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Incubus
 
"You realize she'll probably be fired over this." 
"At best," my client grunted his assent into the phone. "But what's that to you? Or to us?"
"Fair enough." To this day I'm still not sure I believed that, but I said it anyway before thumbing my headset to disconnect the call. Time to go to work.
By the dawn of the Twenty-Second Century, the US intelligence community had grown into a unified and well-oiled machine of truly monstrous proportions. In an editorial dated January 5, 2101, the Washington Post estimated that nearly five percent of the US population directly serves the intelligence community in one capacity or another. Another three percent have taken those skills back into the private sector. I count myself among both of those sizable minorities.
Men and women from all professions and all walks of life now punch clocks every day for an alphabet soup of federal agencies. The list of employers is endless, as are the jobs they seek to fill. Armies of artists, craftsmen, nurses, soldiers, teachers, chemists, tailors, all perform an astonishing array of tasks, and are paid very well to do so. 
Of course there are also professionals of a more rarefied breed. Individuals like myself with elastic ethics and unique qualifications. But I wouldn't rush headlong toward the cliched image of trench coat, sunglasses, and black hat. I'm not what you might think. 
Unlike most operations types, I don't have any military or law enforcement experience. I've never been off-world; not even a short cruise around the moon. And I got my start in the private espionage business through some very unconventional channels. Starting as a low-level marketing functionary at a major multinational corporation, I was fortunate enough to land a seat on their corporate intelligence unit, and overnight my life changed forever. I was sent to DC for some very intensive training with a rogues gallery of retired spies and other gray-collar professionals. Then it was on to Bangkok for some very specialized surgical implants, after which I returned to New York and gave my employers three solid years before the Feds came knocking at my door with an offer of service. Another five with them and I was back in the private sector, pulling down a king's ransom from a newly cultivated private practice. 
I was initially surprised at my career trajectory, though I shouldn't have been. My old corporate sponsors had not only tutored me well, they had also implanted me with some very expensive hardware: top shelf Chinese tech including sub-dermal storage arrays, optical implants, a wifi transponder, and CPU. Their combined effects have turned me into a walking espionage machine, and nothing but the latest generation of medical imaging equipment can give me away. So the government's interest was quite understandable. I was a rare high-tech toy with no assembly required, and I could become either a liability or an asset. They chose asset, and I've been writing my own ticket ever since. 
I remember running the preflight check for my hand scanners the night I met Sonya, watching their blue alphanumeric displays glowing and chattering beneath the heels of my palms. Exquisitely delicate instruments designed to measure, record, and otherwise capture the details of anything with which they came in contact, I was being doubly careful in their calibration. I needed them operating at peak efficiency.
Would she notice the lights under my skin? The various readouts and displays, however minimal, had certainly not been designed with that night's work in mind, and were at best hard to miss. Downright unmistakable when my clothes were off. When the time came, I would have to ensure that she was properly distracted. And since there was little I could do about it at the moment, I drove the thought from my mind and soldiered on.
Cybernetic technologies notwithstanding, little has changed in the last hundred years. At least no more so than in the hundred years before that. Look at today's manufacturing processes, for example. They've undergone any number of evolutions since the Industrial Revolution some two hundred year ago, but the products they churn out remain essentially the same.
Take my apartment. In the kitchen, beside my flash cooker and sonic dishwasher, sits an Apple 3D printer. Every flat in the building has one. Whether I need a new suit or a new piece of furniture, all I have to do is place my order with an online retailer. Amazon, Brooks Brothers, Ikea, Banana Republic... same as it ever was. A pattern file is delivered to my computer, along with a license to reproduce a predetermined number of copies. Hit "Print", et voila! Within seconds the component parts, and in many cases a completely finished piece, will be ready for use. But the final product is still a suit of clothes. A bicycle. A lamp. Or a chair. Little different from their hand- and factory-made counterparts of yesteryear.
"Closet," I called out.
Twin doors, at first little more than seams in glossy wood-paneled walls, dutifully slid apart. The cavity behind them was carefully ordered and monochromatic, stacked high and wide with black, white, and gray suits, sport coats, jeans, and shirts. Only the occasional splash of color creeps into the mix, typically in the form of an expensive tie or pair of socks. But I wouldn't be needing either of them tonight. It was hot as blazes out there, and I needed to dress accordingly. 
Soft loafers, jeans, a black t-shirt, and a black blazer to dress things up. Liberally sprinkle the few accoutrements I'm unsure any man should live without, and I was ready to go: smart-watch and -sunglasses, eKeys, my folding combat knife, and an old Mont Blanc fountain pen. (That last item is purely for show. No one writes any more. Not even the occasional phone number on a cocktail napkin.) And, lastly, a compact paddle holster bulging with a nasty-looking German-made flechette revolver.
Let's be perfectly clear regarding the pistol: I'm no gun nut. Far from it. I think it's a terrible idea to carry one, particularly in my line of work. Because if I have to shoot someone, I'm not doing my job. At least not very well. But folks don't have much of a choice these days. I can't remember the last time the words "gun control" were used together by a politician in a single sentence. At least not by one who wanted to remain popular. Best to give in, arm up, and hope you never have to use the thing. A prospect which holds, at best, some pretty slim odds. Statistically, the likelihood was that even my date would be carrying. And we were just going to dinner.
 
–––––––
 
I was to meet Sonya at Candela, a bright and busy monstrosity thrown together by New York's celebrity chef du jour and housed inside an old Greenwich Village nightclub. Two stories of glass and glossy white, the air was alive with laser light and its bar surfaced in ever-changing video and holographic displays. The overall effect was far from serene, and afforded me the perfect excuse to whisk her out of here when the moment presented itself. 
My optical implants went wild, their internal displays alerting me to a bewildering array of data. One indicator flashed that my table would be ready in half an hour, another that the restaurant's less-than-secure wifi network was now connected and charging my watch and phone, and a third that my date was waiting for me at the end of the bar. But I didn't need my facial recognition apps to pick her out of the crowd. 
She was lovely even with her back turned from halfway across that blinding and cavernous room, her head a playful riot of tight strawberry-blonde ringlets and gentle curves. Of course, it would have mattered little had she been otherwise. I'm a professional, and I had a job to do. But it certainly made things a whole lot easier.
We'd corresponded heatedly in the last week, exchanging flurries of wickedly charged text and video messages that left us both hungry for the next wave and, finally, for our rendezvous. I had choreographed the dialogue very carefully, and our date at Candela was to be my payday.
"Sonya?" I touched the small of her back ever so gently, causing her to spin around, and watched her eyes widen as she took me in. She obviously liked what she saw. "I'm Phil."
"Philip," she smiled. "You're taller in person. And very handsome."
I've always been proud of my facility with women. I did a lot of terrestrial traveling with my parents as a child, and took every opportunity to practice flirting with each pretty face I laid eyes on wherever I was in the world, from locals to flight attendants and every girl in between. By the time I entered high school women came effortlessly to me, as have the social graces, mannerisms, and little niceties that are so useful in seducing them.
"And you are intoxicating," I replied. The words flowed easily, as though I said that sort of thing all the time. Which I did. Only in her case it was absolutely true. I leaned in to kiss her cheek, inhaling deeply as I went. I could have drowned in her sapphire eyes and gotten drunk on her scent. But I signaled the bartender instead, ordering a round of whatever she was having. "What are you drinking?"
"Mojito," she beamed up at me. 
"Hope they're good," I winked back. "I just ordered one."
"You've never had a Mojito?"
Actually I'm a huge fan of all things Cuban. Cocktails and cigars in particular. But fibbing about it was as good an icebreaker as anything else I could think of. And just like that we were off, racing excitedly through the fumbling queries and frenzied replies that presage a first tryst.
As I said, I've never had much trouble attracting women. I'm a darkly handsome fellow of medium height and athletic build, and a lady killer by all accounts. But for Sonya I used every trick in my book. A little insurance never hurt anyone. 
Carefully timed eye contact, innocent touches to her exposed arms, rapt attention to her every word and the little follow-up questions that prove it... I built the charge between us in layers until I could feel her beginning to react. She flashed an unnecessary smile here, a lilting laugh at an unfunny joke there. Not much, but more than enough to tell me that she was succumbing.
"Kinda bright in here," she giggled, shielding her eyes from the overhead glare. 
That was my cue. My optics were reading flushing in her cheeks and constantly changing micro-expressions that pointed to one single, salacious thought. So I gave her a rare, thin smile and conspiratorially touched her elbow before signaling the barman. 
"Let's go."
"Where?" 
She knew perfectly well where. And if she didn't, the suggestion in her eyes was plain enough. She just wanted to hear me say it.
"My place," I grinned wolfishly. "I've got a great bottle chilling in the fridge, and I guarantee that the lights are dim."
Life may be little different, but quite a lot has changed about New York City in the last hundred years. Crime is a fraction of what it once was. The boundaries of each of the five boroughs have clawed their way skyward, radically reshaping the Big Apple's constantly evolving skyline. The Michael Bloomberg breakwater and floodgate system, the largest civil engineering projects ever undertaken anywhere in the world, have been embracing the City and holding back ever-rising sea levels since 2045, while gargantuan weather-modification ships and cargo blimps ply the Hudson alongside their diminutive, conventional counterparts. Were it not for enduring landmarks like the Empire State Building and the Brooklyn Bridge, the place would be unrecognizable to a time traveler from the twenty-first century.
One thing remains constant, however: we still have the best cabbies on the planet. Or the worst, depending on your perspective. Always will, I suspect. Between the thriving community of hacks and the legions of resident drivers and pilots, civilian ground and air traffic is nothing short of breakneck at all times. Even the navigation systems in the city's checkered yellow AutoCabs seem to drive more recklessly than their counterparts elsewhere in the States.
I don't own a car. It's sheer madness to do so in this town. Unless, of course, you're swimming in cash. (Another thing that hasn't changed.) I do very well for myself, but not well enough to justify the thousands of dollars my building charges to garage a ground car each month. And I certainly can't afford the cost of a skyport extension to my postage stamp sized terrace, much less the cost of the vehicle to put inside it. So we jumped into a cab, stretched out on the worn rear seat, and held on to each other tightly as the autopilot lurched skyward and right at Twenty-Third Street, then left onto the FDR Drive, before racing uptown. 
While Greenwich Village still retained much of its low-lying brick and mortar charm, the same could not be said for the rest of Manhattan. From the Battery all the way north to Harlem super-high-rises dominate the skyline, dwarfing what few skyscrapers remained from their golden age in the Twentieth Century. Even the Dead Zone stood tall, if dark and shadowy against the glowing night sky. 
I stopped groping Sonya just long enough to hold my breath as we flew past the Zone's darkened precincts, and I noticed that she did the same. I'm pretty sure all New Yorkers do it. I can't help myself, even though we were at least a quarter mile from the irradiated and skeletal neighborhood surrounding Grand Central Station, and over a quarter century from the day of its destruction.
The panic in the wake of the bomber's dirty nuke had dwarfed the public reaction to 9/11, or any other known terrorist strike on record, and it felt as fresh as ever. Decontamination of the five-block radius around the historic train station had been going on ever since. It would likely continue for decades to come, and reconstruction would take more time still. But not to worry, the rest of the City was wealthier, more congested, and more expensive than ever. And the laws of commerce dictated that Grand Central would be back open for business and travel the day that cleanup was complete. If not before. 
I returned my attention to Sonya as we soared along the FDR's sky lanes some fifty feet above the ground. Past the Dead Zone and the old United Nations building at its eastern edge, past the townhouses that clung to the Murray Hill and Turtle Bay riverbanks like barnacles, and past the sprawling New York Presbyterian hospital complex, until we turned at the new Seventy-Ninth Street off ramp. Her skin was tingling with anticipation as we came to a jarring halt inside the yawning steel skyport atop my apartment building.
Our caresses had become so frenzied that my suddenly still hands felt heavy and awkward as I punched the elevator button for my floor. She smiled coyly and rummaged about in the depths of her handbag as the numbers ticked downward, while I produced an old electronic cigarette from my pocket and began to self-consciously puff away. 
"There's an odd habit." 
There was no judgment or malice in her comment. It was merely an observation. And she wasn't wrong. Despite the fact that eCigs remained readily accessible, the universal ban on old-fashioned burned tobacco nearly a half century ago had dampened the global appetite for any brand of cigarette. Even those of the artificial and (comparatively) healthy variety.
"I love them," I smiled as the lift doors yawned wide. "I have a chemist in Thailand who formulates this blend just for me. Taste just like the real thing. Not that anyone would know. There's even real nicotine in them."
Neither of us were particularly interested in her response. I can't remember if she even offered one. Our clumsy fidgeting and halting attempts at conversation had merely served to burn the minutes until we were alone again. And we were now at my door.
Once inside, the journey from front hall to bedroom was a blur. I recall clothes falling away, her hurried footsteps guided always by my hand against the small of her back, lips gently and skillfully working their way from the nape of her neck downward, stopping only to produce a vial of pills from my nightstand.
"Stims?" Her eyes widened at the question, one that she was not wrong to ask. Designer drugs had been the most popular sexual aids on the market for much of the last decade.
"Better," I smiled, placing a single flesh-colored tablet on her waiting tongue. "Much better."
Pink Ladies. At least that's what my black market chemist calls them. Custom-formulated sensory, cognitive, and physical performance-enhancers similar to the compounds the Agency used to feed me before an op. "Combat Chems", they used to call them. Great stuff. And in addition to their intentional effects they make sex stims look like candy. 
Now that I've gone private I don't have access to the Company's pharmacists, but there are ways around even that deficiency. My Thai wunderkind, the same guy that blends my cigarettes, analyzed a sample I sent him years ago. Now I have a cheap, plentiful, and steady supply. They're almost as pure as the Agency's product, and they work just fine for me in the field. Even better for my sexual partners. Keeps their senses spun up to nearly intolerable levels.
Sonya reached the bed just as the chemicals took hold, while I dropped to my knees and worked my way further down her abdomen. Backing into its edge before falling, she arched her spine and flailed wildly as I followed her onto the sheets. My tongue flicked at her first gently, then furiously. And only when her taut muscles had finished shuddering, and I had thirstily drank her down, did I slide up the length of her body, teasing her open and entering her with my full length.
She yelped her surprise, then wrapped her legs around my waist before submitting completely. I don't think she had the strength for much else. I controlled myself with herculean effort as she wailed and quivered all around me. But it was not until her body once again began to shudder uncontrollably and I watched her eyes roll back into her head that I actuated my scanners.
I worked the girl into a frenzy while my hands ranged carefully across her fair skin, capturing her perfection with my sub-dermal implants. Iris patterns, fingerprints, physical dimensions... I scanned her from the shapes of her ears to the curve of her arches. And once I had finished, once her uniqueness had been stored in a database on one of my internal drives, only then did I allow her to crest the waves into one final, searing climax, before leaving her spent and panting across my bed, our fingers and limbs still intertwined.
"Busy hands," she gasped, her eyes still tightly closed.
"Excuse me?" Had I been careless? Given her powers of observation less credit than they were due? I leaped into the bathroom and grabbed a towel to hide my perplexity. "What do you mean?"
"I mean that there isn't a part of you that's stopped moving in the last half an hour." Her grin had taken on a feline and purely sexual quality. No way she was referring to anything other than my technique. "How do you manage so many things at once?"
"It isn't easy," I grunted, grateful for every moment that I didn't have to lie to her. 
Whatever my client wanted her readings for, this woman deserved better. I toweled her off as though I were wiping away my own guilt, then watched as she fell asleep in my arms. Much as I wished otherwise, I never returned her calls or saw her again. This is still a job, and jobs always have rules. Mine more so than most. 
 
–––––––
 
I was to make my drop the following day at the Four Seasons on Fifty-Seventh Street, which really bugged the hell out of me. I much prefer doing this sort of thing anonymously and in private. Digital dead drops, encrypted emails, and offshore accounts had always worked well for me in the past, and I saw no need to fix a system that wasn't broken. But this was a venerable client (and by venerable I mean the largest agricultural services company on a sorely taxed planet), whose representatives I was to meet in broad daylight at a heavily-trafficked landmark hotel. What could possibly go wrong? 
Their wifi sniffers were feeling me up before I'd taken three steps into the sprawling  lobby. I had nothing to hide, either in my pockets or on my internals, so I let them have a look at the encrypted packet on my BioDrive while I visually scanned the cavernous room. Afternoon diners and drinkers above me to the left, reception ahead and to my right, and a gleaming bank of elevators between them, for which I headed directly. They were waiting for me upstairs, and I knew exactly where I was going. Just because I'm a lifelong New Yorker doesn't mean I haven't stayed in my city's great hotels. And somehow I remembered the place pretty well, even though I'd been there on a job and never left my room once during my weekend-long stay. 
"Are you ready to push those files over to us?" The big suit who answered the door was asking, and I hadn't been in the lofty suite five seconds. It was the same voice I'd been dealing with on the phone. He was thickly set, greying, and quite obviously in a tremendous hurry. Younger, thinner, and also suited in black, his two dour companions seemed no less pent up. They sat restlessly on a sofa by the room's single panoramic window, one with a laptop and the other nervously clutching a slender attaché case. "We'll need your network password and the decryption key for our data."
"I could feel you sniffing my personal area network the moment I entered the building." No need to let them think they were any more clever than they actually were. "Couldn't wait for me to get upstairs? What's so important about these scans, anyway?"
"Mind if we talk while they work?" They gray man gestured at Tweedledee and Tweedledum, who shifted excitedly. "As you have correctly surmised, we are in a bit of a hurry. The password and decryption key, please."
"Spyglass," I sighed. "One word. Decrypt is alpha-one-niner-seven-one. Now out with it."
"Biometrics," he began as his colleagues sprang to life, as though a single word explained everything.
"Excuse me?"
"Biometrics," he repeated in perfect if harshly clipped English. "The identification of humans by their individual physical characteristics."
"I know what it means," I admonished him. I could feel the connection open up between their laptop and my internal BioDrive and the data begin to copy, just as the third man placed his briefcase on my lap. "I was just wondering why her data is so important."
"She has access to a competitor's facility," the gray one grinned. "One we would very much like to see the inside of. And her biometric signatures will provide us with the key."
He kept talking, but I no longer cared. I had popped the latches on the slender case, cracking its lid just enough to see inside, and I didn't have to count the neatly wrapped stacks of bills to see that I was being grossly overpaid.
"Not that I'm complaining," I began, puzzled, "but this looks at least twice the amount we agreed on. Care to explain your sudden generosity?"
My cocked eyebrow and cocky tone brought an apologetic smile to the big man's face.
"The money is yours, of course. Though my employer might not be quite as generous as you might think."
Too late I noticed the pneumatic dart gun across the room and felt its insect sting at my shoulder before I crashed to the floor and blacked out. 
When I came to I found myself in the adjoining bedroom, lying stark naked and face up on the bed. The overflowing attaché case sat beside me, its lid open and its contents on prominent display, as if to reassure me that I hadn't been ripped off. Not entirely, at any rate. So why take the trouble to knock me out at all?
I began to look over the room and my own body, growing increasingly alarmed as my examination progressed. The bed on which I lay was covered in a plastic sheet, which was itself streaked and pooled with drying blood. I wasn't quite sure whose, though my initial suspicions and the dull pain in my side were not at all encouraging. 
There was a steel tray on a low round table by the window, laden with a small but comprehensive array of scalpels, shears, clamps, forceps, and hemostats. A few had been upended in a tumbler of of vodka, the uncapped bottle still beside them, their bloody tips trailing crimson inside the cold, clear liquid.
I opened the blinds with the remote on the nightstand beside me. As daylight flooded the room, a perfectly awful realization dawned on me. The bastards must have set up an impromptu operating theater in the suite's bedroom. By the time my hands found the bandaged incision an inch below my right hip, I knew what they had taken from me.
"Oh, for God's sake..."
My BioDrive. Damn thing cost my employers a small fortune when they had it implanted nearly nine years ago. Of course, I could buy a hundred upgraded and far pricier models with the money in the case beside me. Even so, if they wanted the only copy all they had to do was ask.
I shook the cobwebs and naiveté from my head. There was no other way for these people. As for myself, I would write it off as the cost of doing business. All that remained was to grab the case, take a stiff slug straight from the bottle of Smirnoff (while fighting the urge to crawl directly into it right then and there), and stumble out the door.
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The Bronze Goddess
 
It has been said that the moment there were more than two people in that first cave, a conspiracy was hatched against one of them. If this was indeed the case, their intrigue likely took the form of an ancient and salacious plot, a sort of spiritual intersection for the world's two oldest professions: the honey trap.
The literal intersection, at least during the spring of 1911, was a small but richly appointed flat in Hamburg's Rotherbaum district, on the Alsterufer fronting the Lake. The height of Victorian fashion, the place was decorated from floorboards to rafters with artifacts, odds and ends, and bric-a-brac from Europe's farthest and wealthiest reaches. There were rugs from Turkey, hanging lanterns from Morocco, Ukiyo-e prints from Japan, an American gramophone, a telescope from England, furniture from France, and towering flora from the greenhouses of Amsterdam. Even the air was scented with lavender and rose oil distilled in the most wildly distant parts of the globe. No question, the flat was the property of a lady. Quite a special lady, in fact. Only the lady was out, and two most unwelcome guests were about to make themselves very much at home.
Surreptitious footsteps and hushed voices from across the flat's thick wooden door heralded their arrival, followed by the muted clicks of metal forcing a lock. A minimum of fidgeting followed by the slow turning of its heavy brass knob and the door was open, silhouetting two men in the flickering lamp light from the hall. One, rotund and shabbily suited, stood casually with his hands shoved deep in his trouser pockets. The other, tall and fit, was down on one knee, a sinister-looking multi-pronged tool still held at the ready.
"Put your toys away," the elder man scoffed. It was unclear whether his distaste was reserved for his partner or the job that lay before them as he began what appeared to be a cursory examination of the small flat. "Go to work."
"It got us in here, didn't it?" Even in the dark, the younger man's smile was as apparent as his New England accent. "Are you seriously cracking walnuts over there?"
It was true. After a brief glance at the three-room flat the portly fellow had sauntered to a wooden bowl on the lady's coffee table, heaped to overflowing with walnuts. He had begun cracking them, one by one, using nothing more than his meaty paws, while his fastidious partner buzzed about, moving and replacing items of potential interest with meticulous care.
"You shouldn't question my methods, kid," was all the balding career diplomat would say, a nasty smile painting his thick lips. And all the while he stood, cracking without eating, casually perusing the apartment's sumptuous decor from his stationary vantage point.
"Some method," the thin one sniffed. "You're going to have to clean up those shells before we leave."
"Her ice box is empty."
"So?" The younger man paused in his labor, incredulous. "Looking for something a bit heartier than walnuts? You're not even eating them!"
"I'm just sayin'." That damn smile again on those damn fat lips. "It's empty."
Consular officers Abbott and Smith were, first impressions notwithstanding, among the State Department's very best men. Abbott was an overweight bon vivant of almost fifty years, nearly half of them spent as a seasoned veteran of Europe's dark political underbelly. He was gruff and uncouth, tweedy and threadbare, balding, oily... everything his handsome colleague was not. 
Smith was a study in contrast. Smartly dressed, neatly groomed, youthful, fit, and altogether collegiate in appearance, he was fresh out of Princeton, and took endless pleasure lording his academic credentials over his more experienced if less educated partner. Naturally this made for a contentious relationship that oddly enough served them quite well in their work.
"The British have people for this sort of thing," Abbott sighed, still hovering above the great bowl and vigorously cracking away. "Trained people. Real spies. Not rank Ivy League amateurs."
"What does that make you?" Smith replied without skipping a beat. "Besides, I think we're pretty good at it. Almost as good as your beloved Brits. And a damn sight better than those aristocrat jokers in the OKHRANA."
He produced a bulky set of eyeglasses from his chalk-striped suit jacket. Made of unfinished brushed metal and hinged in all sorts of places, the peculiar spectacles appeared to be a kind of optical Swiss Army knife. He began to crawl about the fashionable little flat, snapping one lens into place over another and inspecting everything in the minutest detail. Colored lenses over jeweler's loupes, magnifiers over microscopes, every mote of dust and greasy fingerprint was brought into spectacular focus before young Smith's eyes. 
Next he unfolded an elaborate, spider-like device of gleaming bronze, a spindly stylus at one end and a small drawing board at the other. Any design traced with the delicate stylus was reproduced in permanent ink on the easel. In this manner he painstakingly recorded even the tiniest detail without so much as touching the original.
The college boy sure knew how to impress, Abbott smiled inwardly. And his gadgets had paid off more than once. But nothing, the portly diplomat reassured himself, trumped experience. Two decades in the field had given him an eye for detail and a nose for bullshit. He chuckled as he watched Smith crawl about, marveling at how the gangly fellow managed to keep his suits so neatly pressed, while the wunderkind sampled ash from an extinct fireplace with a contraption that looked like nothing so much as a ladies' perfume atomizer.
Still, these wouldn't be the strangest implements that Smith had produced during their time together. Only last week, while following a diplomatic courier deep into the Black Forest, he'd sent a coded cable directly to the Hamburg consulate using a miniature telegraph key strapped to his wrist. He claimed that electrical fields generated by his own body powered the thing. Designed it himself, no less. 
On another far more memorable occasion he made use of a microscope that folded down into a bulky but inconspicuous signet ring. It was a marvel to behold, its little clockwork gears meshing while finely ground lenses moved to and fro. The real peculiarity in that case was that he had used it to examine the pubic hair of an erstwhile contact for signs of sexual intercourse. Fortunately for all concerned the subject was deceased. Point is, the confounded thing actually worked. An errant strand of auburn hair had been found, standing out in stark contrast to their contact's stony gray, which eventually led to the evening's person of interest.
The chase had been an unusual one, to say the least. But the Countess Maria Therese was a most uncommon woman. Born Theresa Peretz in the Red Hook section of Brooklyn, New York, she came from very humble beginnings indeed. Particularly for one who traversed corridors of power as though she were navigating the halls of her own home. Her infamous name had been assumed early on during the course of her travels, though her title was real enough. Awarded by one of her stable of grateful lovers, a dashing half-Danish princeling from Holstein, the Countess saw it for what it was: an accessory. And she knew how to wear it. 
She was, at 40, one of those rare women who had grown infinitely more beautiful with age. Brilliant, educated at Vassar, she could have married young and very well. But she chose to live for herself instead, setting sail for Europe with nothing more than a carpetbag full of clothing and a taste for adventure. Within a year of her arrival on the continent she was a fixture in salons from Paris to Prague, her raven tresses piled high and her ample breasts heaving recklessly against the physical constraints of velvet, whalebone, and lace. She wielded tremendous influence and had managed to infuriate nearly every great power with her sexual and political adventurism. Including, finally, the United States. Even so, it was ridiculous assigning State Department personnel to this sort of detail. 
"Obscene," Abbott grumbled as he continued to crack walnuts without eating a single one.
Unlike the great continental empires, America's capacity for political and industrial espionage was sadly lacking. Nonetheless, its ambassadors kept men such as these on hand: well heeled but criminally minded misanthropes with flexible views of morality. Silver spoons and Ivy League pedigrees aside, they were men (and even a few women) who would most likely have been little more than a step or two ahead of the law and a lover's murderous spouse back home in the States. And normally it showed: on the embassy cocktail circuit, the average career diplomat evinced more interest in the wives of foreign nationals than the real assets in attendance. Their husbands. But not Abbott and Smith. And especially not tonight.
Tonight there was a spring in their step and a glint in their eyes. The chase was on, and the mismatched pair sensed that they were nearing its end. The Countess had cut a wanton swath through diplomatic circles from London to Vienna, gleaning priceless intelligence from each of her highly placed lovers along the way. Including three American consuls and one ambassador. 
That she sold her information to the highest bidder was no secret. It was a fact to which many of her bedfellows turned a blind eye, too enamored of her charms to spurn her and too proud (or their positions too tenuous) to make her treachery public. But a recent dalliance with an officer of the Russian OKHRANA had changed things. Quite dramatically, in fact. And now the race was on to acquire what she had taken from him before she managed to sell it back to the highest bidder.
Weeks earlier the unfortunate Tsarist had stolen copies of a most secret and valuable set of plans from the British Home Office in London. Destined for their fledgling American allies, the schematics detailed the construction of a machine the British had codenamed BRONZE GODDESS: a difference engine, or thinking machine, capable of hundreds of thousands of mathematical calculations every second. War was coming, and the room-sized mechanized behemoths were already proving invaluable to his Majesty's military and security services. Not to mention a very valuable piece of intellectual property for the nimble-fingered Countess to purloin. 
In all likelihood she would sell it right back to the Russians. She'd done that sort of thing many times before. But only the most steadfast and valued allies were to be entrusted with the magic new technology, and this did not include the Tsar. To the British monarch, cousin Nicky's regime was rotten to the core, its strength and stability no longer guaranteed. Ally or not, he must be denied his prize. Moreover, this sort of technical espionage among friends simply would not do. Regretfully, a message had to be sent. So the highborn OKHRANA hood wound up face down in an alley, twin bullet holes drilled into the base of his skull. 
All that remained was to re-acquire the plans from Countess Therese. The British security and intelligence establishments, appropriately embarrassed, had long since given chase. American military and economic attaches across Europe had sprung into action from their well-worn desk chairs. Even the Department of State's ad hoc intelligence unit had gotten into the game, the local Consul having dispatched his two most unsavory characters within minutes of receiving a very rare, coded cable from Washington. 
It seemed that the Countess had booked passage by commercial passenger zeppelin and would soon be on the move. She planned to escape south to Dresden and from there across the border into Czechoslovakia, where her title and connections would shelter her until she found a buyer. Provided she could get the plans out of Germany.
Smith noted that Abbott's infernal cracking had abruptly ceased for the first time in nearly half an hour. Looking up he saw that his senior partner was holding out his chubby hand, palm upward, for the young man to see. There, amid the crumbled remains of a walnut's shell, lay a tiny black spool of microfilm and three sheets of vellum folded down to the size of postage stamps.
"And I thought you were just being an ass," Smith mused, at once chastised and dumbfounded. "How could you possibly have known where they were hidden?"
"Ever meet a woman who kept an empty icebox?" Abbott inquired, a cherubic smile on his face. "Before today, I mean."
"It's only her pied-a-terre," Smith protested weakly. "I wouldn't expect her to keep food..."
"Precisely. And what interest would a woman, who keeps no food in the house, have with a heaping bowl of walnuts?"
"None," his youthful counterpart smiled sheepishly.
Abbott's smile broadened as he watched the lesson sink home.
 
 
[image: ]
Gin And Chocolate
 
I've never had much use for chocolate. In fact I proudly count myself among the scant minority who genuinely dislike the stuff. I don't buy it, I zealously avoid desserts that are loaded with the rich brown confection, and despite the singular and often-strange nature of my work, it is certainly not a thing that crops up on the job. 
Yet only this morning I found myself on a sluggish immigration line at Kloten Airport, my priceless cargo of three chocolate bars clutched desperately in hand, and a stern Swiss customs official wagging his finger at me, ready to confiscate the lot. I struggled desperately to parse his German while an angry queue muttered curses at my back, and in my haste made out a single word.
"Schokolade."
Chocolate. The only articles on my person with which I absolutely could not part. So I resolved to play dumb. More specifically, dumb American. An unpopular but believable role in most parts of the world.
"Excuse me?"
"Perhaps you are not aware," the pasty chap sighed, switching with palpable distaste to smug and harshly clipped English. "We have many excellent chocolates here in Switzerland."
"So?" I was no longer simply playing dumb. I was genuinely and very visibly puzzled. I was probably sweating. And I was completely unsure where our little exchange was headed. "So what?"
"So," he smiled wanly, "you are permitted to enter the country with two bars of chocolate. I'm afraid you must relinquish the third."
He seemed quite adamant. What was I to do? Start an international incident over a bar of chocolate? Or risk discovery of its hidden payload? I steal corporate secrets for a living, and never in my life had so much ridden on so little. The pressure mounted, both from the crowd behind me and the joyless functionary blocking my path. I could feel months of secret work and my own professional reputation hinging on a few slabs of cheap commercial candy, and all of it about to melt. I remember shutting my eyes and hoping I'd wake up, twelve hours earlier, bleary-eyed and still glued to Abby's couch in Pittsburgh, my only concern in the world being her unimaginatively stocked bar.
I don't fancy myself much of a gin man, and I don't care to. I detest it almost as much as I do chocolate. A sailor friend of mine couldn't touch the stuff without getting into a brawl. So I resolved long ago to steer well clear of it, unless I planned on going sailing or getting myself into one hell of a fight. Yet there I was, slowly sinking into a hungry sofa as I stared uncertainly at the complete contents of her bar: one bottle each of Bombay, Tanqueray, and Beefeater. Awful stuff, no matter how you cut it. But I had a three-drink problem on my hands, and I needed to think.
Beefeater was out of the running. Silly name. I made a mental note to research its etymology, and moved on. Tanqueray insisted on interrupting my beloved news and history programming with pricey and pretentious advertising. So I poured out a measure of gin from the baby-blue bottle of Bombay and settled deeper into Abby's couch for a dark and quiet night's work.
I'd been seeing much more of Abby, a scrawny redhead just a few months shy of my own thirty-five years, ever since a number of vitriolic calls and text messages from my wife, back home in New York, made it clear that my personal life was going sideways. Again.
My wife liked to fight. And she displayed wanton creativity in her choice of subject matter, from the seemingly insignificant (my distaste for chocolate, for example) to elaborately staged dramas that were positively breathtaking in their creativity. The most recent performance had featured a faked pregnancy, followed by an equally artificial bout with the morning after pill, which in turn had been followed by a tedious infidelity with an overweight and alcoholic former lover. 
Couldn't really blame her for the latter. Perhaps her choice in partners, but not the act itself. I, myself, was guilty of the same. Wildly so. And though Abby was not nearly so corpulent, she was a likely candidate for any number of addictions. Gin foremost among them, by the look of things.
But I digress. My wife indicated in her most recent communiqué that she wanted to reconcile, and I was ready to jump back in. Despite my worldliness, in the face of all my experience with the seamy underbelly of polite society, behind the closed doors of private life I am positively naive. Dangerously so, evidenced by the fact that I was chomping at the bit to return home for more. And all that stood between me and round five of the worst relationship I'd ever had were the three fingernail-sized SD cards arranged neatly on the table before me. You see, before I could go home, I had to get them to my client in Switzerland.
I'd never handled one of the little things until this week. One quarter the size of a postage stamp, they are ubiquitous. Guaranteed not to raise an eyebrow. Concealable, too, though I didn't expect that would be necessary: if you use a smartphone, the chances are you're already carrying an SD card and card-reader in your pocket. No need to conceal the expected. So long as any underpaid and undertrained security types didn't make spot checks of its contents, and I couldn't imagine that they would. Attention to that level of detail simply isn't in the average rent-a-cop's playbook.
Getting inside was easy. The social security number of a man matching my age and general physical description was all that I needed to get the ball rolling. Normally you'd want a dead guy to build your legend, just to be safe, but in this case it wouldn't matter. No need to backstop my cover beyond some carefully-photoshopped identification. They wouldn't dig very deep. I was looking for a temporary job with a legal services vendor, not my former employers at CIA. As long as the guy had a decent credit rating they wouldn't check any further. Not until my work was done and it was too late.
Things were quite a bit different once my foot was in the door. The work environment was paranoid in the extreme, as opaque as their technical services vendor had been transparent. A team of attorneys from Boston had taken out the entire concierge floor at my hotel. Bags were left at the door on the way in, and given a thorough visual check on the way out. Details and documents pertaining to the case were jealously guarded and rarely dispensed, even to those with a need to know. Signs above shredding machines warned jokingly of spies having reserved the conference room after you. And they weren't far off. 
The only personal items allowed in or out of their impromptu workspace were cell phones. It was a big mistake, and the beleaguered security men detached from their Massachusetts firm knew it. But the suits insisted, and in so doing handed me the chink in their armor that I so desperately needed. Between the camera and USB connectivity built into my disposable Android phone, I needed no other tools of my rarefied trade.
As for the information I was meant to acquire, you wouldn't understand it even if I spelled it all out in layman's terms. I didn't. But you would be surprised how tediously boring and seemingly insignificant my cargo usually turns out to be. There really is no accounting for the value people place on information. Besides, its exact nature is of little consequence. It certainly didn't make a damn bit of difference to me. Suffice it to say that my client considered this widget, or snippet of code, or paragraph of legalese, or whatever it was, to be worth three months of my life and half a million of his company's hard earned dollars. 
He was certainly a strange one, this client. Less for the value he placed on odd bits of technical data than his personal eccentricities. Why, in this day and age, couldn't he settle for some variety of encrypted transmission, like everyone else? What did he want with these tiny originals? And why did he want them turned over in Switzerland? Our little working group was comprised of two Americans, a Canadian, and an ex-pat Brit. Our mark was stateside. So why Switzerland? Free vacation? Legal loopholes? Maybe this was his way of injecting some excitement into his buttoned-down life. Play corporate spy for a few days; get off on the cloak and dagger side of this tedious contract before going home to the wife and kids.
I remember grimacing as the first mouthful of gin slid home, ending in a small thermonuclear blast at the pit of my stomach. I double checked the elegant light blue bottle to make sure I hadn't downed some rubbing alcohol by mistake, and was only mildly reassured to find Queen Victoria's image staring blankly past me. So I tried a second. It hurt worse than the first, but I could feel my dilemma giving way. By my third shot it struck me that getting the little chips into Switzerland undetected shouldn't be so hard after all. Good tradecraft demanded an abundance of caution, particularly in a haven for spies like Zurich. But I had the perfect solution. Or so I thought. 
I purchased all the supplies I would need from hardware and craft stores within walking distance of the hotel, making sure to pay in cash. Clear plastic trays, a small paintbrush, a trio of metal bowls in descending sizes, liquid silicone compound, a hot plate, and ten bars of chocolate. The mere sight of those broad brown wrappers made me queasy.
"What can I say?" I inquired of the malnourished young art student behind the counter while stifling a laugh of my own. "I love chocolate."
Back at the hotel I mixed the silicone compound in the largest bowl, before stripping one of the chocolate bars and placing it face up in a plastic tray. Applying a thin coat of silicone with the brush, I worked the foul orange stuff into every detail and crack before pouring the rest evenly over the top.
Leaving the mold to cool, I fired up the hot plate and carefully peeled the wrapping from three more bars. Setting the paper and foil aside, I dropped the denuded bars into a second metal bowl before setting it directly on the hot plate. This was a huge mistake, as even a rookie chef will tell you, and they began to burn almost immediately. But a quick call to Abby soon had me back on track, heating a bowl of water before floating a smaller bowl, full of confection, within it. In no time the rich smell of chocolate had filled my tiny hotel room. It was nauseating, and I wished to hell there was another way.  But there wasn't. Not with the time or resources at my disposal.
Once the silicone dried I peeled back the soft, rubbery mold and set it aside before discarding the original bar. The impression was perfect, down to the slender lettering in the Pennsylvania chocolatier's famous logo. I poured a measure of molten chocolate into the upended mold, gently pressed the three tiny SD cards into the slowly hardening goo, then followed it up with a final layer of chocolate.
Sliding the mold back into my cramped mini-fridge, I ordered up dinner and impatiently waited for my imitation bar to cool. It took some effort fending off the urge to poke and prod my creation or otherwise check its progress. But after a club sandwich, two bottles of Sancerre, and three very long hours, my patience was rewarded with a perfect (and perfectly edible) facsimile. Once re-wrapped it was indistinguishable from the originals, no matter how hard I tried to find a flaw. I stuffed it into my carry-on with two of its brothers and left for my flight.
Which brings me back to Switzerland. Turning the hand-off into an expensive business junket did not fit my idea of keeping a low profile. But that was Munch for you, the opportunistic little shit. Not his real name, of course, though in this case it was an actual nickname rather than some obscure cryptonym. And a rather unflattering one, at that. A moniker close enough to his given name and so well suited that it followed him from its point of origin at some sprawling midwestern high school all the way to his corner office in New York City.
To hell with Munch. My wife too. The sum total of what was waiting for me back home was more than enough to make me take stock and prompt some very serious reconsideration. Report the job as a bust, I told myself. Cash out of this obscene game. Stay on Abby's couch forever. But there were two additional, critically important factors I may have failed to mention.
First and foremost, I love the job. If there was nothing else waiting for me back in New York, it was my work. I can't imagine what would ever replace the challenge or the rush. And I'm certainly not qualified for much else. Second? I was in Pittsburgh. Trapped in a Renaissance with a small battalion of lawyers, and forced to play a thankless role as their technical support monkey. Not exactly a ringing endorsement for my temporary home.
To those who say that conversation is a lost art, I would point you directly to this well-heeled group for your evidence. Harvard, Yale, and Princeton graduates almost to a man (and a woman), there was not a single conversationalist among them. Any exchange that did not hinge upon the details of their case did so upon the minutiae of their lives: wives, girlfriends, children, meals, drinks, cars. Anything, really, just as long as it was impossibly mundane. And I was unable to interject with any of my own personal interests for fear of handing them the keys to my cover. So I bore their tedium in silence, staying as sharp as possible that I might capture those stray facts of such great interest to Munch, and each night counting the minutes until I could trade their company for the solitary tedium of my hotel room.
As you can well imagine, conversations with my mini-bar were only slightly more stimulating than those I'd had with the attorneys, so I began spending time downstairs at the hotel's generic wood-paneled bar. Which is where I met one distinctly un-generic Abby. She worked the bar, and was as much a fish out of water schmoozing the suits that lined its rail as I was. The difference was that she looked it, her hair and nose swept forever up and away from her patrons. I could not afford to. My livelihood depended on it.
I've never had much trouble with women. I am not particularly proud of the fact, but it is no idle boast to say that I've forgotten more women than most men will ever remember. I look exactly the way you'd expect someone in my line to look, and I'm not ashamed to admit that they love me for it. Olive skin, coffee eyes, and hair so dark it's almost black, I'm the kind of handsome you can't take your eyes off of. Yet you'd be hard pressed to describe me afterward. Another asset in my line of work. But every little bit of incentive helps, so I enticed Abby to my room with the promise of spectacular vistas of the Allegheny River and PNC Park. The Pirates had a string of night games scheduled and I was right across the river, with an enviable view that soared right over the stadium's low-slung outfield wall. Room service, a pair of binoculars, and a few candles provided all the accouterments necessary for a pair of surprisingly romantic trysts. 
Finding a kindred spirit in another lonely misanthrope, I quickly dispensed with casual pretense and began spending nights at her place, despite prior romantic commitments on both ends. Besides, our nocturnal activities had taken on a life of their own during the short time we sent together. We required more space and props than my double at the Renaissance could provide.
"Sir, you must relinquish one bar of chocolate." The customs agent snapped me out of my reverie. He was very insistent this time, as was the chorus of foreign curses behind me.
You can imagine my perturbation. Time slowed to a standstill while my heart and mind raced. My palms were soaked and my mouth had gone dry. What else could I do but play the odds, risk a small fortune, and hand him one of the bars, hoping it was not my carefully crafted original? 
I was quite beside myself, until I realized that there was indeed a way to dispose of the offending confection without it having to leave my person. It might hurt a bit more than my original method, but at least I was certain to get the SD cards and their invaluable contents to that greedy bastard Munch.
You cannot possibly conceive my distaste as I tore open one bar at random and began choking it down on the spot. The startled young customs agent at first looked as though he might try to stop me, but there was certainly nothing illegal about my impulsive reaction. So he sat back and watched, a look of bewildered amusement spreading across his sallow face.
"Sorry," I winced, fighting an overwhelming gag reflex. "It's just that I love chocolate."
I worked my way through the bar with surprising zest, while the even more surprising urge to retch mounted with each bite. What would have been sheer bliss for a normal human being was an agonizing eternity for me. But I wolfed down one nauseatingly rich mouthful after another with a smile on my face and tears welling up in my eyes, wondering all the while if I had chosen the wrong bar. And when I was finally done the confused official dutifully stamped my passport and grudgingly welcomed one more gluttonous American to Switzerland. I already felt like barfing all over their pristine mountains (oddly enough the one way I might yet salvage this ridiculous job), and I'm sure I looked the part. 
Urging my stoic Zurich cabbie on like a steed, I fretted endlessly until we reached my destination, the Baur au Lac and a junior suite deep within, just off the southern terminus of the Bahnhofstrasse and right on the Lake. I'd been there once before, and knew the place well enough to realize that Munch was pulling out all the stops for our meet. The hotel is an understated riot of modern and traditional, unadorned and baroque, all of it rendered in black and cream and burnt sienna. It reminded me of the Carlyle back home, a personal favorite for their lunch, but with a distinctly European flair. It was magnificent. Normally even my brief wait at the front desk would have seemed interminable for all the right reasons: here was a wealth of luxury and amenities calling to me from every corner and behind every door, and all that was required to partake was that magic little plastic key...
But not today. In the face of my sumptuous new surroundings, it was all I could do not to envision the clean white porcelain and tile that awaited me upstairs. All that remained was to smile back at the Concierge, hope (albeit more for Munch's sake than my own) that I had not eaten the wrong bar of chocolate, and desperately ponder my next course of action if I had. Not to mention how I would explain the results to my chambermaid.
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Blackberry Kush
 
Nothing is quite so sickening to the scofflaw as a bullhorn and flashing lights. I don't care what you're driving, or where you're driving it. Even if all you've got are a couple joints tucked in your sock, that black hole in the pit of your stomach feels the same. Only my ride is a million dollar speedboat. The cops are usually Hellenic Coast Guard officers on Vietnam-era patrol vessels. And my cargo contained enough firepower to fight a sizable military engagement.
"This is a routine inspection," came the call across the water. "Heave to and prepare to be boarded!"
There was no way to comply without revealing the Israeli-made arsenal stashed in my hold. Four crates of Galil MAR carbines, a trio of MATADOR-MP anti-armor missiles, and twin Skylark UAVs for my number one client, and an Elbit Enhanced Tactical Computer I'd acquired for myself. 
It was an unusual load, even for me. Not for the small fortune it was worth. That was certainly nothing new. No, it was the artillery. I don't normally go in for the really heavy stuff. Mainly because my clients have never provided the demand. Besides, shoulder-fired missiles make me nervous; the potential for misuse is very grave indeed, should they fall into the wrong hands. So the question of Adonia's sudden interest naturally worried me. But her business was certainly none of mine, and I valued her patronage and her warmth in my bed far more than I cared to know the answer. So I didn't ask. It's not my place.
Think of me as a sort of glorified trucker. Nothing more. I don't have any combat experience, and I speak only English. Christ, I'm not even licensed to drive a car outside the United States. But I am qualified to provide a single, simple, invaluable service: the discreet transit of embargoed goods across international lines. I'm very well compensated for my efforts by all of my clients, from government entities to organized criminal syndicates. I choose the people I work with, and they're a pretty interesting lot. But Adonia is special. A distributor, of sorts. And she's bigger than Costco, I promise you. 
Her runs are meticulously planned, and my margins on each job are fatter by far than when I work with anyone else. Her buyers loved the white glove service, too: legitimate end-user certificates purchased from corrupt Greek and Turkish officials, guaranteed deliveries, the works. And I'm told she's never defaulted on a shipment. Not once. Naturally, I was not looking forward to becoming her first. Not because she was particularly ruthless, mind you. That wasn't her style. I didn't want to disappoint because she was a goddess. And right now she was my goddess. A fact that I was not eager to change.
The brilliant and resourceful daughter of a Greek shipping magnate, Adonia was a product of her country's strong smuggling tradition. She is connected in ways that I still can't imagine. Intelligence and law enforcement agencies, organized crime, terrorists, big business, you name it, they all ate out of the palms of her delicate hands. And with her smoky voice and dark good looks she could've had any one of them she wanted. But she was waiting for me, and no one else, at our usual table in our usual restaurant downtown. A little second-story taverna called the Plaka where the saganaki was hot and the ouzo was cold. And all that remained was for me to drop my load at her warehouse outside the city and fall, exhausted, into her waiting arms.
Rhodes is one of the true jewels of the Mediterranean. An ancient Templar citadel, the place screams history at every turn. Its sandy walls are pitted by thousands of years of habitation and warfare. Each of its shops and homes have played host to countless generations of mankind. And the twin breakwaters that have embraced its famous harbor for centuries are allegedly shored up with the same stones that once comprised the Colossus itself. The word "ancient" does not even begin to scratch the surface. And I'm very happy here.
So who am I? I'm nobody. The guy next door. The asshole your wife dated in college. The chap who tended bar last night. The fellow you can vaguely remember but no longer describe. Medium height and build, brown hair so light it’s nearly blond, and dark eyes. A kind of Everyman for the underworld.
My only rule: I don't move drugs. Not because I object to them on moral grounds, or anything quite so high minded. They're just too dangerous. Too many variables. But I'm certainly familiar. I've been smoking grass pretty much every day since I was fifteen, and I learned my trade moving countless bales of the stuff through Florida's Everglades as a young man. Learned about boats and the water there, too. It was a good life, full of beaches and palm trees and pretty girls, but it didn't last. I left my sunny home in the early nineties, just a few hours ahead of a federal arrest warrant, to go in search of greener pastures. And after a few years I found them, nestled along the rugged inlets and shores of the Mediterranean Sea.
It was, for the most part, a much healthier operating environment than the one to which I was accustomed. And I'm not talking about the climate or food. Given the choice, I'd much rather face off against corrupt European customs officials than hungry alligators and cartel enforcers. The Med has its dangers, to be sure. Not everyone you meet out there is friendly, and not every coast guard officer has his price. But you stood a much better chance of surviving an encounter with the local competition than you did their Caribbean counterparts.
One thing holds true no matter what part of the world you're working. People always want what they can't have. Which is why smugglers like myself are always in demand, and not just by the criminal element. Governments and upstanding citizens get in on the game, too. They use guys like me all the time to deliver care packages to friends they can't be seen talking to. And, at least in this part of the world, they use Adonia to handle the details. Keeps their hands and, to a lesser extent, their consciences clean. Plausible deniability and all that jazz.
For example, I was pretty sure that I felt the long arm of the Israeli government on that last run to Rhodes. It wouldn't be the first time Adonia had worked with them. But I was also pretty sure that I didn't care. Who was I to judge if they wanted to hand out their latest weapons technology? Particularly when I was profiting from the deal? 
I was to rendezvous with a vessel, the Gideon out of Haifa, thirteen miles off the Israeli coast. That put us comfortably outside their territorial waters. And I was pretty sure what to expect. The usual derelict freighter or trawler, manned by a sunken-eyed and murderous band of cutthroats, with the most blooded among them installed as their captain. They're lousy conversationalists, and I'm not fond of the way they eyeball solo operators like me. Like I'm their next lunch. Which explained my surprise and relief when a low white craft appeared on the horizon and proved my preconceptions wrong, from the vessel all the way up to its chief.
Moni was his name. Moni Isaac. And when he arrived, half an hour early for our meet, he slid out of the deepening sunset in style on a long, sleek yacht. It all looked so... civilized. Were it not for the cables we quickly slung between our two vessels, and the cargo being offloaded along their length, we'd have appeared nothing more than two luxury craft pulled broadside for a quick chat. Even his men were clean cut and sturdy, neatly uniformed in tan BDU trousers and navy polo shirts. And their captain was all billowing linen, gray hair, dark skin, and the kind of good looks that even the most vain among us must grudgingly acknowledge. It was as though he'd stepped straight out of a Tommy Bahama ad. Which made his greeting all the more distressing.
"So you're Adonia's new boy," he shouted across the roiling waves.
Boy? I've earned every one of my forty years. And I wasn't entirely sure that I liked his overly familiar tone. Particularly when he spoke her name.
"Not sure what you mean by that," I shouted back. 
"My apologies," he smiled, white teeth flashing at me through the growing darkness. "I did not mean to offend. She's an old friend. And she speaks very highly of you. I confess that I'm a bit jealous."
Our two boats had slumped to within fifteen feet of one another, and Moni's muscle-bound crew was hard at work hooking up crates to carabiners and sliding them down the wire. All I had to do was catch and unhook them before they crashed headlong into my lengthy foredeck.
"How well do you know her?" I asked, grimacing under the weight of a shoulder-fired missile.
"Well enough," he returned with a wolfish grin. Which is when I decided that I definitely didn't like the guy. A realization that made him no different than most other people I meet in my line of work. "Smoke?"
"What?" My alarm was palpable. "Where?"
"No," he smiled again. Probably the same fucking smile Adonia had seen looming above her in the dark God knows how many times. "Do you smoke?"
"Occasionally," I smiled back, trying to appear as cool as possible before my lover's former paramour. "Why?"
"Here." He tossed a slender box across the gulf between our ships, landing it at my feet with surprising accuracy. "Cigars. I imagine it’s a lonely trip back to Rhodes."
"Thanks," I nodded.
"Give my best to Adonia," he waved before turning inside.
"Sure thing," I grinned, quite certain that I wouldn't be delivering his message. What a prick.
Nearly seven hundred nautical miles remained from my rendezvous with the Gideon to Adonia's warehouse just south of Rhodes' citadel. Just over three hundred more and I would pass the halfway point. After that, six more hours until dawn and port. And all of it without a soul on radar. So I hiked up my windbreaker against the midnight chill, pulled a neatly rolled joint from my pocket, and lit up with the brass windproof lighter Adonia had given me after our last tryst. 
What had the young Turkish dealer called this stuff? Ah, yes. Blackberry Kush. A powerful indica-dominant hybrid strain with an impossibly high THC content that really ought to be smoked in far greater moderation. But my work brings with it a lot of tension. My muscles are never slack, my nerves are shot to hell half the time, and pills blunt memory, judgment, and reaction time far more than a little grass. So what do you want me to say? It does the trick. But I digress. Must be the Blackberry Kush. 
Anyway, you'd think that would've been where my problems started. You'd think. But it wasn't. The sour, fragrant smoke filled my nose and lungs while I powered on through a dark night and red dawn. A soft, dreamy quality infused the rest of my trip. The sea was black. It churned below while roiling clouds played havoc with the imagination against a dark sky. It would've been a beautiful night for a pleasure cruise, were it not for the small arsenal hidden none-too-carefully in the Witchcraft's elongated snout. She skipped freely over the waves while the Mediterranean slapped angrily at her fiberglass hull, until the low rocky shoreline of my adopted home crested the horizon. No, the shit didn't hit the fan until I was home free and threading a path through the heart of the island port's morning maritime traffic.
The Witchcraft is what is known in racing, law enforcement, and smuggling circles as a "go-fast": a modified speedboat with plenty of cargo space, few creature comforts, and at least three 250-horsepower engines. I run four, but know a few guys who will mount as many as eight. Overkill and overly obvious, if you ask me. But to each his own.
She can reach up to forty knots on the open sea, or about forty-six miles per hour. And she'll do far better than that in calm waters. In other words, there aren't many threats that a go-fast boat can't outrun. But in your own backyard, some challenges have to be met head on. Like the one coming from the decrepit Greek coast guard vessel that was now pulling up alongside. Half a century old, smoking and sputtering from its aft section, and rusted to shards, it was a functional warship nonetheless. More than enough to put the fear of God and Adonia in me.
An officer in the bow was shouting to me in his native tongue. Those of you still confused by the phrase "it's Greek to me" have obviously never spent time with a native speaker. It is a beautiful language, expressive and staccato and utterly confusing. And the added intensity in the young officer's voice fostered as little understanding as it inspired confidence. Residual paranoia from the Blackberry Kush fueled my imagination, and I was instantly sure that my worst-case scenario was about to play itself out. Surely I was going straight to jail, because I didn't have enough cash on hand to bribe even one of these guys, much less an entire crew.
I focused on the box of cheap cigars the Israeli had tossed me before parting ways. Anything to take the focus off of my spun-up nerves. Don Julio Blanco's name and toothy visage smiled back at me, and beneath his logo the words "Better Than You Remember". An insipid motto for an uninspiring cigar. Made for a great prop, though. So I slid one of the short, slender cheroots from the box and lit it with a trembling hand before casually hailing the lead officer.
"Hello," I shouted, waving my arms and billowing smoke. "English?"
He deferred, gesticulating toward the bridge. A second officer appeared and began moving toward the bow, apparently the same fellow who had hailed me the first time.
"Heave to," he repeated. "This is a routine inspection. Prepare to be boarded."
There was no way the Witchcraft could withstand even a cursory examination. One look beneath the tarp that covered her forward compartment and I was sunk, a glorious twenty-five year winning streak finally at an end. The pit of my stomach was yawning chasm of despair. Which is precisely when the smoky engine on the little Greek rust bucket suddenly, and very loudly, gave up the ghost. The patrol boat shuddered once and visibly began to slow.
My heart rate spiked as I watched frantic sailors wave their arms and rush about the squat, gray vessel. I felt as though I'd just gone over that first rise on a roller coaster. Even as my balls gradually removed themselves from my stomach, I realized that this was my chance. It would have been a simple matter to slip back into morning traffic as though nothing had transpired, leaving the hapless Greeks to their fate. I chomped down on the slender cigar and prepared to throw the Witchcraft into gear when a better, if infinitely less sane idea dawned on me.
"Hey," I shouted after the English-speaker, our boats no fewer than twenty feet apart. I didn't know what else to call him. "Hey you! Officer!"
"Stay where you are," he returned, his attention focused more on his vessel's smoking aft section than me. "Prepare to be boarded."
"Later," I smiled. "How about you cut your engine and let me give you a tow."
The look of surprise on his face paled in comparison to the one that I was concealing. The lieutenant may not have been accustomed to receiving help from potential lawbreakers, but I was downright sick at the prospect of aiding the law. I could certainly effect an escape if I ran, but the Witchcraft would be flagged a suspect vessel and I would pay for my evasion another day. Probably when then stakes were far higher. Besides, I was genuinely concerned for the overmatched crew. The sea can be a cruel mistress, even when this close to shore.
"Throw me a line," he shrugged, resigned but grateful.
I spoke to the young lieutenant constantly via radio for the thirty minutes it took to hook up and drag him to the nearest jetty. We talked of everything from the horrendous state of the Greek economy, to their slim chances at qualifying for the next World Cup, to the New York Yankees, whom he admired almost as much as I despised them. By the time I handed his decrepit vessel off to local dockworkers we had become thick friends. 
Regardless, I don't know if he was feeling grateful, figured that no criminal in their right mind would give him a tow, or just plain forgot that he'd been intent on boarding me in the first place. But the swarthy Greek coast guard officer just smiled and waved me off as I came about and headed south, straight for Adonia's warehouse.
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Local Assets
 
I love my job. Not necessarily crazy about the hours, mind you, or some of the people I meet. But I really do adore my work. And how many men of my age in this part of the world can say such a thing? But I'm getting ahead of myself. You don't even know who I am.
I come from a small town in western Jordan. It was a dusty place, all sand and date palms and terraced, irrigated gardens, where my parents did their best to afford me every opportunity. But most things are difficult to come by in the static environment of a tiny desert town. So when a business opportunity presented itself in Tel Aviv shortly after the thaw in relations between Jordan and Israel, my father packed us up and moved our family to the land of milk and honey.
Father. An authoritarian failure as a parent, and only a marginal business success, he was not without lessons that were worth imparting. Particularly regarding how not to conduct one's own affairs. And while he taught me the value of a hard day's work and the benefits of a good living, his domineering, abusive, and miserly ways drove me very far from the life he'd envisioned.
I did my service with the Israeli Defense Forces to spite the old bastard, instead of returning to Jordan as was my right as a dual Israeli-Jordanian citizen. And after I mustered out I left Israel to make my own mark, rather than take over the old man's antiquities shop in Tel Aviv. I saw him at my mother's funeral after he drove her to an early grave, and then never again.
He did teach me a thing or two about business, though. Take my current engagement. They don't make a habit of licensing foreign electronics importers in Iran. Not even since the last election put a fresh and comparatively moderate face on that nominal republic. It is my father's hard-charging attitude, his most useful bequest, that has made me a small fortune in this beautiful place. In a land where one's ability to haggle and intimidate are the marks of a savvy businessman, a little bluster and aggression go a long way.
No doubt about it, this country is a land of opportunity for a guy like me. Almost entirely unspoiled (despite recent administrations' best attempts to the contrary), it boasts the most exquisite countryside I have ever seen. Rolling green hills give way to pristine desert, ruined antiquities, and hamlets that time, and most of mankind, forgot long ago. 
On the last day of my last visit I remember waiting for my ride on a dusty street just outside the Tehran city limits, about an hour south of my destination in Azadi Square. The morning sun was cresting the hills to the east, casting my timeless stone environs in bronze, while gleaming towers of concrete and glass loomed on the distant horizon. Few other places on the planet showcase antiquity and modernity in such proximity. I was in awe, and wanted to drink in the moment for as long as I could. But it was not to last. 
My conveyance on that eventful morning turned out to be a twenty-year-old kid on a battered BMW dirt bike. I didn't know my driver very well, having just met him the day before. Dressed like me in a t-shirt, jeans, and light jacket, he was easily half my age and looked as though he ought to be in college. Probably would have been, had he been born most anywhere else. Instead he was chauffeuring strange foreigners around town on his motorcycle. But I had a meeting to attend and the scrawny kid was the best guide my local fixer could arrange. So I put my reservations aside, donned the scarred helmet he offered me, and rode behind him all the way into town. We didn't raise a single eyebrow, either. Two men sharing a motorbike is an exceedingly common sight on the congested, impassable streets of Iranian capital.
He seemed like a good kid. Chattered on for three quarters of an hour about everything from the girls in Tehran (they are exquisite, I'll give him that) to his plans for getting his family to Europe or perhaps the UK. But not the US. Absolutely not the decadent United States. I wondered what he might think if he knew who signed my paychecks. 
I recognized his naive and youthful brand of conviction. I'd been like him once, and not so very long ago. But all that changed for me when I mustered out of the IDF. I was approached by a Brigadier General with Israel's military intelligence service, the Aman. I remember a short meeting at a beachfront cafe in Nahariya, and a nice guy with a toothy smile. He wore chinos and a green polo shirt, and was armed with nothing more than a slick sales pitch and a positively terrifying knowledge of everything I'd ever done. And I do mean everything, from the first Israeli woman I ever bedded to my planned move to Istanbul and the recently drafted articles of incorporation I had not yet filed there. 
I drank shitty Israeli beer in ninety-degree heat while he talked. He told me his name was Avi (though I assumed he was lying on that count), that I was in a unique position to give something back to the country that had sheltered my family for so long, and that I might even benefit my fledgling business in the process. All they asked in return for their considerable influence and some welcome seed money was my participation in the occasional job. 
The plan was simple. They would help set up my import/export firm in the Turkish capital, which in turn would be used to backstop the occasional cross-border job. Which meant I could continue to indulge the taste for adrenaline which I'd acquired during my time with special forces. Inside half an hour he'd recruited me. Fifteen minutes, actually; I made him wait fifteen more so as not to look too desperate. 
As we approached the center of town the skinny biker jarred me from my reverie for the second time that day, jabbing me with one of his sharp little elbows and nodding his head forward and to the right. There, stopped dead amid the surrounding gridlock, sat a late model blue Mercedes. Dusted with sand and filth, the same as its neighbors, it nonetheless looked out of place: a decrepit yacht afloat in an even greater sea of decrepitude, and it stuck out like a sore thumb. More importantly, I knew that car. I knew its color and its plates as well as I knew its occupant: Dr. Hami Hamshiri. He was the man I was supposed to meet, and he was right on time. Not that it mattered. You see, Dr. Hamshiri had no idea that I was coming.
My driver slowed, navigating the stalled vehicles that surrounded us, while I looked inside the idling Mercedes. Calm and thinly bearded, he was suited in brown with a white oxford shirt open wide at the collar, and sat calmly reading the morning paper. Reaching into my satchel I produced a metal disk about the size and weight of a shuffleboard puck. Magnetized on both sides, it was packed to the gills with electronics I'd cannibalized from a burner cell phone and a few fistfuls of carefully mixed household chemicals. Sounds impressive, but it isn't; give me an afternoon and I could take down a skyscraper with components farmed from your local drugstore. I slapped the thing to the side of his car, roughly between the fuel tank and rear passenger doors, before signaling my driver that it was time to go.
I glanced back at Dr. Hamshiri one last time as we sped past. Apparently the dull clang from my limpet mine had barely registered. The commotion and traffic outside his window was a daily occurrence, and certainly nothing to concern himself with. He barely looked up as my face passed within inches of his window.
It was only then that I noticed a second person in the car, so small that she'd been hidden at first by the scrawny Doctor's wiry frame. She was a beautiful, slender girl, doe-eyed and fragile beneath the green silk scarf draped over her head. Fourteen, maybe fifteen years at the oldest, she was the last thing I expected to see. And while I can't say that my blood ran cold, my heart certainly skipped a beat or two. There had been nothing in Hamshiri's dossier about children. He wasn't even married. 
I wondered briefly what she meant to him until my eyes met hers. She glanced down and I followed in time to catch his hand on her knee, just as my sputtering BMW rolled out of range. What the hell was I supposed to do? I was leaving the country in an hour. They would find the device, and I would never get another shot. Besides, it wasn't my fault the creep liked 'em young. As for the girl, she couldn't be helped. And collateral damage was always a possibility. The Iranians would keep her out of the papers to protect the Doctor's good name, and in the end she would be missed only by her family. Assuming she had any.
I dialed up the makeshift device from a second mobile phone, hitting send only after Hami and his unfortunate girlfriend were half a dozen car lengths behind us. The ensuing fireball caught the Mercedes' fuel tank as planned, obliterating the car and its unwitting occupants, while leaving those on either side unscathed. The whole thing was over in seconds. The sheer size of the conflagration ensured that no one was looking at us as we wove through snarled traffic on our way back out of town. Not that anyone could have seen anything anyway, as my young guide pushed the aging BMW to blinding speeds in his effort to clear the scene.
I understand that the good Doctor was pretty high up in the Iranian nuclear program. Not the head honcho mind you, but certainly top five. And he's the seventh guy we've hit in as many months. The idea is to make the job of nuclear physicist as dangerous and unpopular as any in the Islamic Republic. And Avi tells me that its working. 
Though I never did heard anything else about that girl.
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Overwatchful
 
TOP SECRET//HCS/SI-GAMMA//NOFORN​
IMMEDIATE SC ANKARA/SC LONDON
​
Excerpt of after-action report by case officer [name deleted], filed 28 October 2013 at 16:26:12 Zulu...
 
As a twice-decorated, twelve-year veteran of the CIA's Political Activities Division, I've spent my entire professional life running political influence operations all over Africa and the Middle East. My need to deceive, use, and otherwise associate with our most unsavory assets is absolute, and I am often forced to do so in some very dangerous locales. Which is usually when my station chief "du jour" insists that I call in support from our paramilitary wing, the Special Operations Group. As was the case this past week in Istanbul.
I don't mind putting on the record that I'm something of a loner. Most people in my line are, though rarely to my peculiar extreme. I wrap myself in it like a cloak, keeping my friends at arms length. I even eschew the company of my own family. Hardly the recipe for a fulfilling existence. But that same cautious nature has saved my life on more than one occasion, a pattern I'd rather not break.
I didn't care that these SOG fellows are all top notch. Or that they're hand-picked from the most elite and secretive units in the US military. Or that most of the spooks I work with think it's a pretty good deal to have them on hand. I didn't care because I don't like new faces. Throw a guy like me together with a bunch of strangers, testosterone-fueled adrenaline junkies no less, and I start to get very uncomfortable. How do I know that these guys are ok? Just because some suit behind an embassy desk says so?
Now, you think that I'm jumpy, you should meet some of my joes. They can spot a strange face a mile away. Especially white ones. Their lives depend on it, as do those of everyone they care about. They'll vanish down the nearest dusty alley at the sight of even a single burly escort, never to be heard from again. Which is exactly why I thought yesterday's op was never going to work. 
I had a high threat meet on tap. A walk-in at our embassy in Ankara, and a potentially hostile one at that. But he was the kind of high level "get" that rarely comes our way. As you well know, walk-ins of this magnitude are a case officer's dream. They require little effort and yield troves of information. But there's a reason they don't happen often, and when they do the conventional wisdom is not to take the turncoat at his or her word. Because timeliness and topicality are always suspect. At least they should be. And this held doubly true in the case of our boy who had more reason to cut a deal with anyone, even the Israelis, than with an emissary of the Great Satan.
Then there was the venue. A small public square in Istanbul two blocks from the Blue Mosque. At midday, no less. It was a ramshackle little place, earthy and beautiful as only that city's impoverished precincts can be. And a dangerous enough part of town that if things went sideways I could count on no help, and possibly even some deliberate hindrance, from the local populace. On top of that, the opposition had been allowed to choose the site. If he was bent and this was a setup, then I would lack the critical home field advantage.
Absolutely nothing about it looked right, but I was unable to spot any odd angles. I remember thinking that I might even have the genuine article on my hands. Besides, this guy was too important to pass up. Aslan Çelik, nicknamed the "Deaf Imam" by the Israelis, had been on our radar for the past decade. Hard of hearing since birth, he was the spiritual and operational mastermind behind a regional Al Qaeda affiliate, and the keystone member of some of the most active terror networks in Asia Minor. Without him they would topple, and I was willing to risk a lot more than my own neck to make that happen.
But in order to do that I had to meet the man on his terms. I was game, of course. Done that sort of thing on my own a hundred times. But the Istanbul station chief wouldn't hear of it. He's a blue-blooded prick if I've ever met one, stitched up tightly in his prep school tie and a silver spoon still hanging from his mouth, and not one to buck the system. Saddled me with a SOG support team, about which I was none too happy. But the more I griped, the more men he added to the team. I think he was trying to teach me a lesson. How to play nice with others, or some such nonsense, which I most certainly did not appreciate. Nonetheless, I ceased my bitching at four: a sniper and spotter to stand overwatch, and two bodyguards for close protection.
We rolled out in two white Toyota SUVs, myself and the guards in one while the two-man overwatch team rode behind us. They were all dressed in a peculiar sort of uniform, cobbled together from personal preference and long years of experience. Whatever worked, I suppose, so long as it wasn't US government issue. It wouldn't do to be caught carrying anything that could be traced back to the Agency.
Their informal battle dress consisted of light hiking boots, blue jeans or khaki trousers, shooting gloves, and some sort of sporty fleece pullover, over which rode a lightweight tactical vest overflowing with the tools of their sinister trade. The sniper and spotter wore long beards and baseball hats, while my close protection team sported close shaves, fashionably tussled hair, and sunglasses. All bore Glock pistols and Colt carbines bristling with a dealers' choice of shooting accessories, save for the one Sauer sniper rifle. They were two thirds my age, irritatingly handsome, and not one of them was under six feet tall. All the more reason for me to despise them, as I bear more resemblance to a bespectacled mini-fridge than to their model physiques.
The overwatch team peeled off ten blocks out, while we drove straight on. They'd selected a beautiful, disused minaret half a mile away, one that offered a commanding view of the courtyard and nearly everything that transpired in between. We, in turn, proceeded on site, pulling into the square half an hour early. But our guy was already there, sitting idly in his brown Mercedes precisely at the appointed location. I was still trying to suss out whether that was a good thing or bad when he opened his door and stepped out into the noonday sun.
He was tall. Imposing, even. Possessed of a regal bearing and pristine, flowing robes that marked him as a devout and holy man, and a leader of the same. He looked younger than I thought he would, and visibly nervous. It felt wrong, but everything still looked absolutely right. Even his nervousness played well. I have yet to meet the virgin traitor who isn't having second thoughts, or shitting bricks that his comrades might discover him.
"Aslan," I called across the dusty square. But all I got was a blank stare in return. An appropriate enough reaction for a deaf guy. So I turned to the former SEAL handling my personal security. "Ask him if that's his name."
The big Midwestern kid had been selected for this detail because he knew sign language. So he signed to the lone Turk, who responded with a nod.
"Good to go," the retired Navy Captain winked at me before keying his throat mic and addressing the overwatch team. "We got the game on over here. You fellas ready?"
I hated to admit it, but those guys were always ready. So I hardly waited for their vehemently affirmative reply to sizzle across my earpiece before taking a step forward and extending my hand. 
Çelik hesitated briefly before making his way around the hood of his battered Mercedes, toward my small group. He walked with a ponderous, deliberate gait, and had only just rounded his car's sandy grill when a light wind kicked up, and with it a little devil of grit and dust. The rotund Turk stopped abruptly, one hand flying toward his face in an instinctive if unsuccessful effort to stifle a great sneeze. But before his loud "Achoo!" had even finished echoing through the empty courtyard, all hell had broken loose.
"Thunderclap," came the crackling bark of my spotter from half a mile away. 
It was our prearranged code for any imminent threat. Not just something out of the ordinary, but certain danger that required us to immediately abort and extract, under cover of suppressing fire if necessary. And the boys, trained right up to the razor's edge, didn't wait for a second warning. I saw Çelik's head explode into pink mist and his body crumple beneath it just as one of my guards scooped me up, and a split second before I heard the distant crack of the sniper rifle. Before I knew what was happening I was face down on the SUV's rear seat, the beefy SEAL crushing me into the fabric with all his weight, while his partner gunned the engine and threw the sturdy truck into gear.
We were hauling ass for our rendezvous point, my head still spinning with questions as to what had just transpired, when our radios once again came to life. The overwatch team was on the move. Safe for the moment, but completely cut off from their ride which they'd had to leave behind. And so, after a quick detour at breakneck speed, they were piling in through the cargo gate, checking their weapons, and casting their beady eyes rearward for any signs of pursuit.
We careened past stunned pedestrians through crowded, crumbling, cobbled streets until we could safely switch vehicles near the Covered Bazaar, after which we motored slowly to our safehouse. Clumsy as our extraction had been, it seemed that we'd emerged unscathed. Which was a good thing, because I don't think my reaction would have been any different had one of they all been at death's door.
"What the fuck?" I was shouting, full of adrenaline and hopping mad. "What the hell happened out there?"
"We were set up," the chiseled sniper intoned. "Pretty sure he was fixin' to kill you, sir."
"You took him out on a hunch?" I was absolutely incredulous. Surely the young buck had overstepped his authority. I was going to make him pay.
"That was no hunch," he smiled, while the rest of the team nodded sagely. "And that wasn't our guy."
"How the fuck would you know that?"
"He was supposed to be the Deaf Imam, right? Well, that dude wasn't deaf."
"What?" I was beginning to sound like a proper idiot, and I knew it. But it was the only response I could muster. Because for the life of me I couldn't figure out where he was headed. "Why?"
"He said 'achoo' when he sneezed," the ex-Delta man shrugged matter-of-factly. "Deaf people don't do that."
Turned out he was right. And not just about deaf people, either. We were monitoring local radio traffic from the safehouse when Istanbul's finest arrived on the scene. Along with their bomb squad. Seems our impostor had a suicide vest strapped beneath those beautiful robes, and his thumb on the detonator, when our man took his shot.
I'm not a big one for thanks, speeches, or apologies. So I sent the lads a case of my favorite bourbon and another of beer, and recommended them all for the Intelligence Star. Needless to say, I haven't looked at those magnificent bastards the same way since.
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Pariah
 
I'll never forget the first time I laid eyes on Abu Hassan. I was sitting in an air-conditioned office in one of those pre-fabricated metal boxes they were putting up all over 'Gitmo. I was deep in conversation with my DIA liaison officer when the sturdy lieutenant leapt up and made for his window, eagerly pointing out a shuffling figure in an orange jumpsuit as he went.
"There!" He was almost shouting his excitement. "That's him. Right there."
It was Hassan, all right. Bruised and filthy, a pair of blacked-out goggles over his eyes, ankles and wrists shackled and chained together, he shambled along between the biggest pair of jarheads I'd ever seen. How much lower the mighty look than the rest of us once they've fallen. He'd been a well-groomed gentleman back home; all polished manicures bespoke tailored suits. But now he cut a pathetic figure. 
I remember my first instinct was one of sympathy; I'd sure hate to have been in his shoes. My second was the contagious excitement I shared with my counterpart from Defense Intelligence. Hassan was a two-time embassy bomber, which placed him squarely in international terrorism's major league. But he wasn't just any bomb-maker. He was political, a financier, and a strategist, plugged straight into Al Qaeda in Iraq and Afghanistan. A huge get for us.
"I still can't believe he's here," I stammered. "The things buried in that guy's head..."
"Think you can handle him?"
"Piece of cake," I said without believing it. "I'll have him spilling his guts within the week."
I wasn't entirely clear on who'd actually grabbed him. SEALs or Delta. SAS. Maybe one of the IDF's special units. We were all playing the same game for the same stakes. All I knew for sure was that he'd been bagged in Herat. Caught napping in a compound off Mahbas Street in the affluent but oddly named Windsor Farms neighborhood. Apparently something had gone seriously wrong with the op. Turns out his wife and three kids were staying there with him. All but his youngest, a daughter, were killed along with his bodyguards in the raid, and Abu Hassan himself suffered a gunshot wound that broke his collarbone and opened up his subclavian artery. He'd almost bled out right there with the rest of his family until a field medic patched him up on site.
Things were touch and go for a while as he changed hands during the course of a couple rendition flights, but he eventually regained consciousness thousands of miles from home and under guard in Guantanamo Bay's medical and surgical facility. The docs sewed him up properly, too. Gave him a bed with a view of palm trees and a window that opened to let in the gentle Caribbean tradewind. Before long he was good as new. Fresh nerves and freshly healed nerve endings. Better material for our boys to work with.
We started in on him the night his Doctor cleared his return to the regular prison population, assuming you can call Guantanamo Bay's population regular. It began with the usual regimen of sleep deprivation in his cramped cell. Bright lights twenty-four hours a day. Let him nod off only to wake him with the fire hose. And loud, offensive music. Judas Priest and AC/DC were my personal favorites, but we tried to mix it up a bit. For our amusement, of course. Lord knows it wasn't for his.
Ever go a week without sleep? Reality starts to get pretty dicey. A week and a half and you'll start losing balance and motor control skills along with a piece of your mind. Two weeks and the average person is seeing and hearing things that aren't there. But Abu Hassan was not your average man. We would have been fools to label him as such. He was a soldier. A good one, too, with resistance training equal to some of our own special combat units. So we let him sweat it out for a month. Twenty-eight solid days. I'd seen guys emerge from a stretch like that little more than drooling lunatics. Hassan? He was just softened up a little. But I was only getting started. 
Not me personally, you understand. I'd spent too much time in the shit earning my stripes to get my hands dirty. I was here to control, observe, and report. Besides, we had people for this sort of thing. In my case, a pair of contractors I'd brought with me from Virginia. The brutes weren't worth an ounce of my personal time, but man were they good at what they did. Anyone who relishes their work that much is likely to be an artist, and these guys were rock stars. Former Agency personnel, they'd been downsized after the Cold War and now worked for a large American PMC. We used them for security and low-level paramilitary operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, and for this sort of thing. Hassan's month of sensory deprivation at an end, they went to work with gusto while I sat with clean hands and hot coffee, anonymous and secure behind the ubiquitous plate of one-way glass. 
On the other side of my little window was a concrete room, cramped and dingy with deeply soiled walls, floor, and ceiling. A single, naked bulb hung directly over a metal stool, and on the stool sat Abu Hassan, stripped naked, soaked, and shivering. Around him hovered my two freelancers, playing things by the book. Literally. The Vice President and a bunch of suits from Justice had written us a torture playbook, detailing which technique was legal, which was not, and exactly how far we could go with each. That kind of mandate from the Executive Branch meant that my team, regardless of individual opinions on torture and its effectiveness, was expected to go the distance with all of our subjects. And so we did. I've never been one to question orders.
Our menu of interrogation techniques included everything from rough language and verbal degradation, to an open-handed blow called the "humiliation slap" and a Spanish Inquisition throwback known as water boarding. While these are certainly not things the layman wants to endure, torture relies on one important factor: the true belief on the part of those being interrogated that you are willing to inflict serious bodily injury or death. Without that fundamental and genuine belief it is useless. You either have to go the whole hog with torture or not use it at all. Which is why the Jordanians, Israelis, and Saudis get the bet results while we're better off simply buying people off. No one in their hands doubts for a second that they'll pull out your fingernails, break every bone in your body, and then kill you if you don't comply. It's that simple. And Abu Hassan he knew we didn't have it in us. Not for lack of trying on our part, mind you. We did our best with the methods at our disposal. I composed a symphony of terror, slowly building layer upon layer of pain and suffering into a great crescendo, a finale of humiliation slaps and endless water boarding. 
For all its cruelty, water boarding is actually pretty clever. By strapping the subject down, placing a cloth (we prefer cellophane) tightly over his or her face, and pouring water onto the cloth, you stimulate the gag reflex and simulate drowning without actually killing the subject in question. Scary stuff. And our first, brutal session might have worked. That cellophane really makes a difference. I could see the fear on his face as plain as day while he spluttered and pleaded and gasped, and for the first time in weeks I got the sense that we might actually break the guy. But he held out a few moments longer than we could push the envelope, which was just long enough. Because unless you actually intend to suffocate your subject you have to let them up, stop pouring the water, and lift the cellophane from their faces so they can breathe. And the second you do that a guy like Hassan knows you're not serious. That you're not willing or capable of going the distance. Of really putting the hurt on him. And we were powerless to do anything about it. Except, of course, to keep water-boarding the poor son of a bitch. 
At least he was giving us names. Phone numbers. Addresses. At first. And even though not a single one of them checked out, it was still something. Made us feel like we were getting somewhere. Because believe me, we all wanted this to be over. Harsh interrogation and torture aren't just hard on the subject; they get pretty damn hard on the interrogator as well, provided he's not a sociopath. Because he has to get into bed with these guys. Sit with them; close enough to touch, for days and days at a time. And if they expire, he's inside their heads when you do. Do my job for too long and you can feel your soul being sifted away like sand in an hourglass. And after a month of sleep deprivation and painstaking work all we got every time we let him up was derisive, half-mad laughter and the slow, creeping sense that each of us was losing a little bit more of ourselves each time we beat him down.
I spent days sitting with my head in my hands, watching my dynamic duo go through the motions on the other side of the glass. I had to think of an angle. Something new. Something that would put the fear of Allah back into this guy. And when the answer finally came to me it was so obvious I was dumbstruck. Why hadn't it come sooner? It certainly wasn't anything new. I'd even used the same ruse once before, nearly ten years ago in the Balkans. 
He was a Serb warlord. Mass murderer. As tough and mean as the former Soviet satellites could grow them. I watched the Brits go to work on him for weeks on end. Real physical stuff, too. Made water-boarding look like my daughter's water-slide. They got nothing. They handed him over to us, and we got nothing. Until I got the idea to run a false flag on him. Through an elaborate ruse we convinced the poor bastard that he'd been handed over to a faction of Muslim Serbs with a taste for castration and flaying. I'm pretty sure the big brute actually pissed himself before singing like a canary.
Black flag operations are nothing new. Not to me, not to the intelligence community at large, or to the world as a whole. Navies and pirates alike have always found it acceptable practice to fly a flag friendly to one's enemy, provided you hoist your own naval ensign before opening fire. Armies deploy special units behind enemy lines all the time, uniformed as civilians or opposition troops. False flags have been used as pretexts for both peace and war, in politics and the rigging of elections, in business, even in organized religion to implicate enemies of the faith. But they take on particularly sinister dimensions during the conduct of clandestine operations. 
The difference with our pseudo-operations is that we don't fly our true colors once we're ready to hit you. We don't obey the rules of war, or warn you when we're about to break them. And we don't use them for anything quite so benign as the theft of corporate secrets. We use them to scare the shit out of you. And do it well because we have some pretty creative minds on our payroll. So I sent my two contractors back home and bent both mind and will to fixing our captive's speech impediment. 
The trick here was in choosing the right flag. You'd think a guy like Abu Hassan would fear the Israelis more than anyone. And he'd be right to do so. But there's human psychology that needs to be factored in. Was a trip to an Israeli torture chamber more likely to weaken or stiffen his resolve? People in his part of the world wore Israeli imprisonment as a badge of honor. Besides they could always expect a trade for a downed Israeli pilot or kidnapped soldier. Israel simply wouldn't do. There were other options, options far less obvious and far more terrifying to a fellow like Hassan. 
Take our black site in Szymany in Poland, for example. How many of his fellow jihadis had disappeared into that black hole never to be seen again? It was a credible threat, to be sure. But it lacked the personal touch we needed with our orange-clad friend. 
We needed to send him back to his own. Back to one of the remaining Hashemite kingdoms, where he was an embarrassment. Where he knew his Arab brethren would be all too happy to shove a cattle-prod up his ass in the name of king and country right before they went home to kiss their wives and children. The Jordanians had a nasty reputation, but we could do better than that. We'd send him back to the land of his birth. Back to his own country, which he had threatened and condemned almost as vociferously as he had our own. We'd send him to Saudi Arabia.
Including the time it would take to prep our prisoner for the journey and make a refueling stop en route, we could stretch the flight time out to twenty-six hours. Maybe a bit more. Of course we weren't actually going to fly him to Riyadh. We'd put him on one of our jets and go through the motions. Take off, fly circles around the Caribbean and Central America, land to simulate the refueling stop, take off again, fly around, and then fake a landing in Riyadh. Only it would be the airfield here at Guantanamo Bay. Then back to solitary confinement in a specially designed cell. With some new scenery, a few new players, some basic sound effects, and a bit of luck, he'd never know the difference. Twenty-six hours. Time enough to get on the horn to Langley for new people and provisions. Time enough to catch a few hours shut-eye. Time enough to refine my plan.
Hassan was a little over halfway through his flight by the time I had slept, planned, and rehearsed myself into a nervous frenzy. Given the coming ordeal, and the prospect of spending days on end in a cramped cubicle behind plate glass, I'd much rather have spent my last hours in the open air. But the Caribbean sun drove me inside. My DIA liaison was in Washington so I occupied his office, cranked his air conditioner, helped myself to his liquor, and waited as patiently as I was able. It wouldn't be long before the materiel and assistance I requested would arrive, and I made sure to get my buzz on before it did. 
Three gin and tonics, two hours, and one mild headache later, my patience was rewarded with a knock on my counterpart's office door.
"Come in," I slurred, as a pair of young Arab-Americans swept into the room. Swarthy, handsome, and very fit, their beards trimmed so neatly and close that they looked painted on; each man bore a pair of heavy plastic Pelican equipment cases.
"Hey boss," the first smiled broadly.
"Good to see you, man!" The second dropped his baggage and made straight for me, grabbing up my slight frame in a mighty bear hug.
"Good of you to come." It really was. Top-tier operatives, they were very much in demand these days. We'll call them Ali and Anwar. "How are your lovely wives? Children?"
"Very well, thank you."
"Same here. Drinking already?" Ali frowned his mock disapproval. A devout Muslim, he never touched the stuff. But having been raised and educated in the United States he'd learned long ago to meet his dissolute Caucasian friends halfway, taking our bad habits with a grain of salt. 
"It's after two," I protested weakly, neglecting to mention that I'd had my first well before noon.
"Still a lush," Anwar laughed, settling down beside his partner in the twin easy chairs across from me. "Care to tell us what you've gotten us into this time?"
"Sure." I finished my drink at a gulp and set the tumbler aside. "Remember Dimitrije? The Serb?"
"Sure," Ali smiled. SAS had grabbed the one-time warlord for torching Muslim Serb villages, raping the women in front of their men, then slaughtering the lot and moving on to ethnically cleanse the next town. He and Anwar had both enjoyed that job. "Fucking pig."
"Same thing. Easier, actually. You won't have to fake an accent this time." Ali's parents had emigrated from Saudi Arabia to the States when he was three years old, making him perfect for the role of lead interrogator.
"So who's the subject," Anwar inquired wryly.
"Abu Hassan," I returned with a mischievous smile. 
I was met with silence at first. They were now among the dozen or so people around the world that knew the man was still alive, much less in our custody.
"You're kidding." Ali was licking his lips. He looked like he might enjoy this one even more than he had Serbia. After all, Hassan was an avowed threat to both of the nations Ali had called home.
"Word outside is that he's dead."
"I know. I helped fabricate the story." 
I'd fed the New York Times an epic pile of crap about Hassan going up in a puff of smoke during a drone strike in Pakistan's Khyber region. We leaked it through a trusted third party on our payroll and the Times took the bait. Can't blame them, really. It had the ring of truth. With new UAV strikes reported almost daily, it was an eminently believable ruse. The story was soon syndicated around the globe, and just like that it had become truth.
"Sounded like you, now that you mention it," Anwar laughed. "So what's our role?"
"Saudi intelligence agents. GIP case officers. You've just taken possession of Hassan from your American allies. Talking points are all here." I tossed two slender loose-leaf notebooks across the desk. "You've got eight hours to learn your parts and set up shop."
"What about you?"
"I've been in this hell-hole for nearly two months. Can't say I like it much." I rose from the desk, yawned, and began helping them collect their heavy equipment cases. "Still can't believe we expended so much time and effort on this backward little island. They can keep it. I'm going to show you two where to drop your things and set up your gear. Then I'm going to have another drink and a nap."
"Still drinking lunch from a bottle, old man?" Anwar looked at me with mock concern.
"What else is there to do here?" It was a poor attempt at explaining my borderline alcoholism, but Anwar was just having a bit of fun at my expense. In that regard CIA is little different than any other fraternity. A little ball busting comes with the territory.
Eight hours later I was behind another plate of one-way glass, hunkered down with a proper hangover and a fresh pot of coffee. I stay dry when I work. Ali and Anwar had driven to the airfield to collect our prisoner, who had been kept sedated and blindfolded but awake for the duration of his flight. When they finally marched him into the small room on the other side of my window he looked like hell. Physically, we had broken him days ago. It was his mind that still had a ways to go. In a carefully choreographed dance, Anwar seated our prisoner roughly and took up a position behind him, while Ali walked to a chair across the small metal table from his captive and sat down.
"Where am I?" Hassan hadn't spoken or had a drink of water in over a day and a half, and his broken English came out a hoarse croak.
Anwar boxed his ears by way of an answer. I mean really boxed his ears. Not the half-hearted smack your Dad gave you when you mouthed off as a child, but a twin slap to both sides of Hassan's head. Cupped hands create a vacuum that can easily break the eardrums. Not exactly part of our normal routine for harsh interrogation. We were in the black now. Off the books.
"I'll be asking the questions here." Ali drawled. His Saudi-accented Arabic couldn't have been more perfect. "Do you understand?"
We had several pinhole cameras positioned around the room to capture and record Abu Hassan's reactions. Twin flat screens monitored his silent, twitching visage as the wheels began to turn inside the man's head.
"Answer me when I speak to you!" 
Ali was shouting now as he furiously signaled Anwar to box the man's ears a second time.
"Yes," Hassan winced. A thin trickle of blood now streamed from his right ear. I was glad to see that Anwar wasn't pulling his punches today. "Yes, I understand."
Silence while Ali opened the folder before him and began poring over the stack of documents within it. In truth they were little more than Arabic translations of our own files, but the forgers and Photoshop wunderkinds at Langley had done a bang-up job making them look like the real thing, straight from the GIP's archives. Ali took great care to leave the folder open and in full view of our subject, allowing Hassan to peruse the documents along with him. 
If you listened closely you could hear carefully constructed background noise piped in through the walls: snippets of Arabic speech, distant street noise actually recorded in downtown Riyadh, aircraft passing overhead, all of it digitally composited layer by layer into an artfully convincing facsimile of the real thing.
The silence persisted. Seconds stretched into long minutes, and it looked as though our captive audience was putting the pieces together. Only I wasn't getting the reaction I'd hoped for. With the turn of each page, with every Arabic speaker who sounded off through our speakers, with every minute that passed without hearing English or seeing a Caucasian face, Hassan looked increasingly relaxed. Confident, even.  
"You have been remanded to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. You are now the prisoner of His Majesty Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz, who you have slandered and whose rule you have threatened by..."
"Praise be to God," Hassan exclaimed joyfully. 
Even the usually unflappable Ali was stunned to inaction by the depth of the man's relief. By rights he should be quaking in his shackles right now. Ali's performance, the audio we'd prepared... flawless. And the custody of Saudi Arabia's intelligence service is not a place anyone wants to be. But Hassan looked as though he might fall to his knees with gratitude, had he been so able. He began repeating the Shahada, a declaration of his faith and the motto of both King and Kingdom: 
"There is no God but Allah. Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah. There is no God but Allah. Muhammad is the Messenger..."
"Be silent!" Ali raged, at a loss as to how he should proceed. Clearly something wasn't working as planned. He signaled Anwar, who dutifully rained blows down about the sides of Hassan's head. By now both of our prisoner's ears were bloodied and raw, but all we got in response was laughter.
"Wait," Hassan laughed. Maybe we'd pushed too hard. Driven the guy out of his mind. Unusual, but not unheard of. "Wait. We are not enemies, you and I."
"You are a terrorist and an avowed enemy of His Majesty's..."
"You have no idea, do you." Smug bastard was still chuckling, though at what remained a mystery. "May I have paper and a pencil, please.”?
Anwar was about to answer his request with another storm of blows, but I quickly reached forward and keyed the microphone before me. 
"Give him what he wants," I hissed into Ali's earpiece.
Silence. Confused breathing. Street sounds trickling in from an outside that was thousands of miles away. And the unhurried scratch of pencil on paper as Abu Hassan confidently scrawled his message, smiling all the while. Maybe the coffee was making me jittery, but I was quaking with suspense by the time he finished. 
He turned the yellow sheet of notepaper around so that its few scribbled lines faced Ali, whose only response was a wild and profoundly disturbing widening of the eyes. He took the page in his hands, rose slowly, rounded the table, and headed straight for the safety of my hunter's blind. Ali looked dumbstruck and discouraged by the time he reached the mirrored glass. It seemed to take all of his effort to raise the sheet to the window, where he held it with the palm of his hand as much to steady himself as his message. On it were written two names:
 
Prince Taufic bin Abdul Aziz
Kamal Ibrahim, Director of Operations, GIP
 
"Jesus H. Christ," I muttered. 
I couldn't help myself. The man was handing his "get out of jail free" card. A Prince and a Director of their state intelligence apparatus. I knew their names. We all did. We had thick jackets on them both. Taufic was a bisexual Princeton graduate, playboy, cousin to the Crown Prince, and suspected terrorist financier. As for Ibrahim, I'd actually met him. Twice. Once in Washington, then again in Baghdad. Struck me as a good man, too, with sympathies firmly rooted in the West. One of the top dogs in Saudi intelligence, he knew many secrets of our cold war on terror, and carried with him in his pocket the keys to the Kingdom. Literally. 
"There's going to be hell to pay," I groaned into the microphone.
"Tell your friend on the other side of the glass to call them." It was as if he could hear me. The bastard was still smiling, too, though not with malice. It was the smile one gives when unexpectedly meeting a comrade-in-arms. "You're GIP, yes? Your boss. Ibrahim. He will make this right. Believe me."
I did. I knew the numbers would check out, and the resulting wave of depression was exhausting. I felt completely drained. When I finally keyed the microphone button I leaned on it so heavily that I almost snapped the flimsy thing in half.
"I have to call this in," I droned into their earwigs. "Lock him up. Keep the audio playing, but let him get some sleep."
There was no denying the fact that our prisoner had won that round, though his victory would prove short-lived.
I neither saw nor heard from Abu Hassan again. No one did. He disappeared forever into some dank oubliette sunk deep into the earth of one of our less scrupulous allies. I don't know if we ever got any actionable intelligence out of him, other than what he spilled that night by accident. But I do know what became of the Prince and the GIP operations chief. 
A week, maybe two had passed since I last questioned our subject, and his shambling frame was almost forgotten. I was at Langley awaiting reassignment, enjoying a bowl of ice cream in the cafeteria with an old classmate of mine from the Farm. (You simply cannot imagine how many flavors they have in that place.) My pal abruptly stopped eating, his spoon halfway to his mouth, chocolate dripping unnoticed onto his lap, his eyes fixed on an Al Jazeera newscast above my head.
"Shit."
"What's up?" I didn't turn from my own heaping bowl of vanilla until he gestured with his still-dripping spoon at the flat screen behind me.
Someone had definitely passed the word on to the Kingdom. Reviled though we may be by your average Muslim, we are the convenient allies of his Highness Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz, who stands to lose as much in a coordinated terror attack on his territory as we do on ours. The fact that Abu Hassan, an acknowledged terrorist and Saudi dissident, had implicated a ranking intelligence officer and a member of the royal family... it was an embarrassment and compounded the threat to his Majesty's rule. I have no doubt that we dropped a dime on Taufic and Kamal. And there above me, in glorious high definition, was the evidence that our message had been received loud and clear.
It seemed that the brakes had gone in the princeling's brand new Range Rover. Traveling at their usual breakneck pace through the streets of Riyadh, the trio of SUVs that made up his motorcade had piled up, one wrapping itself around another until all that was left was a single wreckage, smoldering and twisted, the individual vehicles and their passengers utterly indistinguishable. 
Immediately following the Prince, and delivered with far less fanfare, came the story of a Saudi businessman. He'd been found dead from exposure in the desert alongside King Abdul Aziz Road, somewhere between Riyadh and Kharj. The government was providing a false name, but I didn't need details to identify the photo they were running beside the comely Al Jazeera anchor. Kamal Ibrahim. What a horrible way to go. You're ready to drink your own piss before long. Assuming you've got any left. The Prince, on the other hand, probably never knew what hit him. The House of Saud deals gently with its own.
There would be an expensive funerals complete with wild tears, the tearing of clothes, and the beating of breasts. I certainly wasn't going to lose any sleep over a pair of high-level terrorist sympathizers and financiers. But Abu Hassan was another story. He was probably still alive somewhere, kept barely above subsistence level until he had outlived his usefulness one way or another. There are times I wake up drenched in sweat in the middle of the night, fading dreams of his shambling, tortured figure still at the forefront of my mind. He tells me that his wife and children are waiting for him, and that we should let him go.
My wife invariably looks at me with concern over our coffee the next morning, but I tell her its nothing. That she should take our beautiful daughter to school and tend the garden. And that I have to get back to work.
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Proof
 
It's been ten years. A full decade since the British military attaché to Germany, Colonel Noel Mason-MacFarlane, shot the Führer. The Great War had been started with a single bullet, and it was hoped that the next might be averted by one. Well, it was. The world has remained quietly uneasy since Keynes' "Carthaginian peace" at the Treaty of Versailles, and I'm not entirely sure that I prefer it that way. 
Brave man, MacFarlane. No doubt on that score. His friends called him Mason-Mac and he was one hell of a colorful character, full of vigor and determination and brilliant, if risky, ideas. Did the Hitler job himself no less, using a high-powered rifle and suppressor. Even took the shot from a landing in his own apartment, which boasted an uncannily fortunate view of the Chancellor's review stand. Took the top of the crazy bastard's head off in the middle of a parade. 
By the time they figured out where the shot had come from, the wily old buzzard was safely out of the country and on his way back to England. They made him a Brigadier for that one. Gave him the Governorship of Gibraltar, and eventually stewardship of the Secret Intelligence Service. The rest of the planet did not benefit quite so well from his fateful pull of the trigger.
The last of the 1930's came and went. The power vacuum created by Hitler's demise was finally settled by the unlikely alliance of Göring and Himmler. They assassinated Goebbels, Bormann, and the rest before dividing Germany between them. The two had since maintained an uneasy truce with the fat Luftwaffe ace serving as Chancellor and the one-time chicken farmer as President. Territorial ambitions were satisfied with the annexation of Austria and the Sudetenland, and the world was spared its war. But the dark clouds looming on the horizon simply took on a different shape. And the storm, when it came, was far worse than anyone had expected. 
By 1940 the Japanese had built an empire in Asia which an isolationist United States had neither the stomach nor the excuse to challenge. The Russians were busy pushing westward, the French were nervously eyeballing the Germans, and the Brits were desperately maintaining their far-flung empire. It seemed the world was going to hell without the help of Uncle Adolf, who had become little more than a historical footnote. And it didn't take long to realize that Mason-Mac's fateful pull of the trigger had bought the rest of us a world of trouble. Myself included.
I am a historian, both by training and by trade. History has been my life's love and passion since I was a boy, and in the fifteen years since I received my Doctorate it has been my privilege to visit the furthest, and often darkest, corners of the globe in search of it. As a child my father would take me to to the American Museum of Natural History on Central Park West once each year. The trips were the highlights of my young life, and I would return home to my mother with new and astonishing tales after every visit. It had been their hope that I would become an attorney like my father, but they neither lamented the love of academia they instilled in me quite by accident, nor did they begrudge me the path on which I subsequently embarked.
I had hoped for a quiet, tweedy life in a small college town somewhere in the United States. Anywhere, really, as long as I could pursue my interests. Alas, it was not to be. The problems of a much bigger world intruded upon mine almost as soon as I made its acquaintance.
It was 1942, and I was on the last leg of a long journey from New York to Greece. I had received an invitation from the American School of Classical Studies at Athens to assist in a study of the Isthmian Games. New evidence as to their conduct had recently been uncovered from Corinth's Classical period, and I was eager to participate in their work. My flight into Greece was aboard a converted Douglas DC-3, operated by British Airways. It was a chubby silver cigar featuring thick rectangular windows, impossibly uncomfortable seats, and powered by two very noisy Pratt & Whitney radial engines. My neighbor for the hours-long journey was a tall, distinguished fellow with swept-back gray hair, a hawk nose, and the most beautifully tailored three-piece suit I had ever seen. A black patch over his left eye lent him a distinctly roguish air.
"You're an American," he inquired shortly after takeoff, though it was more a statement of fact than a question.
"Yes." I'm not one for small talk. I detest it, actually. But the gravity of his presence and his mellifluous British accent were impossible to escape. I felt strangely compelled to pursue a conversation with the man. "What gave me away?"
"The cut of your jacket," he smiled.
"That shabby, huh?"
"Not at all, dear boy." His smile broadened. "It's just that American tailors seem to prefer a roomier fit. Particularly under the arms. Probably for all the guns you chaps carry."
"Probably," I laughed. "Though usually not in my line of work. I'm a bit of a bookworm. A historian, actually."
"A Yankee scholar, no less. This is indeed a pleasure. The name's Reilly. Sidney Reilly."
"Andrew Colby," I returned, shaking the firm hand he offered me. "At your service."
"Are you now? Careful what you say, my young friend. You never know who will take you up on that."
I was puzzled by his seemingly offhand comment, but let it slide in the face of the most engaging conversationalist I had met in years. And by God, did he have stories to tell. A British civil servant, he'd been stationed absolutely everywhere they had a foothold, and a few places they didn't. India, Hong Kong, Burma, Malaysia, Egypt, Palestine, Arabia... The list was exhausting, and he went through it all. Born to Jewish parents in Odessa, over the years he left a family in Tsarist Russia, a wife in London, and an eye in the Soviet Union, in each case barely escaping with his life. I wondered how much of it was true, how much was jest, and how much was utter fiction, but I didn't pry. It was a pleasure just listening to the old fox. I was enjoying what I thought to be a chance meeting of worldly strangers. I could not have been more wrong.
"Tell me, Mr. Colby, are you traveling to Greece on business or pleasure?"
"Business, mostly. I'm here on a research grant."
"And will your research be taking you to Mycenae, perchance?"
"Quite close, actually. My destination is Corinth. Why do you ask?"
"I was hoping you might look in on a few colleagues of mine." He looked at me with a curious sidelong glance. "They're working on a dig there."
"Really!" I was at once intrigued. "What are your friends excavating?"
"A tomb of some sort. Buried in a hill outside the citadel walls. And they're not my friends."
"But you said..."
"I said colleagues, young Colby. Competitors, even. But not friends."
"I don't understand. You said you were a civil servant."
"I am," he smiled, obviously pleased that I had been paying attention. "So are they. Only they're German. And of a slightly different breed."
"You're a spy!" My words came out a raspy whisper. They were barely audible to myself much less the surrounding passengers, most of whom were asleep anyway. Yet I lowered my voice still further before proceeding. "You want me to spy on them."
"Tsk, tsk," he shook his head. "Such a nasty word."
"Now wait a minute," I protested weakly. My eyes were alight with excitement. He already had me hooked. Only I didn't know it yet. "That's not a straight answer. What is it you do, exactly?"
"I provide," he drawled without missing a beat. "Information, usually. And rarefied services, when they are required. I have been many things, my American friend. But I am no spy."
"How can I be sure?"
"Because if I were, I surely wouldn't be asking you to do it for me."
It was quite true. He wasn't. Not any more, at least. However I learned months later that he had been for quite some time. Even earned the nickname "Ace of Spies" among his peers while still a very young man, and had stopped short of the top slots in His Majesty's intelligence establishment due only to his Jewish ancestry. But while he no longer possessed his former espionage credentials, and even though it had been many years since he'd last worn his spurs, he remained at the very least a government sponsored agent and adventurer. A privateer, of sorts. 
Of course I knew none of this. And why he should take such interest in a minor archaeological expedition was, at the time, quite beyond me. But I was enthralled. Worshipful, even, of this debonair and worldly old hawk. And the prospect of engaging in some sort of minor academic espionage (for what else could it be?) positively thrilled me. Gone was the violent vibrating hum of the great propeller just outside my window, the eyesores that were my brightly-colored fellow passengers, and wise little voice in my head that told me to run from this man as far and fast as my legs could take me. All that remained was the prospect of boyish adventure. And so, quite naturally, I acceded to his unusual request. 
The idea was to use my own academic credentials to gain access to the site. Find out what the small team of state-sponsored archaeologists was looking for, then report back to Reilly. I could see no reason why they should refuse a fellow Classics scholar a peek and few questions, and if I discovered nothing then so be it, the big Brit assured me. He would even pay me for my time. Rather exorbitantly in fact, and regardless of my results. It seemed simple enough, and I'd have been a fool to refuse. So much so that I felt as though I were swindling the old gentleman, and weakly offered him a way out before we parted ways.
"You know Mr. Reilly, the world is not at war."
"How do you think it stays that way," he asked, his face a mask of benign serenity. "And please, call me Sidney."
I found a rare jalopy cab outside the airport and slipped gratefully into the back seat, content to lazily watch the great city crawl by on the way to my hotel. Past the Acropolis and its impossibly enduring ring of smaller temples, past the Plaka and its shaded outdoor tables where I hoped to dine that very night, until Parliament loomed suddenly on Syntagma Square followed by the arched doors and windows of the Grand Bretagne. But quick as we'd come, Reilly had been quicker. 
Upon checking in and having my bags whisked away by a smartly uniformed bellhop, I was informed by the swarthy desk clerk that there was a package waiting for me. Dropped off moments earlier, no less, by a distinguished looking man I knew at once to be Sidney Reilly. I turned and nervously scanned the lofty, colonnaded lobby while the parcel was produced, hoping to catch a glimpse of my new friend. I saw diplomats on their way to lunch, smartly dressed businessmen whiling awaiting away a few free moments at the bar, and a pair of young and tanned newlyweds unable to take their eyes or hands off of each other. But, alas, no septuagenarian spies.
I contained my renewed excitement, barely waiting to close room's heavy wooden door behind me to tear open the brown paper parcel. Inside it were one sealed envelope, a very weighty leather pouch, a small box about the size of my fist, and a note on heavy ecru paper that read:
 
A few drachmae for expenses, half payment in advance, 
and a gift for use in documenting your adventures. 
With compliments, SR.
 
The envelope contained just shy of a thousand drachmae in denominations of ten, twenty, and one hundred. More than enough to get me to Mycenae and back in style. The leather pouch contained half of the payment we had agreed upon. In gold sovereigns, no less. I counted them carefully before turning to the final item, quite in awe of the old man's resources.
The box was unmarked and I might have mistaken its innocuous, slender metal contents for a cigarette lighter, were it not for the spools of miniaturized film that fell out along with it. The folded instruction pamphlet was in Latvian, but a number of black and white illustrations made its use and operation clear enough. The little oblong device was a camera, bearing only a maker's mark from Riga along with the word "Minox". Until it was used, the thing would be indistinguishable from the usual contents of a man's pockets.
I gleefully snapped the camera open, loaded a thumbnail-sized cartridge of film, and began snapping photos of my ornate room and its baroque furnishings, until I realized that I would likely never see them developed. The spools were obviously intended for delivery along with my written report, only to disappear into the archives of whichever ministry or service had commissioned it. Suddenly my vacation snapshots felt frivolous, and I desperately wished that I could untake them. Instead I set the camera aside, conserving my remaining film for the road ahead.
I had arranged to stay three nights at the Grand Bretagne, and had been looking forward to my stay. The hotel was rumored to be among the best in all of Europe, and I had anticipated a bit of pampering before making for my destination and its relatively rustic environs. Only now I had the bit between my teeth and couldn't wait to get started. A good thing, too, as I was to meet my guide in Corinth in two days' time, which would be ample to include a side stop at Mycenae, but only if I were to depart first thing in the morning.
So I dialed the concierge, informed him of the bad news, and requested that a light supper be sent up at once. It was delivered forthwith, along with a cold and crisp, if otherwise unremarkable, bottle of Chardonnay from Santorini. I ate and drank my fill before laying out my things for the following day: hiking boots and socks, denim trousers, a treasured long-sleeved henley, my Willis & Geiger safari jacket, and a battered New York Yankees baseball cap to cover my sandy locks. A small army rucksack would accompany me, its cavity pockets and stuffed to bursting with tools, notebooks, a few camping essentials, and a change of clothing. The rest of my luggage would follow me to Corinth.
I caught the first public bus to Mycenae the following morning. Intent on absorbing the local color, I reveled in the sights and sounds of the road and my rustic, friendly, and boisterous fellow travelers. But even though I did my best to enjoy the lengthy trip, it nevertheless passed me by in flash. I recall passing a road sign marking the turn off the highway to Corinth, and making a passing mental note of it for my return. But whereas I had been unable to contain my excitement at its prospect not twenty-four hours ago, I was now eager only to pass it by.
Before long I was jarred from my reverie by a looming acropolis out the window to my right, and my neighbor's hand on my shoulder.
"Mycenae," he grinned toothlessly, pointing.
I ascended to the citadel via a narrow footpath lined with cypress trees. My eyes are dark brown, almost black, yet somehow I lack my family's hereditary tolerance of the sun, so I donned a pair of weathered aviator sunglasses. Seeing no evidence of any expedition, I climbed further until I reached the Lion Gate. There I stood for some time, drinking in that storied portal while resisting an overwhelming urge to expend an entire roll of film on its unique details. 
It seemed that I had the place to myself so I wandered for quite a while, committing as many details as I could to memory. After all, I had no idea when I'd be able to return. I visited Schliemann's shaft tombs, walked the old temple and throne rooms, and was strolling the length of the city's cyclopean walls when I saw a goatherd crest a small hill not ten yards below me.
"Excuse me," I waved at the boy.
Dressed in baggy trousers, a filthy dress shirt, and loosely-fitting vest, he scratched his dark head at the sight of me before quickly regaining his wits and tongue.
"English?"
"American," I smiled back. 
"American!" He was overjoyed. We enjoyed a good reputation in those days, when being a card-carrying Yank was often the only credential one needed. Not so much any more. The swarthy lad came bounding forward, his sheep in tow, eager to lend assistance in any way he could. Until I let him know who I was looking for.
"I'm looking for the German archaeological team," I smiled down at him. "Can you tell me where they are digging?"
He had initially spoken English, so I naturally interpreted his blank stare as a lack of understanding. I knelt down so that I was at eye level with the boy, and slowed down my speech as though for an idiot.
"GER-mans," I enunciated.
He spat on the ground at my feet before responding in heavily-accented, but near-perfect english.
"You mean the Nazis." He then turned on his heel and marched his goats away with an air of complete contempt. "You're on the wrong side of the hill."
My surprise was short lived when I considered the reason for my being there. Surely my new acquaintance's interest indicated that the expedition had something to hide, and they likely shunned the local population. But no amount of rationalization prepared me for their reaction to my presence.
I followed the young goatherd's advice, passing through the ancient palace and its megaron before descending the far side of the mound. There, sure enough, sat a small cluster of canvas tents nestled between the citadel mount and a neighboring hill. They surrounded a tholos tomb that appeared recently uncovered and looked innocent enough, with the only clue to their residents' politics being a small German flag hoisted above the largest tent. It hung limp in the dead air, but its black swastika against a blood red field was unmistakable even in the absence of any wind.
It seemed best to just dive right on in, as the more thought I gave my situation the less inclined I was to crash the Germans' little party. So I slapped my Yankees cap on my head at a jaunty angle, hitched my thumbs beneath the straps of my rucksack, and strode into camp doing my best and most genuine impression of a glad-handing, back-slapping American.
"Hello," I called out, making a quick survey of the site. Relics from the tomb and tools of the trade were strewn about, but certainly nothing out of the ordinary. Other than the fact that no one was about. "Hey! Fellas! Anybody home?"
There was a sudden stirring from within two of the tents. One of the smaller ones flapped open, revealing a pair of army-style cots and a sleepy, bewildered, and half-dressed man. Then the large tent opened with a flutter that caused its little flag to wave ever so briefly, and from it poured a trio of men and one singularly attractive woman, who was careful to lace the tent closed behind her. All were military in their bearing but not their dress, save for one obvious and significant detail: other than the sleeping man, they were all wearing pistols. And that included the striking blonde.
"What kind of archaeologists wear gun belts," I wondered briefly, before the din of their shouting drowned out my own thoughts. 
Naturally, I was unable to understand a single word, though their intentions were obvious enough. At first I thought they were simply worried at the prospect of theft, until I heard one of them say "Spion", the German word for spy, saw the rest reach for their sidearms, and realized that he situation was getting rapidly out of hand. So I raised my own as high as I could and pleaded ignorance as best I knew how.
"Easy," I stammered, taking a step back. "I'm an American."
Not even that worked. Twitchy hands continued to hover dangerously above their sidearms, while their eyes darted from me to the nearby cypress groves in search of any accomplices. But they quieted down and looked to the woman, who promptly stepped forward and addressed me in harshly clipped, German-accented English.
"Why are you here," she asked, the flushed ovals of her lips mesmerizing as they parted to make room for her words.
"I'm historian." I smiled as disarmingly as I could. "A scholar. Like you."
Her translation to the men was met with grumbling and wild gesticulations, but she silenced them with a wave of her hand.
"Not at all like us, I'm afraid." The curl of her lip was no smile. It was, in fact, a sneer so awful that I could taste her contempt on the air between us.
"Actually, I am." My smile had become a puzzled frown as I reached into my jacket to offer my credentials. "I just thought I might visit Mycenae before I was expected at..."
"You are welcome to the citadel and the lower city," she sniffed, refusing to even look at my passport or letters of introduction. "But our camp, the tomb we are excavating, and their contents are property of the German government. I suggest you leave at once."
"Why?"
"Because my colleagues will most certainly shoot you if you don't."
I shrugged and turned, smiling all the while, and walked away as jauntily as I had come. But their laughter burned holes in my back until they returned to their tents.
I should tell you right now that my arrangement with Reilly had been quite clear on this part. Should I fail, particularly in as spectacular fashion as this, I should report directly back to him. No harm done. And under no circumstances was I to "take another run at them", as he had so euphemistically put it, and for reasons which even to the layman should be all too obvious. Never having been a particularly heroic or adventurous fellow, I hadn't thought much of it at the time. Of course I would not try a second time. I had been reluctant to even try a first.
Only now my blood was up. Childish as it may seem in retrospect, they had offended me. Quite grievously, in fact. Not only were out nations not at war, but much of the population back home even considered the Germans our allies. A few loose cannons had even gone so far as to found an American branch of the Nazi party. To make matters worse, they had breached the unwritten code of conduct between academics and scholars. I am not a man who is quick to anger, but quite honestly I had never been so insulted in all my life. And even the most retiring among us is capable of some very unexpected things if pushed hard enough. 
I resolved right then and there to get my pal Sidney the information he had asked for, by any means available. And hard as I tried, I could think of only one. So I returned to the main road, beginning the three mile walk into the neighboring and significantly modernized town. It was still only mid-afternoon, and with a bit of haste I could grab a bite to eat, do some shopping with the drachmae my mentor had given me, and be back at the ancient city before nightfall.
So I naturally felt very clever returning to Mycenae's acropolis under the growing cover of darkness wearing a new black fisherman's sweater, a cloth bundle tucked under one arm. I found a crumbling room off of the ancient palace with a sweeping view of the hills around me and the German camp below, and settled in to watch and wait.
I may be a city boy at heart, and a New Yorker by birth, but I not unfamiliar with the country. I had been a frequent inmate at a rather rustic summer camp once upon a time. It was my folks' very unwelcome attempt to spare me misspent summers in the city. I learned to live in and off the land as best a boy can in two months out of each year. And though the ruins of a mythic Greek metropolis were about as far from upstate New York as one could get, the principle remained the same.
My back to a once-majestic stone wall, l reveled in the outdoors. As activity wound down in the camp below me and its lights began to go out one by one, I imagined myself part of some imperial intrigue, separated only by the flimsy fabric of time from the opulent palace around me. I unfolded the bundle I had brought with me from town, revealing a small flagon of wine, one hunk of fresh bread and another of feta, a small knife, and a flashlight. I pocketed the flashlight and turned to the savory Greek peasant fare before me in near total darkness. My eyes had long since acclimated and besides, it wouldn't do to be discovered over the insignificant luxury of a half-lit meal.
I waited until the last lamp winked out in the camp below. I waited until I could hear nothing but the ghosts of Mycenae. And then I waited some more. Not until I was absolutely certain that I was the only waking soul around did I break cover and make my way down the citadel mount, straight toward the strange little encampment. I felt the strange inclination to rush, but forced myself to breath slowly and take careful, deliberate steps. It felt like hours before I had trod delicately to the half-open flap of the largest tent. Holding my breath (as though that would prevent anyone inside from hearing me), I ducked low and entered.
As I had surmised, they were using the smaller outlying tents as residences. The big one turned out to be their primary workspace; though not having checked before entering, I'd certainly have been in a world of trouble had I been wrong. I made a mental note so as not to make the same mistake twice, switched on the heavy 
The place was littered with the tools, satchels, maps, supplies, and other accoutrements I would have expected from an expedition such as theirs, in addition to the usual texts by Homer, Herodotus, and Heinrich Schliemann. But I also noted a marked absence of books by any established Classical scholars. Instead the place was stacked high with works of pseudo-scholarship penned by authors I had never heard of, and boasting titles like Racial Theories of Ancient Greece, A History of the Thule Society, and Aryan Phrenology. 
I might have smiled, laughed even, had it not been for my growing sense of shock and dismay. On a central trestle table lay a number of very thick folders and folios, each emblazoned with a skull and crossbones. It caught my attention as a singularly odd pictogram to find in such a place, until I realized the reason for its familiarity and significance. It was the death's head badge of the SS.
My blood instantly ran cold. Their reputation had spread quickly across the globe, and rumors of their activities in and around Germany had multiplied in the ten years since their founding. The umbrella for everything shady about the rehabilitated Reich, their presence begged the question: what were Himmler's racial soldiers doing in Greece? And what branch were they? Agents of the Gestapo? Spies for the SD? Or was this something even more sinister?
I opened the folders and leafed through their contents one by one. My eyes glazed over and grew increasingly wide with the turn of each page. At first the data was disturbing, though still relatively benign. Theories of racial purity. Finding links to the Aryan race in the great civilizations of antiquity, from Egypt and Greece as far afield as South America and Tibet. That sort of thing. Run of the mill stuff, at least for the Krauts. But nothing the rest of the world didn't already know. Things were about to get a whole lot darker, however.
I began stumbling across the medical evidence these scientists had collected, the historical proof of which they were now trying to dig up around the world. Reams of empirical data accompanied by photographic evidence of the most macabre sort: experiments in genetic manipulation and anatomy conducted on live subjects, and in places that looked like vast internment camps. More horrible still, it was clear from the profuse annotations on each image that only certain sectors of society were being rounded up, almost in their entirety, and singled out for this sort of treatment. Political undesirables like communists and socialists. Homosexuals and other individuals who deviated from sexual norms. And racial scapegoats, like the Jews. 
It suddenly occurred to me that my meeting with Reilly had been no more an accident than anything else that had happened since. That he knew precisely what I would find in the German camp. And that he knew what my reaction would be. Not unlike the Germans, he was interested only in his proof. And I was the shortest path to it.
My flashlight had already begun to flicker, so I lit a nearby lamp and began snapping away with the little Minox, documenting absolutely everything I could find. I photographed maps of interment camps, images of their unfortunate detainees, and tallies of various inmate groups, along with archaeological records, document translations, and recovered artifacts. I took so many pictures in the dim light that I had to change film twice, praying each time that I hadn't ruined the exposures with light (or the lack of it) and an unsteady hand.
I lost track of time so I can't be entirely sure, but I was in that tent for close to an hour before I was finished. My head was swimming by the time I made my way back outside, and I once again forgot myself. Stepping into the moonlight without so much as a cursory glance between the tent flaps, I ran headlong into one of the Germans. The sleepy fellow from earlier the previous afternoon. Apparently he was the night watch, which explained both his prior fatigue and his present state of alertness.
"Spion!" He was screaming the word before I even realized he was there. "Halt!"
It was then that I did something that my privileged New York upbringing had never given me the opportunity to do before. It's something I'm rather proud of to this day. I balled up my fist and drove the first two knuckles around, connecting squarely with the man's cheek. I'm not claiming to be a Hercules by any stretch of the imagination; clearly he was possessed of a glass jaw, as my punch dislocated it instantly and dropped him, unconscious, to the ground. I just didn't know I had that kind of thing in me.
Regardless, I was still pretty well screwed. Angry stirrings within the circle of smaller shelters sent me running back toward the acropolis, and without the presence of mind to grab the unconscious fellow's Walther pistol. Given the number of tents I estimated that eight of them, possibly nine including the woman, would soon be scouring the hillside. And while my short career in espionage may well have been finished before it had even started, I had no intention of letting them catch me standing still. So I took off running, back up the hill from whence I had come.
I quickly realized my next mistake: attempting to evade my pursuers by running uphill. By the time I reached the top I was already panicked, sore, and winded. I remember turning to see lights fanning out below me and heading in my direction, and doubting that I would live long enough to bear this latest lesson in mind. I set off again across the acropolis and through the lower city before starting clumsily down the other side. I had just passed beneath the Lion Gate with at least two of the Germans gaining from behind, when I felt my ankle catch on some unseen root or rock.
I fell hard into a deep gully covered by a number of grounded cyclopean stones to form a small cave, twisting my ankle on the way down. But before I could cry out a diminutive hand clapped itself over my mouth. I knew instinctively to whom it belonged, but looked anyway. Flattened to the ground beside me was the young goatherd whom I had encountered in almost the exact same spot earlier that very day.
"Are all Americans as foolish as you?" His wry grin told me that no response was necessary. Or appropriate. "Don't move or make a sound. They won't find us in here."
A pair of footsteps and guttural voices passed above me, then just as quickly out of earshot. It seemed my young savior was quite right, and that he spoke from experience. We sheltered together for the rest of the night, while the jackbooted thugs searched high and low, once passing so close I could have reached up and grabbed them by the heel. I quietly shared what remained of my bread and cheese, while he occasionally passed me a battered hip flask full of strong, home brewed ouzo. By dawn my pursuers had assumed me lost and given up the chase and returned to their cots for a long slumber, whereon the sturdy lad led me out of our hole and to freedom just in time for the morning bus back to Athens.
As it rumbled to a stop beside me I wrapped the kid up in the warmest embrace I could muster, before giving him the last of my drachmae along with some very profuse thanks indeed. 
"It was nothing, old man." I bristled briefly, uncontrollably at the slight, until he flashed me an impish smiled. "You didn't look like you belonged with those Germans anyway."
"You were watching me the entire time?"
"Sure, except when you were in town. Just consider yourself lucky they didn't have dogs," he grinned. Then, with a final wave before turning, "And give my regards to Mister Sidney."
The sneaky buggers. I stood still, smiling at his retreating back, until the bus driver shouted at me to get on board.
By the time I returned to Athens, I was no longer smiling. My report to Reilly was dark in ways I could never have conceived only a day earlier. I had given my misadventure much thought, and found myself irreparably scarred by my conclusions. My fellow man was far from the creature I had thought him to be, and by extension so was I. My new friend sensed the change in me, insisting upon a night out in the Plaka to exchange the film for the balance of my payment. I begged off after only half an hour and a single drink, plagued by a profound and desperate sadness that only grew as I watched my report leak in a weak trickle to the world press.
Perhaps there might have been a greater outcry, even the will to prevent further atrocities, had there been a war on. But there wasn't. The rest of the globe was wrestling with their neighbors, internal dissent, a lingering Depression, or all of the above. And while insipid protests had been lodged in Geneva with an impotent League of Nations, a once great nation's religious, political, and sexual undesirables were dispossessed and disposed of in greater numbers each day. 
Of course not all were murdered. Some had been forcibly deported or relocated to urban ghettos, typically accompanied by great fanfare in the German press. But reports of inhuman experiments at vast death camps deep inside the newly annexed territories multiplied daily. And no one seemed particularly interested in investigating them.
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I don't fancy myself a murderer. Though I suppose that's a common enough refrain among killers. And I'm certainly not convinced of the need for a psych evaluation, even a routine one, regardless of what has transpired. I'm just another computer guy, and a pretty stable one at that. To my neighbors I'm the clean cut, friendly fellow down the road. To my family and friends I'm the same charismatic, if slightly reclusive computer graphics consultant they've always known. And to the old Cold War hands who sign both of our paychecks I'm a sort of golden boy, their field man of the future.
I'm proud to say that I've made quite an impression here, and in very short time too. Not an easy thing for a techie to do in the macho, paramilitary environment that is today's CIA. I go drinking with the cliquish case officers who employ me, and fly-fish twice a year with their Director. I'm even sleeping with his deputy, a stately if severe siren nearly twice my age. There isn't a network I can't penetrate from my laptop and couch, and the old geezers absolutely love me for it. But things weren't always that way. When my career began I was very much persona non grata with that lot. Actually hacked my way into the national security establishment if you can believe that, though perhaps not quite in the way you might think. 
The long road to your cozy little couch, and the events of last week, began decades ago in Nantucket. My prep school and university career paint the portrait of an Ivy League underachiever and privileged dilettante, with more than enough money, good looks, and brains to get myself into (and usually out of) incessant trouble with women and the law. I had a few other things going for me, too: a knack for code, parents who disapproved of my dissolute lifestyle and refused to fund it, and the desire never to do a full or honest day's work in my life. 
Within weeks of graduating college I was off to an auspicious start. I figured there was little use risking my neck for chump change, so I went for the gold my first time out of the gate. Broke into the research and development systems of one of the EU's biggest defense contractors, and made off with plans for forthcoming weapons designs worth in excess of $250 million. I anonymously unloaded my haul to the highest bidder I could find online, and walked away with ten percent in my very first offshore account. Not bad for a few days' work.
It took eighteen months for the FBI's cybercrime geeks to track me down, and all of eighteen seconds for their tac team to kick in my door and slap me in cuffs. When they finally caught up with me I was on vacation in Malibu visiting a couple of high school friends who'd moved west, spending my ill-gotten gains, and otherwise living the life of Reilly. I tell you, those FBI boys sure know how to make a scene. Guys in balaclavas stormed my hotel room shouting and cursing, promising a lifetime of sodomized incarceration, and otherwise expressing their jubilation at my capture. Scared the hell out of my unfortunate companion that evening. As soon as they let her, the poor little surfer girl grabbed her clothes and ran screaming from the room. I don't mind telling you that they put the fear of God in me, too, though I played it pretty cool at the time. 
I thought for sure that I was done, bound for some Federal supermax shithole, never again to see my disapproving parents, traumatized friends, or even the light of day. Which is precisely when a pair of smiling faces showed up with a signed court order, an offer of service addressed to me, and a collegial "fuck you" to their stunned rivals from Justice. They looked like guys I'd gone to high school with, casually uniformed in loafers, jeans, and blazers, which I suspect was done very much on purpose. Not that it would have mattered had they had three heads and fangs. I don't see that I had much choice.
You see, around the turn of the millennium the US intelligence community, hard pressed to find qualified cyberwarriors to fulfill their burgeoning need, was cutting deals with any promising young hacker they caught with his fingers in the till: do your time in some Federal oubliette, or work for them and live like a prince. As I said, it was hardly a choice, even for a principled man. And I am hardly a principled man.
Fast forward two years. As a private contractor my annual take averages a cool third of a million from the Fed's black budget, totally undeclared and tax free. Plus whatever loose operational change I manage to squirrel away with my banker in the Cayman Islands. More than enough to provide for my needs as well as allow me to indulge my peculiar passions and expensive tastes, and to one day live quite well in my old age. Provided, of course, that I make it there. 
But of all the luxuries afforded me by a very lucrative career, none are more dear to me than my own home. It is a modern little marvel, built on an unassuming spit of land in a quiet corner of the Chesapeake Bay. I can fish from my office window, dock my cabin cruiser on my own private slip, and drive for miles before coming upon another home. The place is surrounded by old-growth woods where it is not fronted by the ocean, and I am never more than a few hours from any one of half a dozen private airstrips. Not far to run in the event of emergency. Paradise for a shifty fellow like me.
The house descends from a low cliff to the Bay in levels like some sort of lopsided layer cake, its body all white and cedar and its icing a sturdy if fragile-looking thatch. The uppermost floors serve as living and guest space, while the bottom two are just for me. One contains a master suite and salons, while the lowest hovers on stilts no more than five feet off the water. It is a singular space of my own design, open and minimalist and spilling out of itself and onto the private lagoon. My library and game room are both there, along with a terraced outdoor living room and hammock slung directly over the water. There's a pool down there too, though in the summer the ocean is usually far too inviting. 
And, of course, there's my office. It is actually two nested rooms, very large and made of glass, with the innermost carefully suspended inside the outer on wires and blocks. It serves as a Faraday cage and panic room, completely isolated from the rest of the house (and the world) both physically and electronically. Nothing gets in, not even oxygen, that I don't control. It can withstand hits from just about anything up to an RPG, and operates as a completely self-sufficient and self-contained biosphere for up to forty-eight hours. The panes of its glass are even impregnated with gas that can be rendered opaque at the touch of a button. Three shallow steps lead from the outer office to an airlock, which provides secure and sterile access to the thirty-foot square usable workspace. 
I prefer a tidy desk. I believe that ordered space leads to an ordered mind. But order is often difficult to maintain given the tech-heavy nature of my work. To give you an idea of what I deal with on a daily basis, imagine yourself standing at the airlock and proceeding from right to left around the glass room. First one finds a server rack and controls for airlock, power, oxygen, and external connectivity. Beside them, running the remaining length of the right wall, sits a long workbench laden with all manner of imaging and audio editing equipment, from scanners and digital cameras to pinhole microphones. Next, opposite the door and dominating the room, stands an array of oversized monitors bolted to a skeletal framework of brushed aluminum. Then comes the far left wall, along which rides a wide rack of communications equipment, after which one returns to the airlock and the tall stack of crated equipment beside it. I spend most of my time in the middle of the room in a comfortable Herman Miller chair before an L-shaped wooden desk, which is itself centered atop an antique Persian rug. 
Computers are, quite naturally, everywhere, from generic-looking Windows and UNIX boxes to my beloved collection of Macs. I even have a few ruggedized Elbit tactical computers on the racks and packed up by the door for when I have to take my show on the road. Very expensive, but literally bulletproof. And all of them connected by an overhead spider's web of neatly routed and color-coded cabling.
You should see some of the things I get up to in there. Not at all the kind of run-of-the-mill network exploitation undertaken by those hacks in Tailored Access Operations over at NSA. My work tends toward the spectacular and creative, and our masters use me accordingly. Take "the lads", for example. You've been read in on the lads, haven't you? At least that's what I call them. A fictitious network of spies entirely of my own creation. I falsify their digital lives and reports each day for the sole purpose of feeding disinformation to one of our less trustworthy Middle Eastern allies. Quite the intellectual exercise, I assure you.
That's not all. Three days a week I embark on a hacking spree, siphoning critical intelligence from economic, military, and political targets provided to me on a Disposition Matrix, a kind of hit list given over by my Agency handlers.  And Sunday of each week is what I like to call "Smear Day", when I covertly distribute a week's worth of manipulated audio and video to the world's leading media outlets. Fun stuff. But it's still child's play. Little more than toys and games. However every now and again my employers hand me a challenge befitting my rarefied skill set. Which brings us to the events of last week. 
I received a call from one of my regular clients at Langley, a veteran case officer with the Special Activities Division. It seemed he had an untouchable atop his shit list, a private citizen who for whatever reason could not be gotten to, in this case due to his private influence and public exposure. To make matters worse their man never showed his face in public, and lived behind a private army of ex-IDF commandos from the Sayeret Matkal and Golani brigades, each of them the equivalent of anything SAD had to offer. No way for the boys in black to go in heavy without breaking lots of eggs. That might not have been so bad had there been other, less direct means by which I could access him. I don't normally use the Company ninjas, anyway. Direct action isn't really what they pay me for, and it certainly isn't my style. Drones, however, are. Only in this case there was no droning him, either. Not a prominent caucasian in our own backyard.
From a personal perspective things were even worse. I mean, the guy was practically a saint. He had few discernible weaknesses, and those he did possess were useless to me. He hadn't smoked since college, rarely drank, never gambled or took narcotics, and remained persistently faithful to an equally devoted wife. 
On the upside he was at least a hundred and fifty pounds overweight, diabetic, highly stressed, and otherwise on the fast track for a stroke. Alas, Mother Nature can be surprisingly generous, particularly to those we think are least deserving her good graces. Christ, look at Castro and all those cigars he smoked. Our guy might last for decades yet, and my principals were on a vastly accelerated timetable. But for days I was at a loss to find even the smallest chink in his armor. Until I realized that I was already very much inside.
The thing you have to understand about most protective details is that they only focus on the client's physical safety. Bullets and bombs. That sort of thing. But any meaningful cyber and comms security, and I'm talking about the kind that actually works, is typically reserved for only the most high profile protectees. National leaders, global intelligence agencies, and world class criminals. And our target was certainly none of those. Just some poor schmuck whose brilliant career trajectory had yielded one too many sinister foreign patrons. Men and women and women he likely had no idea were on our watch lists.
So I hacked his insulin pump. The manufacturer had included internet connectivity in that particular model to allow for remote updates to its software, and which the fool's doctors and security personnel had left enabled. Once I was in it was a relatively simple matter to reprogram the thing to deliver a massive overdose in his sleep, after which I reset the system and wiped my tracks. Made the entire episode look like a hardware glitch, which once again impressed the hell out of my bosses. 
How do I feel? Pretty good about it, to tell you the truth. After all, it was humane. I'm told that he probably didn't feel a thing.
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The Wages of Treason
 
"Here we go. Low fat, whole-wheat, green tea."
I thank you for your gift of leftover Chinese food after your last debrief, dear Phillips, but that was without doubt the worst fortune cookie of all time. I remember staring in disbelief at the little pink strip of paper before tearing it to shreds and letting them fall to the floor. I felt as though I'd been cheated. Questionable English aside, that's advice. Not one's fortune. But when you're my age, with a wasting death just around the corner and no time left to predict, perhaps you're not entitled to one.
Not that it matters one way or another. I'm not afraid of cancer. Or death, for that matter. I've lived a long, full life. I've even enjoyed most of it, which is more than I can say for most of the joyless old buzzards who've accompanied me to this ripe old age. And though I'm in no hurry to die, I will have no regrets when the grim reaper calls my number. Including those bridges I crossed, and then burned, on my road to Virginia.
I'm not sure how much your predecessor told you, my boy. He was a good man, very detail oriented, and a legend in the Agency. He handled my defection like a friend rather than my case officer, and saw to it that his country was a home to me rather than just a strange new place to live. But you knew all that. You also know that he lacked an appreciation of the bigger picture. So I am only too happy to provide the background material you requested in broad strokes, rather than the history of minutiae that already fills my dossier.
I like Virginia. And I love America. I always have, often in spite of myself, and even when it was my job to undermine everything that Uncle Sam stood for. I honestly don't see what all the anti-American fuss is about. What's not to love? The place has certainly been good to me in the two decades I've lived here. I have a round American wife, a beautiful white house, a garden where I grow vegetables, two cars, and even a recreational vehicle. I know a thing or two about wine, and I absolutely adore cigars. I fell in love with them when I was a young agent in training at the Lubyanka. Mind you those were real Cuban cigars, with the dark corojo wrapper that is now so hard to come by. So these days I make do with a steady supply of Rothschilds, Robustos, and Perfectos from Connecticut and Honduras. 
My point is this. Indulging even one of these simple pleasures would have been difficult back in the USSR. But all of them? Impossible, even for an old commissar like myself. But not here. Here I have the semblance of a normal life, the kind of life I've always deserved. I can walk through a mall, plucking luxury from shops as though it was so much low hanging fruit, and feel as one with my fellow citizens. Like a real, red-blooded American. So much so that I often forget what it took to get here. 
Why, just the other day I found myself in Home Depot with my wife. Spring had just arrived, and the time had come to mulch and plant our vegetable garden. Sally is one hell of a gardener, and in recent years it has rubbed off on me. I crave the smell of fertilized earth, the feel of dirt under my fingernails, the tools and the accoutrements. I love getting lost amid towering aisles of hardware, mulch, and artificial rocks. I can pretend that things have always been this way. That I've always lived here.
It works, too.  At least for a little while. Until something snaps me back, like the khaki coveralls I noticed hanging in the paint aisle. This goes back over fifty years, but I'd seen coveralls like that before. Worn them, even. Painters, maintenance men, and ground crews typically don't garner as much attention as skulking assassins. But I'm getting ahead of myself.
I was just a boy during the last World War and too young to fight, but I came of age idolizing the men and women who had been its heroes. When it was my turn and I was recruited by the NKVD right out of Moscow State University, I learned my craft and did my first years of service under the greatest generation of men and women that Russia had ever produced. The victors of Stalingrad and Berlin. And my mentor was among the greatest of them all.
Yuri Popov was practically a myth at the NKVD. He'd been instrumental in its transition to the KGB in 1954, a founding member of SMERSH, developed a network of spies in Germany during the War, then turned them into doubles when the Americans started recruiting Nazis after the Allied victory. So many successes, but it was the last one that made him. Talk about an economical operation. He used the same motley crew of racists and pedophiles for decades, first against the Krauts, and then the Yanks. By the time I met him he'd been using our enemies' intelligence services against them for so long he could have turned entire networks in his sleep. A true spymaster. 
He shepherded me through training, then took me under his wing when it was time to go to work. The man was more of a brother to me than my own estranged kin, and his mentoring knew no bounds. He personally ran my first op once I entered the field, which was a very good thing. Because if I ever needed expert help, it was that day. 
Back to the coveralls. (I'm an old man, and getting to my point these days is something of a minor miracle.) I was to hit a British informant as he returned home from his low level job with the Hungarian diplomatic service. His housing block was being renovated, and hundreds of workers swarmed the place each day. That institutional gray unitard was the perfect disguise.
I remember feeling distinctly ridiculous as I donned the oversized garment and waited for his footsteps on the stairs, but it sure came in handy. Not just for the blood spatter but my own breakfast, which came back up the moment I fired and the astonished Magyar's face disappeared into a cloud of pink gore and gray mist. I'm told it happens to everyone the first time. So I wiped my mouth, peeled off those coveralls, and walked away. That was Budapest, and the year was 1953. I never did find out who that guy was. 
For a long time I thought that going over to the dark side in the name of a good cause is often justified and necessary. At least I was told it had been that day in Hungary. But it's also dangerous. Your moral center shifts, and suddenly it isn't so hard to make the leap. Eventually crossing over becomes second nature, until one day you don't have to cross over any more. Because you live there. You wake up every day wallowing in filth, and the consequences to one's own soul be damned. I'm not sure when it finally happened to me, but I do know when and where I first realized that I was beyond redemption.
The year was 1969 and I was stationed in Cuba, which at that time was still cigar heaven. My job was simple: raising hell for the nations of the west wherever I could. The British in Jamaica, the French in Martinique, even the Dutch in St. Maarten and Curacao. And always the Americans, anywhere and everywhere I could find them. It was good work, too. A dream assignment. And a damn sight more pleasant than the other proxy battlefields of the day in Southeast Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. 
Yes sir, Cuba had it all. Between the climate, the palm lined beaches, the tobacco, and the mojitos, I thought I'd never leave. And the women... The women were more varied in their beauty and ethnicity than you can possibly imagine, largely due to the island nation's former reputation as a melting pot for pleasure seekers. I was a young KGB officer in my physical and professional prime, and spoke the language like a native. We were rock stars in that country before we fucked the whole place up, and it made for such a secure environment that we operated with complete impunity.
I'd been part of the massive influx of Russian personnel between the abortive Bay of Pigs invasion and the Missile Crisis. After the latter fiasco we were tasked to come up with less provocative ways of undermining our adversaries, so my comrades in the Middle East hit upon the idea of supporting home grown terrorist movements. In Africa, KGB officers and local agents of influence sought out "wars of liberation" and fanned their flames. And our South East Asian division was just getting warmed up in Vietnam. But for many years after Kennedy called Khrushchev’s bluff in 1962 no one wanted to touch the Caribbean, until I came up with the idea of facilitating the flow of narcotics into the United States. And in the two decades that followed we helped to turn that flow from a trickle into a flood.
I can't imagine how many lives I ruined without so much as a second thought. And why should I have cared? They were my enemy, and in my position would have done the same. Besides, it was one of my better ideas. The hippie counterculture was in full swing. The demand for illegal drugs, though fractional by today's standards, was skyrocketing, causing new and greater problems every day. And the US government was in denial and unable to stem the illegal tide. I felt that it was the least we could do to help things along. 
So with the help of Castro's DGI we turned Havana into a modern day pirate haven, and treated its smugglers like privateers. We provided refuge and banking services, reimbursed their losses, and paid bounties on any scalps that our pet ruffians collected along the way. It was a huge success, during which I met Marta. And both of them went straight to my head.
Marta Puente was my liaison with Cuba's intelligence service, the Dirección General de Inteligencia, and the love of my life. Her skin was the color of coffee after you've added just a little too much cream. Her hair was long and dark, and hung straight before cascading wildly over her shoulders and back. Her laughter was like the ringing of chimes. And she was the life of the party. Which seems to be exactly what we were doing whenever we weren't on the job. 
Bozhe moi, how I adore that woman to this day. Always did, even before she and her family saved my life sheltering me from a bunch of angry Colombians. Three of her brothers died protecting me and the suitcase full of cash I had refused to hand over, before a detachment of Cuban soldiers arrived and gunned the smugglers down. Afterward Marta kissed me while her elderly parents shed tears of joy that I was safe. As a Soviet intelligence officer I was their savior, a champion of their revolution. Believe me, they would have sacrificed more than their sons to keep me safe. Even if they knew that I'd planned all along to keep the Colombians' money for myself.
Today I am what the CIA once referred to as a "110", one of a small group of high level defectors named for an obscure public law enacted in the late 1940's. It authorized the Director of Central Intelligence to bring a small number of aliens into the United States each year for national security reasons, and in 1993 I was one of them. Unlike most defectors, we 110's are very well paid. In many cases the Agency commited to supporting us for the rest of our lives, though I negotiated my payment up front in a lump sum. Sort of like hitting the lottery.
I may not have been the most valuable asset ever to cross the Iron Curtain. I may not even have been the most experienced. But I was likely the most dashing, and without a doubt the most well paid. I've always been a debonair and elegant fellow, even during my darkest days in the USSR, and I can make a pitch like no one else. I may be old and bent now, but when I came over in the early nineties I was tall and straight with a hawk nose, flashing blue eyes, and a mane of gray hair that swept rakishly close to my shoulders. I was confidence itself. 
On the day of my defection I strode into a Moscow hotel room swarming with western intelligence agents. Your predecessor was there, young Phillips, and very much intent on keeping me in place and playing me for a while. Yet I walked out with a deal for the largest chunk of change anyone from the Warsaw Pact had ever seen, and a ticket to ride anywhere in the world that I wanted. All that remained was a quick extraction by my Oxbridge and Ivy League handlers, along with every scrap of information I could carry.
The mechanics of my defection were quite simple. A British diplomatic vehicle, its trunk lined to prevent infra-red scans and specially fitted for this sort of thing, met me near the Finnish border and spirited me across to freedom. From Helsinki I was flown by private jet to London, and then on to America. "Easy peasy," just as my young SIS chaperone had said. 
The hard part, even for an old turncoat like me, was handing over the family jewels: names and addresses of any remaining members of my old German networks, all the agents I ever ran inside NATO, smuggling connections from my days in Cuba, every station and safehouse I had ever worked, six thousand pages of stolen documents... I even authored some five hundred papers for the CIA that are currently housed in their archives. The volume of data I brought with me could have filled a library. It was an epic betrayal.
Worse still I gave them my beautiful Marta, who was outed as a former DGI agent while living in Miami, imprisoned for five years, and then ostracized from polite Cuban-American society upon her release. I even gave them Yuri. Good old Yuri who was by then a broken old man, and who had never done anything but to help me. His remaining days were spent dogged and mercilessly interrogated by his old adversaries, the victors of the Cold War. He might have leveraged his talents and experience, living out his years in luxury as I have, but I got there first. He quickly wearied of being hounded, sank into depression and ill health, and died impoverished and alone in a St. Petersburg retirement home.
I sold them all out. Every last one. Sang like a canary for months at a black site just down the road from where I live today. I spilled my guts into voracious tape recorders until I'd vomited absolutely everything I'd ever done in my thirty years with Soviet intelligence. I sincerely hope it helped them tie off a few loose ends. Someone sure thought it was worth it, to the tune of seven figures in a numbered Swiss account. Well above the going rate for a KGB colonel at the end of the Cold War. Better still, when it was all said and done I didn't lose much sleep after all.
I bought a beautiful stone farmhouse astride a low mountain on twenty acres in northern Virginia. I've invested wisely in the stock market. And I am living out the remainder of my days in an American dream of antiques, Labradors, and silk sheets. I have a collection of firearms that is the envy of all my old colleagues, and every now and then I can even get my hands on one of my beloved Cuban cigars. Although they, much like myself, aren't what they used to be.
I am well over eighty years old, and my lungs and bones are shot through with cancer. I have a few months yet to live, but when the pain is too great I will take the capsule given to me by your Agency doctors and place it under my tongue. I will die peacefully, in comfort, and on my own terms, secure to the last in the arms of family and friends, and surrounded by my wife, my dogs, my garden, and my home.
Kipling had a turn of phrase for the business of espionage. He called it the "Great Game". Anyone who survives it to a ripe old age and peaceful death has surely played it well. For my part, I lived through purges and changes in regime far too numerous to chronicle here. I have betrayed my friends and colleagues, and cheated death more times than any man has a right to. When I die it will be by my own hand and none other. And while I'd love a few more years of this blessed existence, as far as I'm concerned I've already won.
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A Union of Spies
 
It was a typical afternoon at the White Wisp. Droga, the oily proprietor, had only just arrived, slamming the thick oak door behind him. Sirloin Street was abuzz with foot traffic, horses, and commerce, and the Wisp’s patrons were glad to shut out the din. They were exactly what you might expect from a room full of men and women who preferred to while away their days in a narcotic haze: artists, dilettantes, dockworkers, courtesans, and one unemployed spy.
Shaky Cutlets was a fixture in the local kali dens, of which the city of Ilium had quite a few. Called "Shakes" by his friends, he favored this one in particular and they knew it. It made him easier to find on short notice. And his clients frequently required his presence on very short notice indeed. But convenience was only half the equation. It pleased the young rogue to spend as much time in this place as possible, relaxing his taut frame and chasing phantoms in the piney, acrid smoke. But only when he was between contracts. As a rule, he never partook while on the job. He had quite a fearsome reputation to uphold.
Once again the place was home. Had been for weeks, save for the few hours each night when he would slink back along jagged rooftops to his aerie amid the onion-topped towers of the Red Quarter. But his own high nest was small and far from luxurious. So every morning Shakes returned, exactly one hour before lunch, just as Droga opened his doors. He tossed his gray cloak to the skinny brown attendant, reclined on the same floral silk couch as the day before, and ordered two measures of Dragon's Breath, a powerful strain of kali from Khopesh far to the south. 
Only today, when the young slave returned bearing a tray laden with pipes, tinderbox, and all the other accoutrements of the smoke aficionado, he brought with him an unexpected guest. A hulking shadow of a man who lurked in the shadows behind the slight and scantily clad servant like a harbinger of doom.
"Atocha bey," the boy spoke deferentially, referring to his patron in accordance with local custom. "This man says he knows you. That he is..."
"I know who he is," the slender man drawled, wrapping one fist around the double-bladed fighting knife strapped beneath his black leather vest. "Leave us."
"Hello Shakes," the big man grinned.
"Hello Bumpus."
"May I pull up a chair?"
"I wish you wouldn't."
Their snide familiarity was no act. Bumpus and Shaky went way back. Each man knew exactly who and what the other was. In part because they were in the same line of work, one a dark mirror of the other. And in part because the two men had once been partners.
"Can we at least talk," Droga inquired.
"I can't imagine what about, old man."
It was a term of endearment Shakes had used a long time ago. Only now, with so much water under the proverbial bridge, the portly and balding Bumpus was unsure it didn't have a new and far more insulting connotation.
"It's important," he grunted, unwilling to give up.
"It always was," Cutlets frowned. "But if I remember correctly, our last conversation didn't go too well."
"Never again. This will change all that. Gods above, it'll change everything."
"Very well." The younger sellsword was clearly skeptical, but a pitch like that had to be worth a listen. "Out with it then."
"Not here." Bumpus was suddenly furtive, glancing about at the heavy-lidded and bloodshot eyes all around him. "Clear your head and meet me at Slappy Bottom."
"When?"
"10 bells."
"Am I safe," Shakes inquired.
"Absolutely. Come alone and don't be late."
Perhaps if Shaky hadn't been quite so stoned he might have gotten a word in edgewise. But his rival turned and vanished into the growing haze with a lightness and fleetness of foot that belied both the man's weight and age. The sounds of the city briefly intruded once again as the Wisp’s massive portal opened and closed. And once again Shakes was left alone with his smoky thoughts. He mulled them for quite some time before rising, paying his tab, and skulking out the door.
A thief, assassin, and spy for hire, Cutlets preferred to navigate the City of Intrigue by its rooftops. Averaging between three and five stories tall, they were easily navigated; particularly with the aid of the grappling hook and handheld crossbow he carried beneath his long coat. Besides, there were too many of his own kind on the ground. Ilium was a haven for spies. Men and women like Idris the Slender, Curious Karla, Ascher Black, Simion Grundy... Not to mention Bumpus. But walking was great for clearing one's head, so he struck out at random through the city's teeming streets.
Ilium. City of Intrigue and Silver. Wealthiest city-state in all of Ariat's three continents. The crossroads of all civilization. She had many names and a dangerous reputation, but all who set foot within her storied precincts agreed: she was a jewel beyond compare, a diamond set in the very center of the known world. Her libraries and museums were better stocked, her temples more grand, her walls higher, and her stadiums bloodier than any other. From her filthiest favelas to the palm-lined avenues of the Silver Mile, Ilium's were always the biggest and the best.
Shakes turned off Sirloin Street, eager to put its bustling crowds behind him. Across stepped plazas and hidden parks, through private enclaves and gilded arches, he wandered aimlessly until he was far from both the Wisp and home. Not the most exotic creature in the Kasbah, not the alternately horrid and heavenly smells spewing forth from gutter to chimney, not even the calls of his favorite bangtails lining countless cathouse windows could shake him from his reverie. 
What to do? Trust that this was no setup and meet with Bumpus? The same man who'd tried to have him killed less than a year ago? And again the year before that? Best skip the meeting. Give his overweight, erstwhile partner the wide berth he deserved. Maybe even hit the fat bastard before he took another shot.
When Shakes finally looked up from the white cobbles he found himself on the brown sandy streets of the Sprawl, an expansive collection of stacked hovels built during the city's earliest years by Khopesh expatriates. The effects of the Dragon's Breath had long since left his body and mind, but he felt as though he'd been thrust into the full force of another smoke-induced hallucination. The original residents had created such a perfect facsimile of their homeland that he was instantly transported the ten years and thousand odd miles back to that distant land.
He'd been little more than a boy of seventeen, slight of build with flashing steel-gray eyes and an unruly shock of long black hair. A fresh escapee from a solitary and broken homestead on the southern shore of the Inner Sea, he'd made his way to a dusty little city in nearby Khopesh. Which one was of little consequence, as they all look alike: tall, square buildings of red clay and brick, chalky streets, caravanserai, tiered apartments, and ziggurat temples. In short order he'd stolen himself a small fortune, and saw no reason to move anywhere else. Until he ran into Bumpus.
The bulky fellow had opened his eyes and broadened his horizons. Showed him a different path, so to speak, at the end of which lay the promise of wealth and adventure in undreamed of abundance. He took an above average thief and turned him into an exceptional mercenary. And it took nothing more than a simple job offer. Which, the young Cutlets learned, is quite different from the offer of a simple job.
The cities of Khopesh were the original points of origin for the Spillway, a massive network of ancient industrial canals that snaked across Ariat, connecting capitals from Isfahan in the south all the way north to Ilium and beyond. Shakes had been standing atop one of the mighty cedar locks that controlled access to every major port of call, admiring the barges that passed beneath him and cracking his knuckles as he assessed their loads for potential theft. Spices and herbs from Hmong. Mulled wine from Cartesia. Whale oil from the Scrimshaw Coast...
"You've got it all wrong, you know."
"Pardon me?" Shaky hadn't spoken to anyone in days, and his voice emerged a hoarse croak. More to the point, the burly stranger had appeared as if from nowhere, jarring the young thief from his reverie. "What could you possibly know of my business?"
"Plenty," the sturdy fellow sniffed. "Even if I hadn't been watching you, it's all over your face. Gods, kid, the town watch could see it if they cared to look."
"You're not...?"
"No. I'm not with the watch." There was something about the burly stranger that inspired confidence, if not trust. "But keep on your path and you'll get to know them well enough."
"And what path is that, exactly?"
"You're a thief, kid. Don't bother to deny it, I've been watching you since you arrived in town."
"Why?" Shakes was caught. Novice though he might have been, he could tell that much. But there was no need to give himself away. "Must have been a boring few days, because I haven't a clue what you're talking about."
"No? Then perhaps the Magistrate will. Or the knight whose pocket you picked not one hour ago? Perhaps the money lender outside the Temple of the Seven Sisters has something to say..."
"Alright, alright!" Shakes threw up his hands in mock surrender. "So what in the gods' holy names do you want?"
"A partner," the big one cracking a sly grin. "I'm a stranger here as well. And I need a keen eye and a deft pair of hands for one night's work."
"Dangerous?"
"Possibly. But a hell of a lot more profitable than the margins you're used to. And a lot less effort."
"How do you know you can trust me?"
"Been watching you, remember? Besides, we have mutual interest on our sides. And after tonight you never have to see me again."
Shakes remained silent for quite some time, his attention fixed on the heavily laden wooden craft slinking beneath him, one by one, through the great creaking lock. It was one of those moments when a completely uninformed decision determines the rest of one's days, and he sensed it. But there was nothing to be done except to turn tail. Or take the leap.
"So what's this all about," he smiled back. And within half an hour, he knew. It was a hit. And not just your everyday killing, either. Bumpus was talking about a bona fide political assassination. 
Less than a month ago Shaky had stolen his first meal. An apple from a pushcart at a local caravanserai, because he hadn't eaten in the two days since he'd run from home. Today he was graduating to a public murder in broad daylight for a dark stranger with foreign motives. He would be paid more silver for a few hours work than he'd made in weeks of thievery. And doors across Ariat would open wide, revealing the promise of even more lucrative work down the road.
His job was simple enough. A simple bump to distract the target's lone bodyguard. He didn't even have to lift anything. Just divert the sellsword long enough to let Bumpus do his thing, then melt away from the ensuing commotion and collect payment at a prearranged drop. Simple enough. In theory, at any rate.
They waited on opposite sides of a dusty street in the shadow of the town's adobe coliseum. The afternoon's pit fights at an end, their target soon emerged with his man-at-arms in tow. Shaky approached and knocked the guard off his footing before extended an apology and a hand to steady the big fellow. Even Shakes barely noticed as Bumpus approached the councilman from the opposite direction. 
He later remembered being stunned at the fluidity of Bumpus’ movements, particularly for a man his size. He darted in and out of the loosely robed crowd until he sliced open the fat councilman's belly with a long razor. Shakes saw the glint of steel, a spray of crimson, and the flash of Bumpus' toothy smile in his general direction. By the time the politician crumpled to the ground, Bumpus was gone. Which spelled disaster for me.
The big sellsword was quick to realize what had happened. His charge dead on the ground, a screaming crowd gathering, and no one else on whom he could pin the crime, he turned and grabbed the hand I had offered in assistance. 
"You!" His shout was loud enough to turn heads up and down the narrow street. "You did this!"
He froze. The realization that Bumpus had set him up to take the fall was sickening. What a novice he had been. What a rube. Of course things had been meant to play out like this all along. Shakes couldn't blame him, either. But he wasn't about to take it lying down. And he intended on getting paid.
He remembered his older brothers wrestling in their father's fields when they should have been working. Thought of the slender ones using their speed and agility against Tak, the eldest and strongest. They would twist and bend like reeds in the wind until they snaked their way out of his grasp. And though they may not have emerged the victors, their skill certainly saved them from a beating or two. 
So he did as his brothers had done, turning his body beneath the guard's stout arm and wrenching his skinny wrist free before taking two steps back. Shakes’ sudden disengagement and the convulsing corpse of his charge were enough to redirect the swordsman's attention. With an exasperated grunt he turned to his expiring patron while Shaky slipped off into the gawking crowd.
One hour later, on schedule and as planned, he scurried up the muddy steps to the small city's looming necropolis. Every town in Khopesh has one, its own ghetto of decaying mausoleums often as large, or even larger, than the host city itself. And despite the esteem in which the people of the south hold their honored dead, they nonetheless give them a wide berth. Which makes a city of the dead the ideal meeting place for men like Bumpus and Shakes.
Strangest of all, Bumpus was actually there. With Shakes’ money, no less. He'd most certainly set his junior partner up to take the fall, yet there he was, leaning against a filthy tombstone and tossing a heavy bag of coins in the air. That was the thing about Bumpus. If he said that he would take care of a thing, that thing was taken care of. Simple as that. He sold Shakes out, but he never said he wouldn't. And when the young fellow survived he made good on his promise of payment. The man's word was his bond. A rare thing nowadays. Which made his promise of safe conduct absolutely ironclad, even in Ilium ten long years later.
Slappy Bottom was not the kind of place you might think. Shakes would have been happy to conduct business at a sex show or house of ill repute. Sadly, it was little more than a bridge abutment straddling the largest jetty in Ilium, a familiar site the two had used in better days. Decrepit with rust, wood rot, and filth, it was not a glamorous place. In fact it was downright morbid. All one had to do was look up to see the bone-filled cages hung at regular intervals along the bridge, used to display the bodies of spies the local Magistrate had publicly starved to death. In Shakes’ case they helped insure privacy by scaring away casual interlopers. Named for the distinctive sound of the waves against he underside of the great city's greatest wharf, Slappy Bottom was a dark, quiet, and otherwise untrafficked place to meet. Not unlike that sandy necropolis a decade ago.
"So you dragged me here." Shakes was speaking in no particular direction. "Care to tell me what this is all about?"
There was a quiet stirring of the shadows beneath the bridge before Bumpus' oversized frame emerged into the dim moonlight.
"Glad you could make it." His voice was deep. Mellifluous. As though he had mellowed with age. "I'm tired, Shaky."
"What?"
"I'm tired of the game. And I want out."
"You called me here to tell me you're retiring? You could have told me at Droga's place."
"Not retiring. Not exactly."
"Enough evasion. Out with it, Bumpus."
"I mean to organize."
"Organize what?"
"Our brother and sister spies. The freelancers. Into a guild."
"You're joking." Shakes was dumbfounded. "Gods' sakes, we're not masons or dockworkers. And spies don't exactly play well together. We don't share secrets. Our own relationship is testament to that. This is a terrible idea. Truly, the worst you've ever had. And we both know you've had some real winners."
"Why? Look around you, man! All of our comrades in Ilium have organized. First the Thieves' Guild, then the privateers, the forgers, the slayers... Why not us?"
"Look up," Shakes pointed at the cages creaking above them in the wind. "They don't do that to thieves or assassins. Not even to pirates any more. Those seats are reserved for us. I don't think the Lord Magistrate will be to keen on this."
"Let him try to stop us! What can he do?"
Shakes remained silent and continued pointing skyward.
"You lack vision, old friend," the chubby man smiled. "Idris and Simion are already behind me. You know the rest will follow. This thing will work. And this is your one chance, Shakes. Because if you're not with us..."
"See, there you go," the young rake sighed. "I wish you hadn't threatened me. You're a liability, Bumpus. Erratic. And you always have been. I see that now. But I'm afraid it's your vision that's lacking."
The old mercenary realized Shaky’s meaning just a moment too late. He stiffened, tucking his neck to his chest while his eyes rolled downward in surprise and alarm. A sharp metal tip had appeared in the center of his chest, behind which bloomed a red rose. Then a second appeared, along with its corresponding crimson stain on his tan leather jerkin. Then a third. He dropped to his knees momentarily before falling on his face, just as a tall, slim figure stepped from the shadow of a marble archway high overhead. Though cloaked from head to toe in thick black wool, a familiar hawk nose and shock of unruly white hair identified him as one of Bumpus' erstwhile allies.
"Sure that was necessary?" Idris called down, bow in hand and skepticism all over his face. "I've heard worse ideas."
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"Not here." Bumpus was suddenly furtive, glancing about at the heavy-lidded and bloodshot eyes all around him. "Clear your head and meet me at Slappy Bottom."
"When?"
"10 bells."
"Am I safe," Shakes inquired.
"Absolutely. Come alone and don't be late."
Perhaps if Shaky hadn't been quite so stoned he might have gotten a word in edgewise. But his rival turned and vanished into the growing haze with a lightness and fleetness of foot that belied both the man's weight and age. The sounds of the city briefly intruded once again as the Wisp’s massive portal opened and closed. And once again Shakes was left alone with his smoky thoughts. He mulled them for quite some time before rising, paying his tab, and skulking out the door.
A thief, assassin, and spy for hire, Cutlets preferred to navigate the City of Intrigue by its rooftops. Averaging between three and five stories tall, they were easily navigated; particularly with the aid of the grappling hook and handheld crossbow he carried beneath his long coat. Besides, there were too many of his own kind on the ground. Ilium was a haven for spies. Men and women like Sidi the Slender, Curious Karla, Ascher Black, Simion Grundy... Not to mention Bumpus. But walking was great for clearing one's head, so he struck out at random through the city's teeming streets.
Ilium. City of Intrigue and Silver. Wealthiest city-state in all of Ariat's three continents. The crossroads of all civilization. She had many names and a dangerous reputation, but all who set foot within her storied precincts agreed: she was a jewel beyond compare, a diamond set in the very center of the known world. Her libraries and museums were better stocked, her temples more grand, her walls higher, and her stadiums bloodier than any other. From her filthiest favelas to the palm-lined avenues of the Silver Mile, Ilium's were always the biggest and the best.
Shakes turned off Sirloin Street, eager to put its bustling crowds behind him. Across stepped plazas and hidden parks, through private enclaves and gilded arches, he wandered aimlessly until he was far from both the Wisp and home. Not the most exotic creature in the Kasbah, not the alternately horrid and heavenly smells spewing forth from gutter to chimney, not even the calls of his favorite bangtails lining countless cathouse windows could shake him from his reverie. 
What to do? Trust that this was no setup and meet with Bumpus? The same man who'd tried to have him killed less than a year ago? And again the year before that? Best skip the meeting. Give his overweight, erstwhile partner the wide berth he deserved. Maybe even hit the fat bastard before he took another shot.
When Shakes finally looked up from the white cobbles he found himself on the brown sandy streets of the Sprawl, an expansive collection of stacked hovels built during the city's earliest years by Khopesh expatriates. The effects of the Dragon's Breath had long since left his body and mind, but he felt as though he'd been thrust into the full force of another smoke-induced hallucination. The original residents had created such a perfect facsimile of their homeland that he was instantly transported the ten years and thousand odd miles back to that distant land.
He'd been little more than a boy of seventeen, slight of build with flashing steel-gray eyes and an unruly shock of long black hair. A fresh escapee from a solitary and broken homestead on the southern shore of the Inner Sea, he'd made his way to a dusty little city in nearby Khopesh. Which one was of little consequence, as they all look alike: tall, square buildings of red clay and brick, chalky streets, caravanserai, tiered apartments, and ziggurat temples. In short order he'd stolen himself a small fortune, and saw no reason to move anywhere else. Until he ran into Bumpus.
The bulky fellow had opened his eyes and broadened his horizons. Showed him a different path, so to speak, at the end of which lay the promise of wealth and adventure in undreamed of abundance. He took an above average thief and turned him into an exceptional mercenary. And it took nothing more than a simple job offer. Which, the young Cutlets learned, is quite different from the offer of a simple job.
The cities of Khopesh were the original points of origin for the Spillway, a massive network of ancient industrial canals that snaked across Ariat, connecting capitals from Isfahan in the south all the way north to Ilium and beyond. Shakes had been standing atop one of the mighty cedar locks that controlled access to every major port of call, admiring the barges that passed beneath him and cracking his knuckles as he assessed their loads for potential theft. Spices and herbs from Hmong. Mulled wine from Cartesia. Whale oil from the Scrimshaw Coast...
"You've got it all wrong, you know."
"Pardon me?" Shaky hadn't spoken to anyone in days, and his voice emerged a hoarse croak. More to the point, the burly stranger had appeared as if from nowhere, jarring the young thief from his reverie. "What could you possibly know of my business?"
"Plenty," the sturdy fellow sniffed. "Even if I hadn't been watching you, it's all over your face. Gods, kid, the town watch could see it if they cared to look."
"You're not...?"
"No. I'm not with the watch." There was something about the burly stranger that inspired confidence, if not trust. "But keep on your path and you'll get to know them well enough."
"And what path is that, exactly?"
"You're a thief, kid. Don't bother to deny it, I've been watching you since you arrived in town."
"Why?" Shakes was caught. Novice though he might have been, he could tell that much. But there was no need to give himself away. "Must have been a boring few days, because I haven't a clue what you're talking about."
"No? Then perhaps the Magistrate will. Or the knight whose pocket you picked not one hour ago? Perhaps the money lender outside the Temple of the Seven Sisters has something to say..."
"Alright, alright!" Shakes threw up his hands in mock surrender. "So what in the gods' holy names do you want?"
"A partner," the big one cracking a sly grin. "I'm a stranger here as well. And I need a keen eye and a deft pair of hands for one night's work."
"Dangerous?"
"Possibly. But a hell of a lot more profitable than the margins you're used to. And a lot less effort."
"How do you know you can trust me?"
"Been watching you, remember? Besides, we have mutual interest on our sides. And after tonight you never have to see me again."
Shakes remained silent for quite some time, his attention fixed on the heavily laden wooden craft slinking beneath him, one by one, through the great creaking lock. It was one of those moments when a completely uninformed decision determines the rest of one's days, and he sensed it. But there was nothing to be done except to turn tail. Or take the leap.
"So what's this all about," he smiled back. And within half an hour, he knew. It was a hit. And not just your everyday killing, either. Bumpus was talking about a bona fide political assassination. 
Less than a month ago Shaky had stolen his first meal. An apple from a pushcart at a local caravanserai, because he hadn't eaten in the two days since he'd run from home. Today he was graduating to a public murder in broad daylight for a dark stranger with foreign motives. He would be paid more silver for a few hours work than he'd made in weeks of thievery. And doors across Ariat would open wide, revealing the promise of even more lucrative work down the road.
His job was simple enough. A simple bump to distract the target's lone bodyguard. He didn't even have to lift anything. Just divert the sellsword long enough to let Bumpus do his thing, then melt away from the ensuing commotion and collect payment at a prearranged drop. Simple enough. In theory, at any rate.
They waited on opposite sides of a dusty street in the shadow of the town's adobe coliseum. The afternoon's pit fights at an end, their target soon emerged with his man-at-arms in tow. Shaky approached and knocked the guard off his footing before extended an apology and a hand to steady the big fellow. Even Shakes barely noticed as Bumpus approached the councilman from the opposite direction. 
He later remembered being stunned at the fluidity of Bumpus’ movements, particularly for a man his size. He darted in and out of the loosely robed crowd until he sliced open the fat councilman's belly with a long razor. Shakes saw the glint of steel, a spray of crimson, and the flash of Bumpus' toothy smile in his general direction. By the time the politician crumpled to the ground, Bumpus was gone. Which spelled disaster for me.
The big sellsword was quick to realize what had happened. His charge dead on the ground, a screaming crowd gathering, and no one else on whom he could pin the crime, he turned and grabbed the hand I had offered in assistance. 
"You!" His shout was loud enough to turn heads up and down the narrow street. "You did this!"
He froze. The realization that Bumpus had set him up to take the fall was sickening. What a novice he had been. What a rube. Of course things had been meant to play out like this all along. Shakes couldn't blame him, either. But he wasn't about to take it lying down. And he intended on getting paid.
He remembered his older brothers wrestling in their father's fields when they should have been working. Thought of the slender ones using their speed and agility against Tak, the eldest and strongest. They would twist and bend like reeds in the wind until they snaked their way out of his grasp. And though they may not have emerged the victors, their skill certainly saved them from a beating or two. 
So he did as his brothers had done, turning his body beneath the guard's stout arm and wrenching his skinny wrist free before taking two steps back. Shakes’ sudden disengagement and the convulsing corpse of his charge were enough to redirect the swordsman's attention. With an exasperated grunt he turned to his expiring patron while Shaky slipped off into the gawking crowd.
One hour later, on schedule and as planned, he scurried up the muddy steps to the small city's looming necropolis. Every town in Khopesh has one, its own ghetto of decaying mausoleums often as large, or even larger, than the host city itself. And despite the esteem in which the people of the south hold their honored dead, they nonetheless give them a wide berth. Which makes a city of the dead the ideal meeting place for men like Bumpus and Shakes.
Strangest of all, Bumpus was actually there. With Shakes’ money, no less. He'd most certainly set his junior partner up to take the fall, yet there he was, leaning against a filthy tombstone and tossing a heavy bag of coins in the air. That was the thing about Bumpus. If he said that he would take care of a thing, that thing was taken care of. Simple as that. He sold Shakes out, but he never said he wouldn't. And when the young fellow survived he made good on his promise of payment. The man's word was his bond. A rare thing nowadays. Which made his promise of safe conduct absolutely ironclad, even in Ilium ten long years later.
Slappy Bottom was not the kind of place you might think. Shakes would have been happy to conduct business at a sex show or house of ill repute. Sadly, it was little more than a bridge abutment straddling the largest jetty in Ilium, a familiar site the two had used in better days. Decrepit with rust, wood rot, and filth, it was not a glamorous place. In fact it was downright morbid. All one had to do was look up to see the bone-filled cages hung at regular intervals along the bridge, used to display the bodies of spies the local Magistrate had publicly starved to death. In Shakes’ case they helped insure privacy by scaring away casual interlopers. Named for the distinctive sound of the waves against he underside of the great city's greatest wharf, Slappy Bottom was a dark, quiet, and otherwise untrafficked place to meet. Not unlike that sandy necropolis a decade ago.
"So you dragged me here." Shakes was speaking in no particular direction. "Care to tell me what this is all about?"
There was a quiet stirring of the shadows beneath the bridge before Bumpus' oversized frame emerged into the dim moonlight.
"Glad you could make it." His voice was deep. Mellifluous. As though he had mellowed with age. "I'm tired, Shaky."
"What?"
"I'm tired of the game. And I want out."
"You called me here to tell me you're retiring? You could have told me at Droga's place."
"Not retiring. Not exactly."
"Enough evasion. Out with it, Bumpus."
"I mean to organize."
"Organize what?"
"Our brother and sister spies. The freelancers. Into a guild."
"You're joking." Shakes was dumbfounded. "Gods' sakes, we're not masons or dockworkers. And spies don't exactly play well together. We don't share secrets. Our own relationship is testament to that. This is a terrible idea. Truly, the worst you've ever had. And we both know you've had some real winners."
"Why? Look around you, man! All of our comrades in Ilium have organized. First the Thieves' Guild, then the privateers, the forgers, the slayers... Why not us?"
"Look up," Shakes pointed at the cages creaking above them in the wind. "They don't do that to thieves or assassins. Not even to pirates any more. Those seats are reserved for us. I don't think the Lord Magistrate will be to keen on this."
"Let him try to stop us! What can he do?"
Shakes remained silent and continued pointing skyward.
"You lack vision, old friend," the chubby man smiled. "Sidi and Simion are already behind me. You know the rest will follow. This thing will work. And this is your one chance, Shakes. Because if you're not with us..."
"See, there you go," the young rake sighed. "I wish you hadn't threatened me. You're a liability, Bumpus. Erratic. And you always have been. I see that now. But I'm afraid it's your vision that's lacking."
The old mercenary realized Shaky’s meaning just a moment too late. He stiffened, tucking his neck to his chest while his eyes rolled downward in surprise and alarm. A sharp metal tip had appeared in the center of his chest, behind which bloomed a red rose. Then a second appeared, along with its corresponding crimson stain on his tan leather jerkin. Then a third. He dropped to his knees momentarily before falling on his face, just as a tall, slim figure stepped from the shadow of a marble archway high overhead. Though cloaked from head to toe in thick black wool, a familiar hawk nose and shock of unruly white hair identified him as one of Bumpus' erstwhile allies.
"Sure that was necessary?" Sidi called down, bow in hand and skepticism all over his face. "I've heard worse ideas."
"No one would trust us ever again if they thought we were meeting in a guild hall, sharing our secrets." Shakes turned his attention to the prostrate Bumpus, a wry smile painting his lips. "Poor bastard. Just because you promised me safe conduct doesn't mean I have to reciprocate."
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