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To Pete and Chuck





The U.S. imperialists are trying to provoke a war against the DPRK. Since the U.S. has made this clear by its reckless saber-rattling, the North is compelled to increase its military deterrent to defend against a U.S. preemptive nuclear attack and armed invasion against it.

—Korea News from Korean Central News Agency of DPRK (Democratic People’s Republic of Korea) http://www.kcna.co.jp

Notwithstanding the current peace agreement, the question is not if North Korea will self-destruct, but how it will self-destruct, by implosion or explosion, and when.

—Statement by a former Defense Department official testifying before the United States Senate

I do not believe that the current U.S. president, his predecessor, or any future president, would or will launch a preemptive war against any country, even one wishing to do us harm.

—A former U.S. official writing in the mid-1950s, about the possibility that the Soviet Union would launch a sneak atomic attack on the U.S. mainland







Prologue

New York City




South Korean special envoy Nak-chung Paik emerged from the Permanent Mission of the Republic of Korea to the United Nations on East 45th Street and entered an armored Mercedes-Benz. The doors thunked shut and the car drove off with its NYPD escort. At Second Avenue the motorcade turned onto East 44th Street. Up ahead Paik saw the United Nations building, the edge of its eastern facade turned gold by sunrise.

Paik wiped damp palms on the leather seat cushions. The reunification of a divided people and the ending of the threat of nuclear war on the peninsula turned on the meeting about to take place under the aegis of the secretary-general of the UN. Paik knew that his North Korean counterpart, envoy Kil-won Sim, was a tough negotiator and had prepared accordingly. Still, he feared making a fatal mistake that would scuttle the talks and doom the agreed-to exchange of representatives to Seoul and Pyongyang. Though Paik felt the weight of years of faltering negotiations bearing on his shoulders, he took comfort in the fact that the meeting was simply an opportunity to explore possibilities.

The motorcade slowed. In the middle of the block, a red, white, and blue FedEx truck had sideswiped a cab. Both drivers were out of their vehicles, arguing, while the police tried to open a narrow lane past the accident blocking the street. Sidewalks were filled with determined-looking pedestrians heading to work. Those who had stopped to gawk at the crumpled sheet metal now gawked at the approaching motorcade with its flashing red and white lights.

Two blocks away on East 42nd Street, North Korean envoy Kil-won Sim sat stuck in traffic near his hotel. His Mercedes-Benz and NYPD escorts had run afoul of a yellow Hertz truck that had stalled backing into a parking space and was now snarling traffic. The truck’s engine cover was propped open, and the driver, perched on a tire, was bent double, apparently troubleshooting the balky diesel engine.

Sim looked back and saw that his car was hemmed in by one of the police escorts, a fleet of honking cabs, and more delivery vans. Pedestrians jaywalking around the stalled truck added to the chaos. A police officer got out of the escort vehicle heading up the motorcade and waved to Sim’s driver.

New York frightened Sim. It was too big, unruly, and dangerous. It was not at all like Pyongyang, with its rigid system of controls. New Yorkers were too carefree and too self-absorbed. Like America. He hated America’s arrogance and power, its unfettered freedoms, but most of all he hated America for its military might and for meddling in North Korea’s affairs. He would speak at length about this, to impress upon the UN delegates that, regardless of what agreements were signed, North Korea would remain forever independent from South Korea.

Sim’s Mercedes, guided by the police officer, inched forward around the Hertz truck onto the sidewalk, while another officer, bawling into a handheld radio, called for a tow truck.

Sim recalled how shocked he’d been to learn that Kim Jong-il, North Korea’s Dear Leader, had crumpled to U.S. demands to halt production of nuclear weapons. Kim’s decision had not only roiled the leadership of the People’s Armed Forces but was also said to have caused a violent confrontation between Kim and Marshal Kim Gwan Jin, first deputy minister of the People’s Armed Forces. Jin had for years opposed any accommodation with the United States or South Korea. Now the unthinkable was the new reality in Pyongyang. Rumors had circulated too that after the confrontation, two senior military officers had been executed—shot dead by the Dear Leader himself—as a warning to Jin and any other officers who might oppose Kim’s policies. Who knew what was true and what was not, thought Sim. All he knew for sure was that he faced a difficult meeting at the UN. It was said that his counterpart from South Korea, Nak-chung Paik, was a tough negotiator.

The Mercedes slowly crawled onto the sidewalk to get around the stalled yellow Hertz truck. As the car inched by, Sim looked up at the driver working on the truck’s engine and was astonished to discover that he was a young Korean. For a moment their gazes met and held; just long enough for Sim to feel the full icy measure of the man’s contempt; until a thousand pounds of Semtex packed inside the Hertz truck exploded, ending Sim’s last living thought.

Over on East 44th Street, South Korean envoy Nak-chung Paik heard and felt a tremendous thunderclap rock Midtown Manhattan. Air pressure rose sharply inside the armored Mercedes, and Paik felt it hard against his eardrums. The stuttering boom made pedestrians bolt for cover, while others froze in their tracks. A policeman went into a crouch, hand on his holstered pistol. Another officer standing beside the FedEx truck was waving wildly at Paik’s driver and shouting, “Move it! Move it!”

Paik suddenly felt a strange sensation. He looked down and saw that his body had been cut in half by a piece of jagged armored steel that a split second earlier had been part of the Mercedes’ rear door. Paik, horrified, yet fascinated, watched his dissected body disgorge its vile contents over the leather seat cushions at the same time that he felt a wave of scorching heat from exploding Semtex, which tore apart the red, white, and blue FedEx truck, the Mercedes-Benz, the terrified pedestrians, and the waving, shouting policeman.

Pyongyang

One hundred and forty miles north of the DMZ, in the fortress-like edifice that served as the nerve center of Communist North Korea’s hermetic and paranoid government, Kim Jong-il smoked a cigarette while he waited for the arrival of the two men he’d summoned.

Kim, The Dear Leader and supreme dictator of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, blew threw his teeth as he paced his gargantuan office. Kim’s volcanic temper was on the verge of erupting when he heard a pair of booted footsteps echoing like gunshots off the marble corridor outside his office.

Marshal Kim Gwan Jin and General Chung Hyun Yi, his deputy, passed through three separate scanning devices designed to detect hidden weapons, then submitted to a careful examination by security guards equipped with electronic wands. Only after a full body pat-down and thorough inspection of their possessions—cigarette packages and lighters, fountain pens, eyeglasses, tie clips, even the medals pinned to their brown wool uniform tunics—were the two officers admitted to the anteroom outside Kim’s office.

Security bolts slammed open. The door to the Dear Leader’s office shivered open to reveal a blue-uniformed, white-gloved bodyguard. He gestured stiffly that the two officers should follow him inside.

“Greetings, Dear Leader,” Jin said as he approached Kim, who was standing behind a glass-topped desk fifteen feet long and six wide.

The only objects in view on the desk were an ashtray, a package of cigarettes, and a white telephone. Harsh overhead fluorescent lighting turned Kim’s chubby face a sickly green.

Jin said, “I am as appalled as you are by the—”

“You two have betrayed the State!”

Jin and Yi stopped dead in their tracks. Jin tried to speak, but Kim cut him off.

“You both are traitors and I have ordered your arrest! Your people set off the bombs that killed the two representatives in New York! Don’t deny it!”

Jin, a wiry man in his late sixties, and with a bald head blemished by ridges and fissures of bone under taut skin, didn’t react to Kim’s outburst. Instead the general stood stolidly at attention while Kim came out from behind the desk under a full head of steam, waving his arms wildly and jabbing the air with a finger.

“The warmongering Americans claim that we betrayed them,” Kim bellowed, raining spittle on Jin, “that we lulled them into trusting us. Now they are threatening a preemptive attack with nuclear weapons. Because of your criminal acts we are facing an all-out war on the peninsula and an invasion of the DPRK by the fascist pigs!” He sucked in his ample belly and tugged the skirt of his tailored khaki tunic.

“Dear Leader,” Jin said calmly, “we did not betray the State, nor have we betrayed you.”

“Silence!” Kim took a breath and wiped his mouth on the back of a hand. He gestured that his bodyguard should get out and close the door. The guard did as ordered, and Kim waited until he heard the security bolts slam shut before continuing.

“Everything I have worked for has been destroyed because you, Marshal Jin, refused to support me. Instead you insisted we keep our nuclear weapons, that we cheat on inspections, that we attack South Korea. Now we have disaster. More than three hundred Americans are dead, and the fascists are accusing me of murdering them. But it is you two who are the murderers. I should have had both of you shot months ago.”

Kim wiped his mouth again. He stood, silent, collecting himself, diamonds of nervous sweat glistening on his high forehead, which was topped by tufts of fuzzy hair. Fluorescent light reflecting off thick-lensed glasses hid his eyes. “Tell me how you did it,” he said. “Tell me how you betrayed the State.”

“But Dear Leader,” Jin said evenly, “it is you who have betrayed the State.”

Kim lurched forward as if to grab a fistful of Jin’s tunic. Instead he checked himself and pointed a trembling finger at Jin. “How dare you say that to me—”

“It is true, Dear Leader, you are the traitor. It is you who capitulated to the Americans. You who agreed to surrender our nuclear arsenal that we need to defend our nation from Western imperialism. You who agreed to sign a peace treaty to end the Korean War, to allow UN inspections in return for international loan agreements. And it is you who agreed to open talks with the criminal regime in the South and exchange representatives.”

Jin held Kim’s astonished gaze. “Given time we could have solved our problems through Juche—self-reliance—and in the bargain made the American pigs and their flunkies, the Japanese and Chinese, cave in to our demands. We could have kept our weapons, our missiles, and our power. Now we have nothing. And it is you, Dear Leader, who threw it all away because you were intimidated by American power. It is you who should be arrested and executed for committing treasonous acts against the State.”

It was the first time Jin had ever seen Kim at a loss for words. But he also knew that a silent Kim was unpredictable and that time was running out. Jin looked at Yi, who subtly raised an eyebrow.

“You two are scum,” Kim sneered. “Scum of the worst kind. Arrogant, deceitful, hateful.”

He fished a cigarette from the package on his desk and with trembling hands put it in his mouth.

“You are describing yourself, Dear Leader, are you not?” Jin said as he produced his own package of cigarettes. He held out to Kim a handsome engraved silver cigarette lighter inlaid with jade and ivory. “And now we must decide what to do about it.”

Kim inclined his head toward Jin’s lighter, which was rock steady, and said, “There is nothing to decide. You will both be executed for treason.” When the expected flame failed to materialize, Kim looked up, into Jin’s eyes, which flared like lasers.

A spurt of colorless, odorless gas shot from the lighter and struck Kim Jong-il in the face. Instantly Jin and Yi produced specially treated handkerchiefs, which they pressed to their mouths and noses to block the powerful Z-10 knockout gas. Kim’s eyes rolled up into his head as his knees buckled. Before the two officers could catch him, the Dear Leader toppled to the carpeted floor on his face, crushing his glasses under his flattened nose.

After the gas had dispersed, General Yi pressed a button under Kim’s desk to summon the bodyguard. The security bolts released and the guard entered the office. He took one look at the unconscious Kim, a mound of khaki lying on the floor at Jin’s feet, then removed his peaked cap and wiped sweat from his forehead with a shaking hand. He put his cap back on, came to attention, and smartly saluted Marshal Jin and General Yi.

“Handcuff him,” Jin commanded the bodyguard. “Then take him away.”

The bodyguard snapped, “At once, Dear Leader.”









Part One

Warshot










1


Virginia Beach, Virginia


Jake Scott lay in the dark, his mind racing, refusing to shut off, remembering, until a pale dawn crept into the room and brought him back to the present.

Why torture himself? His breakup with Tracy hadn’t been one of his finer moments. It was over and there was nothing he could do about it, but God, he wanted to see her again. He pictured her standing in the bedroom of their apartment with her head thrown back, striking a vampish pose. She had on a black thong, black high-heeled slides, jewelry, and nothing else. Her black hair, cut short, hugged her head like a shiny helmet.

Scott’s eyes had gone to the ugly greenish-yellow bruises on her wrists, which she had tried to hide under a riot of jangling bracelets. But she couldn’t hide the angry red bite mark on her left breast below the nipple.

Who gave you that? he had asked. Rick? No, you did, she’d snapped. Bullshit. It was Rick, wasn’t it? He’s a toy, that’s all, she had said. He understands me, knows what I like. Yeah and getting knocked around isn’t it. What did he do, tie you to the bed? Is that why your wrists are bruised? She’d cursed him and slammed the bedroom door in his face. Driven by the agony of sexual jealousy, Scott succumbed to the darkest fringes of his imagination and saw the toy plunging between Tracy’s slim, white thighs.

He saw himself with Tracy. Her body arched against his as he’d sucked her swollen left nipple. He remembered that she had grabbed a fistful of his hair and yanked his mouth from her breast. “I said, stop! It can’t take any more. Look what you’ve done to it.”

“Sorry.”

She had bared her teeth. “No, you’re not.”

A moment later he’d been in her, deep, then convulsing, breath exploding into her scented hair, whispering in her ear the things she’d liked to hear him say when he’d come.

It was a scene that had been repeated countless times. After their violent lovemaking, she’d hurled accusations at him. Then taunts. It was Tracy who’d broken the fragile bond between them on the eve of his departure. With it broken, she could do whatever she pleased while he was away and not feel guilty.

He swung out of bed and went to the window. A motorcycle ripping at speed up Shore Drive made the glazing rattle. He shivered. Too many days at sea had forced him and Tracy apart. Too many days spent driving submarines into dangerous waters where one mistake could spell disaster for him and his crew: In the Yellow Sea the North Koreans and a botched SEAL insertion; in the Baltic a battle with Chechen terrorists who had stolen a Russian sub and planned to blow up its nuclear reactor in St. Petersburg.

The phone rang. He saw the time—not yet 6:00 a.m.—and hesitated. Then he snatched the phone off the night-stand. “Scott.”

It was a familiar voice, that of the chief of staff to Vice Admiral Carter Ellsworth, who was the U.S. Navy’s Atlantic Fleet submarine boss—ComSubLant—in Norfolk, Virginia. “Commander Scott, hold for Admiral Ellsworth.”

Scott braced for trouble.

Ellsworth came on the line. “Got your TV on, Scott?”

“No, Admiral, I don’t usually have it on while I’m sleeping.”

“Well, turn it on to CNN, then get back to me.”

“What’s going on?…”

“You ready to travel, Scott?”

“Travel, sir? Where to?”

“I think General Radford will want to see you.”

Scott groaned inwardly. “I’m on leave, Admiral; the Tampa’s on stand-down.”

“CNN. Get back to me.” Ellsworth rang off.

Scott looked at the dead receiver in his hand as if it smelled bad.

Major General Karl Radford, USAF (ret.), head of the Strategic Reconnaissance Office—the SRO. Scott knew that a summons from Radford always spelled trouble.

He aimed a wand at the Sony, and a CNN anchorman in Atlanta appeared over a crawler at the bottom of the screen announcing a special report.

The anchorman said, “To repeat, the North Korean Central News Agency, in response to yesterday morning’s bombings in Midtown Manhattan, which killed at least three hundred and twenty-seven people, including the North and South Korean special envoys, has issued a statement.

“A spokesman for the DPRK reported that the North Korean leader, Kim Jong-il, has been arrested for treason and for having ordered the bombings in New York City. Marshal Kim Gwan Jin, head of the DPRK’s armed forces, has taken control of the country. Jin has issued a pointed warning to the United States and its allies in East Asia that any attempt to interfere in North Korean affairs, or to take any military action against the Jin government, will be, quote ‘…countered by the full force of the North Korean People’s Army and its arsenal of conventional and unconventional weapons,’ unquote.

“In Washington, the White House issued a statement….”

Scott turned off the TV and started packing.

 

From eighty stories aloft, evening rush-hour traffic flowing down the Ginza looked like a river of light. Iseda Tokugawa, dressed in a silk sea-green kimono, watched the river flow across Tokyo from his office at Meji Holdings. As he watched, he heard the female news reader on NHK TV say, “To restate our main news story, the North Korean Central News Agency, in its first response to yesterday morning’s bombings in Midtown Manhattan…”

So, the first phase had started. Exactly as described. And precisely on time.

Tokugawa entered the tokonoma—an alcove kept hidden behind a folding floral screen—and admired the scrolls and seasonal flower arrangements on display. He fussed with a favorite bonsai, snipping and pruning here and there. Satisfied with his handiwork, he turned his attention to the kamidana—the god-shelf that hung on one wall of the alcove.

A miniature Shinto shrine made of cypress sat on the shelf. Ostensibly the shrine housed the spirits of Tokugawa’s ancestors. He removed a small ceramic bottle of saki from a cupboard, filled a cup to the brim, then placed the cup on the shelf in front of the shrine as an offering. He stepped back, bowed his head, and clapped his hands twice. Tokugawa did this every day, morning and evening. Old habits were hard to shake.

Earlier that day he had concluded a two-hundred-billion-yen deal to supply computerized electrical switching equipment manufactured by one of Meji’s companies for use in Iran’s nuclear electric power grid. Now he communed with spirits. How to reconcile two such contradictory worlds, one ruled by hard-nosed pragmatism and a fat bottom line, the other by folk spirits and mythological beings represented by a simple wooden box on a shelf. Tokugawa had no satisfactory explanation for this dichotomy.

Shortly he would exchange his kimono for a Savile Row suit, then play host to the Iranian officials and their lawyers at a sex club in Kabukicho, Tokyo’s so-called pink entertainment zone. But a vague feeling of discontent flooded over him, and his jubilant mood gave way to unease: Once embarked upon the path to which he was committed, there would be no turning back. The consequences of what he was soon to set in motion would be like nothing the world had ever experienced. Yet he had lived too long and traveled too far to doubt that his actions were justified. After all, his family’s loss of face had been too great. And he believed with all his being that in the pursuit of vengeance ends always justified means.

Tokugawa’s unease suddenly lifted, and he felt a surge of delightful anticipation. The girls being provided for the pleasure of his Iranian clients were young and exceptionally beautiful. Perhaps he’d partake of one himself.

Tokugawa nodded “Domo arigato,” to the god-shelf.

 

Scott stood at the foot of King Street in Alexandria, Virginia, by the Waterfront Marina shopping mall, his back to a raw wind whipping off the Potomac River. Old Town was busy. Expensive cars clogged the streets while a dating crowd of well-heeled professionals waited for tables at chic restaurants. Dressed in jeans, turtleneck, and a worn leather bomber jacket, Scott felt conspicuous and out of place.

He had felt the heat as soon as he’d gotten off his plane from Norfolk. A political firestorm had broken over the capital. Congress, reacting to the bombings in New York City, had threatened to declare war on North Korea. Members of both houses had demanded that the president fire the heads of Homeland Security, the CIA, and the FBI. Karl Radford had escaped their fury only because he’d kept a low profile and had powerful friends on The Hill and in the White House. Even the declaration by North Korea’s Marshal Jin, that Kim Jong-il was insane and under arrest, facing trial and possible execution for his crime committed in New York, had not placated Congress or the American press. The president was still fighting to get control of the situation before it spun completely out of his grasp. How hot it would get, Scott had no idea. All he knew was that the heat was rising fast and the clock was ticking.

He noticed a gray Buick Regal circle the block twice. Each time, its occupants, a man and woman, glanced at him. After a third circuit the Buick jockeyed into a tight parking space up the block. Scott watched the couple get out and stroll toward a restaurant. Was he being watched? By them? Or someone else? He was a sub skipper, not a spy. Yet the two occupations were so often synonymous that there was little difference between them. He’d worked for Radford before and could only guess what was in store this time. For sure, something to do with the North Koreans. His experience with them had been limited solely to torpedoing an NK frigate, playing hide-and-seek with one of their subs, and snatching a SEAL team out from under their noses. There were plenty of other ways to put pressure on the NKs that didn’t require a sub recon—which could turn into a suicide mission—if that’s what Radford was contemplating.

“Commander Scott?”

The man was tilting against the wind, tan trench coat plastered to his legs. Though Scott had a commanding view of the area around him, he hadn’t seen the man approach. Now he was standing there and Scott felt like an idiot.

“I’m Scott.”

“The general’s waiting. Would you please come with me?”

Scott looked the man over. “Who are you?”

“Tom Kennedy. I work for the general.” He didn’t offer to shake hands or show ID.

Scott fell in behind Kennedy, loping north on Union Street, until they approached an idling black Mercury Marquis. Kennedy opened the rear passenger door for Scott, then slid into the front passenger’s seat.

Scott smelled aftershave. The general, his grizzled mien raked by light from sodium vapor lamps, sat deep in the far corner of the rear seat, a black cashmere top-coat open over a dark double-breasted suit. Scott felt not only underdressed but also out of place.

“Good to see you, Scott,” said Radford.

They shook hands across a bolstered armrest, then Radford rapped the glass partition between the driver’s and passenger’s compartment. The Marquis pulled away from the curb, turned left, and hurtled toward Washington Street.

Scott started to speak, but Radford held up a silencing hand. His Air Force Academy ring glittered like a diamond in shadow. “All your questions will be answered. Suffice to say we have a new crisis on the Korean peninsula. Marshal Jin says he wants peace, but the president doesn’t believe him. We think Jin and his cronies, not Kim, are behind the bombings, that they blamed them on Kim as a pretext to seize power. Hell, Jin opposed the disarmament agreement from the start. That NK defector we have, Jao, warned us that this might happen. Too bad we didn’t listen.”

Radford peered out at heavy traffic and said, “No one would shed a tear if Kim was stood up before a firing squad, but that’s not the point. We had an agreement with him, and it took years of hard negotiating to get it. We averted a bloodbath on the peninsula only because Kim had no other choice but to buckle to U.S., Japanese, and Chinese demands for disarmament. The damn South Koreans were ready to appease him and refused to believe that the whole goddamn regime was rotten, a house of cards waiting to collapse. And now we’re back where we started. Jin and his generals are hard-liners and liars to boot. He’s also a dedicated Communist. What’s worse, he’s out of touch with reality. Maybe even a little nuts. They all are. So it’s no surprise that Jin may be hatching a new plan to engage in nuclear blackmail.”

“What kind of plan?” Scott asked.

“Ah.” Radford turned his gaze full on Scott. “That’s what the president wants to know.” He lit a cigarette and replaced the lighter in the bolster’s socket before continuing. “Does this bother you?” He cracked the side window. “We’ve picked up, among other things, some signals intercepts that seem to indicate the NKs are up to something and that Jin is directly involved. We don’t know with what, but we’ll go into that when we arrive.”

“Where?”

“Not far, just down the road a ways.”
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Mt. Vernon, Virginia


The car turned south onto the George Washington Memorial Parkway, away from Radford’s Crystal City headquarters. Whatever Radford had cooked up, Scott knew that there was no way he could avoid being shanghaied into service.

Radford was saying, “By the bye, there may be a citation in the works for you.”

Scott said nothing.

“Did you hear what I said?”

“Yes, sir, a citation.”

“From the president.”

One minute they wanted to cashier you, Scott thought, the next, hand out a citation. Anything to get you on board.

“For the Baltic operation,” Radford said. “We are not unaware of the risks you ran to kill that Chechen bunch before they could blow that Akula sky-high.”

“Yes, sir, thank you. All in a day’s work,” Scott said, not caring how trite that sounded. What had Alex Thorne called him, the Navy’s garbage man? Always cleaning up their messes. How apt, Scott thought. He had bragged about, had worn as a badge of honor, his status as likely the oldest commander in the Navy. He’d been passed over for promotion to captain once, though temporarily frocked as a captain for his mission to Russia to head off the Chechen terrorists. Once again a commander, his career would be finished if he was passed over for captain again. Though they always seemed to find a way to use him, the Navy couldn’t see fit to promote him to captain.

“You should try taking that chip off your shoulder,” Radford said, sounding riled. “You might find it does wonders for your career. What’s past is past. Try thinking about the future for a change.”

“I’m sorry, General, but that’s a little hard to do, especially when I have no control over it. Fact is, sir, it seems that you and Admiral Ellsworth have a lot of influence over any future I might have. Or whether I even have one.”

“Ellsworth holds you in very high regard.”

Scott said nothing.

“It’s true. When the chips are down he comes to you for help. That says it all. He even got your old command back, put you aboard the Tampa, I hear.”

“He did. But I’m not aboard her now. Instead, I’m here with you.”

Radford mused for a long moment, then said, “Well, the chips are down again. We need your help.”

Scott waited for Radford to say more, but the general merely looked out the car window at the moon rising over Maryland across the Potomac.

 

They turned off the GW Parkway into a Mt. Vernon town-house development and drove down streets lined with quadplexes, Japanese SUVs and sedans, then into a cul-de-sac and the driveway of a lighted end unit. Scott and Kennedy followed Radford into a modern suburban home furnished in the spare, generic style favored by the SRO for their safe houses.

“Hello, Scott.” Carter Ellsworth stood in the middle of the living room, one hand wrapped around a coffee mug, the other outstretched in greeting. He was short and had pale blue eyes, which were magnified by the thick steel-rimmed glasses he wore. Scott had never seen Ellsworth in civilian clothes and almost didn’t recognize him.

“Admiral,” said Scott, looking past Ellsworth at a handsome black man. The man was clean shaven and wore a well-tailored blazer and slacks, which flattered his good build.

“Jefferson,” he said. “McCoy Jefferson. Lieutenant Colonel, U.S. Air Force.”

“McCoy’s my deputy for special-ops,” said Radford.

As they shook hands, Scott sensed that Jefferson was sizing him up. “Combat Control Team?” Scott asked.

“That’s right, CCT.”

Air Force combat controllers were trained to support special-operations forces such as Navy SEALs and often deployed with them to assist their insertion and extraction.

Radford turned and acknowledged an elegant Japanese woman who had entered the room.

“How do you do, Commander Scott?” she said in perfect English. “I’m Fumiko Kida.” She offered Scott her hand, which was smooth and warm.

He held her hand a tad longer than courtesy dictated while his eyes roamed her striking features: silky black hair that grazed her shoulders and framed her face; a pair of full, encompassing lips that were moist and very red.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, Commander.” She saw a man in his early forties, well built and with dark hair flecked with gray. He had rough-edged good looks and a bearing that indicated he knew how to handle himself in tough situations.

“Please call me Jake.” He released her hand. “I don’t know what you’ve heard about me, but most of it’s not true.”

“Come off it, Scott,” Ellsworth snorted. “You’re among friends. Ms. Kida knows about the Baltic op.”

“What brings you to Virginia?” Scott asked her.

“Marshal Kim Gwan Jin brings her to Virginia,” said Radford, making himself comfortable in a wing chair. “Ms. Kida works for the Japan Defense Intelligence Headquarters. She was sent here by Director General Kabe to share information about Marshal Jin.”

“Information we believe is tied to the recent coup in North Korea,” she added.

A woman, whom Scott recognized from the gray Buick Regal in Alexandria, entered the room with a tray of sandwiches, which she placed on the coffee table. The man Scott had seen driving the Buick carried in a tray of soft drinks and condiments.

After the couple departed, Radford said, “McCoy, why don’t you and Ms. Kida brief Scott.”

Jefferson popped open a soda, took a quick pull, then put the can aside. “As you know, Jin has abrogated the agreement Kim Jong-il negotiated with us to dismantle his nuclear arsenal. Apparently he believes we’ll launch a preemptive strike against North Korea as payback for the bombings in New York, and is threatening to start a nuclear war in the Far East or to launch missiles at the U.S. The problem we face is compounded by the fact that the DPRK is on the verge of collapse. Should that happen, we’ll have to find and secure the warheads so they won’t fall into the hands of terrorists. Either way, it’s a huge problem.”

“Do we know where the warheads are?” Scott asked.

“Not all of them,” Jefferson admitted. “At any rate, five days before the terrorist bombings in Manhattan, the JDIH picked up intercepts which indicated that Jin is planning to attend a meeting with an unidentified individual near Taiwan. Right now it isn’t clear what this meeting is about or what his intentions are. We know from JDIH intercepts that the meeting was scheduled in advance of the attacks in New York. We think the meeting may have something to do with Jin’s seizing power but can’t be sure.”

“Do you have any idea who this person is that Jin is meeting?”

“Not yet,” Fumiko said, “but we think he is a Japanese.”

“What kind of comms intercepts are you picking up?” Scott asked. “Maybe that’ll tell you something.”

“It has. We’re seeing line discriminators and jumped wave band with blocks and filters. Very sophisticated stuff, probably a Geng auto-crypt system, definitely not European or Scandinavian.”

“Any guesses what this meeting is about?”

“Jin is one of the most reclusive individuals in North Korea,” said Jefferson. “As far as we know, he’s never traveled out of the country. For him to do it now means that the meeting is damned important.”

Scott turned to Fumiko. “How many Japanese can there be who would have a legitimate reason to meet with Jin at a time when things are so unsettled? And for what reason? A business deal maybe?”

Fumiko said, “Until recently Japan has had very bad relations with North Korea. But then our new prime minister agreed to open the door a crack to allow trade and cultural exchanges with Pyongyang.”

“So maybe someone in Japan is meeting with Jin to discuss a deal for, say, food, fuel, and other goods that they desperately need.”

“I don’t think so,” Fumiko said. “The North has trade ministers who negotiate such things with the Japanese government. Given the new reality in Pyongyang, Jin wouldn’t leave the country unless the meeting was vital to the DPRK’s survival.”

“You mean the survival of their nuclear arsenal, don’t you?” Scott said.

They all looked at him; their silence conveyed comprehension.

Scott began to see the outline of the plan being hatched by Radford and Ellsworth, and he didn’t like it. “You said this meeting is being held near Taiwan. Where?”

Fumiko said, “On an island called Matsu Shan. We identified it from our intercepts.”

“So what’s on this Matsu Shan?” Scott asked.

“A villa owned by a Taiwanese druglord.”
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Safe house, Virginia suburbs


“General, do I understand,” Scott said, “that you want to insert a SEAL team into Matsu Shan to find out what Jin is up to?”

“We absolutely must know what the meeting is about,” Radford said. “And the only way to find out is by putting SEALs ashore.”

“We need your expertise on this one,” Ellsworth chimed in.

Scott felt his gut tighten. He saw it again, the North Korean frigate charging, the race to get the SEAL team back onboard the Chicago; her torpedoes slamming into the frigate; its bow and stern folding into a V…. “With respect, Admiral, I seem to recall you once had doubts about my abilities to carry out a similar mission.”

Ellsworth pointed a finger. “We’re not here to rehash the past, Scott. Your actions in the Baltic squared the account.” His temper held in check by the presence of Radford, Jefferson, and Fumiko, Ellsworth said evenly, “You inserted SOF teams into Dubrovnik and North Korea, so this job at Matsu Shan should be a piece of cake.”

“Sir, they’re never a piece of cake.”

Jefferson, his face an unreadable mask, said nothing. Fumiko, perhaps unaccustomed to verbal fencing between superiors and subordinates, looked uncomfortable. Radford, smoking a cigarette, seemed content to let Scott and Ellsworth slug it out.

“What I’m saying, Scott, is that you’d be operating in friendly waters, Taiwanese territorial waters, not in the damned Yellow Sea off Korea.”

“Admiral, the Chinese Navy patrols those waters. So do the Taiwanese. Getting in and out undetected, much less making an insertion, can be nasty business. Have the Taiwanese been told about this op?”

“They won’t be brought into it,” Radford said, lurching out of his chair. “This is strictly our show. All we want is a recon job, not an assault. McCoy will head the team. We need first-rate intelligence on this. So we need someone who knows what to listen for and what to look for. That means you’ll go in with them.”

Scott felt as if he’d just been kicked in the gut.

 

Fumiko set up a presentation for viewing on a wall-sized flat-screen monitor mounted behind drapes in the living room. Radford, Ellsworth, and Jefferson ate sandwiches and drank sodas while waiting for the show to begin.

Fumiko’s long, tapered fingers flew over the keys of her laptop. As she bent close to Scott to retrieve a CD from her kit, he caught a whiff of her scent. She knew he was looking at her and seemed to realize the effect she was having on him.

“Are you based in Washington?” Scott asked.

“No, Tokyo. In fact I’m flying back tonight.”

“Thirteen hours. That’s a long flight.”

“I’m used to it. I’m away from home a lot.”

“Must be rough on your family.”

“I have no family. The JDIH is my family.”

Scott knew that Fumiko represented the new breed of liberated Japanese woman. Freed from the traditional roles of homemaker and dutiful wife of a salaryman, Japanese women were now free to pursue careers that had formerly been considered appropriate only for Japanese men. And she’d obviously made the most of it.

“How long have you been with them?”

“Ten years.”

“You must be good.”

She turned her lovely almond-shaped eyes on him, the intensity of her gaze penetrating to his core. She smiled and said, “Yes, I’m very good.”

He’d seen the same intensity in other women he’d known—and loved. Tracy. If only she could have channeled her intensity, like Fumiko had, into something that wasn’t destructive. How different could two women be, he wondered? Suddenly he remembered: Tracy was in Tokyo with her toy, Rick Sterling, the navy attaché…. He pulled back from the edge just when Fumiko announced, “Ready when you are.”

An aerial photo of the northeastern portion of Taiwan came up on the screen.

“As you can see, we have excellent satellite coverage of Matsu Shan.” Fumiko spoke as she uploaded images from the laptop to the video screen.

The still photo went into motion, and they were propelled, as if in free fall, onto a small kidney-shaped island off the northeast tip of Taiwan. Scott saw rifts of narrow inlets sawtoothed into sheer rocky bluffs, and coastal waters peppered with outcroppings of volcanic rock capable of ripping open the hulls of ships and, he thought, submarines.

“Matsu Shan is about seventy-five square acres,” Fumiko said after halting the free fall.

She moved a white arrowhead pointer across the island, which was covered with dense jungle and stands of palm. A sumptuous villa squatted at the summit of a high bluff overlooking the sea.

“On the Taiwan side of the island,” Fumiko continued, “is a narrow channel from the Pacific Ocean. It terminates at a beach below the villa.” She pointed with the arrow to docking facilities and a thirty-foot motor launch.

She moved on, saying, “As you’ll see, the villa is well guarded and virtually impregnable from assault by sea and air.”

“Who did you say owns this island?” Scott asked.

“Wu Chow Fat,” said Jefferson. “He’s a druglord, pirate, and hired killer. He runs North Korean–produced drugs for the Chinese Triads in Mainland China and Taiwan. And for the yakuza in Japan. Fat is the main conduit for North Korean heroin and methamphetamine—ice—into Taiwan. The Mainland Chinese know the NKs need hard currency and that drugs are their biggest cash crop. They produce more than half the illegal drugs the world consumes.”

“How much territory does Fat control?” Scott asked.

“All of the southern East China Sea between Ningpo and Hong Kong.”

“The Chinese crack down hard on drug smuggling into Mainland China,” Fumiko said, “but when it comes to Taiwan, they let it go through on the principle that drug use by the Taiwanese will eventually undermine their resistance to unification with China.”

“So Fat has an understanding with Beijing,” said Scott.

“Yes. Fat is Cantonese. At one time he did business simultaneously with Chiang Kai-shek in Taiwan and with the Reds in Beijing, worked both sides of the street. China’s General Administration of Customs—GAC—officials are in his pocket. They see to it that small amounts of heroin and ice get through to the Mainland, while the rest gets funneled into Taiwan.”

“And everybody makes money, tons of it,” Scott observed.

“Billions and billions,” said Jefferson.

“Just like the Colombian cartels,” Ellsworth said. “Our subs have monitored and helped interdict drug shipments from Peru and Colombia. Still, some of it always gets through. We’ve never monitored Asian drug trafficking because we naively trusted the Chinese to police themselves. Now we know better.”

“But now,” Radford added, “smugglers like Fat are joining forces with the Russian Mafiya. They’re both flush with cash and are buying weapons to sell to Middle Eastern terrorists. Hell, Fat tried to get his hands on a Russian diesel sub and helicopter gunship, as well as shoulder-fired surface-to-air missiles. That’s why we’re concerned about this meeting on Matsu Shan.”

“Got anything stronger to drink than Coke?” Scott asked.

“In the sideboard,” Radford said. “Make mine a Scotch. Anyone else?”

There were no takers. Ellsworth, a teetotaler, said, “Now you see why we need your expertise, Scott.”

“And Fat is no cowboy,” Jefferson added. “He’s smart and well protected.”

Scott handed Radford an iced Scotch and had one himself. His gaze fell on Jefferson, who didn’t look away. Scott felt certain Jefferson was measuring his resolve, probing for any weaknesses.

“What kind of hydrographic data do you have on Matsu Shan?” Scott asked.

“Tides, soundings, approaches, the usual,” Fumiko said.

“How recent?”

“Ninety-eight.”

“Christ.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve seen what they have,” Ellsworth said. “It’s good. Very detailed.”

“Sir, as I recall,” Scott said, “the Ryukyu Trench kisses Taiwan. We’d have six or seven thousand feet of water east of Taiwan, but mostly shallow water inshore.”

“True, but it’s nothing you can’t handle,” Radford said.

Scott considered: A sub designed to deliver SEALs needed water deep enough to cover her approach inshore. He didn’t like having to hug the bottom to make an insertion with hardly any water to cover his ass.

He pointed to the monitor. “Let’s see this villa.”

Fumiko zoomed in on an L-shaped structure photographed at a 45-degree angle from an orbiting KH-12 satellite. Crisp moving images crept diagonally across manicured grounds and stepped terraces. Details stood out with amazing clarity.

The villa, with its arched galleries, ceramic tile roof, and spacious veranda, sat on a bluff, surrounded by a low masonry wall. All around were hardwoods, palm, and camphor. At the foot of the bluff was the beach, where the narrow channel from the sea ended.

“Whoa, what’s this?” Scott said.

A swimming pool and cabana with diving boards and striped awnings inched across the screen. An Asian woman in dark glasses was sunbathing naked beside the pool on an inflatable mattress, surrounded by beach chairs and colorful umbrellas.

“Looks better than Club Med,” Jefferson said.

Ellsworth coughed into a fist.

The KH-12’s cameras picked out more details—a paved parking area with SUVs and trucks, which could also double as a helicopter landing pad. A dark-skinned man in jungle fatigues and stripped to the waist changed a tire on a green Toyota Land Cruiser.

Scott also saw that aside from a long, steep set of stairs hewn from living rock that faced the beach, the only other way to gain access to the villa was up a twisting service road cut into the back side of the bluff.

Fumiko said, “As you’ll see, the villa is heavily guarded.”

Scott saw armed men moving about the grounds on foot and in vehicles. “What kind of weapons are they carrying?”

“Russian PK machine guns,” said Jefferson. “Also H&K 13s.”

“Is that a guard tower?”

“Yes,” Fumiko said. “There are three of them. Here’s a better view of one.” She manipulated the sequence; the view widened.

The tower, constructed of open steelwork, had a red tile roof that matched the villa’s roof. PK machine guns pointed into the surrounding jungle from the tower’s four sides.

“What else do they have?” Scott asked.

“Figure on grenades and mortars,” said Jefferson. “RPGs, too. We’re betting they have enough hardware to fight a midsized army.”

“Not good.”

“Look, we’re not going in there to start a war, we’re going in to get intelligence.”

“How?”

“With Micro Air Vehicles,” Radford announced. He put his drink down and rose from his chair. “MAVs.”

“You’re serious, General?” Scott said.

MAVs, some only six inches long, had been under development by the SRO for years. Intended to keep soldiers out of danger on the battlefield during recon missions, they had failed to materialize as a deployable weapon. Until now.

“Of course I’m serious. The SRO has put two billion into their development, and now we’ve got one that works and is perfect for this mission. Ms. Kida.”

She switched channels. On the screen was a machine that resembled a dragonfly, complete with multiple wings made of shiny, paper-thin Mylar. Lying next to the bug, a newly minted twenty-five-

cent coin provided a sense of scale. Radford was indeed serious: The MAV was barely three inches long.

“This bug can stay aloft for a half hour,” Radford said. “It uses an RCM—Reciprocating Chemical Muscle—a noncombustible engine, attached to the wings to make them flap at high speed. The body of the robot contains a camera, guidance system, and either an olfactory sensor or a listening device.”

“We could have used one of these in Yongbyon,” said Scott, “instead of those Krypton 85 sensors that looked like plants we stuck in the ground to detect radiation from the NK’s fuel rod reprocessing plant. Let’s hope it works.”

“Oh, it works,” Jefferson said. “I’ve seen what this spy fly can do. Trust me.”

“How much range and speed does it have?” Scott asked.

“About two miles and under ideal conditions, thirty-five miles an hour.”

“That might work,” Scott said.

“It will work,” Radford said, making himself a fresh drink. “The way we see it, you won’t even make contact with Fat and his men. They’ll make themselves scarce for the meeting. All you have to do is get ashore, turn those flies loose, get what we need, and get the hell out.”

“What do you mean by ‘make himself scarce’?”

Fumiko said, “Fat’s job will be to provide security. He and his men won’t be expecting any visitors, so it should make the insertion less dicey.”

Scott said nothing. His gaze fell on Jefferson, who said, “What’s bothering you, Scott?”

“The usual. Like, how many bad guys will we be up against? How the hell do we get that damned bug into the villa and get it out? And how can we avoid contact with Fat and his men?”

“We’ve run a computer model on the op a half-a-dozen times. Ashore, we can insert the bugs from a stand-off position on the beach and record what they see.”

Scott frowned. “Computer model, eh?” It always sounded so easy, so clean. But it never was. Computers didn’t fight back and kill people for real. “You say Fat’s not going to be expecting visitors…how can you be sure?”

“Would you be?” Jefferson said. “Hell, it’s his private island. He and Jin think no one knows what’s going down. It’ll be over before they know anything happened.”

“Fat’s a drug runner and knows better than to let his guard down. And if you think we can run this on a fast clock, that’s a prescription for disaster.”

Jefferson gave him a hard look and was about to speak when Ellsworth said, “There he is.”

The monitor flickered. A grossly obese Wu Chow Fat appeared on a white sandy beach. Points of light reflecting off water glimmered like miniature donuts, proof that the digital photo had been taken with a mirror telephoto lens from long range, possibly a sub.

Fat’s tiny head, perched atop a mound of blubber, bobbled. He was assisted by a lithe young woman as he moved with heavy plodding steps through the sand. Fat hanging from his body in thick folds all but hid a pair of gargantuan yellow swim trunks. His arms and legs, their girth enormous, looked like overinflated balloons that might burst at any moment. He continued down the beach, supported by his companion, until out of camera range.

“Well, they got his name right,” Scott said.

“Don’t be misled by what you see,” Fumiko said. “Fat is smart. He’s also a cold-blooded killer.”

 

Scott munched a sandwich while Fumiko squared away her computer gear and tidied up cables.

Radford, smoking, said huskily, “According to the information Ms. Kida has from JDIH intercepts, this meeting on Matsu Shan is scheduled to take place in fifteen days. That doesn’t give us much time, so Admiral Ellsworth has worked up a schedule that has absolutely no room for slippage but will get the job done.”

“Right.” Ellsworth looked up from a document he was reading and said, “We have a SEAL team on standby at Pearl Harbor. Colonel Jefferson will fly on ahead tonight and join them. You, Scott, will follow him out ASAP, go over the plan, then do a workup with the team for an over-the-beach op. You’ll get all of this in your op-orders from ComSubPac. For now, consider yourself detached from the Tampa and reassigned to the Reno in Pearl. She’s been fitted out with an ASDS and everything else you’ll need for the job.”

The ASDS was the Navy’s Advanced Seal Delivery System, a 65-foot mini-sub designed to covertly insert SEALs ashore from a nuclear attack submarine.

“The Reno? Sir, she’s one of the oldest Los Angeles–class boats we have. What kind of shape is she in?”

“The Reno’s had a refit and she’s like new. Quieter than a Seawolf. And she’s got a new BSY-2 sonar suite and BQG-5D wide aperture array. She’s been through the pre-overseas movement and is surge-ready.”

“Weapons load-out?”

“Mark 48 ADCAPs.”

“Tomahawks?”

“Can’t give you everything.”

“Crew?”

“Sam Deacon’s troops.”

“Who’s exec?”

“Rus Kramer.”

“I hear Kramer’s good.”

“Tops. Now, you’re senior to Deacon and in charge of the mission, but you know Navy regs—he owns the ship. He’ll work with you, just don’t put his nose out of joint. Any questions?”

“No, sir.”

Scott knew it would be a close-run op with no margin for error. Success would turn on the application of a new weapon, the MAV. He also knew that little time had been allocated for training with Jefferson and the SEALs, to form a bond with them, to check out on weapons he’d not handled in a long time, and to prepare himself for the rigors of insertion from an ASDS. He hoped that his prior Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training, or BUD/S, undertaken at the Naval Special Warfare Center in Coronado, California, would see him through any crisis. Like riding a bicycle or driving a stick shift, it was in-grained, a thing you never forgot how to do.

 

The others went on ahead. Jefferson lugged Fumiko’s gear, which was packed in black aluminum cases, to one of the cars. She stopped Scott in the town house’s foyer and said, “I know you have doubts about the mission.”

Scott, pleased by her show of concern, said, “I always have doubts about a mission like this one.”

“Because of what happened in Russia?”

Scott gave her a look.

“I heard about the Baltic mission. They said it was Chechen terrorists with a Russian sub.”

He laughed. “Hell, Chechnya doesn’t have a navy.”

Fumiko didn’t laugh.

“Look, it was nothing, just a routine recon.”

“They said there was a woman involved…an American woman…”

“Don’t believe everything you hear.”

“…and that you and she almost didn’t make it back.” She put a hand on his arm.

Scott considered, then said, “You’re right, it was touch and go. A group of Chechen terrorists led by Alikhan Zakayev commandeered a Russian sub based up on the Kola Peninsula. They had a plan to drive the sub into the harbor at St. Petersburg during the recent summit meeting between the U.S. and Russian presidents and blow the reactor, to contaminate the city and every living thing in it. I took command of a Russian Akula, tracked Zakayev down in the Baltic Sea, and prevented it from happening.”

“You mean you torpedoed Zakayev’s sub.”

“Couldn’t have done it without help from Alex Thorne. She’s a scientist attached to the U.S. Embassy in Moscow. Very bright. She figured out what Zakayev was going to do and, well, more or less saw us through a reactor casualty of our own. We lost coolant to the Akula’s reactor and almost had a core meltdown. If it hadn’t been for a Russian officer who patched it up, I wouldn’t be here now. And most of the Baltic region would have been radioactive and uninhabitable for who knows how long.”

Scott heard loping footsteps, someone returning to the house. Fumiko took her hand away.

“Commander Scott, we’re waiting,” Kennedy said from the driveway.

“Sorry you won’t be there in Pearl to see us off,” Scott told her.

“Me, too,” she said.
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Chungwa, North Korea


The new Dear Leader, Marshal Jin, arrived at the special detention center, twenty-five kilometers south of Pyongyang. The high-security facility, a squat, ugly concrete blockhouse, its walls punched through on four sides with rows of narrow, vertical windows, sat at the end of a paved road, one of the few in the Chungwa region.

The stamp of the guards’ booted feet and their presentation of arms greeted Jin inside the main entrance. Jin and an aide swept past their ranks and fell in with the prison commandant, who was dressed in full military regalia, including jodhpurs, aiguillette, and Sam Browne belt.

The commandant ushered Jin into a spartan office furnished only with a coal-burning stove and metal table and chair. One end of the table had been set with cups of rice wine and bowls of kimbap—sushi—and kimch’i—fiery cabbage.

Jin, his full attention on the closed-circuit color video monitor at the other end of the table, ignored the food. The chair, held by the commandant, materialized under Jin, who sat, gripped by an image on the monitor of Kim Jong-il, transmitted via hidden camera inside his cell deep within the detention center.

Jin almost didn’t recognize the former Dear Leader. Shoeless, dressed in a filthy powder blue jumpsuit, and without his trademark black-framed glasses, Kim looked exhausted. He’d lost weight, which had caused his pudgy face to collapse. The jumpsuit hung from his body like a sack. His bare feet were purple from the cold and disfigured by bunions. Kim sat, not moving a muscle, on the edge of his bunk, which was suspended from chains bolted to the cell’s stone wall.

“He refuses food, Dear Leader,” said the commandant, inclining his head slightly toward Jin.

Jin couldn’t care less if Kim starved himself. It would save the time and trouble of executing Kim slowly in a vat of boiling salt water laced with lye. Or throwing him alive into a furnace. A bullet in his brain was too quick.

Jin studied Kim’s ashen face. Kim the traitor; Kim the drunk; Kim the womanizer. The Swedish prostitutes he favored should see and smell him now. They might think twice about allowing all that unwashed flesh to crush them, two and three at a time, against satin sheets, or they might balk at the idea of licking French wine off his body while he writhed with pleasure and called for another bottle to be uncorked.

Jin stood. “I’ll see him.”

 

The cell door shivered and swung open. Kim blinked; a flash of recognition ignited his dull eyes.

“I have nothing to say,” Kim croaked, his throat blocked with phlegm, his doughy lips barely moving. He warmed his hands under his armpits.

The cell was filthier than Jin had thought. Kim, in addition to refusing food, had refused to use the bucket provided and instead had defecated and urinated on the floor of the cell. Jin almost gagged on the smell, which cut his nostrils like a knife. The commandant lifted, then dropped, his shoulders, as if to say there was nothing he could do about Kim’s bad habit, which was his only means of revenge for such a grave loss of face. Let Kim breathe his own shit, Jin thought.

Jin motioned that he wanted privacy; the commandant stepped into the passageway but left the cell door slightly ajar.

Hands linked behind his back, Jin looked down at the hunched figure of the man who had ruled North Korea for almost twenty-five years and who, during that period, had unleashed a wave of brutality that at times had sickened even Jin, a master himself at using terror and pain to control his enemies.

“Go away.” Kim hawked and spat between the polished toe caps of Jin’s boots. “I have nothing to say.”

“And there is nothing you can say that I want to hear,” Jin said. “Instead, you will listen to me. An indictment has been handed down by the People’s Council of Ministers. You have been charged and found guilty of treason and have been sentenced to death.”

Kim, gaze planted on the gob of gray phlegm between Jin’s boot toes, said nothing.

“The People’s Council of Justice has given me the task of carrying out your sentence. I am free to choose the time of your execution and, most importantly, the method.”

“Then kill me now.”

“There is more.” Jin waited until he had Kim’s full attention. “Your uncle, your sister and her husband, and both your sons have been arrested. They, too, will pay for your crime. I will rid the State of all traitors who have disgraced your father, the divine leader, Kim il Sung.”

Kim looked up. “Are you trying to frighten me?”

“Frighten you? No. Those are the facts.”

“As I said, kill me now.”
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