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Аннотация
Jake Adams has seemingly retired and gone fly fishing in Patagonia. But his quiet retreat is interrupted when the Agency sends a man to retrieve him to testify before a congressional committee. His testimony quickly becomes an internet sensation — not a good thing for an autonomous operative. Meanwhile, a college professor is murdered in Oregon and his colleague is nearly killed, sending him running for his life. Jake is drawn back into the shadowy world of espionage to retrieve this professor in Montana and secure his new technology that will make nuclear weapons obsolete. Eventually, Jake finds himself in South Korea in a battle for his life to secure the technology, save a beautiful congresswoman, and stop a cabal of agents from a despotic regime and misguided opportunists. Follow Jake in his most poignant adventure that could either end his life or save his own soul.
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PROLOGUE

Seoul, South Korea
The lights of the Jung-gu or central district glittered through the swirling clouds as the silver and red cable car rose higher toward the North Seoul Tower, the highest point in the city. The Tower was like a large needle sticking out of Seoul’s highest mountain, surrounded by Namsan Park, the most famous green space in the capital city.
Standing against a rail in a corner of the cable car, the Korean woman glanced casually at the others inside with her. Since this was the last car of the evening, she would not have to endure screaming children and the slow elderly. No, the others were mostly young couples looking for romance, and young men looking for trouble. Her contact would already be at the base of the tower waiting for her, she guessed. At least that was the plan. But she knew these meetings rarely went as planned.
She glanced into her own reflection in the windows of the cable car and considered her clothing, which was completely out of character for her, where she had exchanged her normal skirt and high heels for practical black slacks and Nike running shoes. As she had waited for the cable car below, the wind had picked up and she was glad she had worn the black turtle neck under her leather jacket, which she left open enough to easily reach inside and extract her 9mm Sig Sauer. But she didn’t think for a minute she would need this sub-compact semi-auto handgun for tonight’s encounter. After all, she was only there to meet with an agent of South Korea’s National Intelligence Service. NIS officers had recruited this man for years and finally got him to agree to provide information on North Korea’s nuclear program. Although the target agent was ostensibly a businessman used to acquire nuclear technology, the NIS suspected he also worked for North Korea’s National Intelligence Committee of the Central Committee of the Korean Workers Party. North Korean Intelligence was primarily concerned with spying on U.S. forces in South Korea, but the Agency knew the North was now also trying to enhance their nuclear capabilities by attempting to exploit American businessmen and scientists in South Korea and even on American soil.
That was why the NIS wanted the CIA to assess the agent from the North first-hand, and why Pam Suh, the Seoul station chief, wanted to look the guy in the eye and see if the NIS had truly turned the guy. Even though she was the youngest officer to ever head this post, she had a penchant for discerning the truth with simple questioning. At least her experience led her to believe so.
She glanced down at her phone as if to be viewing a text from a friend, but was really reviewing the photo she had of the North Korean agent one last time. Then she turned and looked up as the cable car slowed and came to a halt at the upper terminal.
All the others on the car streamed off, leaving her to follow them toward the base of the tower.
In the summer, she knew, this place would be full of tourists and locals. But this night in January was colder than normal, and not many were willing to brave the cold and windy evening. Namsan had a plush coat of snow now, giving the place a serene ambiance like the foothills west of Lake Tahoe after a fresh downfall.
As she got closer to the base of the tower, her left arm instinctively touched against her gun, a comforting gesture but one that could give away the fact that she was carrying a weapon to a trained operative.
She finally saw her contact sitting by himself on a bench at the edge of the forest, where she knew a paved trail led down the side of the mountain for those who wanted to descend nearly eight hundred feet to the Myeongdong area of the central city of Seoul.
The man glanced up at her as she approached, as if he recognized her but wondered why she was late. But she wasn’t really too late. Her NIS contact told her to take the last cable car.
Sitting with his arms across his chest, it was as if the agent was trying to hold his long coat closed against the cold night air.
She stopped a few feet from the man and instinctively glanced about the park and back toward the base of the tower. It was darker here and the man was somewhat in shadow.
“The view is beautiful at night,” she said to the man in Korean, the phrase she was supposed to say.
Her contact was required to reply that it was much more beautiful now, but he simply opened his mouth and no words escaped. Then one arm fell away and his black wool overcoat opened, showing her a pool of blood at the man’s stomach. His head drifted to the left and his eyes remained glazed over, his mouth slowly closing as his mandible muscles lost all strength.
He was dead.
She slowly reached for her gun as she scanned the area for whoever killed the guy. Just as she started to slide her gun out, a flash of light shot out from the bushes at her.
But she had turned sideways just at the moment the flash and puff from the silenced gun sent a bullet her way.
With her gun out, she rushed toward the trail at the edge of the park, a few more flashes trying to stop her retreat.
Just as she reached the first downward set of stairs, she aimed her gun toward the killer and shot twice, the report from her gun breaking the silence. A couple of women screamed and everyone at the base of the North Tower scrambled for cover.
She hurried down the stairs, taking them two at a time until she reached a downward paved slope.
Suddenly her feet slipped on ice, sending her onto her back just as she heard a couple more coughs from the silenced gun. Her arms tried to cushion her fall, but then she also lost her grip on her gun, which slid down the pavement a few feet from her.
Losing her breath somewhat, she turned to see the shooter on the top of the stairs. Rolling quickly to her side, bullets struck the ground where she had just been.
Grasping her gun, she aimed at the shooter and shot two more times, thinking she might have hit the man since he disappeared into the trees at the side of the stairs.
Get the hell up, Pam, the voice inside her screamed. She found her footing, her gun pointed up where the shooter had been. Nothing. Maybe she did hit the guy. Regardless, she carefully retreated down the slope until she found the next set of stairs. Here even the stairs were slippery with ice. Her only thought was that at least she was wearing the running shoes and not her high heels, and the fact that the shooter would also have trouble with the ice.
The two of them exchanged gunfire a few more times as she rushed down the tall hill. Where the trail opened up somewhat and the sun had gotten a chance to clear the ice and snow, she made up time. But she also guessed the shooter would do the same.
Out of breath now, she found an ambush point where she could catch the shooter in the light while she crouched behind a rock in the shadows. She waited, trying to slow her heart beat, her gun pointed directly at a spot where the man would appear.
But he never did show up. He had obviously decided to back track. Seconds turned to minutes, and she tried her best to understand what had just happened. In the year that she had been the Seoul station chief, she had never had to even pull her weapon, let alone shoot at someone to defend herself. What in the hell just happened?
Then she got up and slowly made her way down the hill and out of Namsan Park.
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Patagonia, Argentina
The nine-foot fly rod swished through the thin mountain air with almost no sound, the tapered line tipped with a nymph caressing the sky above Jake Adams and landing expertly into a back eddy. Jake adjusted his line in anticipation of a strike by a nice brown trout. He had been catching rainbows most of the morning and afternoon, but his guide put him on this section of the Chimehuin River just an hour before dark, an area known for the German imports, attracting fly fishermen from around the world. At least those who could afford the long trip and expensive lodges of this region — the beauty of Patagonia nestled against the Andes, with Chile just beyond the peaks.
The nymph swirled slightly and then a flash from the deep pool snatched the fly and immediately learned its mistake and the tension from the line halted its progress. Jake raised the rod tip and set the hook. The fight was on.
“That’s a nice one, Jake,” his Argentine guide proclaimed from just ten feet away. The two of them were wading in the frigid water, Paulo a bit disinterested, with his cigarette hanging from the side of his mouth. The first few days had been a feeling out period, where Paulo tried to determine Jake’s skill level. Once he realized that Jake could handle the river, the rod, and the fish he caught without help, Paulo had become more of an observer than a guide — his only job to put Jake onto the best sections of river at the right time of day.
The fish was losing its fight in a hurry, despite its ten-pound heft, so Jake eased it near his legs and with a simple flick of his wrist, released the fish back into the cold depths of the river.
By now Paulo was just a few feet from Jake. “The sun will be down soon, my friend. Are you ready to call it a day?”
Jake looked to the west and figured he had a quarter kilometer more of river to explore. But he still had a few more days before he was scheduled to leave this area. “Yeah, I guess so. What’s on the menu tonight?”
Paulo smiled, his imperfect teeth, stained by the filterless cigarettes, tightening down on the last of a butt. “Julia has been cooking a roast from that stag you shot last week.”
Jake had taken a red stag and given all the meat to his hunting guide in southern Patagonia, with the exception of the back straps, tenderloins and a nice roast, which he had given to Paulo and his wife to cook during his week on the Chimehuin River. Julia had cooked excellent medallions of tenderloin the first night Jake arrived.
“Well, then we better get going,” Jake said. “Hate to let that roast dry out.”
As they got to the Ford SUV up the hill, Jake broke down his fly rod and then sat onto the back of the open vehicle and removed his full-length waders. That’s when he first heard the vehicle approach from the east on the gravel road.
Paulo lit a cigarette from the small butt and stamped out the old one in the dirt as he took a long drag on the new one, bringing the tip to a bright orange.
Jake noticed a puzzled look on the guide’s weathered face. “Are you expecting someone, Paulo?”
He shifted his head side to side and then blew smoke away from his eyes.
Instinctively, Jake reached for his gun, which wasn’t in its normal spot under his left arm. He had left all of his handguns in storage in various locations, and only had his hunting rifle back at the lodge. He felt naked without them. His only weapons were his hands, feet and the filet knife strapped to his belt on his left hip.
Once the old beat-up car got closer, the plume of smoke from its wake rising up twenty feet in the air, Jake could see that it was a taxi. Based on the dents and the smoke coming from the engine, the taxi driver needed to do a better job of taking care of his carriage. The car stopped some twenty feet away, but the dust kept coming, and Jake did his best to swish it away with his hands. The driver stayed behind the wheel and a younger man in a wrinkled black suit got out in a hurry, an old scratched-up brown leather briefcase in his right hand. The man was tall and slim with a two-day-old beard and black hair that could have just come from the shower, but was probably styled and gelled to look that way. Jake would be surprised if he’d reached his third decade.
“Mister Jake Adams?” the man asked, his voice nearly cracking when he spoke. He cleared his throat to help with what he had to say next.
Jake looked at his guide and then back at the man. “No habla Englese.”
The young man’s eyes shifted to the guide and then back to Jake. Then he cleared his throat again. “I’ve seen your picture, sir.”
Jake shook his head and walked up to the young man. With one swift movement he shoved his left thumb into the man’s sternum and extracted an automatic handgun from inside the man’s jacket and pointed it at his face. But the young man, bent over slightly, was too busy trying to catch his breath from the blow to care about the gun in his face.
Backing up a couple of steps, Jake said, “You can tell your friends in Buenos Aires that I’m retired.” He noticed the taxi driver was getting nervous, and so was his guide, Paulo.
The young man protested with his left hand while his right tried to rub life into his sternum. “Sir, I work for the American Embassy.”
“I know who you work for,” Jake said.
“My name is Devan Stormont,” the man said, and then shifted the briefcase from his right to left hand to extend his hand to be shaken.
Jake lowered the gun, dropped the magazine to the dirt and extracted the 9mm round from the chamber. Leaving the slide back, he handed the gun back to the man. He turned to his guide and said, “Give us a minute, Paulo.”
The guide nodded and shuffled toward the driver’s seat of the SUV.
“Now,” Jake started, “what does the CIA want with me?”
“You misunderstand, sir,” Devan said. “I’m with the State Department.”
“Well then they’re not paying you enough,” Jake said. When the man looked confused, Jake continued, “Your suit is off the rack, probably Nordstrom’s Rack. You come here in a crappy cab that you’re lucky did not spontaneously explode on the way here. Your briefcase is older than you. You’re carrying a Beretta M9, standard government issue, which you probably checked out from the marine detail at the Buenos Aires Embassy. And your tactics suck. If you think you might need to carry a gun, then you sure as hell better know how to use it. Based on your carrying your gun under your left arm pointed backwards, you’re clearly right handed with a cross draw. You should have gotten out of the cab with the briefcase in your left hand, leaving your right hand free to draw your weapon. Also, you should have released the safety before getting out of the car.”
The young man look deflated, as if he had been asking girls to dance all night and gotten none to do so.
“All right,” Jake said. “What do you want? I have a stag roast that will be starting to dry out really soon.”
The embassy man lifted the briefcase as if to get approval to open it. When Jake didn’t protest, the man clicked it open, removed a sealed envelope, and closed the briefcase again. He handed the envelope to Jake, who shook his head and reluctantly accepted it. Jake knew a diplomatic pouch when he saw one. It was waterproof, sealed and signed, and he would have to sign a chain of custody indicating he had gotten it. What was inside would be likely Top Secret. He really didn’t want to know what was inside. That life was behind him.
The envelope was on the light side. He could only guess what was inside.
“You are to open the envelope in my presence,” the state department man said sheepishly.
Jake shook his head and swiftly drew his filet knife, then slid it across the seal. He pulled out a single piece of paper, a letter topped off with the official seal of the U.S. House of Representatives. He was being summoned to testify before the House Subcommittee on Intelligence — an oxymoron if he ever heard one. This wouldn’t be his first dog and pony show. During his years with the CIA, he’d testified a few times before senate and house sub-committees. All of them were highly classified behind closed doors with only a limited number of members present to protect his identity. In fact, they had never used his real name and he had used a disguise. But this time would be different. They used his real name and, from what Jake could tell, this would be in front of cameras. Somebody wanted to make a show of this. Members of congress flocked to cameras like moths to a street light.
“I don’t have time for this crap,” Jake said, swishing the paper through the air.
“Mister Adams, that’s an official subpoena from the U.S. Congress.”
“I know what it is, Sonny. But I’m retired and on vacation. When I’m done here I’ll be heading down to Tierra del Fuego to catch as many sea-run Browns as humanly possible for a full week.”
“And then?”
Jake shook his head. He hadn’t planned that far ahead. He still had his apartment in Innsbruck, Austria. But in January it was too cold there. It made his synthetic left knee ache. He wasn’t planning to return to Austria until April or May. The same was true of his ancestral home in Montana. He couldn’t go there until June. He was considering someplace warm for a few months. Perhaps the West Indies or Costa Rica.
Jake looked at the letter again. “Two days? How am I supposed to get there by Friday?”
The state department man smiled. “We have that covered, sir. It’s an hour drive to San Martin. A two-hour flight to Buenos Aires, and then a ten-hour flight to D.C.”
“I am not flying coach,” Jake said vehemently. He still had the second half of his first class ticket from Argentina to Houston, from where he could fly almost anywhere.
“In the envelope, sir,” the man said with a smile.
Jake found a second piece of paper, folded in half against the side of the envelope. It contained his flight information and a hotel in Washington. Regardless, he still wasn’t sure he wanted to comply with this order. He had followed orders all his adult life. But now he only followed his own path.
“I am to accompany you to Washington.”
“No way. I don’t need a baby sitter. And I won’t ride in that death taxi,” Jake said, pointing at the decrepit car.
“Fine. We’ll take the vehicle you rented at the San Martin airport.”
Of course they would know about that, Jake thought. He had done nothing to cover his tracks on this trip. At the time he didn’t suspect he needed to hide from his own government. But they could track any Visa he used. Well, not any Visa. Only those with his real name. Without saying another word to the state department man, Jake got into his guide’s SUV. He guessed the stag roast would be dried out by now. Damn. That would have tasted great.
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Corvallis, Oregon
A steady rain pounded the roof of Professor James Tramil’s Toyota Camry as he drove slowly down 39th Avenue a few blocks from Oregon State University. Tramil had worked late in his lab until he had gotten a call from his colleague, Professor Stephan Zursk, asking him to stop by his home as soon as possible, which was out of the ordinary. The two of them had worked together all day in the nanotech lab, and Stephan had left at eight p.m. Now, after midnight, they would both normally be well asleep, ready to get back at their work by six a.m. But this current project was right on the cusp of a major breakthrough. They both knew it. In fact, Tramil had e-mailed his friend just a few hours ago, saying he thought he had broken their little stalemate. Maybe that’s why Stephan had called him to come to his place in the hills northwest of town.
Tramil hated this rain. The only good thing about the rain from November to March in western Oregon was it was much easier to focus in the lab, under the stark florescent lights. There was nothing distracting him outside. He didn’t ski. Hiked in the mountains only during the summer months. And only went to Portland to fly out of PDX to some conference. His only vice, if one could call it that, was his long runs every other day. He had gotten used to running in the rain, and even preferred it to bright sunny days. He also rarely got back to the home of his youth in Marquette, Michigan. He smiled thinking about checking the weather in the U.P. on his phone that evening. They had just gotten a foot of lake-effect snow off of Lake Superior and were expecting to get a new front push in from the south off of Lake Michigan — a double shot of the white stuff. Yeah, things could have been worse than this rain.
He slowed the car and turned up a lane that would bring him up into the hills, where the houses were a bit newer and larger, with half-acre lots. Stephan’s house sat on a hill with a view of the coast range mountains.
That was strange. Stephan’s house came up on the left, but there were no lights on. He pulled up on the street out front and considered what to do. Checking his phone, he saw that Stephan had called him only thirty minutes ago. Perhaps he’d gone to sleep. He had sounded somewhat distracted. Maybe even a little reticent. This was not normal for him. In his late fifties now, Stephan always said that time was running out on him. He had to make a major contribution to his field now, or he might as well retire. He was usually the most straightforward person Tramil knew. “Get to the point,” he would always say. But during this last call, he had not followed his own mantra.
Tramil considered just putting the car in drive, making a U-turn, and heading to his small house near the campus. Maybe he’d get a good microbrew before McMenamins closed.
Suddenly a light came on somewhere in the house. Okay, Stephan was awake.
He shut down the car, got out into the heavy rain, and started for the front door. Just as he passed the living room picture window, Tramil heard a scream, followed by two flashes of light. He stopped in his tracks. Was that what he thought it was?
Silence. Only his heart pounding loudly, trying to escape through his throat.
He stood at the door now unsure what to do. Just as he touched the door knob, the door swung in and Tramil saw the long pistol before looking up to a tall man dressed in dark clothing, a mask over his face.
Tramil ran, vectoring away toward the driveway. He heard a number of coughs through the rain. Then he reached the corner of the garage, heard a couple more silenced shots, and felt a pain in his posterior. He knew this area, having been to Stephan’s house many times. But what if there was another shooter around back? Instead, he turned left and ran into the woods, the wet tree limbs slapping his face and making him trip a few times.
When he got to the hill, he fell and rolled downward until he hit a small patch of sagebrush. Getting up swiftly, only looking behind him for a second and seeing nothing, he continued running.
Tramil didn’t stop running until he had gone more than a mile. His heart was racing more than on his normal runs, but then he wasn’t being shot at during those. He leaned against a tall cedar to catch his breath.
He felt a buzz in his pants, followed by U2’s In God’s Country. Grasping it quickly and seeing the number came from Stephan, he answered swiftly.
“Stephan? Are you all right?”
Nothing on the other end.
Think, Tramil.
“You are shot,” said a voice on the phone. Stephan’s phone. “You will die soon.”
He almost forgot the pain in his backside. Reaching his hand around his right side, he finally felt pain in his right buttocks cheek.
“I don’t think so,” Tramil responded, and then stopped the call. Then he quickly called 911 and said what had happened at Stephan’s house. Done with that call, he turned off his phone and removed the battery.
Slowly now, more cautiously, he moved through the woods toward the OSU campus. The pain in his buttocks now started to throb with each step he took. His judgment was clouded. His adrenalin was quickly turning to shock, as the cold dampness plastered his clothes to his skin. The scientist in him knew that shock would quickly turn to hypothermia if he didn’t get somewhere warm and out of these clothes in a hurry.
But where?
Was his colleague dead? If so, why? And why were they trying to kill him as well? All of these questions rattled through his brain as his teeth started to chatter from the cold, wet air.
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Washington, D.C.
When Jake Adams was finally called before the House subcommittee on intelligence, he was nearly dead on his feet. Although he was used to traveling long distances on flights, trains and cars, it had gotten a lot harder as his age passed through the mid-forties. First class had helped, a new deal for Jake, and he had even gotten a decent five hours in the D.C. hotel the night before. Yet he still yawned as he took a seat in the hard oak chair in front of the microphones, multiple cameras pointing at him, and the half-moon table with members from both parties looming over him like dozens of St. Peters ready to judge him. From the cryptic letter summoning Jake to this fiasco, and from what he had heard so far from a waiting room before being called in, he had a small understanding of what they wanted from him.
His state department escort Devan Stormont had been a bit spastic during the long trip, had stayed in the room next to his in D.C., and even accompanied Jake to the waiting room. But that was where they had parted ways.
Jake was sworn in and the questions started. Well, he thought they were going to ask questions. But most of the members on the left simply used their time to talk to the cameras and excoriate Jake on his actions during that whole Berlin affair. Members on the right used their time to put words in his mouth and explain to anyone who cared to listen that Jake’s actions had been honorable and just.
For his part, Jake tried to keep his head from exploding, giving simple yes and no answers.
Finally, a congressman from the great state of California was up for questions and shuffled through his prepared speech asking pointed questions, one after the next, without allowing Jake a chance to respond to each. Ten in all. What the congressman didn’t know was that Jake had a near perfect memory and would have no problem answering each and every one of his attacks on Jake’s character.
“Sir, is it my turn?” Jake finally said into the microphone.
“Yes, but please call me congressman,” the rotund man said behind his high perch. “I worked hard for that title.”
“Sir,” Jake repeated with defiance, “you were a car salesman where you got your law degree online with money your father, the owner of the dealership, gave you, while you sold less cars than a dyslexic stutterer with tourettes syndrome. Then your father set you up with a law practice, where you lost every case, until he also paid to get you into your current position. So don’t talk to me about hard work. While you were building your excellent political career, I was getting my ass shot at in countries you’ve probably never heard of.” He paused for a second, took a drink of water and watched to see if the congressman’s face would turn a darker shade of red.
Then Jake went on to explain every question in detail, his attitude swiftly moving from defiantly indignant to royally pissed off.
The last person to question Jake was the junior member of the committee, a woman from his home state of Montana. He had heard of her, but she had never really represented him, since he had not actually lived in Montana for years and she had only recently been reelected into her second term. Congresswoman Lori Freeman had one other feature that had caught Jake’s eye as the members entered the room — she was not only a natural beauty with her long blonde hair pulled back into a braid, she proudly wore cowboy boots below her frilly dress.
“Thank you for agreeing to speak with us,” Congresswoman Freeman said.
“Not that I had much choice, ma’am,” Jake said. “You don’t mind my calling you ma’am do you?”
“I would expect nothing less from a fellow Montanan, Sir.” Her eyes shifted slightly toward her colleague from California. “Now, what is your current position?”
“Upright and reasonably oriented,” Jake quipped.
She blushed.
“I’m sorry, ma’am. Sometimes I can’t help myself.” He cleared his throat, smiled and continued, “I’m retired.”
“You’re very young to be retired.”
“Well, once in a while I consult on security matters.”
She lifted a piece of paper slightly and said, “In fact, you have become quite wealthy since leaving the Agency.”
Jake shook his head and smiled. “Ma’am you aren’t trying to hit me up for back taxes are you?”
Subdued laughter echoed through the chamber.
“No, Sir,” she said. “I understand that money was made while you worked overseas, and, although I don’t understand the entire seventy-two thousand pages of our tax code, I know that you paid taxes in the country in which you were currently living. I was simply setting the stage for my next question.”
He was starting to like this junior congresswoman from his home state. “Well then,” Jake said, nodding his head to her. “Please ask away.”
“How many people did you kill during that whole Berlin affair?”
Wow. She had cut through all the crap and asked what all the others really wanted to know.
“Ma’am, I only killed those who tried to kill me. I didn’t take a head count.” But he did have the faces of each etched in his brain. And not only from the Berlin affair. He was haunted specifically by some more than others.
“Understand,” she said and paused to consider her words. “Do you consider your actions successful?”
“Yes, ma’am. I had a one million Euro bounty on my head, as did many other former intelligence officers. I was lucky enough to not get killed. So, at least for me, I consider that a success.” He smiled broadly at her.
She returned his smile and said, “That’s all I have for this witness.”
And that was the end of the inquiry. It was political theater at its worst. Congressmen and congresswomen from both sides of the aisle had asked the same questions over and over in obvious partisan fashion and slightly different tone, playing it up for the cameras, to get their point of view into the congressional record.
Jake walked back to his hotel room along the snowy roads of the capitol. He had considered taking a cab, but he needed to clear his mind after that attempted grilling. Hell, he needed a shower.
When he sensed the presence of a car behind him, moving far too slow, even for the snowy conditions, he thought about the gun that was not comfortably under his left arm. Then he simply stopped suddenly, his hands tucked into the pockets of his leather jacket, and stared at the car, which stopped alongside him, the window in the back lowering.
Jake almost didn’t recognize the woman in the leather seats of the Lincoln Town Car. She had pulled her hair out of the braids and it now flowed down over her shoulders.
“Mister Jake Adams,” said Congresswoman Lori Freeman. “You look like you could use a ride on this cold January day.” She gave him a bright smile.
Returning her smile, Jake said, “Is that an order?”
“No, Sir. I just thought you could use a friend after that entire affair.”
A friend? Although they had been cordial in the chambers, she had still asked him some of the most direct questions during the session. Somewhat reluctantly, he got in as she slid to the other side of the car and nodded her head to the driver to continue driving.
“What can I do for you?” Jake asked her.
“That’s what I like about your family,” she said. “You shoot from the hip and tell it like it is.”
He was confused. “What do you know about my family?”
“You don’t know?” She smiled. “I guess I just assumed you were playing with me at the hearing because of my relationship with your family. They wanted me to recuse myself, but I thought you might need a friend.”
Jake simply hunched his shoulders.
“I worked at the same law firm as your brother Victor in Missoula.”
That made sense. He knew that the congresswoman had gone to the University of Montana and was a local girl. But he was so far from that past he had pushed that life to the far reaches of his mind. When he entered the Agency, he was encouraged to forget about his family — pretend as if they didn’t exist, or had never existed. Open knowledge could get family members killed or used as leverage.
“How is my brother?”
“He probably wishes his older brother would stop by the homestead once in a while,” she said.
“Listen Congresswoman Freeman, we are away from the hearing, and I don’t think I need any more lectures today.”
“Please, call me Lori.”
“Did you work hard for that name?”
She put her hand to her mouth and smiled. “I thought I was going to break out into a complete little girl laugh when you chewed out that blow-hard from California.”
“It wasn’t planned.”
“No, but it’s already a huge hit on the internet,” she said. “On its way to a million hits. Wait for Fox News to play it up, along with talk radio, over the next few days. They’ll all be calling you for interviews.”
“I’m afraid I don’t have a book to sell.”
“You should write one in a hurry.” She laughed with a cute, endearing chortle.
They sat for a moment in silence as the car cruised along the Potomac River near the National Mall.
“Lori?”
“Yeah.”
“What do you need from me?”
She looked out her window at the swirling snow coming down and said, “Our committee was briefed on something last week that was very disturbing. I can’t tell you the details. You understand.”
Yeah, he understood ‘need to know’ better than most, and usually the members of congress only needed to know the bare minimum. Only enough to pay for the intelligence community’s activities. They had a tendency of leaking more than a toddler’s diaper after drinking a Big Gulp.
“And what can I do for you?” Jake reiterated.
“The Agency isn’t telling us everything,” she said.
He laughed. “For good reason.”
“Hey, I spent four years in the Air Force as a cryptographer,” she said. “I understand classified secrets.”
“I’m sorry,” Jake said. “I didn’t mean you.”
She let out a breath of air. “You don’t remember me, do you?” Her expression was one of incredulity. “Hellgate High? Go Knights.”
“You went to Hell Hole?”
Smiling, she said, “I forgot we used to call it that. Yes, but you were a senior when I was a freshman. And my last name wasn’t Freeman. It was Franks.”
“Any relation to Bob Franks. I played football with Bob.”
“My older brother. He died a few years back from cancer.”
“I’m sorry. He was a good friend. Wait, you were that skinny kid cheerleading during our games.”
“I was junior varsity at the time, but they had us help out during the big games. You were good.”
He hunched his shoulders. “That was a lifetime ago. I’m sorry I didn’t remember you. I normally have great recollection.”
“I know. I’ve followed your career with the Agency and since.”
“Then you know I’m more retired than not.”
“But I need you, Jake,” Lori said. “Your country needs you.”
“That’s what they always say just before they send me out to get shot at. You have the entire intelligence community at your fingertips, why me?”
“I told you. They’re not telling me everything. I need a friend on the ground. Someone I can trust to tell me the real story.”
Jake had been keeping up with where they were driving until the last mile or so. Now the driver behind the sound-proof barrier pulled the Town Car to the curb in front of Jake’s hotel.
She pulled out a small envelope and handed it to Jake, which he reluctantly accepted and considered carefully. A big part of him wished he had stayed in Patagonia and then gone south to Tierra del Fuego to set the hook on those huge sea-run Browns.
“Look that over and give me a call,” she said. “My card with my personal cell phone number is inside. Please call me tonight after six. I have to get back to the floor for a vote.”
Jake reached for the door handle but stopped. “I’ll destroy what’s in here after reading it, but from now on don’t put anything down in writing.”
She smiled. “I’m covered there. You’ll see. Oh, and make sure you give your sister, Jessica, a call soon. I did a river raft with her last year. She could use a call from her big brother.”
He knew he hadn’t been a great brother over the years, but he had kept his distance for the protection of his family.
Jake shoved the paper inside his jacket, got out and watched the large car pull away, a plume of exhaust making Detroit proud.
* * *
The lone figure walked with a cane along the secluded path in Rock Creek Park a few blocks from Walter Reed Army Medical Center. Although he had been a civilian contractor during his time in Iraq, the bomb that took his right leg didn’t seem to care. He thought back on his evacuation to the German hospital and then his military transportation to Walter Reed with all the battered and injured soldiers and marines. They had all been too young for their lives to be transformed so drastically. He had been in his mid-thirties at the time, and he remembered thinking mixed thoughts. He was lucky to be alive, but he would never be whole again. Yet, he had pulled himself together and made his way into one of the top K-Street lobbying firms in DC.
He stopped and rubbed the stub at his knee where the prosthetic leg connected to his flesh. After a long day like this, even sitting in on congressional hearings, his leg ached in the evening until he removed his friend. He looked at the dragon handle at the top of his cane, a gift from a congressman a couple of years ago, and pondered the events of the day. But before he could think too much on the subject, his contacts approached him from the north. They had met only once before, and there could not have been two more intimidating figures. Both men were good physical specimens, but he had been used to that working around the military in his past. Yet these two, one with a completely bald head and the other with hair to his shoulders like an 80s big hair band member, had the intense stares of men who had not only killed in the past, but who didn’t seem to care about having done so. The only thing the Lobbyist knew about them is the fact that they were Slavic and were former intelligence officers.
The Lobbyist felt the hard outline of the 9mm Glock on his right hip under his Armani suit, and he reached into the right pocket of his Ralph Lauren Angora Chesterfield Overcoat to grasp his Smith & Wesson .380 Bodyguard semi-auto handgun. The Glock was too hard to draw with the overcoat. He didn’t think he’d need any of his guns, but since his incident in Iraq he had become increasingly cautious. And DC was still one of the most dangerous cities in America.
The men stopped a few feet from him and they both showed their hands, indicating they were unarmed.
Alex, the one with the long black hair, was the first to speak. “Did you see the video on the internet?”
“Afraid so,” the Lobbyist admitted.
“That California congressman…how do you say it? Was schooled?”
“More like bitch slapped,” the Lobbyist said.
The long-haired man pulled out a cigarette and offered one to the Lobbyist, who shook his head. Alex lit up and finally let out a long stream of smoke that mixed with his breath from the cold air. “Do you work with that congressman?”
Shrugging, the Lobbyist said, “We might try to influence just about everyone on the Hill depending on the issue.”
“Give that man a few donuts and he will do anything you say,” Alex said and then took a long drag on his cigarette.
For the first time the Lobbyist noticed a long scar along the jaw line of the man with long hair. He could only imagine how the man had earned that cut. Time to get on with the terms. “How is our work coming in the west?”
“The professor?”
“Of course.”
“We are on that like black on a hockey puck,” Alex said, mixing his metaphors.
A bit confused, the Lobbyist said, “So, he’s in your possession?”
The bald man’s eyes shifted toward Alex, who simply took another draw on his cigarette and slowly let out a couple of smoke rings. Then Alex rubbed his fingers along his jaw scar and said, “Not yet.”
The Lobbyist picked up his cane and gazed at the dragon on the end. “We might have another way to get to this man.”
Alex finished his cigarette and flicked the butt into a patch of snow alongside the path. “Okay. What will it take?”
Smiling, the Lobbyist said, “Persuasion.”
Alex nodded and said, “That’s my specialty.”

4

Portland, Oregon
Professor Tramil was so far out of his element, he wasn’t sure of much of anything. Since his friend and colleague Professor Stephan Zursk had been shot and killed, and Tramil had been chased and shot in his butt, much had happened that made no sense. He had given his statement to the Corvallis police, gotten the superficial bullet graze to his right cheek patched up with dermabond and a four-inch bandage, and then gone early the next morning to his lab at Oregon State. Someone had broken in there also during the night and trashed the place, taking the computers with them. And that’s what had gotten Tramil to believe that these were not random incidents of violence. As a scientist he was used to collecting empirical data that would lead him to a conclusion of some sort. ‘Follow the data’ had been the mantra shoved down his throat since his undergrad years. It might lead to where you want it to go, or not, but it will always tell the truth. And everything that had happened to him over the last twenty-four hours, from the shooting to the trashing of his lab, led him to only one of two conclusions. Either someone wanted to stop his research, or someone wanted to steal his research. Nothing else made any sense. But who would want his work? And why? He and Stephan had only published a recent paper, along with a couple of patents, so not many people could even know about their work.
Scientists were the most paranoid of the human species. Tramil and Stephan had been no exception. None of their research had been collected or hosted on university computers, sitting there waiting for some nineteen-year-old undergrad to download or destroy after getting a less than favorable grade in inorganic chemistry. No, that wouldn’t work for a couple of paranoid professors doing cutting-edge research. They had dedicated hosting off-site on a server in Denver with more security than the Pentagon used. Since Stephan’s murder, Tramil had done one thing he wasn’t sure was smart, but he had felt the need to download his research to a 64 gig flash memory card that resided now in a hidden compartment in the heel of his right running shoe. The files still on the Denver server? Permanently deleted.
After his lab had been trashed and he reported it to the campus and Corvallis police, he had suggested to them that his life was in danger. But they didn’t seem to believe him, despite the hole in his posterior and the death of his friend. They were considering the two incidents unrelated, with Stephan’s death the result of a breaking and entering gone bad, with Tramil at the wrong place at the wrong time. Total nonsense, of course. Anyone with an IQ slightly above the average human body temperature would have linked the two events.
Since then, Tramil had done his best to stay on the move. The police were still holding his car, so he had mostly traveled around town on foot. He didn’t even go to his own house for more clothes. Instead, he had taken out a cash advance and used some of that to buy clothes and a small backpack. Then he jumped a campus shuttle bus to Portland International Airport, where he caught the MAX Light Rail to the Amtrak Train Terminal on Sixth Street in downtown Portland. Luckily, Amtrak still took cash, so he bought a one-way ticket on the Empire Builder from Portland to Chicago.
He got up now with the first call to board the train, slinging his small backpack over his shoulder. He couldn’t help looking over his shoulder and stopping abruptly to see if anyone was taking an interest in him. Tramil knew he was being paranoid, but the pain in his rear end gave him a constant reminder that he wasn’t entirely nuts.
* * *
As the crowd drifted toward the outside train platform, a man with a black watch cap and horned rimmed glasses slipped along with them, his eyes trying desperately to concentrate on a small brochure he had been given by the ticket agent which explained the route they would take on the Empire Builder, along with history of the famous route from Portland, Oregon through Spokane, across Montana, to Minneapolis/St. Paul, and finally ending in Chicago. Sometimes the train even vectored to Seattle for passengers.
When the man reached the platform outside, he let his eyes catch a glimpse of the professor as the tall, slim man carrying only a small backpack rose up the steps onto the train.
His employers were not happy with him. He was supposed to first get the research and then kill the professors. He thought he had gotten that information at the professor’s house on the rainy night, only to realize later that what he had gotten was garbage. That had led him to the university lab, where he thought he could redeem himself. No such luck. Now he’d have to play this out a little more diplomatically, which was not exactly his specialty. Oh well. Maybe a train ride would be a nice distraction.
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Through tired eyes, Jake Adams was able to access the information Congresswoman Lori Freeman had given him. She had used a combination of new technology and old-school information exchange. In the envelope was a single piece of paper with a link to a secure server where he would find the info, the login and password things that only Jake would know, based on his high school experience in Montana. And just in case anyone could discover these items, she told him to rip up and flush the paper down the toilet once he got online.
What he found there was surprising. Lori had decided not to give him a summation of what she had discovered. She simply had a list of seemingly unredacted documents and images from various sources, including the CIA, NSA, and military intelligence. A couple of documents were NSA transcripts of conversations from foreign nationals speaking with U.S. citizens. Each document was dated with two entries, the original date discovered, and then the date each was presented to the House sub-committee on intelligence. There were a few exceptions, and those came from Air Force intelligence. These only had the original discovery date. Jake guessed these had not actually been included in the House briefings. Also, they were perhaps the most damning and illuminating. Now he knew why his old high school friend was concerned. She wasn’t getting the full story. Someone was either cooking the books or simply using selective intelligence — not totally unheard of in the intel business. Most House members had never served in the military, and had no clue that Top Secret meant to keep your damn mouth shut. The Agency had a somewhat sick propensity to divulge totally useless salacious information, very specific in nature, just to see which member of congress was leaking info. This disinformation never came at an official House briefing, but instead during social functions, where an officer would pull someone aside and tell them the info was Top Secret but off the record. Keep this close to the vest. Right.
But this information, or lack thereof, was different. It dealt with a new technology weapon system that would make nukes obsolete. Perhaps even make conventional warfare non-existent. It could also make U.S. overseas commitments unnecessary. America could pull all of its troops home from foreign soil and simply respond from a bunker in Nebraska if needed. And, according to a patent application, this technology had been discovered by two professors in Oregon. Of course that information had not been briefed to the members of the sub-committee. Congresswoman Freeman had gotten that from the Air Force.
Now, Jake stood on the sidewalk outside an Italian restaurant in Georgetown, his hands deep into his pockets and his collar up to keep out the cold wind, a light dusting of snow falling to his wool watch cap. His eyes kept a vigilant view of the street scene. Two blocks down sat a line of four limos, their exhaust indicating the drivers were keeping the cars warm for their eventual riders.
Shifting his gaze slightly to his left, he caught a glimpse of his target at a table with an older gentleman. Jake considering going inside, but since his little incident in front of the cameras earlier in the day, which was now a viral video on the internet, there was a good chance he would be recognized. No, he had a better idea. Not a good one, though. Just the best he could do under short notice.
He walked up the sidewalk toward the line of limos, thankful that the one he wanted was the last one of the four. As he passed the last car, he rounded the trunk and came up to the driver’s side and tapped on the window.
The driver nearly leapt from his chair. Recovering, he shook his head and simultaneously shrugged. He was a short, stocky man in his mid to late thirties — about as white as the snow falling to the ground. Someone who spent most of his days behind tinted limo windows.
Jake twirled his finger, indicating to lower the window. The man did so, but only a couple of inches.
“You remember me from earlier today?” Jake asked the guy.
“Yes, of course,” he said, smiling. “I love your video.”
“Thanks. Listen, Lori…Congresswoman Freeman, told me to meet her here tonight. But now, with the video, I don’t think it’s a good idea to be seen together. You understand.”
The driver nodded agreement. “Yes, Sir.”
“Perhaps I should just wait for her inside the car.”
“That’s not proper,” the driver said.
Jake agreed with a nod. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have suggested that.” His gaze shifted off toward the restaurant as if in deep thought. “I’ll just have to go in there then and get her. I’ll tell her you said it was all right and that you wouldn’t let me get in out of the cold to wait for her to finish eating.” He started to walk away toward the back of the car but heard the driver open the door to come after him. Jake stopped behind the car, out of view of the other drivers ahead of them.
“Wait, Sir.” The driver was now outside the car holding his door open. “Please don’t do that.”
Jake smiled to himself and became serious as he turned to the driver. Then he looked down at the trunk and said, “What the hell is this?” He lowered himself out of view.
When the driver came around to see what was so important, Jake quickly put the man into a sleeper hold, his arms around the smaller man’s throat. “Don’t fight it. Just go to sleep and I won’t hurt you.”
But, although Jake had said similar things to others in the past a number of times, it was not in human nature to not struggle when one thought they were being choked to death. The need to survive outweighed any logical whisper into the victim’s ears.
In a few seconds it didn’t matter. The man slipped into a deep sleep and Jake lowered him to the ground. Then he put the man’s hat on and hurried to the driver’s side and popped the trunk. In less than thirty seconds, he was able to hoist the man up into the trunk. Before closing the trunk he found the driver’s cell phone and pocketed it. Then he closed the trunk, got into the car and pulled out, stopping in front of the restaurant.
As Jake suspected, the driver had a text he would use to extract the congresswoman if anything came up. A few seconds later, she came from the restaurant looking somewhat concerned and got into the back without saying a word.
Jake quickly pulled away from the curb and raced off toward nowhere in particular.
“What’s the emergency, John?” her voice asked over the speaker.
Lowering the divider, Jake said, “Just wanted a private conversation with my representative,” he said with a smile.
“Jake. What have you done with my driver?”
“He’s taking a nap.”
When Jake got to a secluded residential area, he pulled over to the curb, left the car running and got into the back with the congresswoman.
“Sorry to meet like this,” Jake said.
“You mean kidnapping a U.S. congresswoman?”
“Kidnapping?” Jake shook his head. “A little harsh. You did tell me to call on you this evening.”
She sighed and smiled. “So, I take it you’ve had a chance to look over the information I gave you.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said.
“If you don’t start calling me Lori I might have to have you arrested,” she said. “Or I’ll tell your brother.”
“I haven’t talked with my brother in a long time.”
“Can we get on with this?” she asked.
“That’s right. You need to get back to your boyfriend.”
“That was the senior senator from the great state of Texas. He’s old enough to be my grandfather. I’m surprised you didn’t recognize the man.”
“I did. Just messing with my favorite congresswoman. So, Lori, what have you gotten yourself into?”
“What do you mean?” She looked genuinely confused.
“Well, first of all, those were Top Secret documents you showed me. Although I have the clearance, I’m not sure I have the need to know.” He paused for a beat but didn’t wait for her to answer. “Also, you have some Air Force documents and others not given to your sub-committee. I’m guessing someone from your past life is feeding these to you. But the patent application was quite interesting. How did you come across that?”
“You should be able to guess that,” she said. “The Agency keeps track of every patent application to make sure it’s not a weapon that could have an impact on national security.”
He knew that, but he didn’t know she would know that.
She continued, “But since I talked with you last, something has changed.”
“What’s that?”
“One of the professors was shot and killed last night in an apparent home invasion in Corvallis, Oregon,” she said, her tone sounding skeptical. “The second professor was shot superficially in the…buttocks.”
“Ouch. Been there. Let me guess, you don’t think this was your typical home invasion.”
“No, Jake, I don’t. Their lab was also trashed and their computers stolen.”
Jake hated to think this, but if he had to bet, it sounded like some intelligence agency. “Who do you suspect?”
“That’s the problem, Jake. It could be anyone.”
“It sounds like you need to make sure the FBI investigates this,” he said.
“They’re not even looking at it,” she muttered, a lowering of her head as she shook it back and forth. “They consider it a local law enforcement problem. And, of course, the Agency doesn’t operate within our borders.”
Not officially, he knew. But the lines between domestic and foreign intelligence seemed to be fading with each year.
“What do you want me to do?” he asked her.
“I want you to find this other professor, James Tramil.”
“Find him?”
“Yeah, he went missing,” she said. “He’s a smart guy and came up with the same conclusion I did. Reported the link between his shooting and the lab destruction to the campus police and the Corvallis cops. Of course they didn’t see it his way. I think he’s on the run with his research.”
Jake thought that over and had to admit this technology could be significant, assuming it worked as advertised. “You’ve read the patent application,” he said. “Do you know the significance?”
“I think so,” she answered. “It sounds like they can take a small projectile, launched from anywhere in the U.S., and have it hit with GPS accuracy anywhere in the world.”
It was even better than that. “Exactly. It’s a nanotech weapon sent at hypersonic speed. The actual warhead, if you want to call it that, could be the size of a bullet, but could take out a tank…or an individual, depending on needs. This would make our strategic Air Force obsolete, our nuclear arsenal a relic, our overseas basing unnecessary. Some Air Force captain sitting in a bunker could assassinate the leader of Zimbabwe with a push of the button.”
She seemed to sink deeper into the Town Car leather seat. “I hadn’t thought of that.”
“Why isn’t the military all over this?” he asked.
“DARPA has been trying to recruit those two professors for years, but they were both staunchly independent.”
Suddenly a muffled sound started coming from the back of the car, followed by more vehement pounding, startling the congresswoman.
“Is that my driver?” she asked.
“Yeah, we should probably let him out.” But he ignored the pounding for a moment and continued. “What do you want me to do with this professor once I find him?”
She looked puzzled. “He’ll have to be debriefed by our military intelligence and the Agency.”
What she meant was detained for his safety and stashed away to do his research in seclusion. He would be no better than a prisoner punching out license plates, and lose all rights to profit from his patent. Well, that and his ability to kill one despot or millions of people with the press of a button. Jake guessed the guy had first started off by trying to eliminate the need for nukes. But in the end he would simply replace the unthinkable with the possible.
“What are your current rates for consultation?” she asked him rather sheepishly.
He hated this part of his consultation business. After the past few deals, he really didn’t need the money. But to keep things legit, he needed to be compensated in some way. “Let’s worry about that at a later date. You don’t want me to be linked to you in any way at this time.”
“Right. Especially after that video from your testimony.” She gave him an endearing, contemplative glance that made her look even more stunning than before.
If Jake had not noticed this beautiful woman when she was a freshman in high school, either she was a late bloomer or he had been a complete idiot back then. He was trying his best not to notice her crossed legs right now, along with the crucifix dangling in her ample cleavage.
The pounding from the trunk got louder.
“We better let that guy out before he pees his pants,” Jake said. He got out of the back of the car and held the door open for a moment. “Don’t call me. I’ll call you.”
“Do you have my private cell number?” she asked.
He smiled. “Yeah, no problem.” He slammed the door and walked off down the snowy residential sidewalk, the sound of pounding on the trunk muffled more with each step he took.
A few blocks down Jake caught a cab back to his hotel and rode the elevator up to the fourth floor. When he got to his room, he hesitated for a couple seconds before sliding his key card into the slot. Something felt wrong. And his senses were rarely wrong. Instinctively he felt for his gun under his left arm, but it wasn’t there. He needed to change that in a hurry.
He smiled and shook his head, ran his card through the slot, and opened the door. Just as he switched on the light, he simultaneously saw the danger and felt the electrodes strike his chest, sending ten thousand volts of energy shooting through his body, collapsing him to his knees. The second jolt had him flopping around the floor like a fish out of water until he passed out.
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When Jake woke up the first thing he noticed was he was not in his hotel room any more. How did he know this? Well, first of all, he was immersed up to his neck in acrid water that smelled more like a combination of jet fuel, human feces, urine, and rotting animals. In this case a dead rat, which floated just a few inches from his mouth.
He swiveled his head around as far as he could, considering his arms were lashed behind him and his feet were equally bound. He was in some sort of metal tank. The only light in the room came from emergency lights against a far wall, revealing high ceilings with rusted metal rafters. No windows. It was an old warehouse of some kind, Jake guessed.
Those who had taken him had strapped him to a chair, but he couldn’t tell how solid that was. As far as he could tell, the only item of clothing he still wore was his black jeans and hopefully his underwear. His chest was bare, as were his feet.
Suddenly a door opened and he could hear muffled voices approach the tank. Then a man’s head, covered by a rubber mask of a devilish creature, appeared above him.
“I see you didn’t drown, Mister Adams,” said a gruff voice from behind the mask.
A second mask popped over the edge. This one was a princess with blonde hair. But Jake guessed it was not a woman.
“Are you two with the chamber of commerce?” Jake asked. “If so, I’m not sure I like this city.” A small amount of water got into his mouth when he spoke, which he quickly spit out toward the rat.
“I heard you were a comedian,” the ghoul said. “And I must admit that I enjoyed your performance before the House committee. I must have watched it ten times today on the internet.” Just after his last words, his gloved hand smashed down onto Jake’s head and shoved his face under water.
Out of an implied respect for this potential interrogator, Jake pretended to struggle. In reality he could hold his breath for at least three to five minutes under water, a feat that he had learned again during his training with the Agency. He had first practiced this, though, in the lakes and rivers in Montana during his youth. He struggled more for effect, pretending to choke and on the way to drowning, which forced the man to let his head up.
Jake spit out some water and noticed the rat had slipped to the edge of the tank. He coughed and said, “You really should ask a question and wait for me to answer or not answer before you punish me. What do you want from me?”
“I’m just trying to set the parameters of my patience,” the ghoul said. This time an accent seeped out. What kind?
“Understand,” Jake said, coughing for real this time. Yeah, there was some kind of fuel mixed with this crappy water. Great.
This back and forth and up and down in the water went on for another hour. The entire time, mostly while Jake was pretending to struggle under the water, he was also working on the ropes that bound his hands and discovering that the chair he sat on was wooden and not very sturdy. The entire interrogation was like water-boarding, only this would actually be considered torture under the Geneva Conventions — something these thugs had no inclination to follow.
The questions had been equally illuminating for Jake. For some reason the interrogators asked many specific questions about his past, which gave Jake more information about who they could possibly be than revealing anything important that Jake knew. They were skirting the issue, working around the edges. Other than this blunder it was obvious that their training, disturbingly, had most likely come from American or other intelligence services. Yet, Jake was sure they were foreign nationals. Slavic. Russian or Czech or Bulgarian or Ukrainian. If he had more time in the tank, he could figure that out. But this was getting old and his hands, although shriveled and cold, were getting close to freedom.
“Hey, guys,” Jake said. “Could we take a little break? I really need the bathroom.” He hesitated with a serious look on his face. “Never mind. So, you know all kinds of good things about me.” Actually, they only knew the misinformation that the Agency’s counterintelligence operations wanted foreign sources to know about him, most of which was total nonsense. “We could be here all night.”
“Do you have a dinner date with your favorite congresswoman?” the ghoul asked him.
Finally, they had slipped up. They had seen him with Congresswoman Freeman. And, as suspected, that’s what they really wanted to know. What was a former Agency officer doing hanging out with a member of the subcommittee that had just finished grilling him on Capitol Hill? Damn it. That meant that his fellow Montanan had not covered her tracks entirely. It also meant that he had not watched his own back like he should have, either. Well, his current situation in a metal tub of water, fuel and dead rodents pretty much confirmed that. Even an old pro could slip up.
“Have you seen the congresswoman?” Jake asked. “They don’t get much hotter than that?”
The ghoul shoved Jake’s head under water again. This time Jake lowered himself further into the tub as he released his hands and quickly untied his feet, all the while struggling against the man’s firm hand. Just as he felt the man release him to rise, Jake thrust his feet against the bottom of the tank and raised himself out.
Water flew in all directions, but Jake was able to grasp the man with the ghoul mask behind the neck and shove his face into Jake’s knee, which knocked the guy out and gave Jake time to jump from the tub of filthy water.
The second man backed away and considered his options.
Jake didn’t give him a chance to run. With a flurry of punches and a final roundhouse kick to the head, the man also dropped to the cement floor.
Now Jake assessed his escape. Before leaving he saw a small table that contained his wallet, passport and cell phone. He scooped those up and hurried out the room as fast as his cold body would take him. But his synthetic left knee made him limp in pain.
He had to believe there were others involved with his capture and interrogation. As he got to an outer door, he could hear voices outside. He needed to hurry. Those two men he had knocked out wouldn’t stay down for long.
Then he saw a narrow stream of light off in the distance at the other end of the warehouse. He quietly ran toward that. It turned out to be a wide loading dock door lit by a street light in the distance. He skirted through that, barely glancing back at the two men down the street next to a dark van.
It wasn’t until he got safely away from the warehouse that the chill of winter started to set into his body. He needed to get somewhere warm in a hurry.
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Amtrak Train, Empire Builder
Western Montana
Professor James Tramil couldn’t sleep. After leaving Portland, he had traveled east along the Columbia River before heading north toward Spokane, where the train had stopped briefly, crossed the dense forests of Idaho’s panhandle, and was now somewhere east of Libby, Montana. The constant movement and clicking should have let him sleep, he knew, but since he had not gotten a sleeper cabin, he was trying to make the most of a partially-reclined chair. Not exactly sleep worthy.
Yet, all around him most of the others were doing just that, with some snoring and a few still reading on lit eBooks or with the annoying personal overhead lights.
Tramil checked his watch, which was synchronized to the atomic clock in Boulder, Colorado. It was six forty-four a.m., less than an hour before their next stop in Whitefish, Montana at seven twenty-six. He had been in that region of Montana a few times on trips to Glacier National Park, but it had been a couple of years.
The sun was trying to break through heavy clouds toward the front of the train, while snow started to fall like fluffs of cotton.
He knew that his inability to sleep had everything to do with the murder of his good friend and colleague Professor Stephan Zursk. That and the constant throbbing in his right butt cheek from where the bullet had grazed him. He had been forced to change the four-inch dressing in the middle of the night. The dermabond was holding fine, but with the shifting in the train seat the bandage had curled. It might help if he changed it again, he thought. Bandages were cheap and available and he still had a stack of them left in his backpack.
Getting up as quietly as possible, he slung his backpack over his shoulder, stepped around the person in the aisle seat, a young woman who had said no more than a dozen words to him since she got on the train in Spokane, and moved down the aisle toward the back of the train, shifting his feet as the train moved somewhat.
Inside the small bathroom he pulled his pants down and looked at the curled bandage. It too had shifted from the train chair. He knew it would be a constant battle. But he was thankful to be alive. The bullet could have just as easily struck him in the side of the head or his chest or stomach. That was now the least of his worries. He knew someone was still after him. This train ride was only going to give him time to think out a more permanent plan.
He slapped a new bandage onto his butt and pulled up his pants. Then he splashed some water on his face and headed out the door.
As the door collapsed another man stood there ready to enter, startling Tramil. The guy had a buzz cut and birth control glasses.
“Sorry,” the professor whispered.
The man said nothing. Instead, he thrust his right fist into Tramil’s gut, taking his breath away and hunching him over. Then the man pushed into the bathroom with him and locked them inside.
“You can live,” the man said with an accent, as he pulled a folding knife from his pocket, “but only if you keep your mouth shut.” He shoved the knife under Tramil’s chin.
“Who are you?” Tramil forced out, still trying to catch his breath. “What do you want from me?”
The man grinned through cigarette-stained, yellow, crooked teeth and said, “You know what I want. You run from me. But now I catch you.”
How had this man found him? Could it be the man who had killed his friend, Stephan?
“You killed Stephan,” Tramil said, his body stiffening but retreating once he felt the knife dig into the soft tissue under his jaw.
“That’s right, professor. And I will kill you if you don’t give me exactly what I ask for.”
“Can you put the knife away? It’s not like I can go anywhere.”
The man considered this and took the knife away from his chin, but kept it alongside his leg. One quick thrust and Tramil would be dead.
“Thanks,” Tramil said. “Now, you should have gotten all my research when you stole our computers from our lab at Oregon State.” He was testing the man.
“There was nothing there, but you know that. You’re too smart to leave your work on university computers.”
Something was bothering Tramil. “Why did you kill my friend before we could give you the research?”
“He was playing with us for months,” the man said, his jaw tight with anger. “Stringing us along. Taking money and giving us useless garbage. In the end he didn’t have what we wanted. That became abundantly clear. So, we knew we had to get it from you.”
“But then why did you try to kill me?” That was a problem with the man’s logic.
He said nothing for a long minute. Finally, he said, “That was a mistake. I didn’t realize it was you when you came to the door.”
That was a lie. This guy had forced Stephan to call him to his house that night. Who else would he be expecting? It was more likely that this guy had jumped the gun, literally, and tried to kill him before getting the research and now his boss was having him make up for his screw up. That gave Tramil some leverage.
“What do you want?” Tramil asked.
“I’m guessing you hid the research off-site,” the man said, his accent still unclear.
Tramil could play this game. “That makes sense. How could I trust a university computer system? But I don’t understand why you want my research. It’s not done. We haven’t even discovered anything significant.”
The man laughed internally and shook his head. “Don’t try to play poker, professor. We know all about your research.”
“Based on what my colleague told you?”
Someone tried to push into the door, which made the man turn his head over his shoulder, allowing Tramil to check his watch. The train would stop at Whitefish in just twenty-five minutes.
“It’s occupied, asshole,” the man yelled. “Find another one.”
Fully recovered from the thrust to his gut, Tramil ran scenarios through his brain on how to escape from this man. Most of the outcomes were not favorable. Only one made any sense, and that had worked before.
“I don’t even have a computer with me,” Tramil explained.
“Amtrak has wi-fi running throughout,” the man said. “You can download it to my smart phone. That’s why they call them smart.”
Stall, Tramil. “How much internal memory do you have?”
The man’s expression was blank.
Tramil continued, “Because my research, with all its attachments, is over fifty gig.”
Now the guy looked like a third-grader trying to do calculus in his mind. He had a dilemma. It was obvious he couldn’t kill Tramil without the research, and he had no way of downloading it on the train. At least not without finding something to download it to.
Maybe Tramil could help him with this mental gymnastics. Move him toward a favorable solution. He checked his watch again. “Maybe they sell some data storage in Whitefish. The train stops there for about a half hour.”
Smiling, the man said, “Good idea. Nobody says we have to continue on this train.”
Perhaps he’d been too helpful. He hadn’t thought of that possible outcome.
“All right,” the man said. “We’ll go sit down and get off in Whitefish.” He turned and pushed through the door.
Standing there was the porter, a huge black man with a flat top, along with an old woman who seemed to have her legs crossed. When the porter saw two men coming out together, his brows rose. The old woman looked shocked.
Tramil took this distraction as a sign. He pushed past the man with the knife and hurried toward the front of the train. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that the porter had grasped the man by the arm. But he quickly pulled his arm away and followed Tramil.
Hurrying through the aisle, Tramil glanced back occasionally. People were awake now. Some looked out the windows at the snow falling outside. Others were standing and stretching their legs from the long night sleeping in uncomfortable chairs.
Run, Tramil. It was his only defense against this man. He picked up speed, but then realized he would quickly run out of train if he went too fast. He went through to the next car and continued forward. He needed to get off this train. It had been a good idea to pay cash and take the train, but had now turned into a trap of his making. The only thing he had going for him was the fact that this man had probably been ordered to not kill him. Of course the same was probably true of his friend Stephan.
As he rushed forward he saw some bags between cars. A few people were planning to get off in Whitefish. Without hesitation, Tramil grasped a hard-sided metal suitcase and slid out of sight. When he heard the door open, he timed his strike just right, swinging it up and smashing it into the man’s chest, knocking him back against the wall. Then he dropped the bag on the guy’s feet and ran back the way he’d just come, heading toward the back of the train now.
Tramil heard the man mumble something in another language, but he didn’t stick around long enough to guess the translation. He saw possible salvation ahead. The porter had followed the two of them and was now heading right for Tramil.
“Help me,” Tramil said when he reached the porter. “That man is trying to kill me.” He slipped one of his college business cards from his pocket and shoved it into the porter’s hand. “I’m a college professor. That man shot and killed my friend a couple days ago and is now trying to kill me.”
“What?” the porter asked. “Who?”
Turning quickly, Tramil couldn’t see the man who had been chasing him. “The man from the bathroom. He has a knife and threatened to kill me.”
The big porter got on his radio and said, “We got a situation here.”
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Jake Adams spent most of the day trying to get his shit together. But mostly he tried to get some feeling in his extremities. After so much time in the cold water, and then running through the frozen city with only wet pants on, his core body temperature had surely dropped a few degrees.
Yet, he had gotten away without giving these men any information. His escape had almost been too easy. Maybe he had done exactly what they wanted him to do. If so, he’d have to be much more vigilant.
He suspected those who had taken him would think he would never go back to his hotel, but that’s what he had done, grabbing his clothes and checking out in just a half hour. His room had been trashed, so he had simply shoved everything into his rolling duffle bag, which consisted mostly of dirty hunting clothes anyway.
Jake’s encounter with the Slavic men had done a couple of things for him. First, it had put him back into the game — made him much more aware of his surroundings — like his days with the Agency, always checking his six and observing people who might be taking too much interest in him. And second, they had pissed him off. He could still taste the acrid water and smell the rotting rat. Despite his best efforts, some of that water had gotten into his lungs. He could only imagine how his lungs were fighting to remove all that crap. It would take days, or weeks, to get rid of everything not supposed to be there.
Away from the hotel now, he rode in a taxi toward Ronald Reagan Airport. He checked his phone, but it was dead. However, he always kept a spare battery so he could swap one for the next while on the road. Having pulled the charged battery from his bag before leaving his room, he popped open his phone and immediately shook his head once he looked into the battery compartment. Inside was a tiny chip that would keep his GPS working off an unused sector of his battery. Yeah, his escape had been nearly predetermined. Those guys wanted to get him heading off to find the professor. They would be able to track him and maybe even listen to his calls in real time. Nice technology. Without removing the tracking chip, he put in the new battery. He could play this game.
Once the new battery was in, he saw he had a number of new messages. In fact, more than twenty, which was really out of the ordinary. If he got one message a week, he would be amazed. Why? He was retired, and not many people had his cell number.
When he heard the first message, he guessed what the rest might say as well. They were almost all from people at FOX News wanting him to come on various shows to talk about his testimony before congress. He called just one of those back and said he would be available within the hour. Then he instructed the driver to divert to the local studio.
Jake had never been interviewed by a major news outlet. During his time with the Agency he avoided the spotlight. It could be the death of a field operative’s career, or real death if the opponents caught the broadcast. But this was different. He already had millions of hits on the internet for how he had dressed-down the congressman from California.
After he got to the FOX News studio, he realized that their security was better than what he had gone through before entering the congressional subcommittee chambers. He guessed FOX had more enemies and they knew it. Congress actually had more enemies, but they thought everyone loved them. Ostriches with their head in the sand, or up their own asses.
Jake had devised his strategy while on the drive to the studio. He would need at least ten minutes to get his point across, assuming they’d let him talk without too much interruption.
Bill O’Reilly had the largest audience on cable. Hell, he had the largest audience in the country on television. Although Jake agreed with the man about eighty percent of the time, he really didn’t have time to watch him. Also, he was starting to lean a little too far to the left for Jake’s taste. Besides the fact that the man was a self-aggrandizing, bloviating blow-hard. Realistically, Jake was about as independent as possible. He didn’t have much use for politicians in general, regardless of which side of the aisle they sat on. He believed in the Constitution, and had put his life on the line to defend it. That was as political as Jake would ever get.
The interview would be taped by satellite and air later that evening. After the normal pleasantries, Bill got right into it.
“You really shook up the congressional subcommittee yesterday, Mister Adams,” Bill said. “Did you plan on dressing down the congressman from California?”
Jake laughed. “No, it was just an added benefit of my time there.”
“You’ve really set the internet on fire,” Bill said.
“Yeah, too bad I don’t have a book to sell.”
“Right. You could call it How to Eviscerate a Congressman. I’d buy that.”
“Talk to your publisher,” Jake said. “Put in a good word for me.”
“I will. Do I get fifteen percent as your agent?”
“I’ll give you ten.”
“Deal. Now, seriously, why did you decide to engage congress the way you did?”
“Because I was sick of assholes…can I say that on cable?”
“Sure. You just did.”
“Okay, I was sick of assholes spewing their political positions ad nauseam and not actually asking me a straight question. They use their entire time trying to get their point into the congressional record. They didn’t want to know what happened. The facts had already come out on that. I had been cleared of all wrongdoing. These people are supposed to represent us in congress, and all they’re concerned about is making themselves look good for reelection. They’re the poster children for term limits.”
Bill laughed and sat back in his chair. “Whoa. Why don’t you say what you really think? Are you sure you don’t want to run for office.”
“I’d have to lose at least fifty points on my intelligence exam,” Jake said. “Maybe get a frontal lobotomy.”
Bill laughed again. “What about your own congresswoman, Lori Freeman.”
“I admire her,” Jake said. “She says what she means and means what she says. She gives people the benefit of the doubt until she doubts their benefit.”
“Do you know the congresswoman from Montana?” Bill asked.
“We’ve met now,” he said. “And let me make one thing perfectly clear to anyone listening out there. If any harm comes to her, I will hunt you all down and kill you.”
Bill looked shocked, but he cleared his throat and said, “Where did that come from Mister Adams?”
“I was kidnapped from my hotel last night and tortured for hours,” Jake said. “And I’m not talking about water boarding here. The kidnappers made threats to me and the congresswoman.” Well, they had to Jake, but not the congresswoman directly. He continued, “I was able to escape.”
Now Bill looked stunned. “Are you serious? What did they want from you?”
“I can’t discuss that. But I’m just putting them on notice right here on your show. If anything happens to anyone I know. If an associate of mine stubs his toe. If Congresswoman Lori Freeman so much as comes down with an unexplained cold. I will find you.” He pointed his finger at the camera now. “I will hunt you down. And you will pay. You can count on it. You know what I can do.”
For the first time in years, Bill O’Reilly was speechless, his mouth hanging open.
Jake pulled out his ear piece and left his chair in front of the camera.
Before leaving the building he found a land-line and made a quick call.
“Lori,” he said. “Jake. Where are you?”
“I’m at home,” she said. “Why?”
“What are your plans this weekend?”
“Jake Adams. Are you asking me out?”
He hesitated as he glanced around the dark corridor outside the studio. “Maybe,” he said.
“Well, you must be psychic. I was just about to call you. Our professor is in custody in Whitefish, Montana.”
“What the hell’s he doing there?”
“Not over the phone.”
They agreed to meet and then hung up.
Outside and in a taxi, Jake looked at his cell phone and wondered if he should get rid of the tracking chip inside. Not yet.
The cab dropped him off at a coffee shop down the block from Congresswoman Freeman’s condo complex. She was already waiting at a table away from the front window in a corner booth. She had a large coffee half full in front of her and a medium backpack on the bench next to her. Good, she had taken his advice.
“You want a coffee?” she asked him.
“No, I’m fine.” He sat down and shoved his rolling duffle bag under the table.
“If the tabloids see us,” she said, “they’ll guess we’re going off together for the weekend.”
“We are.”
“You know what I mean.”
He smiled and then said, “I’m guessing you watch FOX News and Bill O’Reilly.”
She admitted this with a shrug.
He explained what had happened to him since they had last met, including his kidnapping but leaving out some of the brutal details, and ending with his visit to Bill O’Reilly. “I won’t apologize for what I said there,” he said. “I needed to put them on notice.”
She leaned across the table closer to him. “Do you really think I’m in danger?”
“It’s possible. You might have been flagged with some of the inquiries you’ve made.”
She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
“Regardless, you and I have been linked. So someone is making the assumption that I’m working for you. That’s not a good thing for either of us. We need to get out of town. What’s on the agenda next week?”
“We’re on a break until the State of the Union,” she said. “I have a trip to South Korea with a bi-partisan committee to attend six-party talks with the North.”
Jake thought about his next move. “So, you were planning on going back to Montana anyway?”
“Yes, but I’m not sure what you have in mind.”
“We’ll travel together alone.” He smiled at her and continued, “Let’s go Lori. We have a plane to catch and a professor to meet.”
Her sigh said everything as they got up and left the coffee shop.
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Whitefish, Montana
The Whitefish Police Department consisted of ten patrol officers, a few sergeants and lieutenants, the assistant chief and the chief of police, Buddy Grimes, a gruff old guy with a beard who had spent most of his time in Army military police and as a Montana State Trooper before ‘retiring’ to sleepy Whitefish, where nothing much happened.
During the past dozen or so hours, Professor James Tramil had heard nearly every story the police chief could summon from his many years in law enforcement. Tramil thought the guy had a special place in his heart for his time in the Army. It took Tramil a couple of hours to convince Chief Grimes that he wasn’t a dirtbag. That he wasn’t trying to have sex with another man in the Amtrak bathroom. That the man had held a knife to his throat and had actually drawn a little blood. And that this same man had killed his friend and colleague back in Corvallis, Oregon. Once the chief confirmed his story, sort of, with the Oregon State University campus police and the Corvallis police, the man had calmed down some and started in with the story telling.
Part of Tramil wished he was still inside the small holding cell like the first few hours in custody. Somehow he’d felt safer in there. Also, the chief wouldn’t be recycling some of the same stories.
Now, ten p.m. quickly approaching, Tramil sat at a small table in the main area of the small police department building.
The police chief was on the phone again with Amtrak authorities. They had searched the train many times for the mysterious man, first as it sat at the Whitefish terminal, and then a few more times as it traveled east toward Minnesota.
Chief Grimes set the phone back down and said, “Still haven’t found the man. He’s like a ghost. One of the passengers admitted to taking a picture of the man. We should get that by e-mail in a short while. You mentioned he looked like a 50s throwback, with a buzz cut and horned rimmed glasses. You want some more coffee? I could make a fresh pot.”
“No, thanks,” Tramil said. “I’ll be up all night as it is.” In fact, he wasn’t even sure where he would stay this night.
The chief of police shrugged. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re free to go. Your story checks out. We’ve got no reason to hold you.”
Tramil didn’t think he was really being held. He was there more for his own protection from the killer. “Where do I go from here?”
“I don’t know. Back to Oregon.”
A young patrol officer approached cautiously, like a coyote sneaking up on a bear over an elk kill. “Sir, you have a call on line one.”
“Thanks, Johnny.” The chief picked up the phone and listened, his posture changing from somewhat slouched to nearly military attention. “We have no reason to hold him.” His eyes shifted toward Tramil. “Yes, ma’am. Will do. Is there anything else I can do for you?” He tightened his jaw, said goodbye, and then hung up the phone. Then he scratched his beard, a confused look on his weathered face.
“Everything all right?” Tramil asked.
“Don’t know. Our congresswoman from Montana will be here in the morning. She wants to talk with you about something. Very strange. What have you done?”
“Nothing,” Tramil said. “What does she want with me?”
“I have no clue. I told her we have no reason to hold you. She said to put you up in a hotel. It’s too late for you to go anywhere tonight anyway. You have no car. There are no more flights out of Kalispell this evening. And the next Amtrak train to come by will be tomorrow’s eastbound Empire Builder.” He checked his watch. “The westbound train just left about a half hour ago. There’s a nice old western historic hotel a couple blocks from here. They also make a great breakfast.”
Tramil didn’t really have a choice. He could decide in the morning where he would go next. “All right,” he agreed.
Just as Tramil stood to leave, slinging his backpack over his shoulder, a man came through the front door of the small police department office. Before Tramil could speak any warning, the man pulled a gun and shot the young patrol officer. Police Chief Grimes barely got his gun out of its holster when a shot blew through his shoulder and sent blood spray onto Tramil. Both police officers crashed to the floor as the man with the gun, the same man who had threatened Tramil on the train and killed his friend, moved around the police officer and picked up their guns and extra magazines, shoving them into his jacket pockets.
The man pointed the gun right at Tramil’s head and said, “My patience is really starting to run out with you. If they didn’t want you alive, you’d be bleeding out like these two. Let’s go.” He grasped Tramil by the collar and hauled him out the door into the cold Montana night.
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The two of them had traveled all night from Washington, DC to Whitefish, Montana — a trip that had taken them to Denver, their hometown of Missoula, and the short flight to Kalispell that morning. Jake had slept like a baby. The congresswoman had spent far too much time on her cell phone checking e-mail and listening to voice mails. It wasn’t until they were actually on the ground in Whitefish that they learned about the shooting there and the kidnapping of Professor James Tramil.
They entered the hospital, which was more like a clinic, and quickly found the room holding the police chief. It was the one with a gaggle of reporters hanging around for a statement.
“Go into the bathroom for a minute,” Jake said to Lori. “I’ll get rid of the reporters.”
“I do have to go,” she said and shoved her way through the door before the reporters recognized her.
Jake smiled and walked up to the group of reporters, a serious look on his face and a hurried pace as he got closer. “There’s been another shooting,” Jake yelled. “Down at the post office.” He swung his arm toward the front door.
It worked. Every last one of them rushed out the door to try to get the scoop on the new shooting.
Jake knocked on the bathroom door. “They’re gone,” he said.
Lori came out and hit Jake in the chest. “No kidding. They’re going to be really mad when they find no shooting.”
“Really? Well that’s just sick.”
“You know what I mean.”
Jake and Lori got to the police chief’s room and went inside. A young cop with a flattop pointed his gun at them.
“Put the gun away before someone gets hurt,” Jake said calmly.
“I didn’t hear about any new shooting,” the officer said, his gun still aimed at them.
“Put the gun down, Tom.” This came from the man in the hospital bed. “Don’t you recognize Congresswoman Lori Freeman? Montana only has one of them.”
The young man smiled. “Oh yeah,” he said, lowering his gun into its holster. “I voted for you.” He looked confused. “So there’s no shooting at the post office?”
Jake shook his head. “Just trying to get rid of the reporters outside. Would you please guard the door from outside? Make sure none of them get in here.”
The young patrol officer looked at the police chief in the bed.
“Go on,” Chief Grimes said. “And don’t say a word to any reporters.”
“Yes, Sir,” the officer said as he left the room.
The both of them introduced themselves officially. When done, Lori said, “Tell us what happened.”
The police chief explained in detail, as if testifying before a jury, all that had happened in the past twenty-four hours. At the end he said, “Johnny, the officer killed, was my wife’s nephew. I got him a job on the force. I suspect she’s not very happy with me right now. She’s down at Big Sky skiing this weekend with a bunch of her girl friends. You’re familiar with that area Mister Adams? I understand you’re from Missoula.”
“Yes, I am,” Jake said. “You said the shooter was the same man from the Amtrak train. How do you know that?”
The chief picked up his phone, clicked a button and turned it to Jake and Lori. “A cell phone photo taken by a woman on the train. That’s the guy who shot me. Buzz cut and horned rimmed glasses.”
“Where do you think the man took the professor?” Lori asked.
Chief Grimes tried to hunch but it brought a grimace from the pain. “Don’t know. But not far. Within a few minutes we shut down every highway into Whitefish, the airport, and we’ve got folks posted at the train station. They’ve gotta be somewhere close.”
“You’ve got enough personnel to cover all this?” she asked him.
“Yeah,” Chief Grimes said. “We got help from the state police and the county sheriff’s office. The FBI is on its way.”
Jake thanked the police chief and then hauled Lori outside. They had taken a taxi there and had it wait for them, but now Jake realized they needed a vehicle of their own. He really needed to get back to Missoula to pick up a few things, yet he wasn’t sure how he would do that right now, especially if the police chief was correct and they had been able to keep the kidnapper and Professor Tramil somewhere in Flathead County. However, he also knew that there wasn’t a blockade that could not be beat. He’d proven that many times himself.
“What are you thinking?” Lori asked him on the drive back to the airport.
He didn’t want her to know what he was really thinking. That he needed to get a gun. That Professor Tramil had perhaps twenty-four hours before that man killed him, assuming he could hold out that long. And there was more. Instead of the truth, he settled on something else. “I’m thinking we need to get a vehicle and then a proper breakfast.”
“Agreed.”
They did just that. The only vehicle left at the airport was a Ford Explorer with four-wheel-drive, a ski rack, and beefy tires. A lot of folks used this area as a jumping off point to Glacier National Park in the summer. But the winter was limited. Most of the roads were closed in the park. Snowmobiling was banned. But some hearty souls used cross country skis to access some of the lower elevation trails. There were other areas in the county to snowmobile, though. And, considering the fresh snow, Jake guessed many were taking advantage of that this weekend.
He drove them to a family restaurant in downtown Whitefish, where they sucked down eggs, hash browns and burnt coffee. They were in a back corner booth, Jake hoping nobody would recognize the congresswoman. So far nobody had.
“Where do we go from here?” she asked him and then took a sip of her coffee.
“I don’t know.” That was honest. “They could be anywhere.” Jake stared at his phone and wondered if he knew someone who could help them. But it wasn’t like he could have the NSA redirect satellites like they do in the movies, and pinpoint their location. Well, he might know someone.
“Maybe we should drive down to Missoula,” she suggested.
That was one possibility. He would be able to stop by his storage unit and pick up a few things there. Like a gun. Or two. He checked the internet on his cell phone and quickly found what he was looking for before shoving the phone back in his pocket. He threw cash for breakfast onto the table and got up.
“Let’s go, Lori,” he said. “I gotta see a man about a horse.”
She got up and said, “This better be a euphemism. Because it’s too cold to ride horses.”
Jake drove to the edge of town to a gun shop and bought a Glock semi-auto handgun in 9mm Luger with two extra magazines, along with a conceal holster for his right hip and three boxes of jacketed hollow points. In and out in an hour, including the background check.
Back in the Ford Explorer now, Lori said, “You’ve got to love America. A quick breakfast and buy a handgun all before noon.”
“That’s right, Lori. And don’t let those assholes in Washington try to change that.”
“Oh, I won’t. You gonna let me shoot that?”
“I was hoping you’d ask,” he said and started up the rental. Then he drove out of town to find a place to shoot. With wilderness all around, it wouldn’t be a long search.
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The killer had brought Professor James Tramil from the police station directly to an isolated home a few miles north of Whitefish, Montana. Tramil had feared for his life the entire time, his whole precarious future streaking through his mind, wondering if this was how it would end for him. Who would care if he died? Would his obituary simply state the facts of his brief life? And what about a legacy? He had no wife, no children. He made a pact with himself, then and there, that if he somehow got out of this mess, he would try to work on a relationship. What were humans without the lineage of DNA, he wondered.
Now he sat on a small mattress on the cement floor of a dark, damp basement, his right leg shackled with a chain to a metal support post. He thought if he had a tool he could release the top part of the post from the wooden cross beam. No, the chain was attached to an immovable welded section. It wouldn’t rise up or down.
The room wasn’t entirely dark. A couple small windows were mostly covered with snow, but a sliver of light came through giving him a view of his surroundings. Someone liked to hoard. The room was stuffed with everything from lumber to old furniture, topped off with newspapers that probably dated back to the Nixon administration. Every now and then he would hear rustling in the junk, followed by a flash of movement. He guessed mice. Maybe rats. He wasn’t fond of either. One of his female colleagues at Oregon State would be trying now to determine the species. She was single, Tramil thought. And highly intelligent. Also, considering she wore no make-up, she was not unpleasant to look at. Her only detractor was the fact that she would probably never consider reproducing. The planet, after all, ‘had far too many people for continued sustainability.’ Her exact words.
Tramil shifted his position to keep his extremities from falling asleep. Realistically, he figured the more he moved the less likely the vermin would find him interesting. For that same reason, he would often talk to himself about perfectly inane subjects.
“I need to go on a long run,” he said aloud to himself. He looked at his running shoes on his feet and smiled. “Maybe I should find a nice open road and just keep running.”
* * *
The man with the buzz cut sat at the kitchen table, his gun in front of him, and his cell phone at his ear. He could hear the muffled voice again coming from the basement below.
“Hang on a second,” the man said. He got up and stamped on the floor until the man shut his mouth. He was afraid this scientist was unstable. No matter. Once they got what they wanted from him, his life wouldn’t be worth the price of a bullet. “Go ahead.”
His contact continued, “Make sure you don’t kill the man. We need his research.”
“You weren’t able to get the research from his server in Denver?”
“No. It was scrubbed clean.”
“Then where did he hide it?”
Silence on the other end as the caller and another man in the background talked in their native tongue. Then he said, “We don’t know. Are you sure you searched him? It’s not on him?”
“Yes, I’m sure. I had him strip down naked. I checked his clothes and his backpack. Everything but a cavity search.”
“Maybe he dropped it somewhere on the train.”
“I don’t think so. I had my eyes on him the entire time. Besides, he would never leave his work behind.”
“Well, then he could have left it somewhere in Oregon.”
“No way. This guy is a control freak. He would keep his baby close to him. I’ll find it.”
More discussion on the other end. This time muffled by the man putting his hand over the phone. Finally he came back and said, “We’re on our way there.”
“Why? I can handle this,” the man protested.
“We are not worried about a scientist,” the other one said, his accent really flowing now. “We are thinking about who else might want this scientist. We will be there by end of day.”
The man gazed outside into the back yard at the snowy scene. A couple of flying black devils, ravens from hell, kept sweeping around, too curious for their own good. He picked up his gun and rushed toward the back door, ending up on the stoop and waving his arms in the air. “Get the hell out of here.” He aimed his handgun at one on the ground, pecking its beak into an area exposed. His finger slid onto the trigger, but he hesitated and took it off and lowered the gun to his leg as the raven decided on its own to fly off into the wind.
“What’s going on?” asked the voice on the phone.
“Nothing,” the man said. He adjusted his horn-rimmed glasses higher on his nose. “Just a few ravens too interested in some garbage. What time should I expect you?”
“Late this evening. We have the last flight into town. Where are you staying?”
The man gave him the address and then flipped his phone shut. The ravens were back, moving in closer and sitting on the branch of some leafless tree. How far away was the next neighbor? Would they hear shots? He shook his head and walked outside to the spot where the ravens had disturbed the snow.
Both faces were exposed, the old man and the old woman who had occupied this house until yesterday afternoon. The ravens had eaten their eyes. He guessed they would work on their stomachs next, taking the soft tissue first. The ravens would stay warm and get fat eating those two.
Off in the distance he could hear gunshots echoing through the cold air. Gazing at the ravens again, he simply shook his head and shuffled back into the warmth of the country house.
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Jake and Lori spent an hour shooting the new gun, and making sure it was sighted in properly. He had one just like this Glock auto, also in 9mm, but it was stashed away in a storage unit on the outskirts of Missoula. He preferred the .40 cal to the 9mm for the extra knock-down power. But the 9mm version had higher capacity magazines, a nice trade-off for someone with decent shot placement and multiple targets.
Now he and Lori sat at a coffee shop in downtown Whitefish, he sipping a straight cowboy coffee and she cradling a fancy cappuccino between the palms of her hands.
“What?” she asked. “It’s cold out there.”
“That’s not what I was thinking,” Jake said. “I was just wondering if you actually had some java in there somewhere under all the foam and toppings. What the hell is a triple skinny grande double latte extra hot with sugar free caramel, nutmeg and chocolate sprinkles?”
She pointed a finger at him. “Hey, don’t judge me.”
“All right. I was going to question your Montana background until I saw you shoot today. You’re a fair shot.”
“Just fair?”
“A good shot.”
“Not a Natty Bumppo like you, of course.”
“Look at you. Pulling out the James Fenimore Cooper.”
She set her coffee cup down and raised her right hand. “English major. Guilty as charged.”
A muffled buzzing and then a song came from somewhere inside Jake’s jacket. The tune was Don’t Fear the Reaper by Blue Oyster Cult. Jake pulled out one cell phone and set it on the table and then found the right phone, saw who was calling, and pressed the screen to answer.
“Yeah,” Jake said. He listened carefully, taking in what the caller was saying. In the end he simply said, “Got it. Thanks so much.” He hit End on the screen and shoved the phone back into his pocket.
“Everything all right?” Lori asked.
He wasn’t sure how to answer that. It was more than all right. “Yeah, it’s fine.”
“Two phones? And I thought I was important.”
Jake put his hand on hers, his warmth feeling the sudden cold of her skin. “You are, darling. And your hands are freezing.”
“Tell me about it.”
They sat and stared at each other for a while. She was gorgeous. How had she managed to stay single?
She asked again, “Is everything all right?”
Jake was so used to working alone, or with others in the intelligence community, that he wasn’t used to opening up with information. But something was different with Congresswoman Lori Freeman. She had the clearance and she had the need to know.
“You have to be wondering why we haven’t been looking for the scientist this morning,” he said.
She shrugged. “I guessed you had some method to your madness. Besides, where could we look?”
“Exactly. That would normally be the case. But when I was kidnapped, I wondered how easily I was able to escape. This phone…” He spun his second phone on the table. “They put a tracker on this phone.”
Lori looked concerned as she leaned across the table. She whispered, “You’re kidding me. Are they tracking us here?” She hesitated. “Can they also hear us?”
“I’m sure they’re tracking me. But they can only hear me when I talk on that phone.”
“Why didn’t you just destroy the tracking device?”
That was a good question. “I want them to come after me.”
“But why?”
“I need to know who’s after me. Who’s behind this.”
“Won’t they try to kill you again?”
“They didn’t try to kill me. They had me cold and could have killed me at any time.”
That realization seemed to send a chill through her. Lori leaned back into the booth and crossed her arms over her chest. “I hadn’t thought of that.” Then she leaned forward again and said, “Who was on the phone?”
Jake shook his head. “It’s better you don’t know that. Let’s just say I still have a few friends in high places. These folks did a back-trace on the signal from my phone to those who were tracking me. Then they started monitoring calls into their lines. They just heard from a call that linked back to Montana. They’ll have the location pinpointed soon.”
Her eyes widened. “Umm. That’s not legal without a court order.”
“You see…I knew I shouldn’t have told you. And how do you know we don’t have a court order?”
“I’m sorry. You’re right. Besides, I don’t have a problem listening in on, or tracking, criminals and terrorists.” Lori thought again, her mind seeming to spin. “Where do we go from here?”
“We go nowhere,” Jake said. “I go back to the gun shop and pick up some more rounds. Some crazy congresswoman shot the crap out of some stumps this morning.”
“I had help. And then what?”
“I need to find someplace safe to stash you.”
“No way. This is my concern. I need to talk with this man. See what he knows.”
Jake protested with both hands. “I am not bringing you to a hostage extraction from a known murderer.”
She stared at him with determination. “I’ll stay in the SUV.”
He was going to regret this. But he also knew if he wanted to get any information from either the kidnapper or the scientist he needed to do this without the local police or wait for the FBI to show up. Jake kept visualizing the images of Ruby Ridge and Waco standoffs.
They hung out at various places around town, getting frequent updates from the local police on how they still had not found the man who had killed one of their own and kidnapped the scientist. The best part, as far as Jake was concerned, was the fact that snow had continued to fall most of the day and now, with darkness coming fast, the white stuff was coming down like goose down at a pillow fight. The snow had grounded flights coming in or out of the Flathead Valley, including those by the FBI coming from Spokane and Billings. He didn’t need a bunch of Feds mucking up the works.
Jake also changed his clothes from Patagonia Spring fishing wear to layered Montana Winter. Well, as much as he could with what he had in his backpack.
Just as the sun, such as it was hiding behind the clouds and heavy snow, sunk behind the mountains to the west, he got a call from his contact with the location of the killer and the scientist.
Now they sat in the Ford Explorer, the heater working to keep the snow from icing up the wipers.
Jake got off the phone with his friends in high places and viewed the GPS link they had sent him.
“Are you ready?” Lori asked him. She had been playing with her own phone for the past half hour, answering e-mails and listening to voice mails.
“Yeah,” Jake said. “We got a location.”
“How does this work? How do you know you can do this alone? What if there’s more than just one guy?”
Good questions all, he thought. But he couldn’t let her know that he had gotten satellite thermal images of the house outside town, indicating one hostile on the first floor and a second person in the basement of the home. He guessed that would be the professor. “You’ll have to trust me,” he said. “Can you put your phone down for a second and take this?” He handed her his phone with the GPS enabled and ready for them to drive.
“No problem.” She looked at him with concern. “I’m sorry. I kind of have a hectic job, with people grabbing at me from all sides.”
Jake put the Ford in gear and pulled out onto the frozen road. “I know. But you need to learn to focus on the task at hand. Your e-mail will still be there in the morning.” He came off far harsher than he’d planned. Maybe his own mind was preoccupied by the events of the past few days and what he had to do now.
It took them just fifteen minutes to find the old farm house a few miles outside of Whitefish. It sat on a small knoll at the end of a quarter-mile long driveway. Darkness was now starting to really shroud the countryside.
Parking out on the road among a patch of pines, Jake shut down the vehicle and looked at Lori. “When I get out, get behind the wheel. If I don’t call you in fifteen minutes, you get the hell out of here and drive back into town to the police station. Understand?”
She nodded her head. “Will you be all right?”
“Yeah, it’s what I do.” Or what he used to do. He pulled out his 9mm Glock and cycled a round into the chamber. With the three magazines he had fifty-one rounds to get the job done. More than enough, he thought.
He got out and she immediately took his warm spot on the leather driver’s seat. “Don’t touch the brakes,” he said. “If you have to warm up, just crank it over and let the heater work.” Then he gently closed the door without much sound and shuffled off through the snow on the country road.
Jake would have a tough time approaching the house without being noticed. Even with the darkness and snow falling, if the man looked out the window down the long drive, he would see Jake coming. The only other way was through a forested area to the north. But with the deep snow that would take too long.
He had to chance a direct approach. The faster the better. He picked up the pace from a long stride to an all-out run. As he got closer to the house, he saw a light on in the front room and a shadow pass by the window. Jake vectored toward the left side of the house alongside the front covered porch and settled up against the weathered white siding to catch his breath. If his intel was right, there was only one bad guy inside, the killer and kidnapper. But he also knew that some time had passed since he had last gotten a thermal reading.
No new vehicle tracks in the driveway. Which didn’t mean a lot in this heavy snowfall. Any tracks would be covered in a few minutes.
Jake slid along the house toward the back. He came to a basement window that was covered by snow. Scooping his hand through the cold white stuff, he couldn’t see any lights on in the basement.
Continuing to the back, he peered around the corner of the house, his gun aimed down against his right leg to keep moisture out of the barrel.
From the back he had to move out into the yard somewhat to try to see into the house as he moved toward the center of the house, the snow back there up to his knees.
Suddenly he stopped dead in his tracks when he saw a figure move across the light in what looked like the kitchen. The man was there and then not there. Like a ghost.
He took a couple more steps and then tripped over something, landing on his side in the snow. Luckily he had raised his gun up and kept it from getting wet.
Jake reached over to feel what he’d tripped on, and immediately felt a body. He slid his hand down and realized it was frozen solid. A woman. He moved around so the light shone out onto the body and saw that something had eaten the eyes and worked on the belly. Rodents, ravens or jays. Maybe a fox or coyote. Checking his watch, he had to hurry or his ride would be gone soon.
He shifted behind a tree, found his phone, and texted a message to Lori to give him another ten minutes.
Now he needed to hurry and make this happen.
He got upright, assessed the back door, and moved straight at it. Chances are it would be unlocked.
Quietly he turned the knob. It was open, so he slipped inside and stopped. His wet shoes would surely squeak on the linoleum floor. But if he could get to the carpet in the living room he would be all right. He put most of his weight on the outer edge of his boots and with little noise made his way toward the lighted living room.
A rush of noise stopped him in his tracks.
Damn it. The man had heard him.
Jake dove to his left just as the first bullets flew through the air, the loud sound echoing through his ears and the lead striking the windows behind his position, smashing glass out into the darkness.
He held his gun aimed at the door frame, not wanting to kill this guy, but not wanting to get shot either.
“This can end one of two ways,” Jake said. He waited for some response. Nothing.
Knowing he was vulnerable lying on the floor, Jake rolled to his left and up to his knees, the gun still pointed at the doorway.
As the gun rounded the corner, Jake opened fire with three rounds just as the other man’s gun went off striking the floor where he had been. Jake’s bullets crushed into the door frame sending wood flying.
Jake thought for a second and then opened fire on the wall with three more shots. But he guessed the walls in this old house were thick enough to stop his 9mm rounds.
If they kept going like this, they would be at a stand off until one of them ran out of bullets or got in a lucky shot. He had to make something happen.
When the gun showed around the corner this time, Jake shot, the man shot, and instead of pausing Jake ran to the living room, dove through the door firing three more times as low as he could. He hit the ground on his back, his gun aimed at the spot where the man had been.
The man was down on the carpeted floor holding his leg with one hand and reaching for his gun with the other. His glasses sat askew on his face.
Jake rushed over and kicked the gun away from him.
“Where’s the scientist,” Jake yelled, his gun pointed at the man’s head.
“You better kill me,” the man said, his accent much like that of the men who had kidnapped him in Washington. “Or I will kill you.”
Laughing under his breath, Jake said, “I don’t think you’re in a position to do that.” Looking closely at the man’s wound, he could see that the bullet wound to the man’s thigh was serious. Jake had nailed him in the femoral artery. He thought back at how he had held his girlfriend in Austria with a similar wound, and how she had bled out in less than ten minutes. “You’re dying.”
“I’ve been hit worse than this.”
“That’s a femoral shot,” Jake assured him. “You will bleed out in ten minutes.” He checked his watch. “Eight minutes. Where’s the man? Better yet, why did you kidnap the man?”
The man bit down on his lip. “Screw you.”
“Just answer my questions and I’ll put a bullet in your head. Otherwise we sit here and watch you bleed out. Your choice.”
“You are cop,” the man said through grit teeth. “You must call ambulance. It is your duty.”
Jake smiled. “First of all, I’m not a cop. And second, it wouldn’t matter if I did call one. They wouldn’t get here in time. Especially for a cop killer.” He hesitated and let that set in. “Now tell me what I want to know.”
But the man seemed to be fading out. His head started to swirl from side to side as the blood flowed from his body. He would pass out soon from the lack of oxygen to his brain. And then his heart would stop pumping blood. The steady spurt of blood from his leg would then ooze out until he was truly dead.
Damn it. Jake knew there was nothing he could do to change the man’s fate. As the man sunk down onto the carpet farther, the hand that had held his wound let go and the blood flowed quicker into the puddle that had formed.
Jake checked his watch and saw that he needed to get going or his ride would be gone. He checked the man’s pulse. He was dead. Then he patted him down and found two extra magazines inside his pockets, along with a set of keys. But no identification. Not that Jake expected any. This man had been a professional. He picked up the dead man’s Glock 19, also in 9mm, and shoved that and the magazines into his pockets.
Then Jake rushed through the house to find the scientist. He remembered the thermal image had one man in the basement. Finding the stairs, Jake clicked on a light and hurried down there. Chained to a metal post was a scared man huddled into a ball, his eyes piercing into Jake as he tightened his grip across his own chest.
“Professor James Tramil?” Jake asked.
The man simply nodded his head. Then his teeth started to chatter uncontrollably.
Jake found his cell phone and hit the button for Lori’s phone. As her familiar chime went off, he swiveled around toward the staircase with his gun.
Standing there was Congresswoman Lori Freeman, a shocked look on her face. “Don’t shoot me,” she yelled.
“I told you to stay in the vehicle,” Jake said as he moved his finger off the trigger and shoved the gun into the holster on his right hip.
“Well,” she said, making her way down into the basement. “I’m not used to taking orders.” She turned to the man chained to the post. “James Tramil?”
The man finally said, “Yes, that’s me.”
“We’ve been looking for you,” Lori said.
Jake pulled out the keys he’d found on the man upstairs and quickly unlocked the padlock to release the chains holding the man.
Lori circled around Jake and said, “Are you all right?”
“Better than the guy upstairs.”
“I saw that. Did he tell you anything?”
Jake shook his head. “Maybe our friend here has some insight.”
“You guys wouldn’t happen to have something to eat,” Tramil said. He squinted his eyes at Lori and said, “Hey, you’re that hot congresswoman from Montana. I see you all the time on the news. What are you doing here?”
Jake helped the man to his feet. “That will have to wait. We need to get out of here.”
“What about the men who are tracking you?” Lori asked.
But Jake was already ahead of her. He pulled out his second cell phone and removed the battery. He found the tracking device and thought for a moment. Leave it here to be found or play with them a little more. Play with them. They would have to call in the shooting eventually, and he didn’t want the local cops to find the device. Instead, he slipped the tracker into his pocket. He had a better idea.
“Let’s get out of here,” Jake said.
Tramil said, “Any way we could drive through McDonald’s? I could really use a Big Mac about now.”
“We’ll see,” Jake said, like a father does to his son.
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The three of them made it to the Whitefish train terminal by eight forty-five p.m., the professor in the back seat of the Ford SUV complaining about his hunger. But that would have to wait a few minutes.
Jake parked outside the train station and walked casually toward the terminal. Passengers were sprawled in uncomfortable chairs, their carry-on bags at their side, while others paced across the floor, checking their wrist watches against the large clock on the wall. He knew that the westbound Empire Builder would arrive at 8:56 p.m. and depart for Spokane at 9:16 p.m.
Finding what he needed on the schedule board, Jake’s eyes shifted about the room to find the perfect mark. He smiled slightly when he saw the young man sleeping in his chair with white ear buds dangling down to an MP3 player in his pocket. Jake shuffled over and sat next to the man’s small backpack, which took up a chair of its own. The bag was open about six inches at the top. He glanced about the room looking for cameras. Two were aimed at the ticket counter and another couple pointed toward the terminal door that led to the train platform. He guessed the platform would also have video coverage. It wouldn’t matter if he was on film, though.
He yawned and stretched his arms out to his side, his right hand right above the open backpack, and with the sleight of hand that would make a magician proud, he dropped the small GPS tracker into the young man’s backpack.
Then Jake leaned back in this chair and put his arms over his chest. He sat for a few more minutes until the overhead speaker announced that the train would arrive in five minutes. Checking his watch, Jake rose and wandered around the terminal before finally leaving and returning to the SUV outside.
“Hey, what the hell?” the professor said from the back seat. “I’m starving here.”
Jake sat in the driver’s seat and said to Lori next to him, “Was he like this the whole time I was in there?”
“Afraid so,” she said. “What was that all about?”
“Shifting tactics,” Jake said. “The train that’s pulling in right now is the Empire Builder.”
“That’s the train I took from Oregon,” Tramil said.
“That’s right.” Jake looked at the man in the back seat in the rearview mirror as he pulled out of the terminal parking lot. Then he looked back at Lori for a second and continued, “I’m sending the bad guys after that train, while we go in the opposite direction.”
Tramil said, “That’s brilliant. But I thought you wanted to talk to one of the men? Find out what they know.”
That was exactly what Jake wanted. But he had a feeling he wouldn’t get much from any of them. “The guy I shot in the leg didn’t tell me a thing. I don’t think the others would either. Instead of finding out why they want what you’ve discovered, I’ll need to know the significance of your discovery.” His eyes shifted again to the professor, who seemed to sink somewhat into the leather seats. Food first, Jake thought.
They drove through McDonalds and got enough food for five people, most of which went into the gut of the professor in the back. While they ate Jake drove south toward Kalispell. The roads were still snow covered, but the tires on the Ford Explorer dug in with the all-wheel-drive.
When they got a couple miles out of town, they came upon a road block. As the cop shone his flashlight inside their vehicle, Jake simply pulled out a leather folder, flipped it open, and the police patrol officer, eyes wide, waved them through.
Congresswoman Lori Freeman gave Jake a strange look and said, “What was that?”
“What?”
“Your ID.”
Jake smiled. “My old Central Intelligence Agency identification. Something I never carried when I was in the Agency, for obvious reasons. If they looked carefully, they’d see I was retired.”
“That’s like a get out of jail free card,” Tramil said, a full mouth of fries in his mouth.
By the time they got to Kalispell the professor was done eating, a big burp from the soda disturbing the silence. Jake had a plan but he was still trying his best to decide on tactics. There were many ways to get information from someone, from outright beating it out of them with torture, which did work sometimes, to simply having a seemingly innocuous conversation, where the subject has no idea that the purpose was extraction of information. That was Jake’s favorite method, and over the years he had become quite good at it. First, he waited until they got out of the city of Kalispell, on the lonely, dark road, US Highway 93, that skirted the western shore of Flathead Lake. Under normal circumstances that drive was beautiful, but in the darkness with snow blowing across the lake, the trip could be quite dangerous. So, to make matters worse, Jake slowly turned up the music, classic heavy metal.
Tapping his hands against the steering wheel, Jake said, “How did that guy treat you, James?”
“Huh?” Tramil said, leaning forward.
Jake repeated himself. It was all part of the game.
“Please call me Tramil,” the professor said. “All my friends call me by my last name. They have since high school.”
Jake already knew this. He continued, “Did he hurt you?”
This went on for many miles, with Jake almost driving off the road a number of times on purpose to increase the tension. He would ask the questions a little too softly at first, wait for Tramil to ask what he’d said, and then speak a little louder so he could hear him.
Jake learned that the man had gotten nothing out of the professor.
“You see,” Tramil screamed, “I realized that the man had probably screwed up trying to shoot me in Corvallis.”
“Is Corvallis what you call your butt?” Jake yelled back and smiled at Tramil in the mirror.
The professor laughed. “Right. So I guessed I could hold out until someone more important showed up.”
Jake guessed he knew some of their methods, considering his treatment in the cold tank of water with the oil and rat in DC. “They don’t get what they want from you, Tramil, and they’ll kill you.” Jake checked to make sure the man heard him. Based on the look he shot back, he had.
“I know.”
Glancing at Lori for a moment, Jake wondered what she was thinking. He intentionally put the vehicle into a slight fishtail. Nothing he couldn’t control, though. Then he lowered the music a little.
“You get a grant from the Defense Department,” Jake said. “They’re going to expect you eventually turn over your research to them. Or work through DARPA.”
“They’ve been trying to get me into DARPA for years,” the professor explained.
“And?”
“I like my independence,” Tramil said.
“When you’re funded by the military, they own your ass.” Jake checked out the man’s demeanor, which had changed from staunchly controlled to indifferently disturbed. He was stuck and he knew it. Now Jake would be the only one he could trust. The one who had saved him and the one who would keep him alive. With that going for him, Professor James Tramil had to trust Jake. His survival depended on it. “I know a little about your work, but I’m just a former field officer. Can you explain it to me?” Jake lowered the music a little more and waited.
“It’s not so much a weapon,” Tramil said, “but a delivery system. Have you heard about the work Chad Hunter did with his Hypershot weapon?”
Of course, Jake had. He’d used the rail gun weapon with the Baldwin scope many times on covert operations. It was the first hand-held rifle that shot a tiny projectile at hypersonic speed, more than forty thousand feet per second, striking with tremendous kinetic energy. The gun had vaulted the average soldier into a super shooter. “I know about it,” he said, without saying he also personally knew Chad Hunter.
“Well, I took their concept and plan on using it on a grander scale. Hunter also came up with the Global Shot system using GPS technology on a hand-held round. What I’ve done is use my knowledge of nanotechnology and planned a series of objects that we could deploy from anywhere in the world and strike anywhere else.”
Jake almost ran off the road with a tight curve.
“Keep going,” Jake said.
Tramil moved forward in his seat again, his hands on the driver’s and passenger’s seats. “Here’s an example. That tracking device you just sent on a ride aboard the Empire Builder…I can make that with nanotechnology ten times smaller than the one they put in your phone. I can shoot a projectile from Montana to say Paris. But I can slow it down as it comes down out of the stratosphere, it breaks away from the main projectile like we used to do with MRVd ICBMs, splitting from one to ten warheads and able to continue on to ten different targets. Then let’s say you want to track a car. We drop the nanotracker onto the hood of the car, moving or not, and can follow it for days on the nanobatteries.” He paused.
But Jake knew it was more important than just that. He’d heard about the use of other nanotech weapons that could be deployed with this method. “I’m guessing the guys who want your technology don’t just want to track people. What else makes this so important?” He slowed for a corner ahead, grasping the wheel with both hands.
“Well, my former partner was a biochemist and had worked for the government in the past on a number of projects that would now be considered illegal,” Tramil explained. “That was years ago. The Army and Air Force wanted him to consider modifying his work to the nanotech level, which is my specialty.”
“Speak English, professor,” Jake implored. He picked up speed on a straight stretch that ran parallel to the lake. He knew exactly what the man was considering, but he needed him to say it.
“You could take an incapacitating poison and produce it at the nanotech level,” Tramil said before hesitating.
“Go on.”
“The element is so small it makes it through any filter currently on the market.”
Time for a wrap-up, Jake thought. “So, essentially the two of you have developed a weapon that could be shot from anywhere in America, that could be placed on target with GPS accuracy, based on Hunter’s Global Shot technology of more than ten satellites, and could infiltrate any filtering system out there. Is that correct?” He looked back through the rearview mirror and saw the professor’s jaw slacken.
“When you say it that way, we sound like monsters.”
Jake shook his head side to side as he checked out the look on Lori’s face. She looked confused. “I’m trying to be as objective as possible, Tramil.” Time to bring it on home. “I don’t judge you. It’s a scientist’s job to discover. It’s a politician’s job to develop policy and direction to implement or not implement these discoveries. The military’s job is to use this technology as force equalizers to reach their objectives. Only God can judge if any of our actions are just. I’ll leave that up to Him.”
Tramil, who had deflated himself somewhat into the leather chair, now pushed his frame forward. “Exactly. If we didn’t think of this, surely someone else would have. Someone who might actually use it. And we’ve also come up with civilian uses for our technology. We’ve thought about cloud seeding in drought-ridden regions, or blasting an approaching hurricane with nanotech particulates that would turn a Cat-5 into a Cat-1 or a tropical depression. This is an important discovery.”
Now he had him right where he wanted him. Jake said, “Right. Will you still be all right without your colleague?”
“Of course,” Tramil said. “Besides, I still have his work. Another biochemist could pick up on that easily enough.”
Someone already knew that, or they wouldn’t have killed Professor Stephan Zursk. But here it comes. “That’s great, Tramil. However, what if we all crash tonight and die in this vehicle? Should only one person be trusted with this important discovery?” He checked out the man for response. From his reaction, he had thought of it. But perhaps the reality hadn’t set in until just now. He wanted to get this off his chest to someone. And who better than to a former CIA officer and a respected US congresswoman? Two people with the highest security clearance in the country.
The professor looked down at his right shoe and then removed it. With great difficulty he pried open the heel and removed something, holding it up for Jake and Lori to view. “It’s been with me the whole time,” Tramil said.
Jesus, Jake thought. “That’s good to know. I’m guessing you’ve made copies.”
Tramil shook his head and pointed to his skull. “Only up here.”
“All right. Now we know what we’re dealing with. We need to get you somewhere safe, make a copy of your work, and store it in a secure location.”
Now Jake did his best to not screw around with the snowy roads. He couldn’t let his scenario come true, killing this man’s dream. That’s what the practical Jake kept telling himself. The realist within him said he should take the scientist out into the mountains, shoot him, and bury him in a shallow grave. He wasn’t sure if this discovery would render nuclear weapons obsolete, or just make it more likely that politicians would actually use the weapons at some time in the near future. And it could save the government billions of dollars with no need for forward deployment of troops. A moral quandary, Jake thought.
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The two men had traveled all day from Washington DC to Montana, touching down at Glacier Park International Airport in Kalispell just before midnight in a lull from the snow squalls earlier in the evening. From there they had rented a huge black Chevy Suburban and driven north to Whitefish, noticed the road block on the southbound lane, and found the rural farmhouse around one a.m.
Neither of them had guns. Those would be provided by their comrade who was babysitting the scientist. Problem was, they had tried to call their friend after landing and he wasn’t answering his cell.
Now they sat out front of the farmhouse, their lights on and engine running, a light snow falling across their path. Both of them were prepared for this cold weather, both from their upbringing in Eastern Europe, and from the weather reports they had read before departing.
The driver grasped the steering wheel with his leather gloves. He had taken off his black watch cap, exposing his completely bald head. He didn’t shave it. He had started losing his hair in his early twenties and in twenty years it was all gone for good.
The passenger, on the other hand, had a full head of thick, black hair, and it flowed out from his watch cap nearly to his shoulders. Most guessed he grew it long to cover up the scar on the left side of his face that ran from his forehead to below his left ear, the result of a car accident in his youth after too much drinking.
“What do you think, Alex?” the driver asked.
The long-haired passenger shook his head. “I don’t know. Try calling him again, Danko. I don’t want that idiot shooting us thinking we’re someone else. Like he did with that scientist in Oregon.”
Danko did as he was told, but flipped his phone shut after four or five rings. “Still no answer.”
“I don’t like this,” Alex said. “Call Milena.”
“It’s the middle of the night in Washington,” Danko said.
Alex checked his watch. “So what. We are awake, she can be awake. We need her to check the tracker.”
Danko punched in her number from memory and waited.
“Put her on speaker,” Alex demanded.
After a few rings, a woman’s voice came from the phone, “This better be good, Danko,” Milena said.
Alex pulled his friend’s hand closer to him. “It is important.”
“Sorry, Alex. I thought it was Danko.”
“You have us both on speaker phone,” Alex said. “Check the tracker.”
“Certainly.” The sounds of a computer clicking came through the speaker. “Where are you?”
“Not our position,” Alex yelled and shook his head. “The tracker for Jake Adams.”
“I know that, Alex. I was just saying…never mind. Okay, I have the two of you in Montana at Bogdan’s last location with the scientist.” She hesitated and then said, “I have Mister Adams traveling at about sixty miles an hour east of Spokane, Washington. Wait.” She clicked on her computer again. “There are no roads there. They must be on a train.”
Alex let loose a string of swear words in his native tongue. “All right,” he finally said. “Find out the train, where it stops again, and check the passenger list for Jake Adams.”
Milena cleared her throat. “That might be difficult. I will try. But would he travel with his own name?”
She had a point. “Do what you can. Keep track of the location and let us know if it deviates from the train tracks.”
“Will do.”
They clicked off.
“Now what?” Danko asked.
“Now we go see what that idiot Bogdan has done.” Alex reached inside his jacket to where is gun normally sat, but it wasn’t there. He knew this could be a trap, yet he had no choice but to go inside the farmhouse. Defiant and unreasonably confident, he got out into the cold mountain air, the light breeze throwing snow into his face.
As he got to the front door, his partner Danko had caught up with him.
“You want me to go around back?” Danko asked.
“No.” He checked the front door. It was unlocked, so they simply walked inside and Alex shifted his eyes around the room. Lying on the floor near the entrance to the kitchen was their junior associate, Bogdan, blood crusted out from his thigh and soaked into a dried pool beneath him. The air had already started to smell of death, with blood iron, gun powder and human excrement wrapped up into one fragrance.
“Who did this?” Danko asked.
“Who do you think?” Alex shook his head. Maybe he should have conducted an intelligence test before getting this group together. No, if they were too smart they would not follow orders as readily. “Maybe we should not have let Jake Adams escape in Washington.”
“We needed to know what he knew when he knew it,” Danko reminded his friend. “And to see where he would go.”
That was part of it, Alex knew. But their employer also wanted Adams alive for some reason. “But how did he find Bogdan and the scientist?”
That question brought a blank stare from Danko. Finally he said, “We will ask him that just before we kill him.”
But first they needed to track down Jake Adams and capture the scientist once again. Alex only hoped Milena could do her magic again with her computer.
* * *
Milena sat on her red satin sheets wearing only her black lace boy-leg panties and a matching, overflowing half-cup demi-bra, as she typed away on her laptop computer, doing her best to find out anything she could about the train traveling across the Pacific Northwest. She knew it was the westbound Empire Builder. That had been easy to discover. But she was having no luck with the passenger list. Well, not entirely true. She knew those who had purchased tickets with charge cards and debit accounts. However, based on the location of the tracker signal in the standard seating car, and not a sleeper, she had narrowed the possibles down to a dozen or so passengers. All of them had purchased tickets with cash. Only a few of those had gotten on the train in Whitefish, Montana. Unfortunately she had no clue about their age or gender.
She was sad to hear about her young friend Bogdan getting killed in Montana. Alex had given her that news just minutes ago, and she had told him he could catch the train in Portland, Oregon if he could get to the train station by ten a.m. To help him, she had found the two men a flight from Kalispell, Montana to Portland departing at 6:00 a.m. and arriving at 8:20 a.m. That would give them plenty of time to get from the airport to the train station.
In the meantime, Milena would keep track of the movement to make sure they didn’t get off the train somewhere between Spokane and Portland. She had that working in the background while she surfed the net for any information she could find on Jake Adams. He had requited himself nicely so far. They already knew he had worked for the CIA until his eventual retirement years ago. And she had read about a few of the cases he had working since leaving the Agency, including that whole Berlin affair. She had to smile every time she watched the recent video of Adams testifying before congress. He was a handsome man, which made her glad that they had not killed him recently. Maybe she could get some of that. If she wasn’t so occupied with the tracking, she would pleasure herself thinking about Jake Adams. Well, maybe just a quick one. She smiled.
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Missoula, Montana
The three of them had driven until late the night before, found a place to crash in a mom and pop motel on the outskirts of the city, with Jake checking in using cash, and then immediately went to sleep — Congresswoman Lori Freeman in her own bed, Professor James Tramil in the other, and Jake sleeping in a tattered old chair against the wall, his gun ready in case someone came through the door unannounced.
At the break of dawn Jake had checked them out and they found a Perkins for breakfast. Jake would use nothing but cash until he could get a few items from a storage unit.
By seven in the morning Jake had gotten them to a nice house in the southern part of Missoula on the hill overlooking town.
Now he stood at the thick wooden door of the two-story house and reluctantly rang the doorbell. As he waited, he looked into the driveway at the Ford Explorer. Lori was turned around and talking with the professor. And something was funny.
The door opened and Jake turned to see someone he hadn’t visited for quite some time. Dressed in a pair of sweats and a Montana Grizzlies T-Shirt, was his younger brother Victor. Vic was an attorney with the largest and most prestigious law firm in Montana, with offices in all the major cities in this state.
“My God,” his brother said. “It’s the hero of YouTube who told that Congressman from California to screw off.”
Jake shook his head and smiled.
The two shook hands and turned that into an embrace.
“I was polite,” Jake said. “To a point. He tried my patience.”
“Well come on in out of the cold,” Vic said. “I’ve got some fresh Montana cowboy coffee brewing.”
Jake gazed back at the rental SUV in the driveway. “Got a couple friends with me.”
His brother looked around Jake and said, “Is that Lori Freeman in your vehicle?”
“Yeah.”
“I didn’t know you two were friends.”
“She was a few years behind me in high school and one year behind you,” Jake said. “But you know that, since the two of you worked together for a number of years.”
Vic smiled. “She told you that? Was that before or after your famous testimony before her committee?” He hesitated and looked at the SUV again. “Who’s the other guy?”
“It’s better you don’t know.”
“Thought you were retired.”
“So did I.” Jake waved at the two in the Ford Explorer and they got out and headed toward the house.
Lori smiled as she got to the front door. “Well, Vic, they must be paying you a lot more than when I worked at the firm.”
“You’re welcome back any time you get sick of Washington,” Vic said and then he and the congresswoman hugged briefly.
They all went inside and sat around the dining room table, Vic pouring thick, black coffee for Lori and Jake and a glass of water for the professor. Jake had determined early on that he could use his brother’s help but he also wanted to insulate him against any potential danger. He told Vic a quick story about the professor witnessing a murder in Oregon, which was true, and how the killer was now trying to hunt him down to make sure he didn’t testify against them. Jake didn’t mention the fact that he had killed the killer himself the night before outside of Whitefish. He had called that incident in to the Whitefish Police on the drive down to Missoula a few hours ago at one of the last public phone booths in America. There was no way Jake would let Lori get wrapped up in a shooting incident in rural Montana. She didn’t need that scrutiny.
“What can I do for you, Jake?” his brother asked him. “Sounds like he needs police protection.”
Jake considered that. He could give his brother a little more information. Put out a feeler. “They tried that in Whitefish.”
Vic cast his gaze upon Professor Tramil. “You were part of that?”
Tramil nodded his head. “The cops were shot right in front of me.”
Shifting back toward his brother, Vic said, “They haven’t reported this in the media, but I understand a man was kidnapped during that shooting. That was this man?”
“Yeah, little brother. That was him. And if they’ll shoot a couple of cops, they’ll do just about anything to make him dead.”
Vic sat with his mouth open, speechless for a moment as he thought about the situation. “Okay, I’m confused. How in the hell did you and Lori get involved with this?”
Jake said nothing.
“And maybe more importantly, how did you find this man when the local police, the Flathead County Sheriff’s department, the FBI, and the Montana Highway Patrol failed to do so?”
Jake shrugged. “You know what I used to do, Vic.”
His brother leaned across the table. “Are you back with them?”
“No. But just because I’m retired doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten everything I learned.”
Vic’s mind was reeling. Jake remembered his brother’s little tells. When he did math in his head, or considered a complex problem, his eyes would gaze upward and his lips would move, as if he were speaking the thoughts to himself. He was a terrible poker player.
“But,” Vic started and cocked his head to the right, “what do you two have to do with a man in Oregon witnessing a murder?”
Okay, Jake’s brother had a damn good point. “Let’s just say I was hired by a concerned interest. I can’t say who did so. You understand. Just like you have attorney client privilege, I have similar respect with my private consulting firm.”
“The law doesn’t see it that way, Jake.”
They would get nowhere if he tried to argue the law with his brother, a subject he knew intimately and which had no real basis of understanding for Jake. When he worked for the Agency overseas, he rarely had to worry about what was legal. Ethics were debated from time to time, but the mission was everything. He let the lawyers worry about the details. He just tried to stay alive.
“I hear you, brother,” Jake said. “But when bullets start flying, I don’t have the option to look through a law book for precedence. I have to react. Better yet, I have to be proactive. Which is why I’m here.” He slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out a twenty dollar bill, which he handed to his brother.
“What’s this for?” Vic asked.
“A retainer.”
“Really? A twenty? That won’t buy me a box of pens.”
Jake shrugged. “Call it the family discount.” He looked around the room at all the nice things his brother owned, from the high end dining room oak table they sat at to the original artwork on the walls. “I’ll get you more when I need you. But right now I need my cash. Speaking of which…”
“Seriously? You came here for money? I thought you made a crap-load of cash on your last case in Europe.”
“Well, a few cases ago,” Jake corrected. “I didn’t really make anything off my last two cases, except to stay alive. I’ll pay you back, brother. You know I’m good for it. It’s just that America has screwed up laws on cash. You can only pull so much each day, and then you can only travel with a certain amount.” In reality Jake didn’t need anything from his brother, but he wanted his brother to feel needed by his big brother. “Never mind, Vic. I’ll get the cash. And that’s not why I came here. I need to stash our friend in a safe location.”
“You want him to stay here with me?” Vic looked at the professor, who seemed a bit disturbed by that idea as well.
“No, Vic. But he might need you to bring him some provisions.”
“Provisions? What’s he going to be, some mountain man trapper?”
Jake smiled. “That’s right. And only you know where he’ll be.”
“Your cabin in the Bitterroots? Jesus, Jake. I don’t even know if I can find that. I haven’t been there since we were kids. There’s got to be ten feet of snow up there right now.”
“That’s right. No phone. No cell service. No internet. No television.”
“No electricity,” Vic reminded his brother.
“It has a generator with enough gas to run for a month, which powers up the battery packs. But I need you to know he’s there in case anything happens to me.”
The congresswoman’s eyes suddenly shot toward Jake and she said, “What do you have planned, Jake?”
“I need to find the people who want…our friend dead.”
“But you already…” She stopped herself and bit her lower lip.
Vic chimed in. “Why can’t you leave this to law enforcement?”
“Listen,” Jake said, “I have all the respect in the world for the police. But they can’t be everywhere at all times. That’s why we need armed citizens. We have to use our God-given right to self protection.” He was preaching to the choir here. His brother was well known in the state of Montana for defending an individual’s right to carry concealed firearms. Same was true of the congresswoman, who had an A-plus rating by the National Rifle Association. The only one he wasn’t sure about was the good professor, who hailed from one of the most liberal states in America.
His brother Vic raised his hands as if in surrender. “I agree, Jake. I understand the concept in the abstract. I’m just trying to discern how this matters to our current situation.”
He didn’t really have time for this discussion. Jake needed to stash the professor, along with enough provisions to last him a couple of weeks. And that wouldn’t be easy with the amount of snow on the ground. He also didn’t know how long those who were after them would take to realize they were not following him.
Eventually he convinced his brother to quit asking questions and just do as his big brother asked. Vic would drive up to Jake’s cabin in the Bitterroot Mountains in one week to check on the professor and bring him supplies. Jake gave his brother the GPS coordinates.
With that behind them, Jake said goodbye to his brother and thanked him for the coffee and conversation.
Driving down the hill toward downtown Missoula, Jake asked Lori, “Where do you want me to drop you off?”
She looked somewhat hurt. “I thought I would go with you up into the mountains.”
“No, that’s not a good idea,” Jake said. “It’s better if you have plausible deniability from now on.”
“And what about the man you shot up in Whitefish? I was with you there.”
He wasn’t sure what she was getting at. Was she trying to use leverage against him? Or was she simply trying to say she was already involved? “That was self defense,” Jake assured her.
“Yeah, but we still left the scene. We should have called it in immediately.”
“Exigent circumstances,” he said.
She laughed. “Now you’re trying to explain the law to me? Exigent circumstances is what cops use to kick in doors when they don’t have a warrant and they think they hear someone scream inside.”
“That sounds like a liberal interpretation.”
“Hey,” came a voice from the back seat. The good professor. “Would you two just have sex and get it over with?”
That shut the both of them up. Jake tightened his grip on the steering wheel. He had to admit that he was quite attracted to the congresswoman from Montana. Who wouldn’t be? But he also didn’t want to place her in any more danger.
“What?” Lori finally said. “We’re just discussing the finer points of the law.”
“Right,” Tramil said, leaning forward in his seat. “And the bad guys are just chasing me because I have a new Lego design.”
Silence all around.
Jake gave in first. After all, he was just bringing this man to a safe location before he regrouped to search for those who wanted to do him harm — or at least steal his work. “All right,” Jake said. “But those clothes won’t work up in the snowy high country.”
“Are you taking me shopping, Mister Jake Adams?” Lori asked enthusiastically.
“No. I’m guessing everyone in town knows you. I’ll shop for you and the professor. But first I need to make a stop at my storage unit.” He turned and headed toward the south side of town. There was a big outdoors store on the way out of town, and his storage locker a mile down the road from that. He had set this locker up years ago, but he also had similar storage units in Austria and a couple other countries, along with bank accounts in safe havens in four countries.
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Portland, Oregon
Alex Yaroslav handed the driver cash and then stepped out of the taxi in front of Union Station, a large stone structure in the city’s Old Town Chinatown section along the Willamette River. Glancing up at the clock tower, he saw it was a couple minutes after ten, and he had only a few minutes until the Amtrak train, the Empire Builder, would arrive at the station. Assuming the train was on time, which he knew from experience was rarely the case.
He and his associate, Danko Boskovic, had decided to travel from the airport to the train station in different taxis. Alex suspected Danko was already inside somewhere, setting up the perfect intercept point. But he didn’t like this one bit. Neither of them had a weapon, having depended on airlines for their travel. Eventually Alex knew he would need to find a few guns, or at least a knife. For now, though, they would have to depend on their own strength and their training to fight by hand. This could be a problem, considering what they knew about Jake Adams. Based on their intel, Adams was a dangerous man. Their young friend Bogden had found that out himself in Montana.
Inside the terminal only a few people wandered about the structure, which would be considered old in this country but a new building in his own. To Alex it looked like the perfect place for Portland’s homeless to find warmth and get out of the frequent cold rains of winter.
It wasn’t hard to find Danko. His bald head lumped over the top of an Oregonian newspaper, which he lowered slightly to reveal his eyes. These little black orbs shifted to his left at a Portland Police Bureau officer talking with a disheveled man in dirty clothes with a backpack over both shoulders. The scruffy homeless man was being summarily escorted out of the building before the tourists could disembark and get an immediate negative impression of their city.
Alex found a rack of brochures against one wall and watched the policeman in the reflection of a window as he pretended to read a pamphlet on the nearby Chinese Gardens. In a few moments the area was clear of miscreants and available for passengers to disembark without panhandling.
Alex’s phone buzzed in his pocket and he checked the incoming text message. It was from Milena telling him that the train should be sliding into the terminal at this time. It was also at that very moment he heard the train and then saw it slowly slide by the windows outside.
He turned and saw Danko still behind his newspaper. Alex nodded his head at him, meaning get up and pretend to look for a friend or relative getting off the train. Danko did just that, leaving the paper behind on the wooden bench.
Now he would need to contact Milena directly and have her guide them to the transmitter. He called her on his cell phone and waited.
She answered and started talking in their language.
Alex interrupted her. “Speak English,” he said. “We stick out too much otherwise.”
“Fine,” Milena said. “Your transmitter is working fine and on the move. Doesn’t seem to be waiting for the luggage, so they must have only carry-on.”
“That makes sense,” Alex said, his eyes scanning the door for Adams and the scientist. “Adams would have only his pack that he had in Washington. Where are they now?”
“Inside the terminal,” she said. “It says he’s inside the terminal.”
Alex shifted his eyes toward his partner, Danko, who was standing at the edge of the door. His shoulders shrugged slightly. The plan was to have him come up behind the men while Alex confronted them directly. But there was only a young man with a backpack over his shoulders, much like the homeless man only less scruffy. Other than him, there was only a young woman with a backpack almost as big as her and an old man who shuffled quickly toward a real bathroom.
“Where is it now?” Alex asked her.
“Looks like it’s going out the front door,” she answered.
Which is exactly where the young man was going.
Damn it. They had been duped.
Alex said, “Adams dropped it onto someone else.” But where and when did he do so? They would have to wait and watch everyone get off the train to be sure. He hung up with Milena and watched each person depart the train. As each person walked past him, it became clear that Adams had pulled off a grand deception from way back in Montana.
Bitterroot Mountains, Montana
The three of them had traveled for a couple of hours south of Missoula after first picking up some provisions and Jake Adams stopping at his rental storage unit. Snow had crusted over on the road, leaving washboard-like strips of ice, only parallel, which seemed to pull the SUV nearly off the road in one direction or the other. Snow plows had actually made conditions worse. From US Highway 93, which ran from British Columbia to Phoenix, they had gotten off on a county road, then a forest service dirt track, until they reached a dead end, gated with a warning that they were leaving forest service land and entering private property. Of course with two feet of snow covering the road beyond the gate, it wasn’t like anyone without snow shoes, cross country skis or a snowmobile would be traveling beyond Jake’s metal barrier.
This land had been in Jake’s family on his mother’s side since before Montana statehood in 1889. Officially it was still in Jake’s mother’s maiden name, but he was really the only family member still interested in the property. It was just too isolated for his brother or sister. The very reason Jake liked the place. But he had not been there himself in the winter in a number of years. Why? From the gate to the cabin it was two miles, with a rise of over a thousand feet of elevation.
They got out of the SUV and Professor James Tramil took in a deep breath of cold, fresh air. “This is fantastic, Jake. You own this property?”
Opening the back of the SUV, Jake said, “It’s been in my family for more than a hundred years. The Forest Service has been trying to get us to swap land with them for decades. But we’ve been here longer than there’s been a Forest Service.”
Lori zipped up her jacket. “I think a cold front is moving in from Canada.”
Jake handed the professor a pair of new lightweight snowshoes they had just purchased for him in Missoula. “You ever use these?”
“Yeah,” Tramil said. “I grew up in Marquette, Michigan. But the kind we used back then were those long wooden contraptions. I’ll bet I could run with these on.”
“Let’s hope you don’t have to,” Jake said. “We’ll be going well over eight thousand feet by the time we reach the cabin.” Then he turned to Lori. “You might want to wait here.”
“Then why’d you buy me the snowshoes, Jake?” she said, her arms crossed over her chest.
“I forgot how much snow would be up here, Lori. It’s two miles up the road, uphill the whole way.”
“And downhill all the way back,” she said. “I can keep up.”
He looked her up and down and had to admit she was in very good shape. “All right.” He pulled a backpack from the back and threw it at the congresswoman, who caught it and almost fell over. “We can use the extra pack mule.”
“Great. I’ve gone from congresswoman to jackass in just a few days.”
Jake started to say something, but she gave him a wicked glare and he held back his comment.
In a few minutes of putting on snow shoes, backpacks and adjusting clothing, the three of them then headed around the gate and up the narrow road.
It took them two hours to travel the two miles through some of the deepest snow Jake had ever traversed. Tramil had kept up with Jake’s pace, but Lori had fallen behind many times, mostly because her legs were much shorter than either of the men, so she had to blaze her own trail half the time instead of simply falling into Jake’s snowshoe indentions.
Checking his watch as they got to the outside of the cabin, Jake wasn’t pleased with the time. It was already two p.m. It would be nearly dark by the time he and Lori got back to the SUV, and it was never a good idea to get caught out in the dark in the Montana mountains during the winter.
“Let’s go,” Jake said. “We’ve gotta hurry. Lori was right. Looks like a cold front is heading our way. And I’ve got to get the good professor set up before I leave.”
“Just point me in the right direction, Jake,” Tramil said, “and I’ll be fine.” He pointed at the stack of wood under the porch that ran the length of the cabin. Covered with a blue tarp, it was dry and seasoned.
“All right,” Jake said. “Lori, why don’t you head inside with your food pack and then take a rest. It will be easier going on the way down the mountain, but still not like a walk in a DC park.”
Lori walked past Jake with her snowshoes and she punched him in the arm. “Remember, I was born here and grew up here. I haven’t been in Washington that long.”
Jake smiled at Tramil, who said, “She’s been quite the trooper.”
“Yeah, now let’s get moving.” Jake hurried toward the cabin. He was never sure what kind of shape the place would be in each time he came here. He never locked the doors, figuring someone who really wanted in could just break a window. And that would let in the weather and the critters.
But the cabin was in good shape since his last visit. It looked like nobody had been there. The place had hardwood floors everywhere, with a few throw rugs. The fireplace was framed with smooth river rock from floor to ceiling against one wall. Two other walls were adorned with elk and deer antlers. And the fourth wall had a brown-phase black bear rug that took up most of the space. A chill came over Jake, as his mind flashed back to the cabin in Austria where his girlfriend Anna had been shot and killed.
“This is a nice place,” Lori said, setting her bag onto the floor and taking a seat on the cowhide sofa.
“Thanks,” Jake said. “I just added this furniture last fall, along with a new bed.” He glanced around the room and thought about the last time he had been there. He had brought a girlfriend from Germany after his crazy case there, where every hitman and criminal in Europe was trying to kill him and collect on a one million Euro bounty on his head. She had helped him load and off-load the trailer with the furniture, and then the two of them had fly fished a number of local streams — places off the beaten path for most fishermen. They had spent three nights there before she had concluded she needed to get back to Munich to her job with Der Bundesnachrichtendienst, the German Federal Intelligence Service. The BND would only wait so long. He thought about her often, and what their life could be like together. Right now, and for the past months, they were seeing how life was apart from each other. A lot had happened to Jake since the two of them were together, including Jake’s incarceration in a Tunisian prison for killing a terrorist.
In fifteen minutes Jake showed the professor where everything was, from the fire starters to the generator that fed the back-up batteries. Almost ten years ago they had even upgraded from an outhouse to a flush toilet that fed to a septic and drain field.
“At night make sure you don’t flush or use too much water,” Jake warned. “Otherwise the batteries will drain too fast pumping the water. I run the generator during the day to power the batteries.”
“How are you on gas for the generator?” Tramil asked.
“You should have enough gas for a month up here,” Jake said. “Not that you’ll need it. I’m hoping we can get you in a week or two. Hang on.” He went into the bedroom and came back with a side-by-side double-barrel shotgun and a box of shells. “You know how to use this?” He handed it to the professor.
Tramil flipped open the breech to check if it was loaded, slammed it shut and pointed it toward the door. “Yeah, point and shoot, right?”
“Right,” Jake said. “Just don’t shoot my brother when he comes up here next week with more supplies. He’ll be on a black snowmobile pulling a sled with your gear.”
Jake went for the door and considered one more time if what he was doing was the right thing. Although he knew he could handle living out this far from civilization, since he had done it many times, he had no idea if the professor was equally inclined.
Lori rose to her feet quickly and seemed uneasy. Jake rushed to her and caught her just as she started to fall toward the wooden floor. He brought her to the ground and placed her head against his lap. “Lori, are you all right?”
Her eyes swirled around and struggled to remain open. Finally, she shook her head and said, “What happened?” She tried to raise herself up but Jake held her in place.
Professor James Tramil hovered uncertain, his arms across his chest.
“You started to pass out and I caught you,” Jake whispered. “Are you all right?”
She twisted and sat next to him. “I don’t know. I’ve never fainted or passed out before. It’s such a girly thing to do.”
Jake laughed. “No, it isn’t. I’ve seen huge football players do the same thing. Are you nauseous?”
Lori nodded. “A little queasy. Why?”
“You’re not pregnant are you?” Tramil asked.
“God no,” she said vehemently. “You have to have sex for that to happen.”
“She’s dehydrated and a little elevation sick,” Jake explained. “It can be serious. She needs to rest and get some water in her.” He checked his watch. Damn it.
“What’s the matter, Jake?” she asked.
He calculated the time in his head and all that could go wrong, but he had no choice. “We have to stay the night.”
“Why?” She looked concerned.
“By the time you get hydrated properly and your body adjusts to the elevation, it will be after dark. I don’t want to get halfway down the mountain and have to drag you the rest of the way to the SUV. Besides, you could probably use a restful night of sleep away from the big city.”
She sat up more straight. “Hey, I’m a Montanan. I don’t get elevation sickness.”
Shaking his head, Jake said, “It happens. You’ve been living at nearly sea level in DC. And you’re not getting any younger.”
Her jaw slackened and she let out a disgusted sigh. “So now you’re not only questioning my Montana heritage, but you’re calling me an old lady? That’s just great. You really know how to ingratiate yourself to a woman.”
“I didn’t know that’s what I was trying to do,” Jake yelled at her.
“Hey, hey,” Tramil interjected. “You two need to get a room. There’s obviously a lot of sexual tension between you.”
“Shut up,” Lori yelled and pointed simultaneously. She got up a bit shaky and then slowly lowered herself onto the sofa.
“See,” Jake said. “You’ll feel better in the morning. Besides, we have to discuss strategy. A restful night will do us all some good.”
Reluctantly, Lori finally nodded agreement and settled back into the sofa.
Jake continued, “Besides, then I can show Tramil how to run this place better.” Truth be told, he already knew what he had to do once he left the mountain. He would expose himself again and force those who were looking for the professor and his work to chase him, until Jake could find out who was behind this plot.
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The two men had been traveling all day, from Montana to Portland, Oregon, and then back again, trying their best to catch up with Jake Adams. He had fooled them by dropping the GPS tracking device on the unsuspecting train traveler. Good for him, Danko thought. Sounded like something he himself would have done. But his employer was not amused. And Milena could simply sit by in her hotel in DC and direct them with impunity. She was taking none of the risk, and none of the blame for failure, either. That Lobbyist had a long reach, and was more dangerous than he looked. Could have been the bastard child of that movie guy who played Opie.
Danko’s man, Alex, drove the rental piece of shit Chevy down a quiet, snowy lane in Missoula’s southern hills area. Just as they pulled up to the curb on the quiet street, Danko’s cell phone buzzed in his pocket. He checked the screen and saw that it said The Smithsonian, Milena’s fun moniker.
“Yes,” Danko said.
“I have you outside the house now,” Milena said with a knowing superiority.
The woman liked being in charge, and Danko wondered if the same was true with her love-making. He had heard rumors, but never had the pleasure of experiencing her first-hand.
“That is correct,” Danko said.
Alex put the parking brake on but kept the engine running to keep the falling snow from icing the windshield. “Is she sure this is the right place?” Alex asked.
“Yes,” Milena said, obviously hearing him. “And the subject is home. I have land-line confirmation through a bogus call routed through an Indian call center.”
Danko laughed. “What did you use this time?”
“Car insurance,” she said. “The one with that British lizard.”
“I think it’s an Aussie gecko,” Danko corrected.
“Whatever. The subject is home.”
He could see that for himself. The place was lit up like Paris. “How does the boss want us to proceed? Good cop or bad cop?”
“Use your official identification,” she said. “We need information, not another corpse. In the meantime, I will keep working my contacts.” With that she hung up.
“Does that woman ever sleep?” Alex asked.
“I don’t think so. She might be a vampire.”
“Let’s go,” Danko said. “They want us to play it straight.”
“What’s the fun in that?” Alex shut down the engine and then the two of them got out into the cold night air, the snow falling like a fake movie scene.
“Let me talk,” Danko said as they got to the front door and rang the bell.
Alex shrugged.
The homeowner’s eye appeared in the peep hole and Danko put his identification up for review.
“What’s this about?” came a muffled voice from behind the door.
“Your daughter, ma’am,” Danko said with reverence. They knew that the woman’s husband had left her years ago, and this woman now lived alone. “Are you Jane Franks?”
The deadbolt flipped open and then the door swung in a few inches, revealing a woman in her mid-60s wearing blue jeans, a sweat shirt, and holding a Colt .45 revolver in her right hand, pointed right at the two of them. Jesus, this woman was crazy.
“Ma’am, please put the gun down. You are pointing that forty-five at federal agents.”
“I’ll be the judge of that,” she said and then blew her half-gray bangs from her eyes. “Hand it over.”
Danko shook his head and passed her his FBI identification. She took it and examined it carefully, but never taking her eyes off the two men for more than a second at a time. Satisfied, she handed it back to the men and put her gun at the side of her right leg.
“May we come in ma’am?” Danko asked softly. His best version of deference.
“What’s this about?”
“As I said, your daughter. You are Jane Franks, correct? Mother of Congresswoman Lori Freeman.”
“What about her?”
Danko considered his words carefully. Then he let out a breath of cold air and said, “She’s missing.”
With that the woman opened her door all the way to the two men, but made sure they didn’t go past the tile entry. This was a hard woman, Danko thought. She kept no less than six feet distance from them, her gun ready to pull up and fire at any moment.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought you might have been reporters. My daughter has been in the news a lot lately. You understand.”
“Yes, ma’am. She’s been very active on Capitol Hill. Do you have any idea where she is?”
She shook her head no. “The House is out of session. I understand she has some time off. She usually comes back to Montana.”
Danko glanced at his partner and then back at the woman. “Her staff has no idea where she went.”
“She’s got a right to some privacy.”
“Yes, ma’am. But Homeland Security has a few questions for her.”
“What about?”
Hesitating a moment to form his words and make sure his accent didn’t come through, Danko finally said, “Do you know a man named Jake Adams?”
Mrs. Franks smiled. “You mean that nice man from the internet that schooled the California dipshit? Don’t know him, but I’d sure like to meet that man.”
“That’s the guy,” Danko said. “But we have reason to believe that this man has taken your daughter against her will.”
The woman laughed and nearly dropped her gun. “That’s hard to believe. This Jake Adams fellow might be the only honorable man to ever testify before congress. I’m hoping like hell my daughter is shacking up with the guy. If she doesn’t I might take a shot at him.”
“He’s a dangerous man,” Danko informed her.
“No shit. Tell me something I don’t know.”
Now it was time to bring this home, Danko thought. “We have reason to believe your daughter was with this man, Jake Adams, when he killed a man up north in Whitefish yesterday.”
Mrs. Franks shook her head and said, “You mean that sheriff’s deputy? The picture on the TV from the sheriff’s office video looked nothing like Jake Adams.”
“No, ma’am. It looks like Adams killed the shooter.”
“Damn right,” she said. “Good for him. You should give Jake Adams a medal for that. Why is the FBI interested in this? Sounds like a local law enforcement issue.”
Okay, this woman wasn’t some crazy old woman, Danko thought. She wouldn’t be an easy push-over. If he didn’t have orders to do this the easy way, he’d pull his gun and pop her in that smug face of hers.
“Ma’am, your daughter could be in danger,” Danko said. “She has traveled to Montana, and we believe she is with this man, Jake Adams. We are concerned for her safety.”
The woman considered this. “You’re sure she’s in Montana?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Now that just pisses me off. Why didn’t she call and tell me she was coming home?”
“That’s my point, Mrs. Franks. She normally calls, right?”
She thought, obviously struggling with her words. “Usually. But she’s a grown woman. And the only congresswoman from this great state. So if she wants some time by herself, or with this man, then more power to her.”
This was going nowhere. The mother had no clue where her daughter was. “Is there any place she might go?”
Mrs. Franks shook her head. “She only has her condo in DC. When she comes to Montana she either stays with me or in a hotel as she travels around the state for events. She uses this house as her home address.”
Danko knew this from Milena’s research. Which is why they were here in the first place. But he was a good judge of character and those telling the truth or not. This woman, although he was sure quite capable of lying if needed to protect her daughter, was telling the truth. She had no idea where her daughter was right now. That didn’t mean the congresswoman wouldn’t eventually show up here, though.
“Mrs. Franks, if your daughter shows up please have her call this number.” He handed her his card with his name, title and number, which would route through Milena’s computer and directly to his cell phone.
She reached out and took the card, but kept her wary eyes on the two of them. Then she let them out and locked the door behind them.
Alex, who looked about as FBI as the singer Yanni, had a smile on his face as the two of them got to their car.
“You find something funny?” Danko asked.
“Kind of. I like that woman.”
“You like any woman with a gun.”
They got in the car and Danko watched the snow fall onto the windshield. He hated being told what to do. If he had his way, they would have sat that woman down and got something out of her. Even if there wasn’t anything worth getting.
“Now what?” Alex asked.
“Find a hotel for the night and wait for Milena to get us some better intel.”
* * *
Back inside her house, Mrs. Franks got onto her cell phone and found a contact number her daughter had given her in case of emergency. The number was for Lori’s chief of staff, Emma Baum. Something about those two men didn’t sit well with her. The bald man could have been FBI, but the man with the ponytail looked like a 70s used car salesman. As she waited for Emma to pick up, she peered out around her living room curtain just as the car pulled away from the curb out front. Yeah, something wasn’t right.
Emma’s phone went to voice mail so she left a quick message for her to please give her a call. Checking her watch, she realized it was nearly midnight on the east coast. The woman was probably sleeping by now.
Now her resolve turned to concern. It wasn’t like Lori to not call her and tell her she was coming home to Montana. Maybe she was with this Jake Adams. Something about him seemed familiar, other than his recent appearance before her daughter’s intelligence committee, but she couldn’t quite remember what that could be. It would come to her, though.
A thought came to her. A few months ago a friend from work had set up a camera that monitored her front door, based on motion sensors, and recorded to her computer. For her this was still like magic. She could barely check her own e-mail up until a couple years ago. Now she was constantly checking on her daughter in Washington through various online media sources and social media.
She got to her computer in her office and watched the security feed. There they were, the two men, standing like a couple of dorks on her front stoop, snow falling down onto them. Then they went inside. Next she just caught them as they departed her house. She made sure to save a copy to her desktop.
* * *
For some reason Lori couldn’t sleep. Snuggled into a sleeping bag, she was warm enough. But the wind outside was blowing through the pines and seemed to shake the cabin with each gust. That wasn’t the problem, though. Having grown up in the mountain west, she was used to the wind. It comforted her. No, her insomnia came from her knowledge of world intelligence she regularly received on her House committee. Even worse was the information she had gotten from her personal sources. The Oregon State professor, James Tramil, didn’t even seem to worry too much about what he had discovered. Tramil was just naïve enough to think that he could control his own destiny. But too many people now knew about his research.
Lori gazed at the door to the main great room, the flickering reflection of the fire dancing shadows across her door. Jake had reminded her to keep the bedroom door open so the heat could reach her. She was staying in the main bedroom and the professor was in the smaller room in the corner of the cabin. Jake made a bed for himself on the sofa in front of the fire.
Now she was too hot. She threw the sleeping bag open and almost immediately heard another log go on the fire.
She got up from the bed wearing only a pair of shorts and a shirt that almost reached the bottom of those. At the door she glanced around the corner and saw Jake stooped down poking at the fire with a metal bar. He was only wearing a pair of boxer briefs. Wow. She had no idea the man was still that ripped.
Moving out into the main room, Lori stepped lightly on the wooden floor.
Jake rose and turned to Lori. “Everything all right?” he whispered.
She scanned his body and thought, ‘Yeah, it’s just fine.’ She said, “I can’t sleep.”
“Welcome to the club,” he said. “It’s too hot out here. But I want to make sure to get some good coals for the professor.”
Stepping a little closer, she pointed at the scar on his left knee. “What happened there?”
“Blew my knee out.”
“Skiing?”
“No. A bullet.”
“And that one on your side?”
Jake smiled. “Let me make this easy for you.” He pointed out various scars on his body from top to bottom. “Only this one, this one and this one are from knives. All the rest are bullets. Well, except for some of the slashes on my back.” He turned for her to see. “Most of these are from torture I received in what is now the Ukraine. Oh, and this scar on my shin is from football in high school.”
Lori shook her head. “Wow. I’ll bet you could tell me some stories.”
He smiled. “You know the old saying, though. I could tell you, but then I’d have to…”
“Kill me. I know. But I have the clearance.”
“But not the need to know.”
She folded her arms across her chest. “It must be difficult holding all of this inside you.”
Jake shrugged. “It could be worse.”
“How so?”
“Well, one of these bullets could have killed me.”
“True. But you have nobody to talk with about this.”
He took a seat on the sofa and leaned back. “Secrets are the nature of my business. Well, used to be. Now that the hits keep going up on the internet I might have to really go into retirement. Thank your committee for that.”
Lori thought about that and sat next to him on the couch, leaving a foot between them. “We’re not the one who made the video so interesting.”
“It was a waste of my time, Lori. A dog and pony show. And I was the mutt. Everything I knew about that case was in my after-action report I gave to the Agency.”
“I know,” she said. “I brought that up in closed session to my colleagues. The left wouldn’t listen.”
“That’s because nearly every one of those assholes have never put on a uniform or worked in intelligence. They can’t keep a secret to save their own ass.”
God, she liked this man. She could easily fall for Jake Adams. “I know. It’s why I got into the game in the first place.”
“I didn’t mean you, Lori.”
“I know.” She wished she didn’t have so little time with Jake. “Where do we go from here?”
“We keep Tramil here until we find those after him,” Jake said.
“I have to go to Korea in a couple of days,” she said.
“I meant we as in me,” he clarified. “What kind of boondoggle junket are you going on?”
“Hey. It’s official congressional business. A bipartisan select committee from the senate and the house. A meeting with officials from South and North Korea, along with a few from Japan, China and Russia. All the major players in the region.”
Jake smiled. “I’ve done a little work in that area.”
“Really? I thought you worked in Europe.”
“Mostly. But I’ve dabbled in other regions, depending on the needs of the Agency. Sometimes it’s nice to bring in unknown players. Someone without a complete intelligence dossier.”
“Makes sense.”
They both stared at each other for a moment.
Jake broke the silence. “May I ask you a personal question?”
Reluctantly she said, “Sure.”
“You’re obviously a very attractive woman. A professional woman. Accomplished and…”
“Why am I not married? Am I a lesbian?”
“Well, you’re not getting any younger.” Jake smiled.
She hit him in the arm. Perhaps harder than she expected, because her hand felt like it hit a stone wall. Which turned her on even more, if that was possible.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
She shook her hand and then tried to rub life into it. “I’m the one that’s sorry. Are you sure your arm isn’t made of titanium like your knee?”
Jake took her hand in his and brought it to his mouth, kissing it gently. “I just wondered how you had escaped all those cowboys in Montana and now the sharks in DC.”
“What about you?” she asked. “I mean, you’re reasonably attractive, in a rugged sort of way. Some women might find that appealing.” She held back a smile.
“Too many scars.”
Suddenly a voice from the end bedroom yelled out loudly, “Would you two just have sex?”
Lori put her hand over her mouth to keep from laughing.
“We’re doing it right now,” Jake said. Then he made all kinds of fake sex noises.
Lori took that as a sign to pretend orgasm herself, moaning and shaking the sofa.
“Ha, ha. You two are hilarious,” Tramil said. “Seriously, though. Get a room.”
Jake shook his head and smiled at her.
She got up and said, “Better hit the hay.”
“Right,” he said. “Could be a long hike out tomorrow through some thick snow.”
“And I do need my beauty rest,” she added.
“Yes, you’re such an old hag.”
Walking back to her room, she was conscious of the sway of her hips for the first time in years. Deep down she wanted Jake to follow her. Take her. But he didn’t. Unfortunately, he was a perfect gentleman.
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It was only hours later when Jake woke, curled up on the sofa in a sleeping bag, his brain still somewhat tired. The room had chilled considerably so he immediately added wood to the fire, blew the coals to a bright orange, and watched as the flames engulfed the new fuel.
Then he got dressed in a hurry, packed his bag and woke the others in the cabin.
Glancing out the front window, Jake stared at the sun shining off the fresh snow. They must have gotten at least eighteen inches that night, which would make their hike back to the truck quite difficult.
“How does it look?” Tramil asked, coming up behind Jake.
“Beautiful but not fun to snowshoe through.”
“Your girlfriend awake?” the professor asked with a smirk.
“The congresswoman is getting dressed,” Jake said. “There are a couple of things you need to know about this place.” Jake explained the firewood supply, the generator and fuel, the backup batteries that were charged each time the generator fired up, and the food supply, which consisted mostly of dried meat, cheeses, power bars, and freeze dried meals.
“And water?” Tramil asked.
“The well has an electric pump,” Jake said, “but if that fails, you can pump it by hand. If it freezes up, which will probably not happen with this snow cover, then you have to collect the snow and melt it. There’s also a spring fifty yards to the west.” Jake pointed outside.
“The toilet?”
“As I told you last night, a pump pulls the water up to flush. But, make sure you don’t flush it at night. The pump will run the backup batteries down in a hurry.”
“If it’s yellow, let it mellow?”
“Right. You’ll get just one flush at night and then the water won’t refill until the generator powers up in the morning.”
“Got it. Sounds like a nice system. How long will I have to stay here?”
That’s one question Jake couldn’t answer. “I don’t know.” He pulled out the flash memory card the professor had given him and stared at it for a second. “I will get this to someone I trust. You stay here until I come and get you or until I send my brother for you. Understand?”
“Yeah. But who do you trust?”
“Don’t worry. I still have a few friends in high places.”
Lori, dressed and ready to go, moved in close to the two men. “Hey, I thought I was your friend in high places.”
Jake smiled. “True. But you’re with me. It wouldn’t make sense to hand it to you.”
“I’m kidding,” she said. “I’m sure your sources are much better anyway.”
Changing the subject, Jake said, “You ready to go congresswoman?”
“I don’t know. That snow looks pretty deep.”
“Trust your snowshoes. Just don’t fall or it might be hard to get up.” Jake turned to the professor and extended his hand to shake. “Take care, Professor Tramil.”
Jake and Lori headed outside into the cold mountain air. Each refreshing breath tweaked his nostrils. The going was rough for them, especially Lori, who was not as adept with snowshoes. That and the fact that her legs were not as long or strong as Jake’s. It took them a couple of hours to make it down to the rental SUV, which was covered with more than a foot of fresh snow.
Once they got the engine running, the snow off of the top, and the windshield cleared, Jake put the vehicle into low four wheel drive and powered his way down the mountain road toward the main highway. He was thankful they were going downhill, because he wasn’t sure they would have made the climb uphill with all this snow.
They got to the main highway and had to plow through a snow bank made by the snowplow sometime in the middle of the night.
“Now what?” Lori asked.
“Unfortunately we head back to DC,” Jake said. “I’ll turn over the data and you can get ready for your trip to Korea.”
He glanced at her and wondered what she was thinking. She seemed more subdued than at any time since they met.
“I wish I didn’t have to go to Korea,” she said.
Jake had no response to that. He still wasn’t sure who was after this information and wanted him dead. But he was used to that game. He thought he’d retired too many times to count. Then the Agency kept calling him back into service. This time was different. Now he had been asked to work for the sister of an old friend. The honorable U.S. Representative from the great state of Montana. He couldn’t say no to her.
“How far do you want me to go?” he asked her.
“What do you mean?”
The SUV hit a patch of slippery road and Jake put both hands on the wheel to keep control. Finally, he said, “Well, we have the information. I just need to turn it over to some old friends.” After making a copy, he thought. “So, do we end it there?”
“Don’t we need to find out who is after this information?” she asked.
“That list could be long, Lori. Could be anyone. Russia. China. Even some of our allies in Europe. It could even be a private player. Someone wanting to cash in on manufacturing this technology.”
She stared at him, dumbfounded. “You have a nefarious mind, Jake Adams. I hadn’t even thought of the private sector.”
“It could be a combination. If a government wants to keep its hands clean, an intelligence agency talks to a company, who hires the bad guys to get the technology. Then if anyone gets caught spying, the government has plausible deniability. Then the government contracts with that company to produce the technology. It’s a win/win for both parties. In the case of China, most of the industries are owned or controlled by the government.” What he didn’t tell her was the only way to find out who was behind this spy game was to catch someone and make them talk. Even then there would probably be layers of compartmentalization, where those killing and kidnapping resided a couple of levels away from the actual bosses.
As they drove north the roads got better the closer they came to Missoula. Now they cruised slowly along the frozen roads south of the city.
“You don’t mind stopping by my mother’s house?” Lori asked.
“No. I’m sure she would be mad if she heard you were in town and didn’t stop by.”
“You have no idea.”
“She still in the same house?”
“Yeah, why?”
Jake shrugged. “I dropped your brother Bob off a few times in high school.”
A few minutes later and Jake pulled up to the curb in front of the house where Lori grew up.
“Come in,” Lori insisted.
About to use her key on the front door, Lori was surprised when her mother opened the door quickly. Her mother was wearing blue jeans and a Montana Grizzlies sweatshirt, her feet kept warm with a pair of fuzzy pink slippers, the only feminine item on the woman. Jake remembered her from his youth. She had aged gracefully, he thought.
Lori and her mother embraced, while Jake, out of habit, glanced about uncomfortably. He wasn’t used to meeting up with those from his past. Had never attended one class reunion, and only spoken to a couple of people in this town from his past a couple of times. In his game it could get people killed. His official Agency record made no mention of siblings, cousins, or where he had grown up. The records for most covert operative officers looked like someone had invented them for Hollywood. Which wasn’t far from the truth, just in case the files were somehow leaked to a hostile foreign government.
The mother and daughter broke free and the mother said, “Get in here out of the cold. You must be that fellow from the internet.” She wrapped Jake into a bear hug.
“Yes, ma’am. Unfortunately,” Jake said.
Inside they took off their boots and sat in the living room.
“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” Mrs. Franks asked Lori.
“I’m sorry, mom. I didn’t know I’d be in town until the last minute.”
“What the hell were you doing up in Whitefish?”
“What? Who told you I was in Whitefish?”
“A couple of Feds came by last night.”
That was impossible, Jake thought.
Lori and Jake shared a glance, both uncertain.
“Here’s one of their cards.” Her mother scooted a business card across the coffee table.
Lori looked at the card and then handed it to Jake, who scrutinized it more carefully before smiling.
“I’m guessing you have video of the two men,” Jake said.
Mrs. Franks smiled at him. “I knew you were a smart one. How’d you know that?”
“Your motion light on the front porch has a camera,” Jake said.
“Good eye.” Lori’s mother fired up a laptop, found the video file, turned it for the two of them to view, and then hit play.
Jake watched the video of the two men at the front door, them going inside, and then the short pass as they left the house.
Shaking his head, Jake said, “Those weren’t FBI. Not even close.”
“That’s what I thought,” her mother said. “That’s why I pulled my Colt forty-five on them.”
“Then who were they?” Lori asked.
Jake was concerned now. “Part of the crew who kidnapped me in DC and followed me to Montana. May I use your laptop for a minute?”
Lori’s mother nodded. “It’s on the internet if you need that.”
In just a few seconds he pulled the flash card from his pocket, encrypted the contents, and forwarded them in a zipped folder to his server in Europe. He then sent a copy of the video to a friend at the Agency, along with a few instructions. He set up a meeting for the next day to discuss the weather. His contact would know that meant he had something extremely important to pass along. Then he made sure there was no record of his access on the laptop.
When Jake was done he said, “Mrs. Franks, I hate to say this, but you need to take a little trip.”
“I ain’t goin’ nowhere.”
“These people are dangerous, ma’am,” he said.
“You mean like you?”
Lori interjected. “Except Jake is one of the good guys. These are killers.”
“And they won’t think twice about going through you to get to your daughter. You put both yourself and Lori in jeopardy if you don’t take off for a while. You must have someplace to go.”
Lori reached across the table and grasped her mother’s hand. “Mom, go to your sister’s place in Helena.”
Mrs. Franks shook her head. “I don’t know. She smokes like a chimney. And she’s got those two little shitty dogs.”
“You mean shih tzu?” Lori asked.
“No, they pretty much shit all over the place.”
“Better that than a bullet in the head,” Lori said. “Go stay with Aunt April.”
All three of them got up and Lori hugged her mother again. This time Jake actually hugged the woman back. “Nice to see you again, Mrs. Franks. And I’m sorry to hear of Bob’s passing.”
The mother looked confused. “You knew Bob?”
“Yes, ma’am. We graduated together.”
Mrs. Franks shook her head. “You’re that Jake Adams? You played football with Bob. You were friends.”
“Yes.”
“Well I’ll be damned.” She turned to Lori. “And you called Bob’s friend to testify before your committee? Shame on you.”
“I didn’t have a choice, mom.”
“It was entertaining. I saw you on O’Reilly that night also. You should come out with a book. You could make a lot of money shilling it on those shows.”
True. But most of what Jake knew would remain classified for a long time. “I don’t know if I have the stomach for that, Mrs. Franks.”
Lori’s mother hugged him again and then pulled away. “I know. And next time I see you, you better be calling me Jane.”
“Okay.” Jake headed outside and got to the SUV, leaving the two women to say their goodbyes. While he sat behind the wheel of the SUV, he sent a quick coded text to one of his contacts at the Agency, saying he was heading to DC today and needed to set up a meeting. Although he had just sent an e-mail with similar info, he should have gotten a response by now.
Lori came over and got into the passenger side, an uncertain expression on her face.
“Everything all right?” Jake asked.
“Yeah. My mom is just…” She struggled for the right word.
“I understand. Will she go visit her sister?”
“Yes. She’ll leave within the hour. Just needs to pack a bag.”
“You want to wait for her? That’s a pretty long drive on bad roads.”
“She’s been driving these roads all her life. And she’s got my dad’s truck.”
“Where is your dad?”
“Don’t get me started.” She let out a heavy sigh. “He’s somewhere in Costa Rica. A whitewater river guide.”
“Seriously? Isn’t he a little old for that?”
“I have no idea. He left my mom about five years ago and I haven’t heard from him since then. Not sure if I want to at this point.”
Knowing not to push the subject any further, Jake turned over the engine and started off toward the airport. On the way there, he first dropped off his weapons at his storage unit. He couldn’t fly with them. While he did so, Lori called the airport and got them each a ticket on a flight to Denver and then on to DC.

19

Jake and Lori had traveled most of the day, getting into DC in late afternoon, just as the sun receded past the Beltway. He said his goodbye to Lori, who was picked up by her wary driver. Jake guessed the guy was still pissed at him for putting him into a sleeper hold and then stuffing him into the trunk of the limo. Lori had seemed somewhat subdued by their separation, saying again that she didn’t really want to spend the rest of her break on an official junket to South Korea. They agreed to stay in touch but Jake didn’t think they would. Sure they had connected on some level. Perhaps that was based on their past. Maybe there had been a spark of some sort. He might never know for sure. She was back to her job in Washington and he was back to… That was the problem. He wasn’t sure about the direction of his life anymore. Despite what had happened in Montana, Jake was certain that this case wasn’t over. Besides having to drop off Professor Tramil’s research to his old friends, he would still have to find out who was trying to steal the man’s work. Who had kidnapped him and killed those people in Montana. He guessed they had only kept him alive in DC so he could lead them to Tramil. And he had. Kind of.
Now, after hanging out and drinking a couple of beers at a Dulles Airport bar, Jake took an airport shuttle bus to the Ritz-Carlton in Tysons Corner by McLean, Virginia. After staying in a remote cabin, he felt the need to pamper himself.
He took a shower and then settled onto the comfortable bed, waiting. But he didn’t have to wait long. He might have caught twenty minutes of rest before he heard someone approach the door. Then there were two quiet knocks, a pause, one more knock, a second pause, and then two quick knocks. He smiled and went to the door, not even looking through the peep hole.
Standing in the hall, a subdued smile on her face, was his old friend Toni Contardo. They had worked together years ago in the CIA, had been lovers on and off, and now were…well, he wasn’t sure. But he guessed they were just friends. Toni was now working special projects directly for the CIA Director, Kurt Jenkins.
Toni glanced in both directions in the hallway. “You gonna let me in?”
He let her pass and she plopped down on the crumpled bed, feeling the sheets. Her eyes scanned the room. She hadn’t lost a step in her training. She was seeing if he was alone.
After closing the door, Jake stood in the center of the large room and asked her what he already knew. “How’d you find me?”
She laughed. “You left a trail of bread crumbs like a civilian.”
“I am a civilian.”
“Yeah, right. You couldn’t be a civilian if you tried.” Hesitating, her eyes bore right into him. “You booked the flight with one of your real Visa cards, and this hotel room with the same card.”
“Which you had flagged.”
Toni shrugged. “You could have just come by my office in Langley.”
“You have an office now? I thought you were just special projects.”
“You know what I meant,” she said.
He paced across the room and stood at the window, checking out the glow of the city in the distance.
She got off the bed and looked in the mini-bar. “Wow, that’s some top shelf booze. You’re living right now, Jake. But I guess you can afford it.”
Jake knew she knew what he had made on a few of his last cases. Yeah, he could afford a nice hotel once in a while, but that really wasn’t him. He preferred a mountain lodge over any city hotel. Which is why he had stayed at his apartment so long in Innsbruck. But now even he wasn’t sure where he belonged.
“You got something for me I understand.”
He turned to her and said, “What, no small talk? How have you been?”
“I think I know how you’ve been,” she said, stepping closer to him. “Fishing in Patagonia, followed by testifying before congress and becoming an internet sensation, and then traveling to Montana with the U.S. representative from that state, where you killed a man.”
“You left out getting kidnapped here in DC.”
“And your appearance on The O’Reilly Factor. That wasn’t smart.”
“Maybe not,” he said. “But I had a feeling the right people would be watching.”
She studied him carefully, seeing if she could still read him as she had in the past. “You let them follow you to Montana?”
Jake shrugged. “They had me cold. Could have killed me. They made it far too easy for me to escape. So yeah, I let them follow me for a while.”
“And then you asked a friend at the NSA for help finding that man who had kidnapped the professor in Montana. You could have asked me.”
“I didn’t want to bother someone at your level,” he explained.
Toni looked frustrated with him. Like she had been too many times in their past. Perhaps that was why they were not still together. “You think we don’t know what’s going on here? It’s a lot more complex than you might know.”
“It always is, Toni. Let me guess, you’ve been tracking this technology for quite some time, along with Professor Tramil at Oregon State. Just waiting for the guy to break through. Then you caught others interested as well. Why didn’t you protect the man?”
“We tried, Jake. They were both offered positions with DARPA. Neither wanted that.”
“But you were going to get this technology one way or another,” Jake said with an edge to his raised voice.
She said nothing, which revealed a lot.
He continued, “You hired the man I killed in Montana to take this technology.”
“You’re crazy,” she yelled quietly, her chest rising with anger. “That’s not the way we work.”
It was a bad idea to imply she was behind the murder of that professor, and Jake felt like shit for doing so. But Toni was telling him a lot less than she knew. “I’m sorry. I just don’t understand how the Agency could stand on the sidelines with this type of technology out there. Tramil’s work could change the way we operate. The way our military operates. The way your Agency operates. You’ve got to admit it makes no sense to hold back protection of those two Oregon State professors.”
Toni sat back onto the bed, her shoulders slumped. “We had some intel that others were interested in the professors, and especially Tramil. As you know we are not supposed to work within our borders.”
“Yeah, I know. But that hasn’t stopped you before. Why wasn’t this turned over to the FBI?”
Toni considered that and leaned back onto her arms. “Trust is a fragile thing, Jake. This is bigger than the FBI. And it’s still evolving. There could be a number of State actors involved, which is our concern.”
Jake knew how this worked. Neither organization wanted to trust the other until it was absolutely necessary. “What about the video I sent you? Who are those two Bozos?”
Sitting up again, Toni said, “That I can share with you. The bald guy is a man named Danko Boskovic. And the one with long hair is Alex Yaroslav.”
“Sound like Ukrainian or Russian,” Jake said. “Maybe Czech.”
“Good guess. Boskovic is former GRU from Odessa, and Yaroslav is from Prague. He was an agent for the Russian CVR and was paid by the BIS.”
The BIS was the Czech Security Information Service. Jake had worked with them a few times. “Who are these two working for now?” Jake asked.
Toni shook her head. “Good question. That’s what we’re trying to find out.” She hesitated. “Do you have the professor’s work?”
Jake shoved his hand into his pocket and pulled out the flash card, which he threw to his old friend.
“You could have just zipped the data, encrypted it, and uploaded it to me.”
Smiling, Jake said, “I know. But maybe I still like to do some things old school. Besides, I thought it was best to make sure the congresswoman got back to DC all right. But it is encrypted and password protected.” He told her a series of fifteen numbers and letters he had used for the password, knowing she would find significance and remember it within seconds.
She got up and put the flash card into the front pocket on her slacks. “She is quite pretty.”
“That has nothing to do with it,” he assured her.
Looking toward the door, Toni said, “What will you do now?”
“I should be in Tierra del Fuego right now catching sea-run Browns,” he said. “I might just grab my gear and head back to the end of the Earth.”
“Or…”
“No fucking way,” Jake said. “I’m not working for the Agency again. Besides, you can’t afford me.”
“Jake, come on. You know you can’t retire. Fishing is for young boys and old men. You’re not there yet, my friend.”
She was so full of shit. His passion was with dry flies and nymphs. If he wanted to wade chest high in a freezing mountain stream with morning mist rising off the crystal clear water, he sure as hell wasn’t going to be goaded into working for the government again. “You know how I like my independence, Toni. I don’t like others telling me what to do or when to do it.”
Toni smiled at him. Yeah, she knew this. “I think I might know you better than anyone else on this planet. What if I can guarantee you autonomy?”
“And if I get jacked up like in Tunisia, you’ll still be there to bail my ass out?”
She raised her arms like Christ the Redeemer in Rio de Janeiro. “Have I not always been there for you, Jake?”
Yes, she had. And that was the problem with turning over the professor’s data directly to Toni. She knew that he would have a hard time saying no to her. Maybe Jake should have just uploaded the research to her. “What can I possibly do that your people can’t do?”
Her brows scrunched down with contemplation. “I can trust you, Jake.”
“And you can’t trust your own people?”
“We have a leak somewhere. I’ve been trying to plug it for a while, but no luck.”
He’d worked with leaks in the past. It was never fun. Maybe that’s why he worked alone now. “You always seem to have a leak. So, what do you need me to do?”
Toni came to him and gave him a big hug. “I knew I could count on you.” Pulling away and holding his arms, she continued, “The actors in this could be State players, but it could be companies that want this technology.”
“Like we found with the Hungarians years ago.”
“Right. Yet, it could be both. We could have companies paying for the op, using these former intel officers to divert attention away from their own country.”
“That’s what I would do,” Jake agreed. “If I’m China I’d use former French agents. Maybe Canadians.”
“So you’re not buying this Czech and Ukrainian and Russian cabal?”
He shook his head. “Not really.”
“Me either.” She started toward the door and stopped.
“You’re forgetting something,” Jake said, a huff of laughter in his words.
Turning to him, she said, “Right. Where do we go from here.”
She knew exactly what she wanted to tell him, Jake knew. Toni was very good at her job, and her job was to use the best people to reach the best result. And she had probably orchestrated this entire conversation. She also knew that Jake would acquiesce to her before she stepped foot in this Ritz-Carlton. But, since Jake knew what she was doing, it wasn’t like he was being manipulated. He was simply a willing actor in her play.
She explained what she wanted from him, obviously leaving out almost as much as she told him. Compensation would flow directly to his bank account in Luxembourg, and Jake knew it would probably come from some obscure internet porn site. Toni had a great sense of humor.
“Korea?” Jake said. “You want me to babysit a congressional delegation?”
“Not officially, Jake. Someone from that delegation is part of our leak.”
“Well, I guarantee that Lori Freeman is not the leak,” he assured her.
“I know that. We think it’s from the other side of the aisle.”
“How do you expect me to look into these people with Lori there? She’ll see me and know something is up.”
Smiling, she said, “Let me worry about your cover. You need to get on a plane immediately and get there before them.”
“Military transport?”
“Good guess. Be at Andrews at zero three hundred. There will be a pouch and bag waiting for you.”
“Hopefully a gun.”
“Two. Identical Glock 19 gen-fours in 9mm.”
“Nice guns,” he said. “I own a few Glocks.”
“I know. But both of these are registered to a guy from Texas who has been dead for five years.”
“Standard fifteen round magazines?” Jake asked.
“Yes. But I’ve given you four extra magazines. Besides, I don’t expect you to use them.”
It was never expected, Jake thought. But shit always seemed to happen.
“But I just checked in here,” Jake said.
She went to the door and turned back. “You can still get a couple of hours.”
Toni left him alone to consider his current situation. Yeah, he could get some sleep. But now all he could think about was this case. What in the hell had he gotten himself into this time?
* * *
As Toni walked to the elevator, her emotions fluctuated from longing to disgust. She had just lied to the only man she would probably ever love. Yet, somehow he seemed to know she was lying. Jake could always read her, and that continually pissed her off. Just once it would have been nice to be able to deceive him like her training and experience allowed with other men. Perhaps her love for him was the problem. She couldn’t allow herself to be totally deceptive with Jake. Others were merely targets.
She got into the elevator and pushed the button for the garage. The doors closed and she gently felt the flash card in her right front pocket. Somehow Jake had gotten the information they needed without much trouble. Well, he did have to kill that man in Montana and release the kidnapped professor. That was something. But in the short time he had been with the professor he had convinced the man to turn over his research — something the government had tried to do though coercion and persuasion ever since they had found out about his ground-breaking discoveries.
Getting off at the garage level, Toni smiled as she walked casually to her car. A part of her wished she could go to Korea with Jake. To be together with Jake one more time…no, that wouldn’t work. Or could it? They had been good together.
Before she reached her car, she stopped for a second, as if she had forgotten something and was considering going back inside. In reality, something felt wrong. She wasn’t sure what, though. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up and tickled her, as if a cold breeze struck her briskly from behind.
Instinctively, she switched the car keys from her right hand to her left as she clicked open the driver’s door. Then with her right hand, she drew her 9mm auto handgun from inside her leather jacket and turned swiftly toward a slight shuffling sound behind her.
A man with a gun lowered himself behind the back of a car, giving her no shot. She crouched down low, her gun aimed toward the hostile.
Suddenly, a sharp pain struck her in her right butt cheek, followed by a jolt that knocked her from her feet. She found herself flopping around on the cold, hard concrete ground and thinking about the last time she had been struck by a Tazer, with fifty thousand volts passing through her body. She was helpless. A completely unfamiliar feeling for her.
Her head against the concrete, the clicking sound of the Tazer still zapping her muscles into a bundle of flaccidity, she was aware of the sound of high heels coming toward her. As her eyes focused on this new sound, she smiled when she saw the most beautiful shoes she had seen in years. Rising up from those heels were extremely fit ankles. And those were her last thoughts before the second wave of volts coursed through her body.
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Jake considered it a sin to leave his luxury hotel room in the middle of the night to catch a flight on a military aircraft at zero dark thirty. He wished he had a buck for every time he had strapped himself into a web seat on a C-130, or inside a Blackhawk. But he had gotten to Joint Base Andrews and found out he would be riding on what looked like the private jet of a spoiled Hollywood actor, a Gulfstream G550 or the military version C-37B, he was relieved somewhat. He knew they could make the entire flight from DC to South Korea on one tank of fuel. And if he had to fly, this was one helluva way to do so.
After some thirteen hours in the air, with nearly everyone aboard sleeping most of the way, they finally touched down at Osan Air Base, South Korea, some 45 miles south of Seoul. As he got off the plane and onto the tarmac, he couldn’t help thinking about the last time he was at Osan, where he had been strapped into a pod in the bomb bay of a B-2, and then was later dropped off into the Russian Far East. Not too many happy thoughts with that mission, other than his brief relationship with Chang Su.
At the operations building, a slight Korean man wearing an oversized black business suit, his close-cropped hair speckled with a touch of gray, smiled broadly when he saw Jake enter with his pack over his shoulder. Jake had heard a man would meet him here, but he had just gotten a name without a description.
“Mister Adams,” the Korean man said, extending his hand. “I’m Kim Chin-Hwa.”
Jake shook the man’s hand, his grip much stronger than expected, considering the man’s stature. “Chin Hwa?”
“You can call me Kim,” he said.
Sizing up the guy, Jake said, “How long have you been with the Agency in Seoul?”
The Korean’s lips tightened, as if he wanted to say something immediately, but he was holding back to form his words clearly. “Did I say I was with the Agency?”
Shaking his head and letting out a breath of air through his nostrils, Jake walked out the front door toward the parking lot and felt the shorter man trying to keep up with his pace.
“Mister Adams,” he said.
Jake continued walking until he reached the passenger side of a black Hyundai sedan. Then he turned to the Korean with a smile.
“How do you know this is my car?” Kim asked.
Scanning his eyes across the small parking lot, there were only half a dozen private passenger cars. The rest were military trucks and cars. “The cars along the back side are from Air Force personnel,” Jake said. “This is the only private-looking vehicle in the lot. The Agency always tries to blend in to the host country. Is this not your car?”
Kim smiled and clicked the doors open.
Jake threw his backpack into the back seat and got into the front.
Settling in behind the wheel, Kim said, “They told me you could be difficult.”
“They?”
“The station chief in Seoul.”
“Your boss.”
“Yes, sir.” Kim turned over the car and headed toward the front gate.
After a long silence, just as they passed through the main gate toward the expressway, Jake finally said, “Will you be babysitting me while I’m here?”
“Do you need a babysitter?”
“I usually work alone,” Jake said, but that wasn’t entirely true. “So I don’t really need someone watching my every move.”
Kim picked up speed and ran through a yellow light just outside of the base.
“I have my orders,” Kim said.
“How well known are you in Korea?” Jake wanted to know.
“Not well. I just got here two months ago.”
“From?”
Kim hesitated. “I suppose if you wanted to, you could find out on your own. I understand you are a good friend of Kurt Jenkins.” He let that stand, as if waiting for Jake to respond. When Jake didn’t bite, Kim continued, “I was in China for three years. Before that, Singapore. Prior to that I worked at Fort Meade.”
“Air Force or Army linguist?” Jake asked.
“Air Force,” Kim said. “Ten years before the Agency recruited me.”
“Hmm. We have a similar background.”
“But you were mostly tactical human intelligence,” Kim said. “I was mostly stuck in a bunker listening to North Korean transmissions.”
The Korean turned and picked up speed as he entered the onramp to the freeway.
Thinking it over, Jake considered he might be better off keeping Kim close to him. He might pick up on the subtle differences between the South Korean speakers and their cousins to the North.
“Where are we heading?” Jake asked.
“Seoul.” Kim turned into the fast lane and picked up speed, passing slower cars and buses. “The station chief needs to brief you tonight. We have you booked on a flight to Gyeongju in the morning. The American delegation will fly in on a private jet tomorrow afternoon.”
“Isn’t that city way out in the east?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Why Gyeongju?”
“Truthfully?”
“Is there any other way?”
Kim hesitated, his eyes shifting toward Jake and then back to the road. “Dog and pony show. I understand the chair of the house intelligence committee likes the golf course there. The South Korean delegation will have them tour Bulguksa Temple, the Seokguram Grotto and the tombs.”
“What’s the real purpose of the meeting?” Jake asked.
“That’s above my pay-grade, sir.”
“If you don’t start calling me Jake, I might have to hurt you.”
“In Korea we respect our elders,” Kim said with a slight smile.
“Ouch. But in this business if anyone hears you using deference to me, and they assume I’m the boss. The target.”
“Understood. Jake it is.”
They sat in silence for a long while, with Jake watching the tall apartment buildings out his window. He guessed that people would live this far out of Seoul and commute in by train. Although he had slept quite a bit on the plane ride, Jake was still feeling somewhat lagged. Perhaps the travel from South America and Montana was starting to catch up with him. Either that or he really was starting to get too old for this crap.
As they reached the southern edge of Seoul, which was really hard to discern since the sprawl from Osan seemed to be continuous, the sun was setting over Incheon to the west.
“Tell me about the station chief,” Jake said, more of a demand than a request.
Kim’s eyes shifted again. “She’s a good leader.”
“Demanding?”
“Is there any other kind of Korean woman?” Kim laughed at himself.
“I don’t know. I guess I haven’t known that many.” Jake thought about it and continued, “What’s her background?”
“Stanford undergrad in languages by age twenty. Graduate degree from Harvard by twenty-two. Fluent in Korean, Mandarin and French. Has been with the Agency for nearly twenty years.”
“What’s her name?”
“Pam Suh. Her mother was a French teacher and her father a cardiologist in Davis, California.”
Jake never crossed paths with her, but that wasn’t unusual, since he had been out of the Agency for so long. “Do you know where she has served?”
“She started here in Seoul for her first assignment. Then Paris, Hong Kong, Vietnam, Langley, and then back here. Of course she had special assignments all over the place.”
Jake could relate. “Where does she want to meet?”
“She’ll meet you at your hotel in the Myeongdong area at eight tonight. Dinner in the main hotel restaurant.”
Checking his watch, that was just a little over two hours. In the next few minutes they crossed the Hangang River that split the city in two, and then exited the freeway and wound through the busy city streets lined with the major hotel chains. Kim pulled into the entrance to a huge hotel complex nearly a block wide and stopped at the curb in front. Over the years, Jake had stayed at a number of Lotte hotels. They were all nice and this one looked like no exception. Someone at the Agency was treating Jake like royalty.
“What name did you use for my reservation here?” Jake asked.
“Johann Konrad, your Austrian persona,” Kim said. “You do have that passport with you.”
A door man approached to open Jake’s door, but he waved the man off.
Yeah, Jake had that passport, as well as a couple of others, along with driver’s licenses to accompany the passports from the U.S., Canada and Austria. “Are you coming by with your boss tonight?”
“No,” Kim said. “But I’ll pick you up right here in the morning at five.”
Jake lifted his chin and thanked Kim for the ride. Then he got out, retrieved his backpack from the back seat, and slung it over his right shoulder. As he walked toward the front desk, he considered his appearance and figured the Koreans were used to Americans and Europeans showing up from long flights looking like crap. But he was without major luggage, so he’d mildly complain to those at the front desk that the airline had lost his bag. If he complained too loudly, the polite Koreans would do everything in their power to help him find luggage that didn’t exist on a flight he had never taken.
After checking in, Jake got to his room and plopped down onto his bed for a few minutes, thinking about what had happened in the past few days. He wondered how Professor Tramil was doing right now up at his cabin in Montana. Then he tried to call his CIA contact, Toni Contardo, to get a little more insight as to what he was to do this week. Unfortunately, she wasn’t picking up on her private cell phone. Not unusually for her. She was almost impossible to contact. He considered calling Kurt Jenkins, but he wasn’t sure that was needed. After all, he just wanted some insight. And that was pretty self-evident. The Agency needed some outside security. Someone unknown. But with that whole testifying before the house committee recently, and his video going viral, he was feeling way too exposed.
He got up and went to the bathroom, glancing at himself in the mirror. Jesus, his hair had gotten long. It was curling up over his collar, and the normally dark locks were speckled with nearly as much gray. He also hadn’t shaved in days, the stubble thick enough to sandblast the hull of a battleship. No wonder Kim thought he was an old man. Time to change his appearance.
Within fifteen minutes, using his electric trimmer, he had cut all of his hair off and then shaved his beard into a short goatee. Satisfied nobody would tie him to that video, he jumped into the shower and turned the water to near scalding, letting the jet pulse stream pound his muscles. Then he put on his only clean clothes, shoved the rest into a plastic bag to turn in downstairs to be washed, and was about to head out the door, but stopped. He wasn’t thinking straight. He pulled out the two guns Toni had given him, and checked the magazines and chambers. Toni had given him full magazines, along with thin slip-free holsters that would fit inside his belt and not show the outline of the gun. He shoved one down his butt crack and covered it with his button-up long-sleeve plaid shirt. There. Now he felt human.
Once he dropped off his laundry, Jake lingered outside the main restaurant, waiting for his contact to enter. He guessed she would be late. A power play. And he was right. Fifteen minutes after eight p.m. he saw what had to be the station chief, Pam Suh. What Kim had failed to mention to him was the fact that Pam Suh could have passed for nearly any other Korean woman walking the streets of Seoul, despite her half-French ancestry. Her only giveaway was the fact that her eyes were not as definitely Asian, but a lot of the wealthy in Korea had taken to cosmetic surgery to alter the edges of their eyes, making them look more western. This made no sense to Jake. The station chief wore a tight red dress that clung to her body like plastic wrap to a sandwich. Her tiny stature was enhanced somewhat with three-inch black heels.
He followed her into the restaurant like a shadow behind her, his eyes checking her slim body for any sign of a gun. If she was hiding one, he had no idea where.
Jake caught her off-guard, startling her somewhat as she turned to sit in the corner booth with a view of the front door.
The two of them shook hands without mentioning names and then took a seat across from each other.
“It’s nice to finally meet you,” the station chief said. “Especially after seeing you school that moron from California. Unfortunately he represents my home town.”
“Well, he’s the personification of the Peter Principle,” Jake explained.
She laughed and showed off her perfect teeth. Jake guessed her parents had spent a lot of money with the orthodontist.
“I almost didn’t recognize you with the haircut,” she said. “I liked the longer hair.”
“Well, I needed to change my look a little after my video went viral.”
The two of them looked at each other for a moment in silence. Jake wasn’t sure why they were meeting, unless she had some information for him. A waiter came and Jake ordered a beer for himself and a glass of white wine for the station chief.
“What can I do for you?” he asked her.
“I haven’t been briefed on that,” she said with some consternation. “I was just told to arrange for your transportation and insertion into the congressional delegation. I understand you will be using your Austrian persona.”
Jake let out a breath of air through his nostrils. His version of a laugh. If they knew about that persona, he would have to scrap that plan.
“You have a problem with that?” she asked.
“Yes, I do. As far as I can tell, there’s no Austrian in the delegation. The obvious choice is to go as myself. After all, my expertise is as a security consultant. I have spoken before government groups in nearly every European country on this subject. But I’m guessing you know this. Let’s not try to design a new mouse trap. Put me on the lecture agenda in Gyeongju and I’ll give them my standard speech.”
She shrugged. “That works for me.”
The waiter brought their drinks and Jake took a long swig, pulling a third of it down his throat.
“Tell me about your man, Kim,” Jake said.
The Korean woman’s eyes shifted as she delayed with a sip of wine. “What about him?”
“Can I trust him?”
“Absolutely,” she said emphatically. “I personally hired him.”
“Who says I can trust you?” Jake smiled at her.
She didn’t really look disturbed by that question, since distrust was a natural occurrence in the spy game. “If you can trust my friend, Toni, then you can trust me.”
Now it was all coming together for Jake. Toni had set him up again.
“Where did you cross paths with Toni?” he wanted to know.
“First time was Paris,” she said. “She was station chief in Vienna at the time. I’ve also worked special projects with her. I learned a lot from her.”
“Hopefully not about me.”
“Your name came up a few times,” she demurred.
Great. He drank some more beer. Changing the subject, Jake asked, “If you can’t help me with my so-called mission, then what are we doing here?”
“Logistics planning.” She explained how Jake would go to Gyeongju, while she would travel to the DMZ as an advance team. The congressional delegation would go to the DMZ in three days for six-party talks, including representatives from the U.S., South Korea, North Korea, Japan, China and Russia.
“Sounds like you’ll have your hands full at the DMZ,” Jake said seriously.
“We’ll have help from South Korean National Intelligence Service, along with Army intel and the Japanese.”
“I’m sure the Russian CVR and FSB will keep you busy,” Jake surmised and then drank down the last of his beer.
She laughed. “Yeah, but they should be easy to see. I’m more concerned with our cousins to the north.”
“Don’t forget the Chinese,” Jake reminded her. “I would scrutinize anyone from the media there as well. I’ve heard the Chinese government has planted officers and recruited others as agents.”
“Kind of like our own media?” She sipped and smiled behind her glass.
“Well, it’s hard to divest the Communist Party from the government intelligence and the media,” he explained.
“Are we still talking about ABC, CBS, NBC and nearly every print outlet in America?”
Jake looked at her seriously, guessing she thought very much like his old friend Toni. “Does it matter?”
Her eyes now covered him like a warm blanket on a cold night. “I guess I should get going. And you have an early flight.”
“And I thought our government was going to buy me dinner.”
“Our government is nearly broke,” she said. “And I understand you can afford it.”
“Are tax records not sacred?”
Smiling, she said, “You haven’t paid taxes in America since you left the Agency.”
“If you’re implying that I haven’t done my fair share for my country, you’re off the mark.”
She shook her head. “I’m sorry. Not at all, Jake. I know all that you’ve done for your country. I didn’t mean anything by that.”
He put his hand onto hers. “I’m messing with ya. Didn’t Toni tell you I at least make attempts at levity?”
She nodded. “Knowing something is true doesn’t mean I can tell the difference.”
Time to change the subject. “One question.” He paused. “Where do you keep your gun?”
Getting up to leave, she leaned into Jake and said, “Strapped to my inner thigh.” The station chief smiled at him and strut off toward the main entrance, a number of eyes following her smooth sway all the way.
Jake looked at his empty beer glass and lifted it for the waiter. He decided to get a good meal in before heading back to his room.

21

Washington, D.C.
Deep in the heart of the cesspool of the warehouse district of the nation’s capital, in a decrepit cinder block building with corrugated metal roof and doors and a nearly none-existent heating system, two men without masks loomed menacingly over the figure zip-tied to a metal chair. The woman’s long dark hair, scraggly and wet with sweat and blood, covered her face and the bruises she had gotten in the past twelve hours.
Alex Yaroslav ran his hands through his own dark hair, revealing the long scar on his jaw line. How much more could this woman take? He had never seen anyone — man or woman — endure such pain. It was as if she liked it. Sure the Agency had trained her for this eventuality. But training alone could not account for her resolve. His friend Danko had tried nearly everything on her. He had punched her, cut her, added chemicals to the cuts. Used electrical prods. He even used a butane torch on the woman’s breasts, nearly burning off her nipples, and still she had not given up the encryption codes to the flash memory card. Her endurance had given him…what did the American’s call it? Major wood? Yeah, he wanted to give it to her big-time. But he had his orders. If he and Danko could get the information from her, then, and only then, could they screw the woman. It was their incentive. Their bonus.
Alex pulled his friend Danko away from the woman and whispered softly, “What do you think, Danko?”
His friend shook his head. “I don’t know. Nobody can hold out this long. I think we should try to make her water tight.” Danko smiled with that thought.
“No. You heard our orders.”
“You are thinking the same thing, Alex.”
“Maybe. But we could be the next to get strapped to the chair if we don’t follow orders.”
Danko shook his head and ran his hands over his bald head. “What about Jake Adams?”
“What about him?” Alex glanced around his friend at the woman, who seemed to be slumping over more, her head almost in her lap.
“He gave the flash card to this Agency whore,” Danko said. “He set the encryption code. We just need to pick up him and get the code.”
“Or find the scientist, Tramil,” Alex reminded his friend.
Danko laughed. “In a perfect world. I thought that’s why they hired Milena in the first place. She’s supposed to be a computer genius.”
Shaking his head, Alex said, “Not even Milena can break five-hundred-twelve bit encryption.”
Suddenly a figure appeared in the shadows alongside the door to the outer warehouse.
“Let me take care of this,” Alex said to Danko.
Moving in closer, Danko whispered, “Make sure he knows I want to have this woman ‘before’ she dies.” He smiled and squeezed his friend’s arm.
The bald man walked off and stood next to the woman in the chair, as if wondering what to try next.
Alex went to the doorway and considered shaking the lobbyist’s hand, but then remembered the guy would never make skin-to-skin contact. Not that they would have anyway, since Alex had never seen the guy without his black leather gloves.
“Has she told you anything?” the Lobbyist asked.
Glancing back across the room, Alex turned to the man and said, “No, sir. I have never seen anything like it. She seems oblivious to pain.”
“Everyone has a button to push, Alex. You just need to be creative enough to find what motivates her. I heard she and Jake Adams were an item at one time. Can you exploit that?”
Alex shrugged. “If we had Jake Adams. But we let him go so he would lead us to the scientist.”
The Lobbyist tightened his jaw and smirked. “And how did that work for you?”
“It was not our fault,” Alex assured the man. “Adams killed Bogden before we got to Montana and then took Tramil somewhere.”
“And you lost them in a state with more cows than people,” the Lobbyist said with derision.
“Have you been to Montana? It is huge. He could be anywhere.”
“I don’t want excuses, Alex. Obviously Jake Adams came back here to drop off the flash card to his Agency contact.”
“His old girlfriend,” Alex corrected with a smile.
The Lobbyist shook his head slightly. “Will she ever give you anything?”
If Alex said no, he knew that the game would be over. “I don’t know for sure. Like you said, everyone has a breaking point.”
“But we don’t have time for this.” The Lobbyist walked into the room toward the woman in the chair. “Let’s see her face,” he said to Danko.
The bald man grasped the Agency woman’s hair and pulled back her head. The woman’s eyes seemed to open wider when she saw the Lobbyist.
“You,” the woman whispered through bloody, puffy lips.
“So you know me,” the Lobbyist said. “How much longer do you plan on holding out on us?”
She laughed. “I work for the government. I get paid if I sit here in this chair or at Starbucks.”
“But not if you’re dead. How would Jake Adams feel about that?”
“You don’t have the balls to kill me,” she said.
“Why do you say that?”
“Because you know Jake Adams. He’ll hunt down every one of you and kill you. Then he’ll find those who pay you and kill them.”
The Lobbyist laughed. “You think he cares that much about you? Where has he been the last ten years? All over the globe, but not in your bed. With other whores. He might simply shrug with your death.”
“Then put a bullet in my head you fucking pussy,” she screamed at him and struggled as best she could against her restraints.
With one swift motion, the Lobbyist pulled a silenced gun from his pocket and pressed it against the woman’s forehead. He pulled the trigger and the gun simply clicked without firing.
The woman didn’t budge.
The Lobbyist laughed and racked a .22 round into the chamber of the automatic pistol. Then he shoved the gun against her forehead again and pulled the trigger again. This time the gun coughed and the woman’s head slumped. She was dead immediately.
“Christ, you actually killed her,” Alex yelled. “What the hell?”
The Lobbyist pointed the gun at Alex. “You have a problem with that?”
“Yes! Danko and I wanted to…you know.”
Danko nodded but said nothing.
The Lobbyist laughed aloud. “I was never going to let you do that. Now clean up this mess. We have a little trip to take in less than twelve hours.”
“Not Montana again,” Danko pled.
“No. I just found out that Jake Adams is in Korea. We’ll meet up with our friends there and get what we need from Adams.”
Danko and Alex both nodded.
“Should we cut her up and dispose of the body?” Danko asked.
“No,” the Lobbyist said. “We want her body found and identified quickly. I want Jake Adams to know his old girlfriend was just tortured and murdered.”
“But why?” Alex asked.
“Because that’s when Jake Adams makes mistakes. When he’s so pissed off he can’t see straight. He’ll be thinking only of getting back to Washington and won’t see us coming for him.”
The three men all laughed now.
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Seoul, South Korea
Jake grabbed a quick breakfast, then rolled all of his fresh clothes into his pack and checked out of the hotel. His Agency contact, Kim Chin-Hwa, was waiting for him out front in a taxi. Jake didn’t like the idea of a babysitter, but his Korean was also non-existent. He needed the young officer. He shoved his bag into the trunk of the taxi and got into the back seat with Kim.
“Hope you slept all right,” Kim said. “That’s a nice place.”
The driver got in and started to pull out of the parking lot.
Jake reached forward and said, “Seoul Station.”
Kim broke in, “We’re going to Incheon Airport.”
“We were,” Jake said. He pointed to the driver and repeated, “Seoul Station.”
The taxi driver shook his head, figuring the fare would be much less. They were almost within walking distance of the main train station in Seoul.
“What’s going on?” Kim asked. “I was told to escort you to Incheon and take the flight with you to Gyeongju.”
“I know. But I haven’t stayed alive this long by following orders.”
“I’ve heard you can be difficult.”
“Careful,” Jake corrected. Perhaps warned as well. “I have no ability to travel in Korea with weapons.”
“I was ready to put those in my bags,” Kim said.
Jake half laughed and let air out of his nostrils. “I’d rather have them on me. You know the Boy Scout motto: Be prepared.”
Kim considered his options. “We’ll get into Gyeongju much later.”
“The flight leaves in more than ninety minutes,” Jake said. “The KTX bullet train leaves in fifteen. Travel time for the flight is an hour and fifteen minutes. The KTX will get there in two and a half. Almost the same time. Plus my children can come with me. Win-win.”
They got to Seoul Station, bought tickets with cash, and walked right onto the first class car on the KTX train. Seconds later and they were slowly making their way out of the city. Less than thirty minutes later and they were up to more than 300 kilometers per hour. Jake had traveled nearly every bullet train in the world, from the TGV in France to the Shinkansen train in Japan. They were all smooth and elegant. Even if he didn’t have to worry about carrying his guns, he would have taken the opportunity to ride the KTX.
While the countryside cruised by to his left, where sprawling high-rise apartments gave way to factories and eventually to rice fields, Jake took the opportunity to check his e-mail on the train’s wi-fi. He rarely had any messages by e-mail anymore. He really wasn’t taking on new cases now. But he still maintained his server that routed his mail through a dozen countries and encrypting them and scrubbing them for viruses before sending them on to him. The scrubbing often dumped legitimate e-mail. But if someone who knew him really wanted him, they could go old school and call him on his cell. He might even pick up. As suspected he had only one e-mail, and that was from an old friend Chad Hunter, who was a weapons designer living off the grid on an island in southeast Alaska. Chad simply asked how in the hell he had come across the technology from Professor Tramil. That and the fact that his preliminary calculations confirmed that this technology would work. Of course Jake guessed as much, otherwise there wouldn’t be people trying to kill to get it.
Smiling, Jake fired back a message saying to keep the info close to the vest, explaining that people are willing to kill to get that technology. Chad was a civilian, but Jake knew the guy could keep a secret.
“Everything all right?” Kim asked Jake.
“Hmm.” Jake put his phone back into an inside pocket. “Did you see the woman in her mid-thirties pass by three minutes ago.”
“Of course,” Kim said. “She was quite the looker.”
“You’re right. But she was pretending to text and she fired off a photo of us from her phone as she passed.”
“Seriously?” Kim looked back behind him toward the car behind them. “I was looking at…”
“Her short black skirt,” Jake finished. “Or her tight white silk blouse?”
“I’m sorry, sir.”
Jake leaned toward the young man. “Don’t be sorry. Just be more observant. Did you notice the car that followed us to the train station?”
“Are you serious? No.”
“When you aren’t driving it can be more difficult,” Jake instructed. “But you can usually line yourself up to see out one of the side mirrors. When I turned to talk with you, I verified the car through my peripheral vision. Driver was a Korean in his mid-forties with military posture. He abandoned his car at the station and bought a ticket just after us. His eyes met those of our young lady. And he wasn’t checking out her legs. She bought a ticket just as we were heading toward the KTX, and she barely got aboard before the doors closed.”
Kim shook his head. “How did you see all of that?”
“You need to see without being seen seeing.”
“Is that rule number one?”
“No. Rule number one is don’t let someone get the drop on you unless you want them to.”
“Why would you want someone to get the drop on you?” Kim asked.
“It’s a calculated risk, of course,” Jake explained. “You have to believe that they don’t want to kill you. If you think they might kill you, then kill them first.”
“Of course.” Kim looked confused. “But how do you know?”
“Easy. Their eyes give away their intentions. They don’t teach you that at the Farm anymore?”
“Not really. It’s more high-tech than that. You know, facial recognition software, satellite intercepts, drone surveillance, etc.”
Jake shook his head. “Great. What happens when the Chinese or the North Koreans shoot down our satellites with missiles or pulse weapons? All that technology is great. But it doesn’t do you a helluva lot of good on this train right now.”
Kim looked around. “I count three cameras in this car alone. One on each end and a globe in the center.”
“Don’t forget those on each TV screen. That’s three more. But it’s not my point. Unless we have real-time access to the images, your own eyes are much more useful. Hang on.” Jake pulled out his cell phone, put it to his left ear as if listening, and then clicked a photo as a man passed to his right.
As the man passed, the young woman headed back toward the front of the car — a classic pass-off. Jake showed Kim the photo. Then he attached it to a text and sent it to Pam Suh, the CIA station chief in Seoul, having her run facial recognition to see who this guy might be.
In just a couple of minutes Jake got a text back saying to call her.
“That my boss?” Kim asked.
“Yeah. Hold down the fort. She wants me to call her.”
Jake got up and walked back toward the bathroom at the rear of the car. Once he was there, he called and waited.
Pam Suh picked up on the second ring. “Jake. Where the hell are you?”
He ignored her. “Did you run the man through facial recognition?”
“I didn’t need to. The man’s name is Kwan. Real name is Ryang Myung-Ki. He’s a North Korean intelligence officer. Is he on your flight?”
“Not exactly.”
“Why? Because you’re not on a flight?”
Jake pulled his phone away and looked at it carefully, knowing there was no way she could be tracking him. “Are you tracking your young man’s phone?”
“You didn’t lose him?” she asked.
“Of course not.” Although he had considered it, Jake knew that would be useless since they both knew where he was going. “We’re on the KTX.”
“I know. Making good time at about three hundred K. Heading into Daejon. Why not fly?”
Jake felt the gun in his right front pocket. “I had a couple weapons I needed to carry.”
“Kim would have taken those for you,” she assured him.
“Right. Let’s just say I’m on a mission to travel on every bullet train in the world. All that remains now is China.”
“Might not want to get on that one for a while,” she said. “Let them get the bugs out.” She hesitated, as if unsure what to say.
“What?” he asked.
“Kwan is a brutal, bad man,” she said. “We don’t know how many people he’s killed. He worked for a while with our counterparts here in the south. But he became too difficult. The Agency refused to work with him. We should have put an end to his activities a long time ago.”
“So you want me to take care of…”
“No. That’s not your concern.”
“But he’s following me.” Jake explained how the man had tailed them from the hotel to Seoul Station and got on the train just after them.
“Let him follow.”
Jake laughed. “But don’t let him know I know he’s following?”
“Right. It’s better that we know where he is. He’s just one of many we guess will be lingering around that conference in Gyeongju. There will be just as many at the DMZ meeting. But security will be much tighter there. So you need to be careful.”
“Careful is my middle name,” Jake said.
“That’s not what I’ve heard,” Pam said derisively.
Somebody tried to open the restroom door, despite the obvious occupied symbol outside.
“Gotta go,” Jake said. “Oh, one more thing.” He quickly described the young woman on the train.
“Let’s see. Mid-thirties, nice legs, great figure. You just described half of the young women in Korea.”
“I didn’t get a picture,” Jake said. “But she got one of me.”
“Maybe it was just some woman who thought you were cute,” Pam said, a slight laugh.
“No. I’m too old for her.”
“Koreans respect their elders.”
The door handle shook again.
“Ha, ha. Gotta go.”
Jake swiped the door inward quickly and nearly ripped the arm off an old man who was sub five feet. The old guy looked frightened, so Jake bowed slightly and slid past the man toward his seat.
Sitting down, Jake saw that the train was starting to slow down somewhat.
“Everything all right?” Kim asked.
“Yeah. I’ll explain later. Any movement from our tails?”
“A little. When the man saw you head out, he got up and was about to follow you. He must have realized you were only going to the bathroom, so he pretended to get something from his overhead bag. What do we do?”
Jake thought about what he would have normally done in a situation like this. He might shove the guy into the bathroom and choke some information out of him. Like who in the hell hired him. But in this case, Pam Suh had just given him that information without getting any blood on his hands.
“At this time we do nothing. Ignore the both of them. Well, mostly ignore the guy. Don’t let him know you know he’s watching you. With the girl, make sure you check her out every chance you get. I have a feeling she’s the shiny object of their operation. We’re supposed to notice her.”
Kim laughed internally. “Sounds like a plan. Like I could not look at her?”
Jake leaned back against his first class seat and closed his eyes. “I’m going to catch an hour. Keep your eyes open.”
The young officer nodded his head. Jake could barely see it through a slit in his peripheral vision.
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Jake and Kim got to Gyeongju, the ancient Korean city splattered with burial mounds of Kings, a little after noon. Kim rented a car and drove them to the resort hotel at the doorstep of Bulguksa Temple, the most important site in all of Korea.
Checking in to the hotel, Jake stared out his sixth-floor window at the plush trees and snow-covered hills that led up to the mountains to the east. He had to admit that this was a much better venue than any city in Korea. There weren’t many distractions at this time of year. The tennis courts were useless, as was the huge outdoor pool. The area would need a major warming trend to melt the snow enough for the congressional delegation to hit the links.
When he heard the door close to the room next to his, Jake smiled and knew it was time for the grand reveal.
He left his room and stood at the next door down. Then he tapped his knuckles on the wooden door and waited, trying on his best smile as an image appeared in the peep.
The door swung open and Congresswoman Lori Freeman stood with her hand on her hips. She was wearing a pair of tight jeans and a plaid western shirt, her cowboy boots pointing right at Jake.
“Are you following me?” she asked. “What happened to your hair?”
Jake looked up and down the corridor. “The video happened. May I come in?”
“How do you know I’m alone?”
He shook his head. “Because my room is next door and I only heard you come in.”
She grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him into her room. Then she locked the door behind them and turned to Jake. “Quite the spy. Nothing gets by you. Now what are you doing here?”
He couldn’t tell her the real reason. That he was trying to find a leak in the congressional delegation. Or that he was being followed by one of the most brutal intelligence officers from North Korea. No, he needed to make this more personal.
“Our government thought they could use another set of eyes on this junket,” Jake said. “I agreed to come along and keep folks honest.”
Lori sat onto her bed and pulled off her left cowboy boot. When she had a problem with the right boot, Jake helped her pull it off. Then he felt the leather on the side of the boot and saw that her initials were carved intricately into the upper section by the pull straps.
“Rattlesnake?”
“Western diamondback,” Lori corrected.
“Nice.”
“A guy in Helena made those for me. Are you going to tell me why you’re really here?” she asked, leaning back onto her elbows.
He tried to keep his eyes off of her tight jeans and even tighter shirt, but he was failing miserably. Their eyes connected and he seemed to see something he hadn’t noticed in her before. Her eyes were checking him out from top to bottom. Had he not noticed this in Montana? Or was she only now considering him?
Without saying another word, he settled onto the bed next to her and gently pulled loose hair away from her face. She grasped his biceps and he instinctively flexed for her. Then he clasped his hand behind her neck and kissed her passionately on the lips. Her chest heaved up against him and he could feel her breasts against his arm.
Breathing hard, she pulled away slightly. “I want you now,” she ordered.
That’s one order he could take from his congresswoman.
A while later, laying together in her bed naked, Jake ran his hand over the smooth skin on her back. He had to admit he had considered this scenario ever since their encounter in Montana.
She rolled over and her eyes glanced up at Jake. “Are you all right?”
Jake said nothing. He wasn’t sure how to answer her.
“I’m not looking for a relationship,” Lori said. “But I needed this.”
“I’m not a good prospect for your affection,” he said.
Lori rubbed the short hair at the base of his neck. “Why do you say that?”
“My track record,” he explained.
“Well, I haven’t been exactly stellar in the relationship arena either.”
“You’re a strong woman,” Jake reasoned. “Not a lot of men can handle that in their partners.”
“And you?”
“I don’t know. I was close to having it all not too long ago. A wife. A child. I could have retired and gone fishing.”
“I’m sorry, Jake. I read about the loss of your girlfriend during my briefing for that Berlin affair.”
His mind flashed back to Anna’s death and he tightened his jaw to fight off the pain. “Maybe I should have gone fishing instead of running down that man in Tunisia.”
“Didn’t the state department find you fishing in Patagonia before they brought you to our committee to testify?” Lori asked.
“Yeah. It’s the only pleasure I seem to find in life anymore.”
She slapped his shoulder. “Hey.”
“Until now, of course.”
“You seemed to be finding pleasure,” she said. “I found it twice.” She reached between his legs and found him hard again. “Hmm. Quite the Energizer Bunny.”
She rolled on top of him, rose up, and took him inside her in one stroke, like they had been together for years.
* * *
Back in Seoul, Pam Suh sat in her office with no windows and reviewed the security protocol for the six-party DMZ meeting set for just a few days. This would be the first time such a high-level meeting took place in her area of responsibility. As the CIA station chief for South Korea, she couldn’t let anything go wrong. Sure her counterparts from China and Japan would be there, but they would only be accompanying the U.S. ambassadors from those countries. And the Secret Service would control security of the American contingent, along with the U.S. Army. But if anything went wrong, the buck would stop at her desk.
Suddenly her phone rang, startling her. She looked and saw that the caller was Curtis Spa and Salon. Smiling at the humor of the Director of Central Intelligence, she pressed the green button and said, “I could use a massage about now. How are you, Sir?”
Hesitation on the other end. Kurt Jenkins finally said, “I take it you’ve met with Jake Adams.”
“Yes, Sir. We’ve met.”
“Is he in Gyeongju?”
“Yes. He got there hours ago with my officer, Kim Chin-Hwa. Why do you ask, Sir?” She nearly kicked herself for asking that.
“I’ve been trying to get in touch with him,” Kurt said. “His phone must be off.”
“Is there something I can help you with?”
“Well, I wanted to talk with him in person. But I know that you and Toni Contardo…were friends.”
“Were?” She sat up in her chair, the hair on the back of her neck rising.
Kurt let out a deep breath. “Her body was found on one of the baseball fields at Langley Fork Park.”
Her heart seemed to stop. “Toni is dead?”
“Afraid so.”
“How?”
Kurt explained how Toni had been tortured and dumped so someone would easily find her.
“Who did this?” Pam asked.
“We’re not sure,” Kurt said. “But someone is trying to send us a message. If you remember, that park is just outside out main gate. Our softball teams play there.”
She remembered. She had been there many times and could visualize her old friend and mentor lying on the field. Her shock was quickly turning into anger. “Does her death have something to do with what Jake is working on?”
“This isn’t Jake’s fault,” Kurt assured her.
“I didn’t mean that, Sir. I just want to understand.”
Kurt briefed her on the technology transfer that Jake had handed off to Toni before departing for Korea. “She never got a chance to turn that in to us.”
“You think Jake still has a copy?” she asked.
“We hope so. Even better, Toni told me before her meeting with Jake that Adams had stashed the scientist somewhere.”
“So it’s all up to Jake now,” she surmised.
“Yes. But my intention right now was to simply notify Jake about Toni’s death.”
“You think that’s a good idea?”
“It’s the only idea,” Kurt said. “Sure, he could go all rogue on us like he did after the death of Anna, chasing down anyone who had anything to do with his girlfriend’s death. But if we don’t tell him, and he finds out we knew and didn’t tell him, he’s likely to…well, I don’t want to think about that. But let’s just say he’ll be pissed at me forever.”
“I understand. So, what do you want me to do?”
“If I can’t call him directly, I would like you to do so.”
“I could call Kim and have him run down Jake. Maybe have Jake call you.”
Kurt Jenkins thought about that for a minute. “No. I want you to go there to be with him. Both of you knew Toni. It will come better directly from you.”
“But Sir, I didn’t know Toni like you and Jake knew her.”
“I know, Pam. I’m going to personally head up the investigation into her death. We will catch the bastards.”
Pam considered what had happened to Toni and said, “Sir, they were obviously torturing her for information. Do you think she gave it up?”
He laughed ever so slightly. “No, Pam. She didn’t give them shit. The data Jake gave to Toni was encrypted to five-twelve, and Jake wouldn’t have told Toni where he was stashing the professor. Which is why I want you to keep an eye on Jake. Those who killed Toni know they can get the encryption code from Jake. Or force him to tell them where he put the professor. He’s in danger.”
“I agree, Sir. I’ll get to Gyeongju ASAP.”
“Thank you. And if you don’t want to give him the news, have him call me on your cell.”
She agreed and her line went blank. Then, for the first time in years, she sat back in her chair and cried like a baby.
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Gyeongju, South Korea
Jake and Lori had some food delivered to her room, the two of them ate an early dinner, and now they sipped on hot tea. It was just after five p.m.
“Are you ready for the evening meetings?” Jake asked her.
“Not really. Those this morning were not only boring, but they were less than meaningful.” She scanned a single piece of paper with the agenda for the evening. “Looks like we have some policy wonk from the state department speaking about the upcoming six-party talks at the DMZ. That’s followed by a speech by some security consultant on the importance of the Pacific Rim region. Great, that will probably be some CIA wannabe looking to make a name for himself.” She flipped the page over and then back to the front. “Strange. They don’t mention the name of the speaker.”
Jake turned off his phone again after texting someone. He ignored several texts and voice mails. They would have to wait. Then he stood up and headed toward the door. “I’m sure the guy…or gal will be a genius, Lori.”
Looking out the peep hole, Jake opened the door and let in CIA officer Kim Chin-Hwa. He closed the door and introduced Kim to Congresswoman Lori Freeman.
“He’s staying in the room to the left,” Jake said. “I’m just to your right. When I’m occupied, Kim will be at your side. Understand?”
Lori looked confused. “Where will you be going?”
“Well, I have to make a name for myself tonight,” Jake said with a smile.
“You’re the speaker tonight,” she nearly laughed out.
“Don’t be so surprised. I’ve been speaking at conferences like this for years, although mostly in Europe. You should hear me do it in German. I can sound like a dictator.”
“Oh, I believe you.” She shook her head. “I just want to know why all the secrecy.”
Jake shrugged. “It adds to my mystique.”
“You know that congressman from California you encountered during our hearing? He’ll be in attendance tonight.”
“Vaguely.”
Kim chimed in. “You mean the one he bitch-slapped and has over a million hits on U-Tube?”
“Only a million?” Jake asked.
“Until we scrubbed it from the internet,” Kim said.
“You can never scrub it entirely,” Jake assured him. “These things tend to take on a life of their own.”
“Usually,” Kim said, “but we attached a nasty virus to a bunch of them, and the word seems to have gotten out to not open the file.”
“What about the media?” Lori asked.
Kim said, “Other than FOX, none of the other outlets picked up on it. Seems they don’t like to see one of their own taken down with such…”
“Alacrity?” Jake provided.
“Dexterity,” Kim corrected.
Looking at his watch, Jake said, “I’m up in ten minutes.” He put on his coat and pulled out both of his guns. He put one of the Glocks in his right jacket pocket, and the other one he clipped inside the waistband of his pants down his butt crack, covering that with his leather coat. He wasn’t used to using such light firepower. But it wasn’t like he could have brought his full-size .40 cal handguns with him to Korea.
Pointing to Kim, Jake said, “You stick with the congresswoman.”
“Yes, Sir,” Kim said.
Jake swished his head for the Agency man to head out. “Give us a minute.”
Kim did as he was told, heading out the door to wait in the corridor.
“Do you trust him?” Lori asked.
“Yeah. He’s a little green, but I think he will be all right.”
Lori gave him a confused look. “Who are you working for, Jake?”
He thought about what she needed to know verses what he wanted to tell her. The two were not always the same. “I’m a free agent.” When she put her hands on her hips, Jake knew she wanted more. “That’s partially true. An Agency friend asked me to come to Korea to help.”
“But they’re not paying you,” she stated.
“No.”
“And that’s the way you like it.”
“You could say so,” he said. “Money has a tendency to lead to dependency. I’m not beholding to anyone anymore.”
“Again. You like it that way.”
“It comes in handy sometimes, but can be a pain in the ass when you find yourself locked in a Tunisian prison for murder.”
“I can only imagine.” She ran her hand across Jake’s left arm. “Be careful.”
It had been a long time since anyone said that to him. He wasn’t sure how he should take it. He checked out his watch and said, “Gotta get going. Stick with Kim.”
“There’s a lot of security in this building,” she assured him.
Jake left Lori with Kim and he went down the elevator alone. As he approached the conference theater, he instinctively scanned the area for those who didn’t belong. Like the two Koreans on the train that morning. But Lori was right, the place was crawling with security types. Ear buds gave most away. The rest by stature and disposition.
He showed his credentials and passport to get into the theater and then walked down the left side corridor, thinking the place was packed with those from at least five countries — the U.S., Japan, China, Russia, and the host nation. Since he hadn’t prepared any comments, he would have to wing it. Not unusual for him.
Checking his watch for the last few feet before stepping in front of the podium, he saw that he was a couple minutes late.
An older Korean man smiled at Jake and said, “Are you the speaker?” His English was nearly flawless.
Jake nodded and simply headed toward the podium. He looked out over the crowd and figured there had to be nearly two hundred people in attendance. When his eyes met the congressman from California, he pretended not to recognize the man. Then he saw Lori enter the theater with Kim and take a seat near the back in the center.
“Good evening. My name is.” He smiled. “Never mind my name. I’m here this evening to talk with you about Pacific Rim security. This is a unique situation for me, since for many years I spent time doing everything in my power to destroy some of you. Raise your hand if you’re from a communist country.” Nobody complied. “Come on comrades. Be proud of your failed ideology. It’s not your fault that you were brainwashed by corrupt leaders who followed the insane teachings of Marx. By the way, you would have been better off following the Marx Brothers.” A few laughs. “Right. At least you’d have some talent and something to laugh about. I don’t mean to pick on my former communist colleagues. Many enemies of our past have become friends or at least trading partners. I’ve heard that more billionaires are coming from China and Russia than from all western nations combined. Not exactly what Marx had in mind. So, what does this have to do with Pacific Rim security?” Jake pointed his arm to the wall behind him. “Well, there’s a crazy bastard to the north who wants to take all that wealth away from you and your country. He wants to kill you. He wants to destroy your way of life.”
Jake paused to gauge the audience. Most were sitting on their hands. Some looked downright annoyed at Jake. Tough crowd.
He continued, “So, what do we do? Kick the can down the road some more? Say pretty please…give up your nukes? Or we might just sign another stern warning in the U.N. Sanctions are the first and last tool for uninspired nations full of pussies. What should we do? That’s easy.” He pointed toward the north again. “We cruise off the coast with two of our nuclear aircraft carriers and their escorts, along with a couple of boomer subs. We include ships from all five countries in this room. Then we simultaneously have the Chinese position troops to his north. Once we have all the players in place, we give that crazy bastard twenty-four hours to surrender. If he doesn’t surrender unconditionally, we do a blitzkrieg that would make Nazi Germany look like a Boy Scout troop. Shock and awe would suddenly become holy shit! I would say we bomb the place into the Stone Age, but I think they’re already one step below that now. War is never a great option. Many innocent people in Seoul could die. But if you allow the north to continue to develop and deploy nuclear weapons in greater numbers, you will guarantee that some crazy bastard will eventually decide it’s a cool idea to use them. Now, mutually assured destruction might have been a reasonable concept for the U.S. and the former Soviet Union, because, although some will disagree, there were reasonably rational people in charge of those nukes. But at some point we must all stand up and say enough. We cannot allow despots and crazy people to have nuclear weapons. Even if we have to use our nukes to ensure they don’t get theirs.”
With that pleasant thought relayed to the crowd, Jake simply walked off the stage. About three people gave him a courtesy clap.
As Jake walked toward the exit, an older gentleman with gray hair, wearing a somewhat crumpled brown suit, stopped him with a raised hand.
“You’re Jake Adams, right?” the man said.
Considering the man more carefully now, Jake waited a couple of seconds as the people streamed out and probably headed toward the bar.
“You look somewhat familiar,” Jake said, although he wasn’t sure where he had seen the man. A relatively unknown occurrence for Jake. His memory of facts was surpassed only by his recall of faces.
The old guy reached out his hand and said, “General Tom Graves. Retired.”
Jake shook the man’s hand. “Jake Adams. Retired.”
The former general laughed. “You don’t seem very retired. Not after what happened in Sicily recently.”
Okay. The guy had some inside knowledge. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
The general smiled. “Right. Well, I’ve kept track of your work over the years. Berlin, Austria, Kurdistan, China. You get around.”
“Yeah, I’m kind of a slut. What can I do for you?”
“I was Air Force intelligence,” General Graves said. “We served together.”
Jake racked his brain now, trying to extrapolate how the man’s face would have looked a couple of decades ago. But he was coming up with nothing.
The general continued. “You were a captain, while I was a lieutenant colonel. I ran a tactical intelligence squadron in the U.K. while you were stationed in Germany. I don’t think we ever met, but I was briefed on your activities there. I was disappointed when you left the Air Force for the CIA.”
“Life is full of disappointments,” Jake said.
The two of them stood for a moment, the only two people left in the theater room. Jake wasn’t sure where this was going.
Finally, the general said, “I now work for a think tank, where we’ve been lobbying the government to take a tougher stance on rogue countries like North Korea, Iran, and others.”
“Good luck with this government,” Jake said. “They have a hard time finding their own asses in the dark with both hands.”
The general laughed. “I agree. But we won’t always have a Marxist in that position.”
“Yeah, well we don’t have time to wait. And nobody believes false bravado.”
“General Graves. What do you want from me?”
“Everything you said tonight was spot on,” the general said. “We need people like you.”
“For what?”
“To work with us.”
Jake laughed and started to walk away.
“Just a minute, Jake.”
“You don’t know me as well as you think,” Jake assured the good general.
“I know you don’t need financial support,” General Graves said. “I know you love your country enough to come back time and again when the Agency needs your help. I know you’ve put your life on the line more times than anyone will ever know just to do the right thing. I know you can’t be bought.”
“You could describe most former military that same way. Most former Agency officers as well.”
“True. But you have something special. I watched your most recent testimony before the House Intelligence Committee. You cut through the bullshit quicker than anyone I’ve seen. We need a no-nonsense guy like you on our staff.”
Jake thought about what Lori had said in her room that evening, about how the un-named speaker was probably just speaking to make a name for himself. Although this was not true, she was not far from the possible outcome.
“I appreciate the offer, General Graves. But I really don’t see myself living in Washington.”
The man raised both hands in protest. “No, no. You could live anywhere in the world. You would just be a consultant. We would just want to pick your brain on certain issues.”
Jake considered the offer. He was about to surprise himself. “All right. With two provision. First, you leave my name out of everything. I won’t be on your roster of personnel. I won’t physically lobby anyone. Especially politicians. Because my idea of lobbying is grabbing the dumbasses by the throat and shaking them until they come to their senses.”
“And the second provision?” the general asked.
“I won’t do company picnics or Christmas parties. I lied. Here’s a third thing. I’m not a political operative. I’m not a Democrat. Not a Republican. I’m about as independent as they come. I have no use for any politician. We need term limits on every one of the bastards.”
The general laughed. “I’m right there with you, Jake. You got it. But we must pay you.”
“Nothing directly to me,” Jake said. “I’ll provide you with a list of charities where you can send my salary. But you will never attach my name to any of this. Understand?”
The general reached out his hand and Jake shook on the deal. “Thank you, Jake. You’ll hear from me soon.”
Jake half smiled and walked out of the theater, his eyes scanning for Congresswoman Lori Freeman. He wasn’t sure if what he had just agreed to do was right. But if things with the think tank took up too much time away from his fly fishing, he could just tell them to take a hike.
He found Lori and Kim in the bar area, she with a glass of white wine and he with a bottle of water. Good to see the young Agency officer was taking his job seriously.
“Everything all right?” Lori asked Jake.
“Yeah.”
She smiled at him. “That was quite a speech you gave. I can only imagine how it would have sounded in German. Do you really think we’re heading for a conflict with North Korea?”
“Not if our current administration has anything to do with it,” Jake explained. “They’re acting just like Neville Chamberlain in the late thirties. They have their heads so far up their asses the Chinese are recruiting them for their contortionists skills. I wouldn’t be buying a condo in Seoul right now. No offense, Kim.”
“Hey, I’m right there with you, Jake,” Kim said, his eyes suddenly making a double take on the bar entrance.
“What’s the matter?” Jake asked Kim. He turned and saw Pam Suh, the Seoul CIA station chief, enter the bar and head right toward them. What was she doing in Gyeongju?
Pam tried to smile slightly, but her grave disposition gave way.
Jake introduced the congresswoman to Pam Suh, leaving out in this setting her position with the Agency. “Everything all right?” he asked.
“We need to speak privately,” Pam demanded.
He looked directly at Lori and said, “I’ll be back in a minute.” Then he shifted his eyes at Kim, saying keep an eye on her. Kim nodded understanding.
As Jake and Pam walked out of the bar, he couldn’t help but let his mind roam. Had someone somehow found the professor?
Out in the lobby area, away from others, Pam stopped and turned to him. Her eyes were red and puffy and a tear formed at the edge of each one now.
“What’s the matter?” Jake asked.
“It’s Toni Contardo,” she said solemnly. “She’s dead.”
Jake felt like somewhat had just kicked him in the gut. A wave of adrenalin coursed through his body. “How?”
Pam Suh sobbed and then pulled herself together. “She was tortured and then shot in the head. Her body was dropped outside of Langley.”
Jake wasn’t sure how to react. He and Toni had started off as CIA colleagues. Then they had become lovers. Most recently they had been friends. Toni had saved his ass more times than he could count. He always thought that if things could eventually change, if she could have just left the Agency, then maybe they could be together again. The hit to his gut was followed by a great feeling of dread. He would never hear her voice again. Never see her beautiful face again. How does one deal with such loss? He wasn’t sure if that was possible.
Finally, Jake said, “Someone was sending the Agency a message. They couldn’t make Toni break. Let me guess, the killers were looking for the professor or his work.”
“Kurt Jenkins thinks they were trying to get her to open the files you gave Toni.”
Jake shook his head. “Those were encrypted to five twelve. And Toni wouldn’t have opened the files for them.” He ran his hands through his hair. “They’ll be coming for me next.”
Pam nodded agreement.
“Good. Then I’ll get to kill the bastards.”
The two of them coordinated their efforts for the near future. Both knew they would eventually have to travel back to the States for Toni’s funeral, assuming they would be done with this current situation in time. But if there was one thing Jake knew from his past, something would always come up to deter him from doing what was necessary and appropriate. Maybe he should have been with Toni all these years. But just maybe she had been better off without him.

25

After explaining to Lori that he had lost an old friend and tucking her safely into her room next door, Jake flipped back and forth in his bed and tried his best to keep his head in the game. He just wished he could cry for Toni. But he hadn’t shed a tear since the loss of Anna. And before that? Well, he couldn’t remember that far back. What kind of monster had he become? At one time Toni had meant everything to him. Somehow they had transitioned from colleagues to lovers and back again. It was never easy to go from love to simple friendship, but the two of them had made it happen. One thing was certain in Jake’s mind. He would find those who had killed Toni and make them pay.
Under normal circumstances he would have been asleep by this time of night, considering he long days he knew he had ahead of him. But Toni’s death had sucker punched his ass.
He saw a change in the light under the door crack and instinctively grabbed his gun from under the pillow next to his head. It could have just been someone walking by his room. But then he saw the crack of light turn to near darkness and he rolled out of the bed and crouched behind a chair, his gun aimed at the door.
With a sudden crash, the door gave way at the frame and two men rushed into the room heading right for his bed.
Jake shot four times. Twice at each target. The report from his 9mm Glock broke the silence. Both of the shooters dropped to the floor.
Rushing to the fallen men, Jake kicked away their silenced guns. One man was still alive and tried to reach for something inside his jacket. Jake shot him in the forehead, dropping him for good.
Clicking on a table lamp, Jake set his gun down on the desk and checked over both men for identification. They were both Koreans, but Jake had no idea if they were from the north or the south.
Suddenly another target appeared at the corner of the door. Jake grabbed his gun and aimed it.
“Jake, it’s me,” yelled Kim Chin-Hwa, his gun at the side of his right leg.
“Join the party,” Jake said. “But check on Lori first.”
“I’m here with him, Jake,” Lori said.
Kim and Lori entered his room. Kim holstered his gun. Lori wore only a T-shirt and shorts.
Jake realized he was only wearing his underwear. “Watch the corridor,” Jake ordered Kim.
The Agency officer did as he was told as Jake put on his pants and a T-shirt.
“Who are they?” Lori asked.
“A couple of dead Koreans,” Jake deadpanned.
He strapped on his belt, keeping it loose enough to allow for the 9mm at his back, and then checked on both of his guns. He replaced the partially used magazine with a full one, and then added five bullets to replace those he had shot. Next he picked up the five spent brass and shoved them into his pocket.
Kim turned into the room and said, “Someone must have called in the shots, Jake. What do you want to do?”
He sure as hell didn’t want to answer a shitload of questions about why he had killed two men in his room. The shooting was justified. But he had no diplomatic immunity, and the local cops would want to know why he was carrying two handguns.
Jake found his phone and turned it on. Unusually, he had a dozen missed calls and text messages. Some from the man he needed to call. He added the country code and waited for the call to click through.
Just as someone answered on the other end, Kim said, “We have company.”
“Friend or foe?” Jake asked.
“Looks like the congressional security detail. They have guns out.”
Jake put the phone to his ear. “You were looking for me?” he asked.
The man on the other end, CIA Director Kurt Jenkins, said solemnly, “Did the station chief talk with you?”
“Yes. Thanks for notifying me. But that’s not why I called. Two men just broke into my hotel room. I shot and killed both of them with the guns Toni gave me.”
Suddenly there was shouting at the door, with Kim standing up to the security detail.
“What’s that?” Kurt asked.
“The congressional security detail. They’re going to want answers. I need you to give them the Company line. National security and all that crap.”
“All right. But it’s not like you can just put them on the line with me. Let me make a quick phone call and get back with you.”
“Thanks, Kurt.”
“All right. We’ll need to talk eventually. Since they didn’t get what they wanted from Toni, I’m guessing they’re coming for you.”
“My guess as well,” Jake agreed.
“Keep your damn phone on,” the CIA director ordered.
Jake clicked off and wondered how long it would take for Kurt to clear this through the chain. By now Lori had joined Kim in his discussions with the security detail.
Walking toward the door, Jake asked, “What’s up.”
Lori said, “They don’t believe I’m a congresswoman. I left my passport and credentials in my room.”
“Who are you?” asked the security man in charge.
“The Pope,” Jake said. “Who are you?”
The man showed them Secret Service identification.
“All right,” Jake said, “then why in the hell don’t you recognize only one of two congresswomen on this committee? And the other woman is old enough to be your mother.”
The Secret Service agent put his finger to his ear and listened to his ear bud. His eyes looked at Jake. Then he said yes sir at least three times before damn near hanging his head to his chest like a little puppy.
“You spoke at the conference last evening,” the agent said. “It seems as though you have friends in high places. We’ve been ordered to take care of the situation.”
Jake and Kim let the man into the room. Two others remained in the corridor, but Jake guessed that more were on site covering every exit in the building. At least they better be.
Kim rolled each of the dead men onto their backs and took a photo of each with his phone camera, sending them to his office in Seoul.
“Any ID?” the Secret Service guy asked.
“No,” Jake said. “They’re pros.”
“Probably North Korean,” Kim said as he checked over their mouths. “Poor dental care. Although they could be from the rural south.”
“Why’d they want to kill you?” the agent asked Jake.
“They didn’t.”
The Secret Service guy looked confused.
Jake helped him out. “They came in with their guns drawn. But they didn’t shoot. They wanted me alive.”
“Why?” Kim asked.
“I’ve got some information they want,” Jake explained. “They killed an Agency friend a couple days ago when she wouldn’t give up the information. Now they’re coming for me. Of course, I don’t believe these two killed my friend. They’re just some local talent. The killers aren’t this ethnicity.”
Kim’s phone buzzed with a text. He checked it and said, “We got a hit on one of the guys.” He pointed at the one closest to his foot. “This one is a former intelligence officer from the north.”
“What the hell is going on here?” the Secret Service agent asked. He pointed to Kim. “This guy was vetted by my office. But who are you?”
“I’m with the embassy in Seoul,” Kim said.
“Great. A spook.”
“Let’s focus here,” Jake said. “There are no ‘former’ intelligence officers from the north. Well, he’s former now. But he was working for them up until I put two rounds in their chests. Same with this other douche bag.” He considered all that had happened in the past week and wasn’t certain where this case was going. Sure the north could have used Slavic men to torture him, perhaps to throw them off the possibility of that crazy despot being behind this whole thing. The little guy would give his left nut to acquire Professor Tramil’s technology. But did the bastard have the brains to pull off such an elaborate scheme? Only time would tell. He sure wished he had kept one of these men alive. In retrospect he imagined they were coming to try to extract information from him. Which meant they would have had to take him somewhere for interrogation. It also meant that a car and at least two other operatives would have been waiting outside. Probably scattered like rats from a ship now, though.
Jake left the security detail to sort out the details of what they would tell the host nation. He simply gathered up his clothes and bag and hauled off into Lori’s room next door, with Kim in tow.
Leaning against the desk in Lori’s room, Jake said, “I have to get out of here. Away from you.”
Lori considered this statement.
Kim took it head on. “Jake, they’ll come for you wherever you go.”
He knew that. “But if I stay here the good congresswoman might get caught in the crossfire.”
Shaking her head, Lori said, “Maybe that’s what they want you to think. I’ve been involved with this mess since before we went to Montana. I hired you, remember? I put this whole thing into motion. They wouldn’t be coming for you if it wasn’t for me. You’d be back in Patagonia fishing by now.”
Unfortunately she had a point, Jake knew. “You might be right, Lori. But I have a history of people getting shot when they get close to me.”
“You have a few scars of your own,” she reminded him.
“Wait,” Kim said. “How does she know that? Is she talking metaphorically? Never mind.”
Lori sat on her bed and crossed her legs.
Kim’s phone buzzed and he checked to see who was calling. “It’s my boss.” He went into the rest room to take the call.
Jake crossed the room and sat next to Lori on the bed, his hand settling on hers. “Are you all right?”
She shrugged. “I was thinking about making love with you earlier today. Then two men try to kidnap you. I’m not used to this world.”
“That’s what I’m talking about, Lori,” Jake said. “I’m trying to get out of this business. After all these years, my time has about passed. Look what happened to my old friend in DC.”
“I know, Jake. Since we’ve been…hanging out, you’ve been kidnapped and tortured, and you’ve killed three men. Before this week I never knew anyone who had ever killed one man. How many people have you killed over the years?”
Jake had a running total in his head, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to let that out for scrutiny. Lori would either be disgusted with that number or strangely turned on. Ambivalence would never be a response to such a high number. And the only person who might have come close to guessing the figure had just been tortured and killed a couple days ago.
Kim saved Jake by coming out with news from Seoul. “Pam had just gotten back to the office when I sent her the photos of the two dead men. She wants to know if you would consider drawing out those who are after you.”
“That’s my plan,” Jake assured the young officer. “Normally, I’d like to do that here in a remote location, where I can see them coming. But that puts this whole junket in jeopardy.”
“What about me?” Lori asked. “I have to be at the DMZ in two days for the six-party talks.”
Jake stood up and thought for a moment. “Well, it’s not a good idea for you to stay here. The head of your security detail didn’t even recognize you. That’s just incompetent. Plus, their security let those two men past their perimeter downstairs. Of course there will probably be congressional hearings to get to the bottom of their failure.”
“Hey,” Lori said. “We have a vital job to do. We’re the watchdogs of our government.” She sounded serious.
Jake said, “Settle down. I didn’t mean you. You were the only one who asked me reasonable questions.”
Kim raised his hands, as if a school kid trying to get his teacher’s attention. “What’s the plan? I’ve been ordered to stay with Jake wherever he goes.”
“Do you have a safe house, or two, in the Seoul area?” Jake asked.
“Of course.”
Jake looked at Lori and then to Kim. “Put the congresswoman up in one for a couple days. Then I’ll open myself up for those trying to find me.”
“Can you at least keep one alive next time?” Kim asked with a smirk.
“Roger that. But I get to gather the intel.”
“I’m here to learn from the master,” Kim said. “As I said, we respect our elders in Korea.”
“Smart ass,” Jake muttered. He was beginning to like this young officer.
“All right.” Kim was about to text his office.
“Hold off on that,” Jake said.
“Why?”
“How tired are you?” Jake asked.
Kim laughed. “Are you kidding? I haven’t had this much excitement since joining the Agency. I’m wired.”
“Well, you haven’t been hanging around me that long,” Jake assured him. “Keep your head on a swivel. You ready to drive that rental car to Seoul?”
“Yes, sir.”
Lori got up. “Let’s check out.”
Jake smiled. “No. How attached are you to your clothes?”
She shrugged and said, “There’s nothing I can’t replace.”
“Good.” Jake went to her suitcase and started throwing Lori’s clothes around the room. Taking the cue, Kim and Lori helped out by making the room look like it had been trashed by someone looking for something.
Satisfied, Jake considered the security folks out in the corridor. Somehow he and Kim would have to get Lori past them. As it turned out, most of the attention was on the two dead men in Jake’s room. The three of them simply walked down the hall to the stairs in the opposite direction. Moments later they were outside and piled into the rental KIA, Kim behind the wheel, Jake in the front passenger seat, and Lori lying on the back seat as they drove away from the hotel.
* * *
The dark Hyundai sedan cruised down the secluded highway along the southwest outskirts of Gyeongju. The driver was a stocky Korean, with limited English skills, his black hair with white highlights spiked up into a faux hawk. His boyish face was speckled with wisps of hair in an attempt at a beard, but he would never grow enough to cover his chubby face.
Alex Yaroslav, in the front passenger seat, combed his fingers through his long hair as he listened to the man on the other end of the phone. The Lobbyist was pissed that they had not captured Jake Adams. Alex turned to look at his friend Danko in the back seat. They both shook their heads. Then he glanced back at the car following them. He knew it was only his Asian comrades — the two unlikely intel officers from North Korea, the intense man in his forties and the hot woman in her mid-thirties. Those two had provided the men to go after Adams, but had obviously failed miserably. Alex listened carefully once the Lobbyist mentioned what Milena had discovered for them. He told his boss not to worry and disconnected.
Danko scratched his bald head and then leaned forward and said, “What’s the plan?”
Looking at the driver for a moment, Alex switched from English to Russian. “He said we should not entirely depend on our friends here.”
“No kidding,” Danko said. “And?”
“And our girlfriend back there was able to hack into the state department database through a back door, which led her to the embassy in Seoul. She cracked the cell phone codes and can track any employee in Korea. The only one currently in the eastern part of South Korea is on an expressway just west of Daegu City.”
“That has to be Jake Adams,” Danko surmised.
“Well, it’s probably that Korean CIA officer,” Alex agreed. “But Adams is with him.” Then he switched to English and told the driver to get them to the train station immediately.
If Adams was driving the whole way, it would take them at least three or four hours. They could catch the next bullet train and be to Seoul in two and half hours. As long as that CIA officer stayed with Adams, they would be able to easily track the man down. And this time he would take a personal interest in capturing the man. Alex and Danko had followed that former CIA officer across Montana, been duped into going to Portland, Oregon, and then almost caught up with him in Washington, DC. Now they had flown halfway around the world to get the bastard. Why hadn’t that bitch just given him the encryption code? Also, there wasn’t a moment in the day when he didn’t think about his old friend Bogden, who Adams killed in Montana. That man would pay for killing his friend. They should have just drowned the man in that metal barrel in DC.
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Jungbu Naeryk Expressway 45, South Korea
Jake glanced back to Lori, who was sound asleep in the back seat. Then he turned back and made sure Kim wasn’t falling asleep on him. “You all right?” he asked the Agency officer.
“Yeah, I’m fine. We’ve got at least two more hours at this speed. You’ve been on that phone and I’m guessing you haven’t been checking your Facebook status.”
“I’ve never even been on Facebook or any other social media site,” Jake assured him. “I do like your internet connectivity through your cell towers in this country. Haven’t found a blind spot yet.”
“You won’t along the expressways,” Kim said. “South Korea is more wired than just about any country. The gamers demand it.”
Jake explained to Kim how he had asked for help from the Agency to trace the background on two men, former intel officers. He had a feeling they were middle men in this entire affair, and had probably been part of the torture of Toni — perhaps even her killers. Kurt Jenkins had found some information for Jake.
“You think they’re here in Korea?” Kim asked.
“I would bet on it. I’m sure they were behind the two Koreans who came to my room tonight. And I’ve been wondering about those two ever since I killed their friend in Montana. Well, perhaps before then, when the two men attempted to torture me in DC. Just before my appearance on FOX.”
“Those were the guys you were warning?” Kim said with a slight chuckle. “You really gave Bill O’Reilly a shock. What has you stumped about those men?”
“We were explaining to the congresswoman that if I was running an op, I might use various operatives from totally irrelevant countries to throw off the FBI or the Agency.”
“Makes sense,” Kim said. “Hire the best you can find. I hear a lot of our own former special forces are being used by security for billionaires and companies.”
The young officer just described Jake’s employment since he left the Agency. “Well, as it turns out, they were able to trace their source of income. To a certain degree. The money was deposited in their accounts in Andorra. That country is very secretive with their banking. But they were able to catch a transfer from a bank in Belize. That bank account is controlled by a holding company in the Cayman Islands. You sense a pattern here?”
“I believe so,” Kim said. “Obviously I knew about the Caymans and Belize, but I had no idea that Andorra was a big tax haven.”
“They’ve been stepping up once the Swiss and others in Europe started caving to the U.S. government who were concerned about terrorist funding, along with tax sheltering by their own citizens. It turns out the Andorran government has nothing to fear from our Federal government.”
“Where does the money come from after the Caymans?”
“They’re still working on that,” Jake said. “Breaking down the holding company. Looking at the principals and making connections. It might take a while, though. I was just in contact with an old friend at Interpol to see if he could help out.”
“Are there any contacts you don’t have?”
Jake’s phone buzzed and he checked the incoming text. He thanked the sender and said to Kim, “The NSA traced my friends to South Korea.”
“Seriously? Where?”
Smiling, Jake said, “They’re on the KTX from Gyeongju to Seoul. They’ll beat us there. I told you they were behind the men coming to my room tonight.”
“Will the NSA be able to keep track of them?”
“As long as their phones are on,” Jake said. “The better question might be why did they leave Gyeongju? Their men failed. They won’t stop until they get me. How do they know I left the city?” Jake thought about what Toni had told him after he turned over the professor’s work to her. The Agency had another leak.
On the KTX Bullet Train
Alex and Danko sat next to each other on the bullet train first class section. Sitting in the aisle seat, Alex glanced up toward the front of the car where two of their Korean comrades sat. Then he looked across the aisle at the man named Kwan, who was sleeping and looked like a college professor in his black slacks, white button up shirt, and his miss-matched blazer. The man’s salt and pepper hair was disheveled and could have used a comb days ago. Alex had no idea who Kwan really was, but the Lobbyist had told him to defer as much as possible to the man’s expertise in Korea. Apparently the guy had been working both sides of the DMZ in the intelligence game since he could shave.
Next to Kwan was the pretty young woman introduced to Alex as Ra Min Jee, but who went by the name Jee. Although she looked like a stiff breeze would knock her over, Kwan assured Alex and Danko that she was a former captain in the North Korean Army, spending most of her time there teaching Tae Kwan Do, before being hand-picked as an officer in the intelligence service. She had spent the last five years getting close to American soldiers and airmen — very close — trying to extract as much tactical information as her body could afford. It wasn’t clear how an active officer in the north’s intelligence service had gotten involved with the Lobbyist and his people. She had said nothing at all since they all got on the train outside of Gyeongju.
Finding it hard to sleep, Alex got up and stretched his legs. The monitor screen said they were currently cruising at 303 KPH. He wandered back toward the rest rooms and went in to try to relieve himself. But he was dehydrated. On missions like this he always forgot to drink. Only getting a trickle out, he washed his hands and splashed some water on his face, his eyes suddenly concentrating on the scar along his jaw line. His mind flashed momentarily to the incident that had got him his most distinguishing feature. Many thought that he had grown his hair to his shoulders to cover the scar. But he had simply gotten lazy in the past few years. Being on the road so much from his native Prague, he had not found a barber he could trust.
As Alex left the rest room, he almost ran into the North Korean officer, Jee.
With stoic insistence, Jee shifted her head and eyes for him to follow her. She was wearing tight black stretch slacks. How could he say no?
The two of them went between cars, an area that was much noisier than the passenger area.
She turned quickly and Alex thought she was going to strike him. But instead she grasped his jacket and pulled him to her, landing a passionate kiss on the lips. Even with her high heels, she had to go onto her toes and he had to lower his head significantly to make the connection.
Finally, she pulled away and backed against a metal wall, her eyes piercing through him. “How did you get the scar?”
“How did you learn to speak perfect English?” Alex asked her.
“I went to the University of Washington for my degree,” she said, with little affection in her voice. “Turns out it was nowhere near the American capital.”
“You didn’t like it there?”
“It rained a lot. But the classes were easy, since most Americans spend their free time drinking and fucking.”
“If you weren’t into those two things,” Alex said, a shrug, “it would be easy to distinguish yourself.”
“My GPA was not important. I already had a degree from my country. I was there for other reasons. Microsoft and other computer companies are in the area. You understand. You have a cigarette?”
Alex pulled out a pack of American cigarettes and flipped one up for her. Then he lit it for her and she took in a deep breath, bringing the end to a bright orange. Then he decided to have one with her, lighting up himself. He usually only smoked early in the morning or late at night. This was both.
“Kwan doesn’t let me smoke in front of him,” Jee said. “He’s a health nut. Doesn’t drink, smoke or, as far as I can tell, fraternize with women.”
“Maybe he likes men,” Alex surmised.
She shook her head and let out a stream of smoke. “I think he’s a eunuch. Our government cuts the balls off of a lot of its intelligence officers.”
“Seriously?”
“Yep. Fewer distractions. They’d take our clitoris if they thought we’d ever find pleasure in sex.”
Alex took in a long breath and let out two perfect floating circles of smoke. “Do you?”
She looked into their car and then across to the car behind theirs. Then she reached down to his crotch and felt his hardness. “This will more than suffice.” She put out her cigarette and led him back inside to the rest room.
With one smooth motion, Jee pulled her stretch pants and underwear down to her knees. Then she turned and put her hands against the wall like she was being frisked by the police. Alex stripped his pants down and entered her in one smooth motion. The entire encounter was over in minutes. Then they dressed and went back out for another cigarette. But neither said a word until the cigarettes were done.
She stared at him until he said, “What?”
“I thought you might not fit.”
He smiled. “Sorry it was over so fast.”
Jee patted him on the shoulder. “You’ll do better next time.”
“Will there be a next time?”
She finally smiled, nodded, and then left him there alone.
He considered going out after her, but decided to have one more smoke to consider what he would do to her next time. His mind sequenced through just about every position he’d ever tried as he took great pleasure in this cigarette.
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Seoul, South Korea
The sun fought to rise over the mountains, obscured by swirling clouds, the prospect of snow inevitable, as Jake departed the Parisian-style bakery carrying a bag of croissants and a cardboard container with three large cups of coffee. They had driven through the night, with Lori sleeping the entire way and Jake making sure Kim stayed awake.
Jake got into the rental car and passed food and coffee to the others. “Other than the hot Korean girls behind the counter, I would have guessed we were in Paris,” Jake said.
Kim smiled and then burned his lips on the coffee. “I guess I should have bought.”
Jake shook his head. “On your Agency pay?”
“Good point.”
They sat and ate in silence until all the croissants were gone. Then Kim started the car and pulled out into the light early morning traffic.
“How far to the safe house,” Lori asked.
Kim looked at her in the rearview mirror. “Not far, ma’am. About ten minutes.”
“Good, because I really have to pee.”
“Wow,” Jake said. “I wasn’t sure congresswomen did that.”
She smacked the back of his chair.
The safe house was a stand-alone structure behind a tall stone wall with a remote-control metal gate that would have been strong enough to secure most third-world embassies. The only thing missing was armed guards. And those would have only brought attention to the place in this high-end neighborhood a few blocks from Gyeongbokgung Palace in the central Seoul region. This palace was the city’s most famous, and sat in a huge park that also contained the National Museum of Korea.
Kim drove straight into a garage and closed the door remotely with his cell phone before any of them got out.
The inside of the safe house was modestly adorned with typical South Korean contemporary furniture that could have come from Ikea, Jake guessed.
Lori wandered around and checked out the place. She was looking at the aesthetics while Jake checked out the security of the place. He had seen worse safe houses, and much better. The house blended well with the neighborhood. That was a good thing. It was never good to stand out. But the door from the garage was solid metal and the front door was solid wood reinforced with metal inside. Both would hold against small arms fire, as would the windows, which would stop bullets and shrapnel from a blast outside. But nothing would protect them against a direct assault with larger weapons. Not that Jake guessed that would come, though. No, these people wanted him alive. At least long enough to get him to break the encryption for them.
“Not a bad place,” Lori finally said.
Jake sat on a leather sofa and swiped his finger across the coffee table. “When did you use this last?”
Kim shrugged. “Before my time here. I’ve only been here once during my first week in Korea. We have two places in the Seoul area.”
“Why don’t you hit the rack first,” Jake said. “You’ve been driving all night.”
Nodding, Kim said, “I didn’t see you sleep either. And you aren’t getting any younger.”
“Listen you smartass punk. I was pulling all nighters when you were still in diapers.”
“Boys,” Lori interjected. “Why don’t you both get some shut eye? It looks like you have a video collection here. I’ll make a pot of coffee and watch a couple movies.”
Jake considered that prospect and agreed it made sense. He had done a decent job of keeping his mind off of the death of his old friend Toni, but now he guessed he would have to also face that. “All right,” he said. “But don’t check your e-mail or anything. Do you still have your battery out of your phone?”
“Yes,” she said. “Why?”
“Keep it that way.” Jake turned to Kim. “Did you text Pam that we made it to Seoul?”
Kim nodded. “Yeah. And she said she’d bring some clothes by for the congresswoman this afternoon.”
“Wait.” Lori looked confused. “Why can Kim keep his phone on?”
Jake explained. “He has an Agency phone that’s encrypted and the signal routed through a dozen countries. You’d have to have the encryption codes to track it. And only the Agency has that.” When the words came out of his mouth, he considered one of the last things that Toni had told him — there was a leak somewhere in the Agency. Maybe he should have made Kim turn off his phone as well.
“Something bothering you, Jake,” Kim asked.
“Lori might have a point. After all, my contact mentioned that our friends were somehow on their way to Seoul as well.”
Kim shook his head. “I don’t know how they could track my phone. What about the rental car?”
“No. You rented that with your fake Agency credentials. Unless they somehow were able to hack into your server and extract the charge card info. Give me the keys. I’ll dump the car a mile from here and take the subway back. Meanwhile, take the battery from your phone and get some sleep.” Then he instructed Lori on how he would knock on the front door.
Jake drove out of the area and left the car in the Myeongdong area, a few blocks from the hotel he had stayed at when he first got to Korea. Then he found his way to the subway and caught the next train toward the safe house, making damn sure nobody was following him. While he rode the train with the morning commuters, his mind drifted for a while as he thought back at all the times he had traveled by subway in so many cities across the world. Other than the ethnicity of the passengers, he could have been in Rome or London or Paris or Budapest. He thought about Toni now, and how they had traveled this way together. There was a hole in his heart and soul that would not soon be filled. Maybe it never could be. What if she was to be the love of his life and that time had now passed?
Suddenly, a hand touched his arm and he woke with a start, instinctively blocking the arm away. When he noticed it was only a startled old man, he bowed his head slightly and said he was sorry.
The old man pointed to the sign above the door with a map of the subway system. Then Jake noticed the train was not moving and he was alone in the car with the old man. They had reached the end of this line. Somehow he had slept through the ride and missed his stop.
He checked his watch and realized Lori would be wondering what happened to him.
Jake thanked the man with a smile and left the subway train. He’d have to quickly catch one in the other direction.
When he got back to the safe house, he was dead on his feet. He almost forgot the knock sequence he’d give to Lori. But she was watching for him anyway and opened the door before he could knock.
“Where have you been?” she asked with genuine concern.
He closed and locked the door behind him. “I was more tired than I thought. Fell asleep on the subway to the end of the line.” He wished he could tell her it had never happened before. Seriously, though, he was starting to get concerned that he had lost a step. But his body was starting to shake from the lack of sleep.
“You need to get to bed right now.” Lori pointed toward the hallway with the bedrooms.
Jake agreed with a nod and started for his bedroom, but he stopped when he saw the large LED TV screen locked on a man and woman kissing. “Is that Dirty Dancing?”
She crossed her arms over her chest. “Don’t judge me. I’ll watch Die Hard next.”
Shaking his head, he went to the bedroom, put a gun on the nightstand and another under a pillow, and fell asleep in his clothes on top of the covers.
* * *
Alex and Danko sat in chairs at a kitchen table in a house owned by…well, neither of them were sure who owned the place. The older intel officer from the north, Kwan, had arranged the place. They would hang out there for the day while they formed their plan to extract Jake Adams from wherever he was. Their contact Milena had lost the signal of the Agency man’s phone. They probably got smart and turned it off. But they had their last location and Milena had used Google Maps to bring up images of that location — a high priced house in a nice area of Central Seoul.
“Are we sure that’s where he is?” Danko asked Alex.
The two of them were looking at an iPad with a map of the house.
“It must be,” Alex said. “It looks like a safe house. The perimeter is secured by a high stone wall. The metal gate. I’m guessing it wouldn’t take much security to hold the place. But remember, we’re not going to strike. We’re going to grab Adams and go.” He looked across the room at the Koreans, who seemed content in plush leather chairs and together on the sofa. Two of the men were playing a loud video game, with guns and bombs blowing up the screen. “Kwan,” Alex interrupted.
The older man turned and simply lifted his chin.
“Do you know if this is a CIA safe house?” Alex asked.
Kwan got up and shuffled into the kitchen, taking a look as Alex first showed a map location and then switched to Earth view and zoomed into the house with the tall wall. “I don’t know. We know about one in Incheon by the airport. But I don’t know this house. Do you think they are there?”
“We think so,” Alex said, “but it looks like a damn fortress. Not sure we can break in and get Adams there.”
“Why not just kill the man?” Kwan asked.
They had never given the entire story to Kwan or his young female sidekick, who Alex was still having a hard time forgetting after their encounter on the train. He was hoping to open her up again that night. The Lobbyist had said to only give them enough information to do their job. They didn’t need to know the type of information Jake Adams possessed.
“He has something we need,” Alex said in explanation. “We will kill him eventually. But only I will do that. He killed a friend of mine. Do you understand?”
Kwan nodded. “Of course.”
“Make sure your men…and woman know this as well.”
“I will.”
“Where is Ra Min Jee?”
Kwan’s eyes shifted to the left, toward the door. “She went to a nearby temple to pray.”
Alex was confused somewhat by that revelation. He himself had been raised in the Catholic Church in Prague, but hadn’t gone to his knees to pray since before he joined the Czech Security Information Service. Part of that, he knew, was probably due to his association with the Russian CVR, a group of Godless ideologues who only prayed for mother Russia and Karl Marx. But now his only pleasure, other than the comfort of a woman like Jee, was the accumulation of as much money as he could acquire. Yet, he didn’t believe unconditionally in the concept of capitalism. Money was comfort. And all humans needed to feel secure. He wondered if Ra Min Jee was praying for money or her ideology.
* * *
Jee knew that a good lie was easier to sell when part of the lie was actually true. One could even beat a lie detector with that concept. So, she had gone to a nearby Buddhist temple to pray before she went to her real meeting.
Now she wandered down a narrow street in the Myeongdong street market area to meet her contact. At this time in the afternoon most of the shops, especially the restaurants, were closed. Motorcycles with large baskets on the back end delivered goods to the store owners. Others used hoses to clean the streets. Jee had been to this area to shop many times, so she knew that the streets would be cluttered with people once darkness shrouded these narrow streets. She had exchanged her high heels for comfortable flats, her 9mm auto secured in the right pocket of her long leather coat.
Just as she was about to go into the coffee shop a block from Myeongdong Catholic Cathedral, a man approached her from the other direction, appearing from a skinny passage between two buildings. A few feet away and she finally saw the shimmer of a knife at the side of his right leg, his unnatural gate giving him away.
Without saying a word the man turned with Jee and started to lead her toward the space between the buildings. She wasn’t sure if this man was with her contact. When the two of them rounded the corner, she saw the truth. Two other men stood waiting, and neither of them were her contacts.
Her instincts took over. First she pled for her life like any defenseless woman might do. The men smiled and let down their guard. She elbowed the man with the knife in the jaw, while nearly simultaneously grasping the knife hand and shoving the blade to the hilt into the man’s right leg, bringing an instant flow of blood and a scream of pain. Then she pulled the knife out as she twisted her body behind him, kicking the back of his knee and buckling him to his knees. She grasped his chin, flung the man to his back, and then finished him off by kicking him in the face, knocking the man out.
The two remaining men were about to attack, but she pulled out her gun and pointed it at them. They scurried down the passageway like frightened rats. Jee folded the switchblade and put it into her right pocket and returned her gun to her right pocket.
Okay, she thought, they were not with her contact. Now she casually turned and walked into the coffee shop. Her contact sat at a corner table with a nice view of the front door.
Ignoring her contact, she ordered a coffee with red bean paste and waited. Her eyes considered the others in the shop. A young man and woman sat out front by the window, each of them on iPads and not even considering each other. A man with a thick winter coat leaned back against the wall across from her contact. He would be the security, since he was checking her out and not looking at his boss. The only other person in there was a young woman, an obvious student, with a laptop open and a text book and papers spread across a table meant for four people.
She got her drink and walked directly to the table with her contact. She had only met the man one time, and only knew him as the Lobbyist. Her intel told her that his profession actually matched his moniker.
The Lobbyist said, “Your men failed.”
“They are Kwan’s men,” she corrected. Then she blew on her coffee and took a sip.
“We know where to find Jake Adams,” he said. “I’ve already told the Slavs. They know that he must be taken alive. We need his information.”
Her real boss needed to know what that information was, but she knew not to ask this man the question. “I understand. But that will not be easy.” She hesitated to sip her coffee. “Why do we need the Slavs? They stick out like the black bear in a snowy field.”
“I know,” the Lobbyist said, “but they have a personal stake in this now. I promised them they could kill Adams after we get everything from him.”
She understood that. “What do you want from me?”
“I like that. Straightforward and clear.” His eyes glanced briefly at his security man, but he tried to cover that by looking elsewhere in the room. “Everyone has a boss, Jee. Even me. They are concerned about these six-party talks at the DMZ in two days. As you might know, some would like things to stay as they are. They want the south to be in constant conflict with the north. But others…”
“Like your boss?” She sipped her coffee and tried not to smile.
“Others would like the north and south to reunify like the Germans did years ago. They feel it will make them much stronger, especially with trade with China and America.”
“But?”
“They would like to maintain a competitive advantage by keeping down labor costs in the north for a period of time.”
“So,” Jee said, “this is all about money?”
“Everything in this world works on money, Jee. You must have learned that at the University of Washington.”
How did this man know about her college? “I knew that I had little money and others had much more.”
“Exactly.” The Lobbyist looked deep into her eyes. “Did that make you envious? Or did it make you want to work hard to rise up to their economic level?”
“Why should some have so much and others so little?” she inquired.
He laughed aloud. “Don’t you see that Communism has failed miserably everywhere it’s been tried?”
“We are fine with it.”
“Really? Your people are starving to death, while your cousins in China are finally pulling themselves up to the middle class. Now it is true that some in China are becoming billionaires while the factory workers make things they can’t afford to buy. But where do you want to end up when North Korea starts to become rich like your brothers and sisters here in the South? Do you want to work in a factory making cheap tennis shoes? Or would you rather own the factory? The choice could be yours.”
Try as she might, her mind could not work that far in advance. After all, someone had just tried to rape or kill her in the alley moments ago.
Finally, Jee said, “Is it not always better to be the boss in your society?”
“Of course.”
“We have been taught that all jobs are equally important.”
“All jobs are important, Jee,” the Lobbyist assured her. “But some simply pay better than others.”
She could never trust this man. Perhaps she could never really trust anyone. Over the years she had used her skills and her body to keep herself safe and secure. Some in high power had taken advantage of her, and those were on her internal list to eventually eliminate. A few had already found their fate.
“And those you paid to attack me outside?” she asked the Lobbyist.
He shrugged. “It’s nice to know how proficient you are. Did you kill them?”
She shook her head and drank more of her coffee. “What do you need me to do?”
The Lobbyist closed the distance across the table, leaning in to Jee, and he gave her the plan for the next two days.
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Jake startled up in his bed, his hand instinctively grasping the gun under his pillow and aiming toward the door and muffled voices.
“Jake, it’s me.” Lori went to her knees and put her hands over her face.
Lowering his gun and setting it on the bed, Jake shook his head and swung his legs to the floor. The room was now dark.
Lori got up and sat on the bed next to him. “Are you all right?”
He checked his watch and saw that it was six p.m. “Wow. I haven’t slept like that in a while. Why didn’t you wake me?”
“I looked in a couple times to make sure you were still breathing,” she said, “but I was afraid you might shoot me. I guess I was right.”
“I’m sorry. I just had two guys coming for me less than twenty-four hours ago.” He wished it was just that. But maybe Toni’s death had put him a bit on edge.
She put her hand on Jake’s leg. “The station chief showed up. Pam Suh. A nice woman. She has great taste in clothes. Brought me some really nice stuff.”
“Have you heard anything about your abandoned room in Gyeongju?”
“I took care of that,” said Pam Suh at the bedroom door. The stylish station chief stepped into the room in high heels, wearing black from top to bottom. “The security team was quite concerned.”
Jake shook his head. “I was trying to teach those idiots a lesson. I’m not sure how they could have let those two men past their security folks. Even worse. They didn’t even recognize one of only two women in the congressional delegation. That’s unconscionable.”
“I agree,” Pam said. “I’ve made sure the man in charge was recalled to DC. His replacement, along with six more agents, lands this evening.”
A good reaction, Jake thought. Perhaps he should turn Lori over to this new team. After all, the men were coming for him and Lori would just be collateral to any attack. He got up and put on his leather jacket. Then he collected both guns, sliding one into a sleeve at the base of his back and the other into his right jacket pocket.
“Where’s Kim?” Jake asked.
Pam put her hands on her hips. “Where are you going?”
“This place might have been compromised.”
“No way.”
“There’s always a way. Where’s Kim,” he repeated.
The station chief looked confused. “I brought him his car when I came here, and he went back to the office for a while. Why?”
“Does he have his phone on?”
“Yes. Why? What’s going on?”
“Do you have your phone?”
Pam took out her phone and showed it to Jake.
“Is it on?” Jake asked.
“Of course.”
Jake shook his head. “You have a security problem in your office.”
“There is no way,” Pam protested.
He explained how someone must have gotten into their system and found Kim’s phone encryption. “If they got his, they could have gotten yours.” Jake paced back and forth, his mind going over the possibilities. He could use this against someone tracking them. Have the NSA track down any breech into the Agency system. See who might have taken a peek. But right now he needed to find out the location of the two Slavs.
Jake got onto his own phone, bypassed Kurt Jenkins at the Agency, and went right to his contact at the NSA. He waited while the NSA checked on their location. “Are you sure?” Yes, he was sure. He thanked them and hung up.
Pam and Lori had been anxiously awaiting Jake’s word. Now they looked at him for answers.
“Looks like they’re on the move,” he said. “And just a mile from here.”
“We have no car,” Pam said.
“Where are the rest of your people?”
“A couple with Kim, and the rest are up at the DMZ today working with the advance team for the six-party talks.”
“What about local law enforcement?” Lori asked.
“Go,” Jake demanded to Pam. “Take Lori on foot to the closest subway.”
Lori looked concerned. “What about you?”
“We need to split up.” He reached out his hand to Pam and said, “Give me your phone. If they’re tracking it, they’ll think we’re still here.”
“You’re not staying here,” Pam said.
“No. You two go to the subway and I’ll hike off in the other direction.”
“All right. There’s a back exit.”
The three of them hurried out the door and locked the place tight. After a couple of blocks, they all stopped when they heard a large crash. Jake guessed they had crashed through the front gate, which would set off alarms at the station headquarters.
“Go on,” Jake said. “I’ll call Kim and tell him we’re out of the place so he doesn’t try to mount a rescue.”
“Good idea,” Pam said. She took Lori by the hand and started off.
But Lori pulled up and said, “When will we meet up again, Jake?”
He had no good answer for her. So he lied. “I’ll find you at the DMZ meeting.”
Lori hugged Jake and then reluctantly pulled away. The two women then ran toward the subway.
Jake hesitated, making sure they escaped, and then he simply wandered casually in the opposite direction, picking up the subway on another line within a mile.
On the train Jake got onto his phone, punched in his encryption code and checked his e-mail. He had only a couple messages. One was a forwarded message from his business e-mail, the one used by potential clients to hire his services. But this wasn’t a client. It was from Toni’s sister Francesca. Over the years he had only met the woman a couple of times. She was Toni’s older sister. Divorced with no children. For obvious reasons most Agency officers kept their family uninformed and obscure to the point of near non-existence while the officers were active operatives. Francesca’s message was short: “We need to talk.” He guessed she was right, but he wanted to do that in person.
He skipped to a message for penis enhancement, the sick sense of humor from the CIA Director Kurt Jenkins. The Agency had traced the money flowing through a holding company in the Caymans to the Slavs. The holding company was owned principally by a K-Street Lobbying firm with many clients — chief among them were companies from Communist countries like China, Russia, Vietnam, and…North Korea. But they also worked with legitimate companies from Japan and South Korea. The attached file had a brief bio of the principal lobbyists from the firm, including head and shoulder images. Jake placed all of their backgrounds to memory, dismissing a number of them as unlikely.
The subway made it to Seoul Station, the main terminal in the city, so Jake got off and wandered into the great hall, where he could catch a train to anywhere in the country. He would stop occasionally and change direction to make sure he didn’t have a tail. But he didn’t.
He sat with a view of the entire main station hall and took his phone out again. The lobbying firm had one primary client in South Korea, Gang-Ho Industries, a major worldwide high tech firm. But they also owned everything from a chain of hotels and grocery stores in Korea, along with a Korean professional baseball team from Seoul. Now it was starting to come together for Jake. He wondered if the Korean company knew this lobbying firm also did business with the North Korean government. Why the American government allowed such associations was beyond Jake’s comprehension. How in the hell could anyone dress up a pig like that, slap on the make-up, and pretend that the American congress should forget all about torture rooms, starving its own citizens, and threatening to nuke America?
He opened his backpack and found a blue-tooth ear piece that would fit inside his ear and allow him to communicate with his next call. Jake punched in a number from memory and waited.
His contact at the NSA, an Air Force colonel who had started off as an enlisted airman and once worked for Jake years ago. Jake had helped get the man into the officer corps.
“Hey, Jake,” the colonel said. “What the hell are you doing in Singapore?”
Jake smiled. Glad to see he could still hide from the most technologically advanced organization on Earth. “You know me. I like some Singapore street food.”
“Right. I’m right there with ya. Let me guess, you need a current location on our friends in Seoul?”
“You are correct.”
“Hang on.”
Jake could hear some typing in the background.
“Okay,” the colonel said. “When they left the safe house, they went back to their old location. I just texted that to you. But it’s a long ways from Singapore.”
“Right. I guess I’ll have to hurry. Hey, thanks a lot for your help.”
“No problem. Although I’m not doing it just for you, as you can probably guess.”
“I’m guessing a certain Agency director told you to keep him informed.”
“If that’s a problem, Jake, I can give up all hope of that first star and become a ROAD warrior.”
“You would never be retired on active duty, my friend,” Jake declared. “All right. I’m gonna go over for a look see. Could you text me if the men are on the move?”
“Sure thing,” the colonel said. “Be careful.”
“Will do.” Jake cut off the call and then looked at his phone, finding the text with the address. He mapped it out and then glanced up at the main subway map to find the best line to get there. He considered asking Kim for help, but dismissed that. This was personal. They wanted him and he would make damn sure they got just him.
Less than an hour later and Jake was back up on street level casually observing the target building as he walked the Dongdaemun district of Seoul, a sprawling area of row houses, businesses and the Dongdaemun Market, a lesser-known shopping area for non-Koreans.
Jake knew he had no way of blending in here. He stood out like a Swede in Botswana. His only camo was the darkness of a cloudy winter night. In fact, based on the damp chill in the air, Jake guessed snow would fall soon. He felt the gun down his butt crack as he walked and his right hand grasped the Glock in his right front jacket pocket.
Toni, he thought. These men had killed his good friend. They would pay for that.
The target building was a three story structure with an alley on one side and a tiny KIA dealership on the other. There was probably an alley entrance as well, which would make it almost impossible to breech on his own. What he really needed was about an eight-man tactical team. But, as he wandered around the block to check for surveillance cameras or sentries, he realized the place had neither. No, this was a no-frills safe house the North Koreans probably set up as a residence for its intel officers. Which means that everyone he saw would be potentially armed and dangerous, if not much better fed then those left behind to the north of the DMZ.
Jake considered taking out one of the guns, but decided on a different approach.
First checking the alley entrance, he realized his only option was the front door. Great.
Instead, he waited across the street among some trees as he considered his other options. His past flashed through his mind as he thought about his time with Toni Contardo. What would he give to have her here with him now? He couldn’t quantify that prospect. Or what about his old friends Kurt Lamar, or Franz Martini, or Anna? They had all died because of him. And what of those he had killed, the number he could not give to Lori? For the first time in his life he truly felt alone in this world. Fuck it! You can’t live forever, Jake, he thought.
He crossed the street and entered the first door at ground level. He had no idea if his targets were on the first, second or third floor apartments. Tactically speaking, it wouldn’t be the first floor. Too vulnerable to easy attack.
Jake slowly crept up the marble stairs to the second level. Pretty arrogant not having a guard posted. Assuming he was at the right place.
As the stairway rounded to the next level, Jake could see the landing in front of the tall wooden door. He quietly stepped up and could hear someone talking Korean. Then he heard laughter, followed by two men speaking. Not Korean, but English with accents. The Slavs.
He was about to pull out both guns and go in shooting, when the door on the third floor slammed. Now he was stuck. He couldn’t go down or up.
Slamming his body against the wall, he waited as someone came down the stairs quickly. As the man rounded the corner, Jake slashed his right arm out in a clothesline, catching the Korean man in the throat and knocking him back onto the stairs trying to catch his breath. Then Jake kicked the man in the face, smacking the back of his head against the solid stairs and knocking the guy out.
Jake hoped nobody had heard it. Even more so, he hoped like hell this guy wasn’t just some South Korean going out for a drink. Checking over the man’s body, Jake found a 9mm Sig tucked under his left arm in a leather holster. Good. He took the man’s gun and the extra magazines. Then he checked to make sure there was a round in the chamber. Yep. This guy would have killed him. Jake put the man’s gun and magazines into his backpack and considered his options again.
He had no real choice. Pulling out both guns, he took a deep breath and lined himself up in front of the door.
With one smooth motion, he aimed his guns and shoved his right foot into the door just outside the handle. The door gave but didn’t fly inward. He kicked it again and this time it gave way and flew in. But the time lapse had given the men inside time to react.
The first to shoot was someone inside the room.
Jake crouched against the door frame and returned fire with his 9mm Glock, firing a number of shots. He lost track of how many.
More shots cracked the edge of the door frame.
He looked quickly and back again. Then again with his gun, shooting more times than he remembered. A man fell, hitting the floor hard.
The slide came back on his gun, so he shoved that one into the holster at his back and switched the other gun to his right hand.
Suddenly a shot rang out from the stairs behind him, hitting the wall next to his head. Jake twisted and shot a number of times. Damn it. He only had only a few shots left without reloading. Finding another magazine in his right jacket pocket, Jake waited. Normally he remembered his shot count, but he was distracted.
When the man put his gun around the corner up the stairs, Jake was waiting for him. He shot once and hit the gun, knocking it to the floor. As the guy reached for the gun, Jake took a couple more shots, the slide jacked back, and the man’s arm took a hit at the elbow. He screamed in pain.
Replacing the full magazine with the empty one, Jake sent a round into the chamber.
Time to go, Jake.
Just as he was about to escape down the stairs, a voice echoed out to him. “Is that you, Jake?”
He recalled the voice from when he was stuck in that barrel of foul water with the rat floating about his mouth in the DC warehouse.
“Why did you have to kill my friend?” Jake yelled, and then looked up the stairway, knowing the guy he had shot still had one good arm.
“You killed my friend in Montana,” the Slav said. “And now you’ve killed at least one of my Korean friends. We must be even by now.”
Jake needed to push this forward. Someone would have heard the shots and called the police. “What do you want?”
“That’s easy, Jake. Either the encryption code or the actual professor. Give one of those to me and you can live.”
Laughing, Jake said, “Wonderful. Go fuck yourself.”
Leave to fight another day, Jake. The Slavs now knew they could be found, so they would have to constantly look over their shoulders for him.
“There’s no need to be uncivilized,” the Slav said.
In the distance Jake could hear sirens heading in his direction. He had no choice but to run. Without diplomatic standing, he couldn’t be in South Korea with guns. And he sure as hell couldn’t be caught shooting more Koreans.
Time to go. As he rushed across the door, more shots were fired, followed by yelling from the Slavs to not kill Jake.
He took the stairs two at a time, his gun out in case one of the men had snuck out the back door to try to flank him. Once he got out to the street, the sirens got much louder. He shoved the gun into his pocket and casually walked toward the nearby subway entrance.
As he started down the stairs, he looked back and saw a number of men pile out of the not-so-safe house. They found Jake in their vision and then hurried down the street toward him.
Rushing down into the subway, Jake hoped to hear a train moving in toward him. But no such luck.
There were only two directions to go — out toward the end of the line, or toward Seoul Station, where he could again take a train anywhere in the country. The choice was easy. He didn’t want to end up at the end of the line.
Just as he was getting to the platform, his cell phone buzzed. He checked the message as he walked at a determined pace. It was from the NSA, saying the men were on the move. No shit!
For this time of night, early evening, the platform was unusually crowded. But as he could hear the train begin to approach, Jake made his way to the very end of the platform. If the men made it down the stairs, they would have to get on the train farther down.
A stiff puff of air preceded the train, the light shining toward him as it slowed. Jake could see the men come around the corner looking for him. They broke off into a couple of groups, the Koreans together and the two Slavs side by side. They pretended not to see Jake, but they had.
Passengers started streaming onto the train, so Jake did so as well, taking a seat at the very front of the train. He took off his backpack and found the 9mm Sig he had taken from one of the Koreans. Jake had two spare magazines with 16 rounds each, along with the one already loaded in the handle. He discreetly changed out the gun in his right jacket pocket with more firepower, but he still reloaded his Glocks with full magazines, putting one at his back holster again and the other into a pocket inside his jacket. Then he zipped up his bag and waited, his hand grasping the Sig as he watched the cars behind his.
He knew they would move toward him. In one sense he was trapped. But he still had options.
The train slowed and came to a stop at the next station.
Jake looked up at the subway map and smiled when he thought of his plan. He had them right where he wanted them.
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Pam Suh paced back and forth in her office at the American Embassy in Seoul. She had not heard from Jake Adams since they left him at the safe house earlier in the evening.
Congresswoman Lori Freeman sat on a leather sofa against one wall, her right foot tapping nervously and her hands clasped across her lap as if in church praying.
Kim entered the office, his phone in his right hand. “We might have found him,” Kim said. “Or at least where he was.”
Pam stopped. “Where?”
“Local police responded to a shooting in Dongdaemun,” he said. “One dead on the scene and two in custody. No IDs. All Korean.”
Pam took in the information and wondered if it really mattered in the grand scheme. Her job now was to protect the congresswoman until she could get her to the DMZ meeting. As far as she was concerned, Adams would have to be on his own. The Agency couldn’t have any association with a private citizen killing people in South Korea — even though someone at Langley had authorized his trip to the country. Since the director, Kurt Jenkins, knew about Jake’s presence in country, that was at least tacit agreement with his mission.
Lori stood up and said, “Where is Jake now?”
Kim shrugged. “No way of knowing.”
“He has a contact at the NSA feeding him information,” Pam said. “See if you can find out who that is.”
Nodding, Kim left as fast as he’d come.
“Can’t you do anything to help him?” Lori asked.
“You’re our mission,” Pam explained. “Jake was sent here by Toni to keep track of you and to try to find out who was trying to get the technology from that professor.”
Lori wrapped herself with her arms. “But that should also be your mission. If that technology gets into the hands of the North Koreans, it will be worse than their development of nukes.”
Pam was confused. “I haven’t even been briefed on the technology. It’s not something I need to worry about at my level. You know about the technology?”
“I was with Jake and the professor in Montana,” Lori muttered. “The professor gave me a brief understanding. But not the details. I couldn’t possibly be of any help to anyone.”
Maybe not, maybe so, Pam thought. “Did anyone see you in Montana?”
“You mean bad guys?” Lori shook her head no. Then she looked uncertain.
“What?” the station chief asked.
“Nothing. It’s just that two men pretending to be FBI agents visited my mother looking for me. Jake thought they were probably the Slavs who had kidnapped and tortured him in DC.”
“And probably killed Toni,” Pam surmised. “So they might think you have the technology or know how to get it.”
“Like I said, I don’t understand the technology. I’m a lawyer by trade.”
Pam’s phone buzzed and she looked at the caller. It was the CIA Director, Kurt Jenkins. “Yes, sir.” She listened carefully, her eyes shifting toward the congresswoman for a moment. After listening to what the director wanted, she simply said, “Yes, sir,” again and then clicked off.
“Was that about Jake?” Lori asked.
“It was the director, Kurt Jenkins,” Pam said. “He has history with Jake. Although Toni officially sent Jake here, the director wants us to only help him in the background. We can’t officially be involved. Somehow the deaths of those two Korean men at your hotel in Gyeongju got back to him. Worse yet, it went through the secret service chain all the way to the president. Since he’s staking his presidency on these six-party talks, he wants nothing to get in the way of that. He’s directed our Agency to stand down on everything except the security of our congressional delegation. We can only give technical support.” She hoped that would be enough.
Lori thought for a moment and then said, “Can you tap into the local police dispatch?”
“Yes, we can monitor that,” Pam assured her.
“What about infiltration into their system?”
“To what end?”
“We send the police to false locations to stay away from Jake.”
“But we don’t know where he is.”
“We will once Kim finds the NSA contact,” Lori explained. “They will give us the location of the bad guys. Jake won’t be far away.”
Pam smiled. “Are you sure you don’t want to come work for us?”
“I’m sure. Congress is frustrating, but I like representing my people from Montana.”
Pam left to find Kim. If they were going to help Jake Adams, they would have to find the man’s contact at the NSA.
* * *
Jake caught a break when he reached the Myeongdong stop, two stops before Seoul Station. With many subway stops passengers must flow out in one direction, but this stop allowed for flow from both sides of the platform. Since he was on the lead train car, he simply scooted off and up the stairs.
Without looking back, Jake hurried into the street market, which at this time of night was filled with shoppers. Bright lights advertised everything from clothing to restaurants. He blended in with the other shoppers and then finally stopped at a rack of postcards and looked back the way he had come.
He first caught a glimpse of the Slavs walking down the middle of the street as if they were police officers on the beat. They were a block back. But where were the others. What would he do? Have someone run around the block and wait for him. He smiled. Perfect. He had them right where he wanted them.
Turning around, Jake wandered with purpose along the left side of the street. That’s where they would be waiting for him. For a split second, a man rounded a corner ahead and then scooted out of sight. He grasped his gun but then decided to hold back from scattering the crowd with gunfire.
As he got to the building where he saw the man briefly, Jake prepared himself for attack.
When the man thrust his arm toward Jake, he parried the punch, pivoted behind the guy, and struck him in the throat with a chop. Jake followed that with a kick to the knee that buckled the man to his knees. Then Jake grasped behind the man’s head and simultaneously slammed his knee into the Korean man’s face, knocking him out.
The entire incident took just seconds. Now Jake flowed back in with the shoppers. He kept his right hand in his jacket pocket holding onto the Sig.
Hesitating for a second to look at a baseball cap, Jake let his eye catch the Slavs in his peripheral vision. They had made up some distance and were now only a half block back. But where were the others?
Moving forward, Jake took a right on the next street. It was darker here, with fewer shops and not as many shoppers. It wasn’t like he could really blend in. There were other westerners here, but not many.
Just as he got to a spot where he could turn and see where the Slavs were, a roundhouse kick came out from an alley and caught him in the stomach, nearly taking his breath away. Instead of backing out to the street, Jake rushed into the alley.
It was the North Korean intel officers from the KTX train — the man in his 40s, Kwan, and his younger friend, the hot woman. It was the woman who had kicked him. She now stood in a karate stance, while Kwan simply smiled at Jake.
He wished he didn’t have to do this. But he had no choice. He could just shoot them both. Instead, he reacted with equal force. He slung his backpack to the ground and prepared for an attack — not getting into his own karate stance to give away his skills. He simply waited in a lame boxing stance.
When the woman got a nod from her boss, she came at Jake with everything her small body could produce. Punches, kicks, elbows, knees, and Jake blocked them all. She had skills, but he had fifty pounds on her. As she came at him again, he smiled and struck her once in the jaw, knocking her out.
Jake went to pick up his backpack and he saw Kwan pull a gun from his coat. He twisted to his right, shoved his hand into his pocket and fired twice.
Two flashes came at him simultaneously. Jake ran back into the street, crashing right into one of the Slavs, the one with the bald head, and the two of them hit the pavement. Rolling over, Jake hit the man with his backpack, knocking him back again. Then he clambered to his feet and looked for the man with the long hair. Where the hell was he?
As Jake slung the pack to his back, he felt a hard object against his left kidney. Instinctively, he twisted his body and shoved his elbow back, catching long hair in the jaw and knocking him back. Jake guessed the man couldn’t just kill him. They needed him for information. His advantage.
Jake ran now the way he’d come. As he got to the main street ahead, he heard the sirens and then saw a police car trying to push its way through the crowd of shoppers. He slowed to a walk and let the police car pass him.
He was kicking himself now. He should have just put a bullet in each of their skulls.
As he walked he felt a sharp pain in his left shoulder. He touched his jacket and his finger went into a hole in the leather. Damn it. Another leather jacket ruined. Putting his right hand inside his jacket, his hand became moist with blood. Kwan had hit him. But it was only a graze. No bone and no major arteries. Yet it still hurt. He wiped his bloody hand on his shirt and then put it back onto the gun in his jacket pocket. Well, that was two holes in his jacket. He had shot Kwan through his pocket.
Jake kept looking back to make sure the Slavs were not there. But deep down he needed them to continue after him. That was his plan. Shift from the pursued to the pursuer.
His phone buzzed and he tapped his ear bud. “This better be good,” he said. “I’m a little busy.”
“It’s Kim.”
“How the hell’d you get this number?”
“We also have friends. Are you all right. We have reports of gunfire in Myeongdong.”
“Kwan is dead or almost dead.”
“What about you?”
“I’m fine,” Jake lied. “I take it my NSA friend gave you the phone data from our long-haired buddy. Where are they?”
“A block from Myeongdong-gil, heading west toward Namdaemun-ro. Where are you?”
“Just hitting Namdaemun-ro.”
“They’re right behind you.”
“No shit.”
“It would help if you let us track you by your phone,” Kim pled.
“That won’t help,” Jake said. “I’m going down to the underground arcade. Toward Namdaemun Market.”
“Let us help you, Jake.”
As he hurried down the stairs to the underground arcade, he thought about what he really wanted the Agency to know about his actions. They had again pulled him into this shadow war. And it had gotten his good friend Toni killed.
“I need to do this my way,” Jake said. “I doubt the Agency would sanction my actions.” He clicked his Bluetooth earpiece off and wandered through the underground shops. He knew that much of the business in Seoul was conducted in these underground arcades, which would also provide shelter to citizens if and when the crazy bastard in the north started lobbing artillery rounds at the city.
Jake glanced back at the stairs where he had entered and finally saw the Slavs, the North Korean woman, and the man he had knocked out in the alley. Right where he wanted them. He smiled and strolled through the corridor under the streets of Seoul.
* * *
Lori, Pam and Kim were now in the secure communications center in the embassy building in the Yongsan-Ku district of Seoul.
Confused and sitting by herself, Lori watched as the two Agency officers worked consoles and phones and related with the other workers in the room. She would have suspected much more high-tech equipment, but maybe that was in another part of the building.
Kim was tracking those chasing Jake and then giving the local police misinformation to make them go in the wrong direction. At least for a while.
Pam was on the phone with someone else, but Lori wasn’t sure who that could be.
She’d had enough. As a member of congress, officially she outranked all of these people. Lori hated to pull rank, but she would if they didn’t give her information soon.
“What’s going on?” Lori finally asked, exasperated.
The station chief turned away from her, one finger in the air as she talked on the phone.
Kim stepped toward Lori and said, “Ma’am, we’re trying to help Jake, but he’s gone underground. Literally. Into one of the underground arcades in the city. From there he can travel for blocks without coming up for air. It’s almost impossible to track the phone of the bad guy’s there. It’s a dead zone.”
“What about the police?” Lori asked.
“Initially we sent them to a false location in the Myeongdong district,” Kim said. “But then, once we were sure Jake was away, we put them on the correct location.”
Lori glanced about the room and nothing seemed to be happening, despite the activity. “Can’t we do more?”
Kim shrugged and shook his head in the negative.
“I know I’m just a civilian here,” Lori said, “but what ever happened to the concept of not leaving anyone behind? This man has given everything to his country. He deserves more.” Her words seemed to lose strength as she made her point. Now she was seconds from tears. Did Jake Adams mean more to her than she wanted to admit? Sure they had gone to high school together, and she had worked with Jake’s brother. Oh, and there was that whole making love at her hotel recently.
Pam finally got off her phone and said, “That was Kurt Jenkins. He’s authorized us to actively help Jake in any way we can.”
“Finally,” Lori said loudly. “Let’s go.”
The station chief raised her hands and then her voice when she said, “Not you congresswoman. Our boss was adamant that you remain here in the embassy for protection.”
“Why?”
“Are you serious?” Pam gave her an incredulous glare. “We can’t have a member of the House of Representatives hurt or killed on South Korean soil. Especially one of our delegation to six-party talks. That’s not gonna happen. Not on my watch.” She pointed to a female Army captain, a military attaché, and said, “She is not to leave this building. Understand?”
The Army officer, who looked like she lifted weights with the marine guards, sternly nodded her head. “Yes, ma’am.”
Pam gave a man at a console instructions and then she and Kim left in a hurry.
Lori took a seat at the edge of the room, feeling totally useless. She wished there was something she could do to help Jake.
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Jake came to the end of a section of underground shops. His only choice was to go up. The Slavs were weaving their way through the crowd of shoppers nearly a block back.
As Jake started up the stairs, a man coming down ran into him…with his fist striking Jake in the side of his head. Jake had turned his head instinctively at the last second to avoid a strike to his face.
His head swirled as he tried to shake the cobwebs from his skull. Fighting on stairs was not easy. Jake recognized the man as the one he had knocked out less than an hour ago, just before his encounter with the Slavs and the North Korean intel officers.
When the Korean man tried a roundhouse kick, Jake was ready for it. He simply pivoted to his left on the stairs and swept the man’s leg out from under him, crashing his body onto the stairs and sending him all the way to the bottom.
Now Jake ran up the stairs, guessing the others would be close behind him. When he got to the top of the stairs, he glanced back down and saw the Slavs had picked the man up. They headed up the stairs after Jake.
On street level now, Jake saw his next move as if it was happening in slow motion for him. A line of five taxis, white and silver, sat against the curb. With the cold weather, all of them had their engines running. He smiled at that.
Rushing toward the first car in the line, a silver Hyundai Sonata, Jake nodded at the driver standing at the door smoking a cigarette.
Looking back again to make sure the Slavs knew where he was going, Jake simply grasped the man by his jacket and flung him aside, got behind the wheel after throwing his backpack on the passenger seat, and then he pulled away from the curb into light traffic.
He reached behind him to adjust the gun at his back. Then he pulled the 9mm Sig from his jacket pocket and set it into a cup holder.
Glancing back at the taxi stand, Jake saw the Slavs and others jump into a white taxi and race after him.
Now Jake put the pedal down, running the engine to the max and barely making the lights. In his rearview mirror, the white car ran the red lights and cars screeched to a halt, while others crashed to as the taxi closed the distance on Jake.
Seconds later and Jake’s pursuit vehicle was right at his bumper, nearly ramming into him. Were they willing to kill him? Or did they still want their information?
Smiling, Jake hit his brakes, smashing the two cars together. Then he slammed down on the gas and pulled away from them.
In this moment of tension, Jake had to laugh when he saw the meter click away. Even more humorous was what was showing on the big screen on the dash — a Korean game show of some sort. He touched the screen and a menu came up, but it was all in Korean. So he started hitting characters until the GPS map showed up. He zoomed out and could now see what was ahead of him, including traffic updates.
Time to isolate and finish this, Jake thought.
He drove fast enough to make it seem like he was trying to get away, but not fast enough to actually escape these men. When he got to an expansive park in the northern part of the city, he knew he was now in his element. He could survive in the urban jungle of nearly any city, but he had grown up in the forests of Montana. A forest was a forest.
Jake drove far enough ahead of the men to be able to stop, get out and run through the light covering of snow to the nearest trees. He found cover among a grove of pines, a berm in front of him. From his position he could see the taxi he had driven, and then the other one showed up and parked next to his.
Then the unexpected happened. A third car pulled up and four more people got out. That was at least eight bad guys, including the two Slavs. He pulled out his three guns and checked on the additional magazines. The math could work if he didn’t shoot too much. What did Toni say when they last met? ‘Make your shots count,’ or something close to that.
He shoved one Glock into his left pocket and the other into his right pocket. The acquired 9mm Sig he kept in his right hand.
Now he watched as the men fanned out. Their flashlights made them all nice targets, Jake thought. But Jake couldn’t afford to stay put. The men would simply surround him and wait until he ran out of bullets. No, he needed to be on the move. Shoot and run.
The first man to come close to Jake took a round to the chest, knocking him to the ground. Then Jake ran up to the man, picked up the guy’s flashlight and gun, and pretended to be one of them.
A couple of the men yelled in Korean and Jake guessed they were asking the man he had just killed for his status. But Jake didn’t understand Korean or speak more than enough to get a beer in a restaurant.
Clicking off the flashlight, Jake crept off into the forest. Movement to his right stopped him in his tracks.
A flashlight clicked on him, followed by a couple of shots. Jake returned fire with two rounds and then ran off behind a large tree. Two more bullets struck the tree in front of him.
More Korean yelling. Giving away his position.
Move Jake!
Light shone on both sides of the tree. Jake got down to his belly and rolled to the edge of the tree trunk, firing as soon as he could acquire a target. The light dropped, followed by the man who had been holding it.
This cat and mouse continued until Jake no longer had any bullets for the 9mm Sig or the Glock he had gotten from the first man he’d shot. In the process he had at least wounded two more men. But the others were closing in on his position.
Leaning against the tree, he retrieved the Glock from his pocket. It had fifteen rounds, and he had only one extra magazine for it.
Suddenly, one of the Slavs yelled, “Come on, Jake. We don’t want to kill you. We just want your encryption code.”
“That didn’t keep you from killing my friend,” Jake yelled back, and he regretted doing so immediately.
Bullets showered down on his position. If they didn’t want to kill him, they were sure putting a lot of lead in the air.
“Come on, Mister Adams,” the Slav pled. “We are even now. You killed my friend in Montana.”
Jake could hear movement to his left, the crunching of feet in snow. He aimed his gun in that direction and waited. They wanted him to talk again to pinpoint his location. When Jake saw movement, he fired twice and another man hit the snow.
Jake rose up, considered his options, and ran toward the man he had just shot.
Guns fired at him as he rushed forward. He vectored toward the man who was talking with him. Bullets whizzed by him striking branches. But he continued to run in an arch toward the Slav’s last position.
One second Jake was running and the next he was laying flat on his back in the snow, his head feeling like a truck had just hit him. Disoriented, he got to his knees and felt the ground for his gun. Then something struck him in the chest, nearly taking his breath away.
“Over here,” the Slav yelled.
Pretending to be more hurt than he was, Jake’s left hand went into his pocket and grasped the Glock. He rolled to his back and shot twice. The first bullet hit the bald man in the neck and the second one missed, since the man was falling backwards to the snow. Laying on the snowy surface, the Slav could not speak. Blood gurgled into his throat.
Jake got to him and pointed his gun at the man. He could see blood spurting from the man’s neck. He considered putting the man down for good, but then Jake remembered that these men had shown no mercy for Toni.
Jake took the man’s gun and rushed off as the flashlights and men got closer. Now he just needed to find the man with long hair. He didn’t care about the others. They could live or die in this forest. The choice was theirs.
Once Jake got safely away, he paused for a second to check on the gun he had taken from the Slav. Damn it. Only two bullets left in the magazine and one in the chamber. He should have searched for extra mags. That meant he had three bullets in that gun, four more in the other Glock, and one more magazine for that gun. If his count was right. He also lost count of how many men were left. Had to be at least four, he thought.
Jake startled when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He took it out and considered silencing it, but the caller was from Pizza Hut. He hit the receive button and listened.
“Jake? This is Kurt.”
“I’m a little busy here,” Jake whispered.
“I know. We have a drone overhead with four heat signatures heading toward you. Less than fifty meters to your west. You have two friendlies two hundred meters to the south.”
Jake found his blue-tooth ear piece and put it in. Then he shoved his phone into his pocket and said, “Roger that. Pam and Kim?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Unless they have NVGs, tell them to hold for ten minutes,” Jake whispered.
“No,” the Agency director said. “They will acquire the two men toward the parking lot. Acknowledge.”
“Yeah,” Jake said lamely. “But leave the long-haired guy for me.”
Keeping the line open, Jake moved toward the men coming after him. He switched the acquired gun with three rounds into his right hand and put the Glock into his right pocket. Make them count, Jake reminded himself.
As Jake closed the distance, taking careful, quiet steps, he heard the other man to his right. First it was a swishing of tree branches. Then it was his footfalls in the snow.
Jake froze and pointed his gun toward the sounds. His heart raced and attempted to explode from his chest.
Gunshots to his left, followed by return fire. Pam and Kim had found their target.
Then a flash of light and the explosion of a gun straight ahead. But the gun wasn’t firing at him. Jake aimed at the flashpoints and fired three times, then threw the empty gun away and got out his other Glock. He made sure his last magazine was in his left jacket pocket as he crept toward the man he had just shot at. Jake cautiously stepped through the snow, his gun pointing toward his target. When he nearly stumbled on the man, Jake pulled out his cell phone and turned on the light, revealing a gruesome scene. The Korean man lay on his back. His face had a new hole, with blood seeping out onto the white snow. Another bullet had hit the man in the chest six inches below his neck. Jake turned off his cell phone and returned it to his pants pocket.
“Jake? You still there?” It was Kurt Jenkins in his ear piece.
“Yeah,” Jake whispered.
“The last man is right on you. Moving your way.”
Jake shifted his eyes around and saw the man with the long hair come out from a group of pines, his gun pointed right at Jake.
“I see that,” Jake said. Then he tapped off the blue-tooth and aimed his Glock at the man.
“You see what?” the Slav asked.
“The man who killed my friend. And the man I will kill.”
The Slav smiled and turned his gun sideways. “But I’m out of bullets. I surrender.”
Jake shook his head. “I don’t accept that. You think this is a normal battlefield? I don’t take prisoners.”
Long hair stepped closer to Jake. “You don’t trust your justice system?”
“I’ve seen twelve people get it wrong too many times,” Jake said.
“So you become judge, jury and executioner?”
“Something like that. You see, I don’t trust you either. What’s to say you don’t have another gun tucked into your back?”
Now the Slav was within a few feet of the end of Jake’s gun barrel.
“That wouldn’t be very sporting,” the Slav declared.
Jake lowered his gun and shoved it into his right jacket pocket. As soon as he did so, the Slav released the slide and pointed his gun at Jake. But Jake expected this, twisting his body to the left just as the gun report exploded in the night sending a flash toward him.
Rushing the man the rest of the way, Jake simultaneously removed the gun from the Slav’s hand and kicked the guy in his right knee, buckling his body toward the ground. As he went down, Jake snapped a roundhouse knee into the man’s face, sending the guy flying onto his back.
Before the man could recover, Jake kicked the man in his groin, crushing the man’s balls and making him wail in pain. The Slav rolled around on the ground. As Jake considered his options, the man swept his leg and caught Jake off-guard, sending him onto his back.
Together now on the ground, the two men wrestled for dominance. Jake was hampered by the stiffness in his left shoulder from the bullet graze that evening. But eventually Jake had his legs wrapped around the man and his arms around the guy’s neck in a sleeper hold, like an anaconda squeezing the life from a pig.
“You think this is over?” the Slav said roughly, without proper air. “This is just the beginning.”
Jake whispered into the man’s ear. “I already know about your boss. The lobbying firm.”
The Slav tried to struggle free, but Jake had full control.
“You tell me who pulled the trigger on my friend, and I’ll let you die quickly,” Jake promised. “If you lie, I’ll take my time.”
Suddenly, a voice echoed through the darkness. “Jake. It’s Pam. It’s over. We’ve got them all.”
The Slav tried to say something, but Jake tightened his grip on the man’s throat.
“Who shot Toni?” Jake asked through grit teeth.
“Fuck you.” The Slav tried to struggle again, but he wasn’t making any progress and he knew it.
“You tell me,” Jake said, “and I won’t hunt down everyone you’ve ever known and kill them as well. It will end here.”
Pam’s voice was getting closer. And now Kim also called out to Jake. Both of them had flashlights scanning the forest for Jake.
Jake heard the man mumble something but he wasn’t sure he had heard correctly. “Say again?”
The man finally forced out “The Lobbyist.”
“I know that,” Jake said. “I need a name.”
With as much strength against Jake’s arms as the Slav could manage, the man shook his head. “We don’t know his name.”
The lights were getting closer.
“What does he look like?” Jake implored.
“Red hair and freckles.”
That’s all Jake needed. How many men from the lobbying firm could look like that?
As Jake saw the lights get closer, the Slav twisted beneath him and said, “Do it.”
“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll just let them send you to a black site for interrogation.”
“We all made your girlfriend water-tight,” the Slav said and then laughed.
Without thinking, Jake simply twisted his body until he heard the familiar snap of the man’s neck, which he hadn’t heard since killing that terrorist in Tunisia. The Slav’s body went limp.
Just as Jake rolled away from the long-haired man, the flashlights found him and the two Agency officers quickly closed in on his position.
Kim put his gun away and reached to help Jake up. “Are you all right, Jake?”
“Just hunky dory,” Jake said, taking Kim’s hand and getting to his feet.
Pam was checking out the other dead man and then she came over to the two of them. “Is this guy dead?”
“Afraid so,” Jake said. He pointed off to the forest. “But I think I might have just winged a couple of the Koreans.”
“No problem,” Pam said. “I’ve got the locals surrounding the park. With this snow they should find all of them.”
“Nice work,” Jake said.
She looked at the man with long hair. “Did that man say anything before he died?”
Jake shrugged. “A lot of swear words. Mostly in Czech. About all I know in that language.”
“Too bad,” she said. “It would have been nice to interrogate him.”
Looking off toward Kim, Jake simply shrugged again.
“Kim, get Jake to the Air Force base,” Pam said. “You take the car. I’ll find a ride back to the office.”
“No way,” Jake said. “I have to accompany the congresswoman to the six-party talks.”
“That’s not necessary,” Pam said.
“I promised,” Jake said.
“I understand. But the six-party talks are off. That crazy man up north was yanking our chain again. He had no intention of sitting down with us.”
Jake shook his head. “We should just nuke his ass.” After he said it, he thought about the technology he had been protecting ever since he first set free the professor in Montana. The North Korean dictator might make a good candidate for this weapon. Of course the list would be long. But he would be a good start.
Jake reached out his hand to Pam. Instead of shaking, though, she pulled in and hugged Jake.
Pam pulled away and said, “Thanks for getting those who killed Toni.”
He nodded and then rubbed Pam’s arm. “No problem.”
“You’ve gotta go,” she said.
“All right. It’s been real. Take care.”
Jake and Kim hurried off toward the parking lot.
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Jake had Kim stop off at the embassy to pick up Congresswoman Lori Freeman, before dropping them both off at Kunsan Air Base, where a Gulfstream jet awaited them.
Up in the air now and heading toward the northeast at cruising altitude, Jake finally took off his leather jacket, revealing his bloody left shoulder.
“You’re hurt,” Lori declared. She got up and went to Jake to get a closer look at his bullet wound.
“I got lucky,” Jake said, and then ripped his shirt away from the sticky blood. “It just grazed the top of my shoulder.”
She got up and went toward the cockpit to talk with a female Air Force senior airman, and then came back with a first aid kit. Lori helped Jake take off his shirt, cleaned the wound and patched the ripped flesh with four-inch bandages, running the white tape down to his chest on one side and to his shoulder blades on the other. Then she found a clean shirt in Jake’s backpack and helped him pull it over his head.
“Thanks,” Jake said.
Lori sat across from him. “You better see a doctor when we get to…where’s this jet going?”
“Andrews.” Jake glanced at her and wished they had more privacy. Although he was beat up and tired, he would somehow find the strength.
The airman turned down the lights and went through the cabin to close all the window shades. Since they were heading east, it wouldn’t take long before they hit sunshine.
Jake must have fallen asleep almost immediately. When he finally woke up, he only did so because the airman was nudging his arm.
“Sir, would you like something to eat,” the airman asked.
Nodding, Jake said, “And some coffee, please.”
He glanced about the cabin and finally saw Lori in the back seat on the phone with someone. She smiled at him and put up her index finger.
Finally she clicked off the phone and put it into her purse. Then she came forward and sat across from Jake. “You slept like a baby.”
“You mean I cried every two hours and crapped my pants?”
“Wow,” she said. “I had no idea you could be funny in the morning.”
“Maybe you need to hang out with me a little longer,” Jake said, hopeful.
“Maybe. I was just on the phone with the Speaker. Since the six-party talks failed, I have a week left before our next session.”
“What do you have planned?” he asked.
She leaned closer to him and put her hand onto his knee. “I was hoping you could delay your return to South America and spend some time in DC. With your favorite representative.”
Jake smiled at her conspiratorially. “I’d rather be with you.”
Lori slapped his leg. “You are so bad.”
She didn’t know the half of it. “All right. But I need to take care of a few things, including attending the funeral for a friend.”
“I understand.”
No, she didn’t. But that was all right.
An hour later they landed at Andrews outside of DC. A car and driver waited for the congresswoman outside the operations building. The driver wasn’t too happy to see Jake, since their last encounter Jake put the man in a sleeper and shoved him in the trunk. Lori and Jake got into the back seat.
“Stay with me,” Lori whispered to Jake.
“What about keeping up appearances?” he asked her.
“Screw that.”
Jake put his hand on her leg and said, “All right.”
* * *
They spent the next twenty-four hours not even leaving Lori’s apartment. They called out for pizza and Chinese. And they made love as often as physically possible. The two of them were good together, but he had no idea where this was going. Those who got too close to him ended up dead. He couldn’t live with that outcome for Lori.
The next evening, while Lori was taking a long shower, Jake accessed the internet for a little research. She came out naked with a towel wrapped over her hair like a turban. My God, Jake thought. Her body was perfect.
“What will it be tonight?” she asked.
His eyes scanned her body from top to bottom and then back up again. “This works for me.”
She smiled. “I was talking about dinner.”
“Oh. I thought the turban meant you wanted Indian food tonight.”
She stepped in front of him, her nakedness within touch. “Perhaps the Kama Sutra first, and then we can call out for Indian.”
He couldn’t argue with her logic.
Much later, after eating, Jake opened a bottle of wine and handed a glass to Lori. She got only a few sips down before she started to sway. Jake helped her to her bedroom and tucked her under the covers.
He checked his watch and then found his backpack and retrieved one of the Glocks. He pulled out the magazine and flipped out the bullets onto the living room coffee table. Then he put on some surgical gloves and wiped down the bullet brass before putting the bullets back into the magazine. Then he also wiped down the magazine and the gun itself.
Jake glanced back to the bedroom. He hated to slip Lori a Mickey, but he also needed to take some time to finish something.
He spent the next couple of hours traveling by bus, by subway and by simply walking, until he got to a secluded house in Arlington, Virginia. It was a two story raised ranch with massive deciduous trees in the back yard. In the darkness closing in on midnight, only a couple of street lights gave Jake any view at all of the neighborhood.
It took Jake less than two minutes to break through the security system for this house. Getting in the place took another three minutes.
Knowing that his target lived alone, Jake made his way through the house with a small pen light with a red lens. Finding the master bedroom on the second floor was easy. Jake just followed the heavy breathing.
Now he slipped the 9mm auto from his right pocket and sat in a chair at the side of the bed, simply watching the man sleep. Since finding out about the man, Jake had run every possible scenario through his mind.
Finally, he aimed his gun at the man and clicked on a small table lamp.
The man with the red hair shot up in bed, saw Jake, and then reached for the nightstand drawer. “I wouldn’t,” Jake told him. Then he reached into the drawer and found the man’s handgun — a 9mm Sig Sauer almost identical to the one he had used in Korea.
The man in bed said, “What do you want?”
“You know who I am.” It wasn’t a question.
The redhead nodded. “Jake Adams.”
“Then you know why I’m here.”
“I didn’t…”
“Shut up. You killed my friend, Toni Contardo. Don’t deny it. I know who pays you. I’ve tracked payments to you from both a company in South Korea, Gang-Ho Industries, and the North Korean government.” He paused to see the man’s freckled face turn as red as his hair.
“That bitch deserved it,” the Lobbyist said, his words coming out like spit.
Jake casually raised his aim and shot the man in the forehead with the 9mm. The Lobbyist crumpled onto the bed like a sack of potatoes. He stood up, put the man’s gun back into the nightstand drawer, found the spent brass and shoved it into his pocket, and then walked away. After he left the house, he charged the security system again. Then he disposed of the Glock — the barrel in the Potomac River, and other parts scattered around the city as Jake made his way back to Lori’s apartment.
Before going to bed, he emptied three bottles of wine into the sink and left the empties as remnants of a wild night that never happened.
In the morning, the late morning, Lori finally woke up and went to the bathroom. Her disposition was a cross between hung over and uncertain as she entered the kitchen from the bedroom.
Jake was drinking his second cup of coffee and checking his e-mail on his phone. “You all right?” he asked her.
She rubbed her hands through her hair and glanced at the empty bottles of wine. “Wow, did we drink all that?”
“I helped a little,” Jake said.
Lori poured herself a cup of coffee and warmed her hands with the mug. “What are your plans today?”
“I have two things,” he said. “First, I have to head over to the Agency and download a copy of the professor’s work for them.”
“The Slavs took the copy from your friend, right?”
“Yes. But they’ll never break the encryption.”
“Then what?”
“The Agency is having a memorial service for Toni this afternoon. They’ll put a star on their wall for her also.”
“Could I go with you?” she asked.
“You probably shouldn’t. It will be mostly family and old friends.”
“Well, I don’t know if I’ll feel better by then anyway. This has never happened to me before.”
“What? Forget what happened the night before?”
She shrugged. “I remember all the sex and the Indian food. But after that…”
He felt like shit having to lie to her, but there was no way she could find out what he’d done after leaving her.
Jake’s phone buzzed and he checked his text. It was from his brother in Montana asking if he still needed help at the cabin.
“Crap!”
“What?”
“I forgot all about leaving Professor Tramil at my cabin in Montana. I’ll need to leave in the morning to retrieve him and deliver him to DARPA.”
“Do you need some company? I could use another trip to Montana.”
He took her coffee cup from her and set it on the counter. Then he hugged her and said, “That would be great, Lori.”
* * *
That afternoon, after Jake first downloaded the professor’s work and handed it over to the Director, Kurt Jenkins, Jake sat in the back while his old friend spoke about Toni and they revealed the star on the Memorial Wall. Although family would know of Toni’s heroic service, none would know the specifics of her actions.
While the ceremony took place, Jake tried his best to hold back tears, his thoughts drifting to the good times he and Toni had experienced over the years, from their first meeting in Italy as young officers, to their encounter at the DC hotel recently. He noticed a woman sitting in the front row next to a young Army lieutenant. Jake looked more carefully and saw that it was Toni’s sister, whom he had only met a couple of times over the years. CIA operatives usually kept their personal lives secret, but Toni had opened up to Jake. But it had been at least ten years since their last meeting.
After the ceremony, folks wandered about. Those who were still active in the Agency probably went back to their offices to work.
Jake wasn’t sure Toni’s sister, Francesca, would want to see him. So he started to wander toward the front entrance.
“Jake,” a woman said.
He turned to see Francesca, along with the Army lieutenant, heading his way. She stopped and said something to the young, chiseled man, and he nodded and stood back a ways.
Francesca embraced Jake for a long minute. Then she pulled back and said, “I’m so glad you could make it.”
“I almost didn’t,” Jake said. “I was out of the country.”
“I know. Kurt Jenkins told me.” Her eyes glanced back at the soldier and then settled on Jake. She started to say something, but stopped. As if the words were stuck in her throat.
“Are you all right?” Jake asked.
“No, I’m not.”
“Of course not.”
She hesitated, tears streaking her face. For a brief moment she looked like Toni. “Did you love her?”
“Yes. But with our jobs, we just couldn’t be together.”
“I know. That’s what she told me also.” She took both of Jake’s hands in hers. “I need you to meet someone.”
“Is this your son? I didn’t know you had a son.”
The soldier came to them and nearly stood at attention.
“This is Toni’s son, Karl.”
Confused, Jake shook the young man’s hand.
“Nice to meet you, sir,” the soldier said.
Jake looked at Francesca for help. “I didn’t know Toni had a son.”
Francesca nearly broke down, but pulled herself together and gathered strength. “I know. She let me raise Karl. She couldn’t give up her work with the Agency.”
Feeling completely confused, Jake finally glanced at the young man’s black nametag on his uniform. It read, ADAMS.
Francesca nodded her head and smiled. “Toni told me to tell you she was sorry. And to only tell you the truth upon her death. She almost told you last year after some incident in Europe, which she couldn’t tell me about. Please forgive her.”
Jake felt like he had been punched in the gut. But he also felt elated somewhat. He had a son he never knew about — a strong, handsome, accomplished son. And he would never know those things that normal fathers knew about their sons. The first steps. Sports accomplishments. Academic achievements. The first date.
Turning to the Army officer, his son, Jake said, “I’m sorry…Karl. I never knew.”
The lieutenant nodded and said, “I just found out this morning.”
Now, for the first time, Jake embraced his son.
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