne rul ju-kil-geo-shi-da.” Then I will get a message to my father. And when he learns you made me a whore for my country, he will kill you.

The man was silent.

“Ne-il,” she said again. Tomorrow.

She walked away.

 

The entire fortieth floor of the Shanghai Intercontinental Hotel was reserved for the North Korean entourage, the halls guarded by a small army of secret police. The rooms for Kim Jong Il’s mistresses—four had accompanied him on this trip—were clustered at one end, near a private elevator. Once summoned, the women were immediately whisked to his penthouse. When Kim Jong Il wanted to get his rocks off, he didn’t like to be kept waiting.

As was the current pattern, the Russian had been the only one called out to service the dictator. A statuesque blonde with a baby-doll face, she had been a recent purchase from a white slave trader.

The woman from the park had gone to bed around midnight. At a little after 3:00 A.M., she awoke with a start, realizing something was pressing down upon her. At first, she thought she was dreaming…a nightmare. Then she felt a wrenching pain. She tried to fight, kick out, but strong arms locked her to the bed. Panic flooded through her. She struggled to scream through a gloved hand gripping her mouth.

The curtains were pulled back and she realized the windows were open, ropes dangling outside. Ropes? Why would they use—

And then it hit her, who her assailants had to be.

In the moonlight, she could clearly see the two dark figures hovering over her. Both were short and powerful, dressed completely in black. Neither wore a mask and her eyes widened in sickening recognition. She knew one of them.

Her eyes focused on him pleadingly.

He smiled menacingly.

Her panic turned to terror. She became aware of the smell of alcohol and felt a pinprick on her arm. She struggled violently, but the hands holding her were like vises.

In minutes, her body relaxed and she became light-headed. She blinked, trying to focus. She felt drunk, sick. The hands weren’t pressing down on her anymore. The window started moving toward her. She knew she should still be frightened, but she was so tired.

The window stopped moving. Softly, she heard, “Jal haesseo-yo.”

The woman’s head jerked toward the man she’d recognized. He had just told her she’d done well.

With her mouth still covered, her eyes shot him a tacit question. “U-ae?” Why?

“Haeng-jin,” he mouthed.

Orders.

She never saw or felt either man move. But an instant later, she was startled by the wind whipping past her face. Everything began to spin and she was aware she was falling.

She opened her mouth to scream…
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SIX MONTHS LATER, OVER THE PACIFIC OCEAN

From somewhere above the droning noise, Colonel Ed Coffin became dimly aware someone was calling him. Then he felt a hand shake his shoulder.

“Colonel, sir. Wake up. Sir…”

Colonel Coffin’s eyes cracked open. He was lying in a darkened metallic tube and an attractive young woman with boyishly cropped red hair and wearing an even more boyish-looking flight suit was peering down upon him with concern.

“Jesus,” she said, smiling with relief. “You had us worried. I’m been trying to wake you for the past five minutes, sir.”

“Wake me? Give me a second.”

His groggy mind slowly processed his surroundings. Open walls filled with wiring, cargo pallets wedged around him, the telltale hum of engines. It clicked; he was the lone passenger on a C-141 military transport, flying from Hickam Air Base, Hawaii, to Korea. Easing upright from the web seats he’d been lying on, he smiled apologetically at the woman. As the plane’s loadmaster, she was responsible for the cargo and the care and feeding of passengers.

“I took a sleeping pill, Sergeant,” Coffin said. “Guess it worked.”

“I’ll say, sir. You been out for almost seven hours.”

Her eyes lingered on his with more than a passing interest. It was a reaction Colonel Coffin was accustomed to, and not only from women. People were curious about his ethnicity—his mother was Asian, his father white—and the mismatch between his youthful appearance and the eagles on his blue Air Force uniform. With his black hair, spare frame, and boyish good looks, Ed Coffin just didn’t look old enough to be a full colonel.

But at forty-three, he was.

“The pills were prescription. Migraines.” Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, Coffin glanced out a window. It was a clear night, and peering downward, he was surprised to see they were still at cruise altitude, well out over the water.

“We’re not landing?”

“Not for another two hours, Colonel.”

“Two hours?” Coffin felt a trace of irritation. “Mind telling me why you woke me?”

But the loadmaster had keyed the mike on her headset. “The colonel’s okay, Captain Beale. You want him up front or—”

Motioning Coffin forward, she said, “Go on up to the cockpit, sir. Captain Beale’s reinitiating the phone patch now.”

“Phone patch?”

“Osan Command Post, sir. They want to talk to you.”

She waited expectantly, but instead of rising, Coffin removed a battered Korean-English dictionary from his shirt pocket and began studying it.

The seconds passed. A minute. Coffin kept reading. The loadmaster began a nervous two-step; he pointedly ignored it.

Listening to her headset, she finally said to Coffin, “Sir, Captain Beale has the CP on the line.”

“Congratulations,” Coffin grunted, without looking up.

Her mouth cycled open and closed. As a sergeant, she certainly couldn’t order Coffin forward. “Right,” she said into the mike, “I told him, Captain Beale. But the colonel doesn’t seem to want to—”

“Correct, Sergeant,” Coffin interrupted her. “Tell Captain Beale to relay to the CP that I’m on leave for the next week.”

She relayed the message. To Coffin, “Sir, the CP says it’s urgent.”

“It isn’t.”

Coffin knew precisely what the problem was; he’d even anticipated this eventuality. A fast burner in the promotion game, Ed Coffin had spent his twenty-year career carefully choosing assignments with the sole purpose of making rank. A master at manipulation and blessed with natural charm, he’d pinned on full colonel years ahead of his peers. Setting his eyes on the next rung of the ladder, Coffin had lobbied to become a four-star general’s executive officer—a crucial job because it guaranteed him a powerful sponsor. After a few years of filling squares in various command billets, Coffin finally landed his coveted exec job, working for General Marvin Ford, the four-star in charge of all Pacific Air Forces. For the past fourteen months, Coffin had run the general’s life, coordinating everything from appointments and briefings to picking out civilian suits for the general to wear. Hell, Coffin even picked up his laundry and walked the general’s dogs.

Demeaning chores for a colonel—not that Coffin minded. To him, all that mattered was ingratiating himself to Ford and ensuring his support.

But nothing is forever and attitudes change.

Recently, Coffin had taken stock of his life and come to the painful realization that he’d been mistaken all these years. He’d always believed that success, professional success, was a precursor to happiness. But the truth was, he was miserable. He had no life, no purpose outside his work. With few close friends and no serious relationships—he’d only proposed to one woman and she’d turned him down—there was no one with whom to share his success. In past, his parents had been there for him, but they’d died in a car accident, leaving him alone.

And loneliness was a feeling that was all too familiar to Coffin. Until seven, he’d lived in a Korean orphanage and, as a mixed-race kid, he’d been regarded as something of a pariah. Adoption had been his salvation, affording him an opportunity for a far better life. Still, his early childhood branded him, and he never forgot that feeling of loneliness, the acute sense of exclusion. It’s what fueled his constant need to prove himself.

But, at what cost?

That was the question Coffin had finally gotten around to asking himself. And he didn’t like the answer.

The next step hadn’t been easy. It took Coffin a week to summon the courage to tell General Ford that he no longer wanted to be his exec.

“You understand what this means?”

“Yes, sir.”

In a year, Coffin would meet his primary board for general, when he had his best chance for a star. Without Ford’s signature on his annual evaluation, the odds of making it were slim to none unless a miracle occurred and he was promoted early.

“General, I have my reasons…”

“They’d better be good, Ed.”

Apparently, they were. Once Coffin explained his rationale, the general didn’t try to talk him out of it. He just wished him the best and initiated the transition process. As of next week, Coffin’s babysitting assignment would be officially over, his replacement already in place.

And that, of course, was the problem behind the command post request. Coffin’s replacement.

Ford’s new exec was a cocky guy who’d waltzed in like he was the new sheriff in town and made it clear he had no intention of taking advice. That was fine with Coffin. Instead of wasting time training the guy, Coffin opted to take a week of leave.

But he figured he’d get a panicked call when the new exec realized he wasn’t the Shell Answer Man and discovered Ford had a low tolerance for foul-ups. Well, screw him; the guy had his chance.

Smiling grimly, Coffin checked his watch. Almost 1830 hours, Korea time, and he tried to recall when he’d last eaten. Pocketing the dictionary, he rummaged under the seat for his box lunch. The loadmaster began two-stepping again.

“Relax, Sergeant,” he said, offering a smile, “odds are it’s only a misplaced briefing or itinerary.”

Her pretty face went blank.

Coffin sighed, motioned for her headset and mike. “Captain Beale, Colonel Coffin—”

“Yes, sir.”

“Tell the CP I’ll phone on a land line when we land—”

“Hang on, sir. The CP’s calling again. I’ll put the HF on intercom so you can hear.”

The operative word was hear. Coffin’s mike was intercom-only; he couldn’t transmit over the plane’s radios.

As he waited, he fished out a ham sandwich. Ten hours ago, it had probably been edible. He shrugged; as a bachelor, he’d eaten worse.

Moments later, he heard the telltale hiss of a high frequency radio. Then: “Razor, two-four, Osan CP. Inform Colonel Coffin his leave is canceled and he is ordered to come to the radio.”

“You get that, sir?” Beale said to Coffin.

Coffin’s mind kicked into gear. One thing was certain; this had nothing to do with the new exec.

“I’m coming up.”

Rising, Coffin felt the beginnings of another headache.

 

Finishing off the sandwich in two large bites, Coffin made his way forward to the cockpit. He knew he looked like hell and was tempted to slip into the lav and clean up. But any additional delay would be pushing it; someone with serious clout was already irritated with him.

Likely candidates? General Ford? Didn’t figure. He’s the one who approved the leave, insisted Coffin take it. General Gruver, the three-star Seventh Air Force commander in Korea? Possible. But Coffin and Gruver had worked together before and gotten along. Besides, how would Gruver know Coffin was en route to Korea? Another general? Someone from the embassy?

Shaking his head, Coffin gave up and went up the short metal stairs into the cockpit. The two pilots and the flight engineer twisted in their seats, looking at him. The pilots were rail-thin captains who looked about sixteen; the flight engineer, a grizzled master sergeant. The FE handed Colonel Coffin a headset. “It’s all set, sir.”

Coffin keyed the mike. “Command Post, Colonel Ed Coffin. I understand you have a message…”

“Yes, sir,” a man said. “Stand by.”

Coffin glanced out the windscreen. In the blackness ahead, he could make out the faint lights of the Korean coast. It was a sight he was familiar with; he’d spent countless hours flying high above it.

Moments later, a voice came on the radio, a woman’s voice. The instant she began to speak, the blood drained from Coffin’s face.

“Oh, my God…”

 

The words just came out. The cockpit crew stared at him in surprise. Since Coffin hadn’t keyed the mike, the woman continued to talk, unaware of his reaction.

Coffin’s mouth felt like sand. He stood with his heart pounding. He kept telling himself it couldn’t be her, that it had been a long time ago and he must be mistaken.

But that voice…

He listened. The voice was deep and seductively husky, with a distinctive accent that was more Northeast than New York.

Jesus…

The woman cryptically told Coffin an emergency had occurred and that his leave was canceled so he could conduct an investigation. “Lieutenant General Gruver personally assigned you to the case, Colonel,” she added. “The matter is confidential and you’ll be briefed on the details when you land.”

“Nothing else you can tell me now?” Coffin asked, managing to sound calm.

“Not over an unsecured frequency.”

“Does General Ford know?”

“Yes.”

“And he approved this?” Ford knew the trip to Korea was important to Coffin.

Another pause.

“He didn’t, did he?” Coffin said.

“He said it’s your choice.”

“So I can decline.”

“Neither General Gruver nor General Ford believe you will.”

Like hell, Coffin thought. In the past, his job had always trumped his personal desires. But not this time.

“I decline,” he said.

“You don’t know the specifics. When you do—”

Coffin cut her off. “It doesn’t matter. Tell General Gruver to find someone else.”

For almost a minute, there was no response. The crew continued to fixate on Coffin with something approaching shock. It didn’t compute, a colonel bucking a three-star.

Then the woman said, “I just spoke with General Gruver; he said to remind you that your leave is still canceled.”

“Now hold on a minute—”

“Command Post out.”

Coffin’s jaw clenched. But the hissing radio told him she’d terminated the call. No doubt about it, he thought. It was her.

She always had to get in the last word.

Shaking his head, he handed the headset back to the FE.

“Wonder what they want you to investigate, sir?” the sergeant said.

That was only one of two questions that bothered Coffin. The second was why they specifically wanted him. There were thirty thousand American troops stationed in Korea. It wasn’t like he was only colonel who could lead an investigation. Unless…

Unless it was something only he was qualified to do.

When he heard the FE mention they were being diverted from their intended destination, his hunch became a certainty.

“We’re not landing at Osan?” Coffin asked.

“No, sir. The runway is closed. We’re going into Kunsan.”

Bingo, Coffin thought.

 

At precisely 2036 hours, the huge transport touched down at Kunsan Air Base, ninety miles south of Seoul. Coffin barely felt the landing; the pilots might be Opie Taylor clones, but they knew what they were doing.

As the plane exited the runway, Coffin rose from the cockpit observer’s chair and leaned against the windscreen. A snowstorm had passed through and foot-high snowdrifts were visible on the infield. Turning down a taxiway, the big jet lumbered past seemingly endless rows of F-16 fighters. A major U.S. Air Force installation, Kunsan was second in size only to Osan.

“Welcoming committee, sir,” Beale announced, tapping the brakes and cranking the nosewheel steering.

Coffin nodded.

They were turning onto the base operations ramp. A marshaler with glowing wands guided them into parking, an air force staff car and several uniforms visible behind him. Under the bright ramp lights, Coffin scanned the small group. A lieutenant colonel, a captain, and sergeant.

None were female.

The plane lurched to a stop and the engines wound down. Pulling his overcoat off the chair, Coffin threw it on over his uniform jacket. In contrast to his earlier appearance, he now looked every inch the air force poster boy. Even if no one had been expecting him, Ed Coffin would have meticulously groomed himself and donned a fresh shirt. With him, image was everything. It was only recently that he’d learned it wasn’t the only thing.

“You going to take the job, sir?” the FE casually asked, as Coffin reached for the stairs.

The young pilots squirmed in their seats, uncomfortable that the FE had dared voice this question. But as a senior NCO, the master sergeant had been around too long to be intimidated by a colonel.

“You really want to know, Sergeant?” Coffin asked him.

“Not particularly, sir.” He grinned. “But I got a bet with Captain Beale that says you aren’t crazy enough to tell a three-star no.”

Coffin had to smile. “Pay up, Captain.”

Beale’s head bobbed, clearly embarrassed. The FE laughed.

On this point, the generals had been correct. There was no way Coffin would turn down this investigation.

Even if he still wanted to.

 

The loadmaster met Coffin at the foot of the stairs, breathing hard. “I took your bags outside, sir. This sure isn’t Hawaii. Jesus, it’s cold.”

Coffin smiled his thanks and donned gloves. Worming on his flight cap, he peered through the open passenger door and saw the staff car moving toward the plane, the waiting committee hurrying behind it. As he was about to exit, Coffin suddenly closed his eyes and massaged his forehead.

“You okay, sir?”

“Fine. Never better.”

But as he left, he took out several pill bottles from his jacket and hurriedly swallowed pills from each.

 

“Right,” the lieutenant colonel barked into a radio. “The colonel is on the ground. Start your engine and pass CP an ETA to Osan.”

Strolling up to Coffin, the light bird saluted, as did his men. He spoke in a rush, saying, “Welcome to Korea, sir. I’m Lieutenant Colonel Kelly, the base operations commander. Everything’s a go.” He glanced to an air force blue hangup bag and civilian suitcase sitting on the ground. “Those yours, sir?”

“Yes, but I need to clear customs—”

“You’ve got a waiver, sir. We need to hustle. Orders straight from General Gruver. He’s hot to have you at Osan. Rich. Ben.”

As Kelly nudged Coffin toward the staff car, the captain and sergeant grabbed the bags and tossed them in the trunk. Practically shoving Coffin into the backseat, Kelly followed after him. To the driver, he said, “Pad six.”

The car made a U-turn and sped across the massive ramp.

“Pad six?” Coffin said.

“Your ride,” he said, pointing. “Got in no more than twenty minutes ago. Had to hump it to get it refueled.”

Leaning forward, Coffin spied a Blackhawk helicopter less than a hundred yards away. Moments later, the engines whined and the rotor blades started to spin.

“They tell you why they want me in Osan?” Coffin asked.

Kelly did a double-take. “You don’t know, Colonel?”

“No.”

Kelly shrugged. “Hell, don’t look at me, sir. It’s way above my pay grade. All I was told was to get you out of Dodge and pronto.”

“What about the plane crash?”

Another stare, this one accompanied by a frown.

“Wasn’t there a plane crash at Osan?”

“News to me, sir.”

“But the runway is closed…”

“Repairs.”

“I see.”

But Coffin didn’t see. As a pilot and former flying squadron commander, he knew plane accidents weren’t normally regarded as top secret items. While the public might not be immediately told, certainly an in-theater base-ops commander would be kept in the loop.

Arriving at the Blackhawk, Coffin recalled something else that concerned him. It was the woman on the radio. Her presence. Unless she’d changed jobs, she wouldn’t normally be involved in an aircraft accident investigation.

He had a bad feeling as he crawled from the car.

 

It was like walking into a wind tunnel, a loud one.

Ducking low against the Blackhawk’s spinning rotors, Coffin waited as Kelly and the driver slung his bags up to the flight engineer crouched in the cargo hold doorway. The FE scurried to stow them, then motioned Coffin up the steps.

Inside, the lighting had been shifted to red for night flying. Web seats ran down either side and Coffin strapped into the one closest to the door. After shutting the cargo door, the FE handed Coffin a headset, shouting into his ear. “Press this button for intercom. Flight should take about twenty minutes, sir.” He grinned. “Lieutenant Colonel Hardy sends his regards.”

A name from the past. “Is he your detachment commander?”

“Yes, sir. Took over last month.”

Coffin nodded, donning the headset. To his left, he could see into the glowing cockpit, the faces of the pilots barely visible.

Up to now, Coffin had assumed he was alone in the back. But as his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he became aware of a figure sitting in the opposite corner. Something thumped hard inside his chest.

Mother.
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Mother was silent, watching him.

Instead of the required air force uniform, she wore a stylish overcoat with a fur collar, a signal she hadn’t changed jobs. Even in the dim lighting, he saw she’d aged little. While her blonde hair was shorter perhaps, she still possessed the freshly scrubbed quality of the Minnesota farm girl she’d once been. A small, compact woman with pleasantly rounded features, she’d never be considered a beauty, not that Coffin cared.

All he knew was that he’d loved her…once.

Mother’s large eyes held him in an unblinking gaze. For a moment, Coffin thought she was trying to unnerve him. But after she made a couple of false starts to speak, he realized she was reacting to the tension between them. It was more than a feeling of awkwardness. Much more.

It was a wall.

Once again her mouth opened. This time over the headset, Coffin heard: “It’s been a long time, Colonel.”

“Yes, it has.”

Another silence; neither knew what to say next. Slowly, as if with great reluctance, Mother shifted forward, sliding into the seat next to him. Coffin thought he detected an air of sadness to her, but that was probably wishful thinking. This woman didn’t feel normal emotions, not her. If she did, she couldn’t have left without explaining—

Mother abruptly addressed the pilot in command over the intercom. “Captain Gentry, I need the crew to turn off their intercom.”

“We’ll have to wait until we’re airborne, ma’am. For safety.”

Mother acquiesced with a nod. Facing Coffin, she said in his ear, “Colonel, this won’t be easy on either of us. If we can’t work together…”

“Colonel? A little formal—”

“Sir, please…”

“I don’t foresee a problem, Mother.”

“What about our…issues?”

“Buried in the past.”

Mother searched his face. “I wish I could believe that, sir.”

“It’s the truth. I’ve moved on.” He flashed a disarming smile, to convince her.

She nodded her acceptance. But Coffin could tell she didn’t believe him, not that he faulted her. She’d known Coffin as a hard, uncompromising man with more than his share of ego. Guys like him don’t forget and they certainly don’t forgive.

Was it worth telling her that he wasn’t the same man, that he’d changed? Coffin decided against it; she’d never believe that either.

The crew chief glanced back to confirm they were strapped in and jerked a thumb skyward.

“Sir,” Mother said to Coffin, “I’ll brief you en route.”

“Okay, but knock off the sir.”

No response. But once again, Coffin thought he detected a sadness.

With a shudder, the Blackhawk rose into the air.

 

The helicopter leveled off and chattered north. Mother was quiet, looking straight ahead. Coffin sneaked a glance at her left hand. Her gloves didn’t appear to show the bulge of a wedding ring. Maybe that’s why she did it. Maybe she wasn’t the marrying kind and couldn’t tell him.

Maybe.

His eyes crawled up, following the lines of a face he knew well. The bridge of her nose, her lips, the slope of her throat—

He felt a sudden excitement. Disgust immediately followed.

How could he feel anything for her? After what she had done to him.

How?

Turning away, he willed his mind back. Forcing himself to remember.

The memories returned in a rush. They’d met five years earlier, at Osan. He was an operations officer for a flying squadron and Mother was a criminal investigator with the Office of Special Investigations, the air force version of the FBI. Their first meeting had been like a scene from Top Gun, where they played eye-tag through the smoky haze of the crowded Officers’ Club bar.

She’d made the first move, camping down beside him and announcing, “My name is Marva Hubbard, but most people call me Mother; get it? No, I’m not married and don’t have kids. Yes, I’ll dance, but I’m not a fanatic about it. What I’d really like to do is get to know you, decide if you’re worth my time.”

Just like that.

Coffin could only grin at her brazenness. “Let me guess. You teach courses in self-esteem and self-confidence.”

She snorted. “I look like a teacher?”

“You’re not wearing a uniform. Usually, the civilian women are DoD teachers—”

She tossed something on the table. Coffin did a double-take. Then realized it fit.

Picking up her OSI credentials, he handed them to her. “Special Agent in Charge Hubbard. Impressive. You’re what, a major?” OSI credentials never revealed a rank, the theory being that suspects and witnesses would be less cooperative if they knew they were being grilled by someone they outranked.

“Something like that.” She watched him for a beat. “That it?”

“Am I supposed to say something else?”

“A polite good-bye is customary.” She shrugged, motioning toward the door. “Last guy that found out I’m a special agent ran for the hills.”

“Guilty conscience.”

“And you’re completely innocent,” she said dryly.

“Not completely.” He smiled.

“You married?”

“No.”

“Ever been?”

“You practicing your third degree?”

She ignored him. “Girlfriend?”

“Not lately.”

“How lately?”

“A couple years.”

She squinted suspiciously. “Two years? You straight?”

Coffin didn’t miss a beat. “Like a board.”

Her face relaxed into a grin. “Well, hell. You’ll do.”

That meeting was the beginning of a torrid affair. Coffin never could explain what it was about Mother that attracted him, except that she was like no other woman he’d ever met. Larger than life, she could be loud and crude one moment, sultry and kittenish the next. In bed, she was an animal and made love with a passion he’d never experienced. She also took a perverse pleasure in pushing his buttons, to keep him off balance. It was the most infuriating relationship Coffin had ever been involved in and he told himself to end it.

But he couldn’t. Something about her was addicting. An excitement. He couldn’t stop seeing her.

After one month, he suspected what the problem was; after the second, he knew.

For the first time in his life, he was in love.

Unlike Coffin, who was permanently stationed at Osan, Mother was on temporary assignment. With her departure imminent, Coffin did something completely out of character. He acted on impulse.

At a downtown jewelry shop, he bought the biggest diamond ring he could afford. He told Mother to meet him that evening at a local restaurant, where he’d reserved a private room and filled it with flowers. Ten minutes before she was to arrive, he went out on the sidewalk to wait.

But she never showed.

An hour passed, then two. After his frantic phone calls went unanswered, Coffin finally accepted that he’d been stood up and went to her BOQ room. No one answered his knock even though he saw movement through her blinds.

The next morning, he learned Mother had left on the first flight to the States. There’d been no message or note. He made attempts to contact her, but she never responded. She completely disappeared from his life.

The base gossip machine went into overdrive, and Coffin had never felt more humiliated. For years afterward, he’d resented and perhaps even hated her. And that’s precisely what Coffin was attempting to do now, rekindle a little of the resentment and hate.

Because falling for her again sure as hell wasn’t an option.

 

“Agent Hubbard,” Captain Gentry announced. “Interphone is all yours. We need to be back on before landing.”

They were perhaps fifteen hundred feet up, skirting a valley of frozen rice paddies. The stable winter air made for a smooth flight. “I’ll need fifteen minutes, Captain,” Mother said.

“I can give you ten, ma’am.”

Before addressing Coffin, Mother watched each crewmember push buttons on the com consoles. A characteristic of a good criminal investigator; never assume anything.

“First things first,” she said to Coffin. “You on board for the investigation, sir?”

“The name’s Ed, remember? We’re not kids, Mother.”

“It’s better if we keep this professional—”

“Don’t flatter yourself.”

The words came out harsher than Coffin intended. Mother thrust out her jaw, doing a slow burn. She didn’t lose her temper often, but when she did—

“Easy,” Coffin said. “I was out of line. Sorry.”

She appeared genuinely startled by his remark. Another reaction Coffin understood. Apologizing had never been his strong suit.

He said, “Assuming we’re talking about an accident investigation…”

“One of your boys went down this morning.”

The confirmation he’d been seeking. As a new colonel, Coffin had commanded the First Strategic Reconnaissance Squadron based at Osan. The First flew the high-altitude U-2 spy plane. Another of Coffin’s suspicions was verified—the reason for his selection.

The U-2 community was small, with few full colonels in its ranks. Regulations required that a full colonel, preferably one with U-2 experience, head the crash investigation. As far as Coffin knew, he was the only person in the Pacific Theater who fit the bill.

“The pilot survive?”

“For an hour. Died in the hospital without regaining consciousness.”

“His name?”

“Major Erik Olson.”

Something lurched in the pit of Coffin’s stomach. Olson had been his exec and training officer.

“Lost control on a landing. Managed to eject—”

“Start at the beginning, Mother.”

“There’s no time. It’d be better if you saw the tape. I made you a copy.” She dug out a videotape from her purse and passed it over.

Videotaping was a peculiarity U-2s shared with naval carrier aircraft, and for the same reason. Since the U-2 was extremely difficult to land—the plane’s long wings generated excessive lift, which caused it to wildly pitch up unless completely stalled from flying speed at touchdown—the squadron videotaped most landings, to provide the pilots feedback on their performance.

“The highlights, then,” Coffin said, slipping the tape into his overcoat pocket.

Mother reluctantly complied. Major Olson’s flight was scheduled for an 0500 departure that morning, a routine mission to keep tabs on North Korea. Everything went smoothly until takeoff, when Olson began flying erratically. The mobile officer—a backup pilot monitoring the flight—became alarmed enough to order Olson back to the field. When Olson tried, he crashed while attempting to land.

“Crap,” Coffin said, when she finished.

Mother blinked.

“Crap. Erik’s got over two thousand hours in the jet. He can land the damn thing in his—”

He stopped. She was giving him an odd look, a sort of knowing half smile, and Coffin had an inkling what was behind it. It was time to clear up a third question.

“Your involvement,” he said. “You’re convinced this is a criminal matter—”

“Yes.”

“…and not a case of pilot error causing an accident.”

“Relax. I know it wasn’t.”

“Define ‘know.’”

From her purse, she produced an envelope, opened the flap, and removed several papers. Borrowing the FE’s penlight, Coffin scanned them. The first three pages were primarily a grid, various values filled in. Off to the side were lists of medical-sounding terms, including the names of familiar drugs.

“It’s the lab report on Olson,” Mother said.

Standard procedure. Whenever a pilot was involved in an accident, his blood was screened for alcohol and drugs. Going down the entries, Coffin saw nothing but negative marks under the various tests.

Until he got to the third page.

A positive.

Coffin was stunned. Dammit, he knew Olson.

He angrily flipped to the fourth page. A doctor’s handwritten summary of the results. Coffin didn’t bother to finish the paragraph before thrusting the pages at Mother. “I don’t give a damn what the tests show. Someone in the lab screwed up—”

“They didn’t.”

“Olson wasn’t a druggie. A little too much booze now and then, sure. But not drugs. C’mon, Mother. Ask yourself what pilot in his right mind takes drugs before a flight—”

He broke off. Once again, Mother had that odd little half smile.

She said, “Olson tested positive for isoflurane.”

“So…”

“That’s why Dr. O’Malley, the flight surgeon, contacted me. Isoflurane is a powerful anesthetic, not a recreational narcotic. It’s usually used during surgery to depress cardiovascular and pulmonary function. Dr. O’Malley is convinced Olson didn’t take the drug voluntarily and so am I. People don’t get high on isoflurane; they pass out.”

Her remarks floated toward him, picked up speed, and landed hard.

“My God,” he said. “You’re actually suggesting—”

“Suggesting, hell. I’m telling you Erik Olson was murdered.”

Just then they heard a soft click and the voice of Captain Gentry. He sounded almost cheerful.

“Osan’s in sight and you’re getting curbside service.”
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The rice paddies ended and familiar landmarks began scrolling by. The garish red-light district nicknamed “the Ville,” the Osan Air Base main gate, and the taxi stand crowded with drunks, the rows of crackerbox BOQ buildings and the sprawling Officers’ Club, the darkened rectangle of the K-COIC (the hardened intelligence center) and the black expanse of the golf course.

As Coffin watched out the window, none of what he was seeing registered. All he could think about was Mother’s conclusion and its damning inference.

The helicopter gradually descended and the runway lights appeared. A gloved finger slid by Coffin’s face, pointing to a cluster of trucks near the approach end. Light stands illuminated a blackened area, strewn with debris.

“The larger stuff is already in a hangar,” Mother said.

“So a crash team has been assembled?”

“Essential specialties only. The operation is under a security blackout. Until my investigation is completed, General Gruver doesn’t want to risk any leaks.”

In an accident investigation, essential specialties were defined as flight operations, maintenance, and medical. Ancillary functions varied depending on the situation, but always included weather and ground control. Since Coffin knew the cause of the crash, this was a constraint he could accept.

The Blackhawk angled from the runway and a brightly lit compound the size of a football field came into view. It was the U-2 squadron and they were heading right for it. A truck was rolling through the gate and Coffin could make out what looked like a chair on the back.

But, of course, it wasn’t a chair.

Turning to Mother, he said, “You mentioned Olson ejected…”

“Right.”

“The U-2 has a zero-zero seat. Even on the ground, he should have been able to eject safely.”

“The isoflurane actually killed him. It shut down his vital functions. Nothing the docs could do.”

Coffin struggled to make sense of all this. Couldn’t. “Isoflurane? How accessible is it?”

She shrugged. “You know the Korean black market.”

He did. Anything could be had for the right price. “What about motive? Everyone liked Erik. Enlisted and officers alike. No one would have a reason to want him dead.”

“You’ve been gone for several years—”

“I’ve made trips back.”

“Olson could have enemies you didn’t know about.”

“He didn’t.”

“He made at least one.”

“Not from the squadron.”

“Ah, I see where this is going, Ed. You’re still playing commander, trying to protect your former—Something funny?”

He had a slight smile.

She sighed, realizing she’d slipped and called him by name. “Guess old habits are hard to break.”

“Apparently.”

“Fine, okay. We’ll keep it informal.” But she was less than thrilled. Mother hated making concessions.

Abruptly, the helicopter broke off its descent and began hovering over the compound. The pilots waved and pointed, as if trying to signal someone. Looking down, Coffin saw the problem. Vehicles and equipment were everywhere.

“Guess the First didn’t get the word we were coming in,” Mother said, voicing the obvious.

People gazed up, watching them. No one seemed to know what to do. A black officer in a flight suit and a stocky man in a green Battle Dress Utility uniform—the newer version of fatigues—ran from one of the two giant hangars, waving and gesturing. Bodies scurried and vehicles started clearing the landing zone. A flatbed carrying the U-2’s shattered tail swerved to miss a forklift, clipped a pickup and sent it careening. The stocky man and the officer stared in disbelief, then took off running.

“Man, what a goat rope,” the FE called out, crouching by a window.

An understatement. The drivers involved in the accident jumped from their vehicles and began arguing animatedly. A shoving match ensued and the black officer had to separate the two men.

“Lieutenant Colonel Hardy part of the team, Mother?” Coffin asked, watching with amusement as the irate officer reamed out both men.

“Your deputy. Really wanted the job. Practically begged General Gruver for it. Hope he’s got his shit together more than he’s showing so far. You know him, huh?”

A reference to the FE’s comment when he’d boarded. Coffin hesitated, picking up a note of disapproval. “We’re friendly,” he said cautiously. “Why?”

“Can’t figure him out. Whenever we run into each other, he won’t give me the time of day.” She shrugged. “But hey, it can’t be anything personal. I barely know the guy. Could be he’s a Neanderthal with a thing against women or he just doesn’t like cops.”

Her eyes bored into Coffin’s, anticipating a response.

“Yeah, that’s probably it,” he heard himself say.

She nodded, accepting his remark. It was a lie.

“Won’t be long,” the FE said. “Chief’s playing traffic cop. What’s that in his hand?”

Looking down, Coffin and Mother saw the heavyset man in BDUs standing in the center of the compound, waving what looked like a stick at the vehicles.

“It’s his cigar,” Coffin said.

The FE grinned; Mother rolled her eyes. Chief Master Sergeant Jim-Bob Sessler was one of those people everyone seemed to know, and for good reason. Married to a Korean, the chief had spent most of his career at Osan, becoming something of an institution.

“The chief’s on the team,” Mother said. “First guy the general picked.”

Another note of disapproval. Only this time, Coffin understood it.

A cigar-chewing good ole boy from Texas, Chief Sessler possessed none of the spit and polish normally associated with a ranking NCO. Opinionated and outspoken, he cared little for military protocol, even less for his appearance, and relished knocking heads with those who disagreed with him. What Sessler did care about was his men and his airplanes, and he regularly busted his ass for both. When Coffin took over the squadron in the late eighties, the maintenance record was abysmal and he took a chance on Sessler, making him the head of the section. When word reached his superiors, they reacted as if Coffin had lost his mind.

“Colonel,” a general told Coffin, “that man is a disgrace. He’s twenty pounds overweight and exhibits a complete lack of military bearing. His character is also questionable as hell. For chrissakes, he’s been investigated by the OSI.”

“The Korean police cleared him, sir.” Through his wife’s family, Sessler owned several businesses downtown and had been accused of offering bribes and kickbacks.

“For a lack of evidence, not because he was innocent. Word I got is he bought off the police.”

“Sir, that’s only an allegation.”

“Colonel, I don’t trust him and I want him removed. Is that clear? What’s this?”

Coffin handed him a computer printout. “Our launch reliability for the past two months, sir. Not a single U-2 flight was canceled for mechanical problems under Chief Sessler’s watch.”

“And before that?”

“We’ve scrapped a flight every ten days, sir.”

For the rest of Coffin’s tour, the U-2s set a record for reliability and the general never mentioned Sessler again.

“All clear, sir,” the FE called out to Captain Gentry. “The chief’s waving us down.”

“I see him, Sergeant.”

As the Blackhawk resumed its descent, Coffin checked his watch. Almost 2200. They’d wasted eight minutes.

“By the way, Ed,” Mother said. “He agrees with me.”

He frowned at her. “Chief Sessler?”

“Please. General Gruver. He agrees the killer has to be someone from the squadron.”

Typical Mother. She was going to keep pressing this point until he agreed. He said flatly, “The general is wrong.”

“Come on. There are over a hundred people in the First. How can you possibly know—”

“I know.”

“You’re convinced it has to be someone else? An outsider.”

“Right.”

“Look.” Mother gestured to the window. “Ask yourself who else could access this compound, avoid the guards, and enter the hangars unobserved—”

“Erik could have been drugged before he showed up.”

Mother nodded as if she agreed with Coffin, then flung back, “Not a chance in hell, Ed.”

She went on, speaking fast. “Isoflurane is quick-acting, within seconds. We know Olson showed up for the flight feeling fine. We know he passed the preflight physical with flying colors. We know he suited up in the spacesuit and pre-breathed oxygen for an hour without incident. We know he was lucid during the time he got into the U-2 and taxied to the runway. We know that he first displayed signs of distress within seconds of takeoff. So much distress that he lost control of the plane. You’re the U-2 expert, Ed. You tell me how that happened. How could an outsider sneak in and rig either his spacesuit or the plane to feed Olson enough isoflurane to kill him?”

Coffin passed on a response. She had him and they both knew it.

This was the chilling inference that had worried Coffin. Mother was describing sabotage. Since a U-2 was a classified asset, only those who worked on it had the access and knowledge to pull something like this off.

Someone he’d once commanded was a killer.








4



A bump. The Blackhawk settled to the ground.

Removing his headset, Coffin unlatched his belt and started to rise. Mother immediately jerked him back down, saying, “A couple other things we need to get straight—”

“Make it quick.” He glanced toward the cockpit, realizing the pilots had shut down the engines.

Noticing his reaction, the FE said, “We’re hanging around to pick up a DV, sir. A general.”

That explained the curbside service, since full colonels normally weren’t considered distinguished visitors.

“Ed,” Mother said, keeping her voice low, “this is a criminal and a crash investigation. While we’ll be working both aspects simultaneously, you have to understand the criminal takes priority.”

Translation: She’d ultimately call the shots. “All right.”

“Taking orders from me won’t be a…problem.”

“You a full colonel yet?” It was possible. He’d made his promotions in minimum time, pinning on eagles six years early.

“Does it matter?”

Another translation: She wasn’t. “Relax, Mother. I don’t have a compulsion to be in charge.”

She snorted derisively. “Since when?”

“Still pushing buttons, I see.”

Her face turned to stone. Miss Sensitive. Coolly, she said, “I’ll need to know how the isoflurane was administered. By tonight.”

Their eyes locked. She was giving him his first order. Testing him.

“Sure, Mother,” he said lightly. “I’ll get right on it.”

She tried to appear unsurprised…and failed.

The rotors stopped and it was quiet. The FE opened the door and they heard voices. As Coffin reached for his bags, the FE said smoothly, “I’ll get them, sir.”

“Thank you, Sergeant. Here.” Returning his penlight, Coffin rose. “Who’s the DV?”

“Some Korean general, sir.” The FE shrugged.

“General Cho,” Captain Gentry called back. “The chairman of the South Korean joint staff. We’re flying him to the Blue House—I say something, sir?”

Coffin stood frozen, his mind racing.

The Blue House meant the South Korean president. And General Cho was arguably the country’s second most powerful man. It didn’t make sense. Someone of Cho’s stature would never become personally involved in the crash of an American plane. Certainly, the Korean president wouldn’t. But since this was also murder…

Shit. Shit.

He swung around to Mother accusingly. “You’re holding out on me. You knew General Cho was here. You knew of President Rhee’s interest.”

“Yeah. The ROKs are pressuring us for answers big-time.”

“Why?”

“You read the papers. The north supposedly has nukes, remember? Since the U-2 is the only thing that’s regularly monitoring those facilities, it’s understandable that the ROK government would become concerned whenever—”

He cut her off. “The U-2s will keep flying. Erik Olson’s death doesn’t change that. Cho has another reason for coming here. What?”

“Suppose you tell me.” She managed to sound both sarcastic and amused.

The crew was hanging on their every word, but that wasn’t why Coffin didn’t reply. Frankly, there was no point. Mother knew damn well why General Cho had flown here and why the Korean president was apparently interested in the crash of a U-2.

The killer could be an outsider, after all.

 

A swarm of green BDU uniforms converged on the helicopter. Most were enlisted maintenance technicians, with a few contract civilians thrown in. Normally, they would have greeted their former commander with crisp salutes and welcoming smiles. But tonight there were no smiles; they’d lost one of their own.

Emerging from the helo, Coffin heard a shout. In a darkened area by the hangars, dim figures inspected the dented pickup. The silhouette of an arm waved and Coffin waved back.

At the bottom of the ladder, Coffin impulsively extended his hand to Mother. A mistake. Slinging her purse over her shoulder, she coldly ignored him and climbed down on her own. Coffin felt his face get hot, aware that the crowd had caught the snub. Frankly, he couldn’t understand what had gotten into Mother; her sudden disdain. She was the one who had left him. Yet, she was acting as if she were the wronged party.

And it was getting to him.

Facing the crowd, Coffin saw a wall of somber faces looking back. A few diverted their eyes, as if embarrassed for him. A demanding, no-nonsense commander, Coffin had sacrificed popularity for respect, not that it mattered now. He was one of them and they were hurting.

“Hell of thing about Major Olson,” a sergeant said quietly. “Damn shame.”

“I still can’t believe it,” a civilian added. “We all thought he’d make it.”

“I saw the whole thing, sir,” someone else said. “He just…crashed.”

More people spoke up. They needed to talk, let their emotions out. Coffin voiced words of reassurance, tried to be sympathetic. Stepping away, Mother briefly conversed with two of her agents, a dark-haired man and a blonde woman. After pointing out a concrete building to the right of the hangars, the agents left. The FE unloaded Coffin’s bags and asked what he should do with them. Before Coffin could reply, he spotted two men hurrying toward their group. It was Lieutenant Colonel Samuel Hardy and Chief Sessler.

They looked angry.

 

The accident.

Coffin initially assumed Hardy and Sessler were upset about the accident involving the pickup. But as the men approached, he realized he was mistaken.

Their eyes were fixed on Mother. They never left her. Twice Lieutenant Colonel Hardy even shook his head in disgust.

The snub, Coffin realized.

“Outta the way,” the chief’s gravel voice barked out. “Coming through. Time’s a-wastin’, people, and you got work to do. Jensen, take the colonel’s bags to my truck. Chop, chop. Christ, what a fucking cockup. Last we heard, you were landing on the pad, Colonel.”

“No harm, no foul, Chief.”

The crowd quickly disbanded. A mop-topped airman darted forward and snatched the luggage from the FE. The chief and Lieutenant Colonel Hardy stopped before Coffin and Mother. As usual, the chief wore a rumpled uniform, which matched his even more rumpled face. By contrast, Hardy stood lean and long, his form-fitting flight suit immaculate, the toes of his boots gleaming.

Jamming his unlit cigar between his teeth, the chief threw Coffin a sloppy salute while Hardy remained motionless, his chiseled face locked on Mother. A former college tight end, he was giving her the same dead stare that he’d used to unnerve opposing players.

But apparently Mother didn’t play football. She snapped, “You got a problem, Colonel?”

Hardy’s jaw flexed into ropes. “You’re damn right. Where do you get off—”

Coffin immediately cut Hardy off, saying sharply, “Stop, Sam.”

Hardy blinked.

“Stop,” Coffin repeated. “We all need to work together.”

Slowly Hardy’s face relaxed. He nodded.

“Not so fast,” Mother said to him. “I want to know what the hell your problem is, Colonel. You’ve got something against me. What?”

Hardy’s eyes crawled over to Coffin. “She doesn’t know?”

“I never told her.”

He snapped Coffin a textbook salute. “Long time no see, roommate.”

Mother’s mouth fell open.

Hardy laughed and laughed.
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Mother’s response surprised Coffin.

Once she recovered from her shock, she should have been furious, spitting mad. But as Hardy laughed, she just stood there silently, taking it.

Moments later, Coffin noticed something even more astonishing. Mother meekly turned away, looking upset and hurt.

The laughter stopped.

None of the men spoke. They all frowned at her, puzzled by her reaction. That she could be so sensitive. Coffin tentatively reached out. “Mother…”

She jerked away.

“Colonel Coffin! Sir!”

From the direction of the squadron operations building, a woman jogged toward them. They recognized her as the admin clerk. “Colonel Coffin,” she called out, “the general would like you and Agent Hubbard—”

“Hold it right there, Dee Dee,” the chief said. “They’ll be with you in a minute.”

“Chief, I’m supposed to—”

“In a minute.”

The clerk jerked to a stop, her expression confused.

An awkward silence fell upon the group. No one said anything, they just watched Mother. Waiting.

Finally, she faced the three men, her hurt replaced by a cold expression. Sam Hardy began, “Look, I didn’t mean—”

“The hell you didn’t.” She shot Coffin a withering glance. “What’d you tell him, Ed? That I’m a heartless bitch who gets her rocks off leading men on?”

Coffin knew better than to reply.

Mother swung around to the chief. “You know, too, huh? What? The whole damned squadron know what happened? Christ, this is unbelievable.”

“I only told Sam,” Coffin said.

Mother’s gaze was like ice.

“Blame me,” the chief said to her. “My family owns the restaurant. I was there the night the colonel was waiting for—”

He gave up; Mother wasn’t listening to him. She was shaking her head, saying, “Everyone thinks I’m a bitch. That I left you for no reason. But that wasn’t it at all. I’m not like that. I was only trying…to hell with it…I don’t have to explain…I don’t because…”

She trailed off, staring into the dark. Lost in her thoughts.

Watching her, Coffin felt his pulse quicken. All these years, never knowing…

He signaled Hardy and the chief with a look; they were already moving away.

“What reason?” Coffin softly asked Mother. “What did I do?”

Silence. She didn’t seem to hear him.

“Mother…”

A slow blink. When she focused on him, he saw the hurt had returned. “I’m not made of stone. I have feelings…”

“Mother, I…”

“Jesus, you think it was easy for me. Walking out on you. Well, it wasn’t. Despite what you think, I loved you.”

Coffin felt a sudden pain in his chest. “Then why? Tell me why.”

“I…can’t.”

“I have a right to know. You owe me at least that much.”

“You blew it, Ed.” She sounded sad. “We had something and you blew it.”

She turned away from him, saying nothing more.

 

A wrenching disappointment. Again.

Backing away from Mother, Coffin desperately searched the past. But there was nothing there, no reason he could find. Dammit, he hadn’t done anything.

A lie? Was she lying to him? Trying to shift the guilt—

“Ed,” Hardy said. “You and Mother better get going.”

He and the chief were standing by the admin clerk, Dee Dee, who appeared on the verge of panic.

“Go where?” Coffin asked dully.

“A briefing in the conference room, sir,” Dee Dee squeaked. “It’s already started.”

Coffin glanced to Mother. She was moving away, unhooking her portable radio from her belt. He said, “Mother…”

“You go, Ed. The general will have questions and I need to check with my office, for updates.”

Mother walked until she was out of earshot, confirming to Coffin that she regarded their cooperation as a one-way street.

Shaking his head, Coffin started to leave. But after a half dozen steps he pulled up. Another few minutes wouldn’t matter. Besides, this was the kind of meeting you don’t interrupt twice.

Seeing Coffin was going to wait, Dee Dee began to squirm. The chief whispered to her and she hurried back toward the squadron.

Hardy and the chief came over to Coffin. “Sir,” the chief said, “I’ll take care of your bags, get you checked into the Q.”

“Thanks, Chief.” Coffin appreciated the gesture; the chief rarely displayed this kind of personal attention for an officer.

Coffin’s eyes drifted to the leftmost hangar. The massive doors were open and he watched people crawl over a relatively intact U-2 fuselage and a large section of a wing. Smaller remnants of the plane had been placed off to the side. He asked, “How much longer until the recovery is complete?”

“By early morning,” Hardy replied. “Cleaning up the fuel slowed us down.”

“You get the word Mother thinks Olson was murdered?”

The men nodded grimly. “Some kind of gas,” Hardy said.

“She also thinks he was killed by someone in the squadron,” the chief added, scowling at Mother. “She’s fucking crazy, sir.”

“Careful, Chief.”

“Well she is, if that’s what she thinks,” the chief insisted stubbornly. “Hell, everyone in the squadron loved the guy.”

Coffin let it go. The chief was only doing his job, defending his troops. “Our first priority is to find how the gas was administered. The obvious way is the oxygen tanks…”

“Except,” Hardy said, “Major Olson breathed from the tanks for a good twenty minutes before he took off, and I understand the stuff acts fast.”

Coffin nodded. This bothered him, too.

“Can’t be the tanks, then,” the chief concluded. “But I’ll have the boys pull them ASAP. We’ll know for sure soon. Do me a favor, sir. Talk to Agent Hubbard and get her to back off. Her agents are messing up the entire operation. Every time I look around, they’re hauling one a’ my troops in for questioning.” Chewing on his cigar, he added sourly, “What’d I tell ya? Those assholes are at it again.”

They watched the female OSI agent lead two maintenance troops into the concrete building used by PSD. The physiological support division technicians were responsible for maintaining the spacesuits and dressing the pilots for their flights.

“It’s bullshit and a waste of time, sir,” Sessler said, throwing up his hands. “How am I supposed to get any work done? You tell Agent Hubbard she’s pissing in the wind if she thinks it’s one of us. I should have my head examined for not retiring.” Hitching up his pants, he lumbered toward the hangar.

“He’s right,” Hardy said dryly, glancing at Mother. “She probably could piss in the wind.”

“Knock it off, Sam.”

Hardy’s head jerked around. “What’s this? The ice lady shows she has a few feelings and you suddenly change your tune.”

“It’s more than that.”

“Let me guess. She told you she dumped you because she’s really into girls, so that makes everything okay. I mean it’s not like there was another guy, so your ego—”

“I’m not laughing, Sam.”

“That makes two of us. What the hell is your problem anyway?”

“My problem?”

“Damn straight. You haven’t answered my emails or phone calls for months. On top of that, you didn’t let me know you were coming to Osan. Imagine my surprise when I learned my old college buddy—”

“I didn’t know you were here.”

“You read my emails, Ed? I’ll bet you don’t know I got engaged.”

Coffin stared at him.

Hardy looked disgusted. “Christ, you’re unbelievable, you know that?”

“Sam, I got a lot going on…”

“Yeah, yeah. Too busy bucking for general. Your first-look board met what, last month? When you get that star, it’ll be good-bye, Sam. After all, general officers can’t mix with the help—”

Hardy’s words hit a nerve. “Dammit,” Coffin shot back, “that’s not true. You know me, Sam. You know I’d never forget—” He broke off; Hardy was grinning.

“You son of a bitch,” Coffin said, catching on.

Hardy winked. “Gotcha. You should have seen your face. You thought I was really one pissed off Jose.”

Coffin sighed, nodding.

He clapped Coffin on the back. “So we don’t stay in touch, so what? We’re like family, am I right?”

“You’re right.”

“You better believe it, kemosabe. Why the hell do you think I volunteered for this dog and pony show? Took some fast talking, I can tell you. General Gruver wasn’t crazy about assigning a rotor head to investigate a fixed-wing crash. But I told him we’d worked together before and you needed me to set you straight.”

“Thanks, Sam.”

They became quiet, looking at each other. Old friends recalling a shared past.

“Hell, I had to do it,” Hardy said with feeling. “I owe you, remember?”

“No one’s keeping score, Sam.”

At the sound of clicking heels, they turned and saw Mother approach, clipping her radio to her belt. Coffin whispered, “Sam…”

“I’ll be nice.”

Moving forward, he flashed Mother a smile. “I’d like to apologize for my big mouth.”

“I’ll survive, Colonel. I’m a big girl.”

“Call me Sam.”

“Let’s not rush it.”

He grinned. “Hell, I deserved that. I’ll either be in the hangar or on the runway. Best way to get me is the radio. My call sign is Recovery One.”

As he strolled off, Mother watched him thoughtfully. “Did I hear Sam say he owed you?”

“Yes.”

She looked at Coffin expectantly. The cop in her curious, wanting to know.

“Any breaks in the case?” he asked.

“No.”

Shrugging, he turned on a heel and headed for the operations building. If she wanted to keep secrets, he could also.
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