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Аннотация
The Cold War has ended, but a reliable report reveals a plot that could throw the Far East into turmoil. Burke Hill, clandestine director for a Washington PR firm that's a CIA spinoff, is tasked to find the truth about a secret agreement for Israel to help South Korea develop nuclear weapons. The new Seoul government wants all U.S, troops to leave. A bomb decimates the North Korean leadership in Pyongyang, and Hill finds a diligent Seoul Metropolitan Police detective investigating a series of murders he believes are targeted at civilian leaders who favor close cooperation with America. Captain Yun Yu-sop identifies a ruthless Korean assassin who targets anyone who stands in the way, including Yun and Burke Hill.


Chester D. Campbell
The Poksu Conspiracy


A Note from the Author

Poksu continues the saga of Burke Hill, former FBI agent and protagonist of Beware the Jabberwock. The cover features South Korea's National Treasure No. 1, Namdaemun, Seoul's Great South Gate. Beneath it are the hangul (Korean) characters for poksu, which translates as "vengeance." It has a different meaning in Chinese, which you'll learn in the book. Since there is a large cast of characters, many of them with strange names, I thought it would be helpful to you, the reader, to have a list of the people who inhabit the story. They are listed below by category. Should you get confused at some point by just who a character is, you can return to the Who's Who and refresh your memory.

Who's Who in The Poksu Conspiracy

Worldwide Communications Consultants
(Washington-based CIA spinoff):
Nathaniel (Nate) Highsmith, President
Burke Hill, chief financial officer, clandestine group director
Tony Carlucci, Highsmith's executive assistant
Jerry Chan, manager of Seoul Office
Duane Elliston, account executive in Seoul Office
Brittany Pickerel, research assistant in Seoul Office
Evelyn Tilson, Hill's executive assistant
Travis Tolliver, media specialist in Seoul Office
An Kye-sun, Korean media specialist in Seoul Office
Song Ji-young, Korean secretary in Seoul Office
American Officials:
Thornton Giles, President
Kingsley Marshall, Director of Central Intelligence
Ambassador Shearing, U.S. Ambassador to South Korea
Brig. Gen. Henry Thatcher, Presidential Assistant for National Security Affairs
Special Agent Frederick Birnbaum, instructor, FBI National Academy
Vincent Duques, South Korean Embassy political officer and CIA Station Chief
Special Agent Clifford Walters, FBI, San Francisco
Damon Mansfield, South Korean Embassy cultural attach�
Kurt Voegler, South Korean Embassy commercial attach�
South Korean Officials:
Kwak Sung-kyo, recently-elected president
Hong Oh-san, prime minister
Col. Han Sun-shin, director of Agency for Security Planning (NSP)
Dr. Nam U-je, head of Korea Electric Power Company (Kepco)
Ko Pong-hak, information officer, Ministry of Culture and Information
Park Sang-muk, Seoul public prosecutor
Seoul Metropolitan PoliceBureau:
Superintendent General Choi, head of Special Security Group
Lt. Han Mi-jung, fianc�e of Lieutenant. Yun
Lt. Yun Se-jin, officer, Tongdaemun Station
Capt. Yun Yu-sop, homicide detective, Namdaemun Station
World War II Poksu guerrilla group:
Lee Horangi-chelmun, leader
Ahn Wi-jong, other group survivor
North Korean Officials:
Kim Il-sung, premier
Kim Jong-il, son and heir apparent
So Song-ku, official of the Central Committee, North Korean Workers Party
Other Americans:
Will and Maggie Arnold, Falls Church, VA neighbors of the Hills
Dr. Chloe Brackin, obstetrican and Lori Hill's best friend
Lorelei Hill, wife of Burke Hill, head of Clipper Cruise & Travel
Dr. Cabot Lowing, fellow, Highsmith Foundation
R. Mitchell (Mitch) Steele, Taesong Nuclear Power Plant
Peggy Walters, Burke Hill's first wife
Dr. Kim Vickers, director, Korean-American Education Foundation
In Hungary:
Margit Szabo, Lorelei Hill's grandmother
Other Koreans:
Ahn Pom-yun, drug kingpin in Chiangmai, Thailand, son of Ahn Wi-jong
Mr. Chon, Namdaemun Market fruit vendor, Captain Yun's informant
Hwang Sang-sol, a.k.a. Suh Tae-hung, free lance assassin
Kang Han-kyo, editor of Koryo Ilbo, national daily newspaper
Kim Yong-man, Mr. Chon's grandson
Kwon, junior official at Reijeo conglomerate
Dr. Lee Yo-ku, Seoul National University history professor
Moon Chwa, official at Pulguksa Buddhist shrine
Dr. Shin Man-ki, fired nuclear physicist at Reijeo installation
Yang Jong-ku, hotel owner, chairman of Korean-American Cooperation Association
Yi In-wha, prominent businessman, son-in-law of President Kwak's half-sister
Yoo Hak-sil, Seoul private investigator, former cop

(All of the above appear in multiple chapters.)

Chapter 1

Fall 1993
Budapest, Hungary
September seemed an ideal time for Burke Hill to take his wife Lori on a long-delayed honeymoon trip to Hungary. When they were married the previous December, the demands of his new job made leisure travel impossible. The visit to Budapest would be a strange sort of homecoming for the former Lorelei Quinn. She'd vowed to dig as deep as it took to uncover her hidden roots.
By now the summer sultriness had mellowed into warm days and cool nights, a pleasant interlude the imaginative Magyars referred to as "old women's summer." It was Lori's first trip back since a near disaster at the hands of the communist-era secret police a decade ago. And though the recent demise of the Cold War soon convinced her of a renewed sense of vibrancy among the people in this onetime "Paris of the East," an incident at the airport terminal seemed disturbingly reminiscent of the bad old days.
While she stood to one side waiting for Burke to claim their luggage, she noticed a man across the way watching him. He was swarthily handsome, with wavy black hair and a trim build. As he looked around, Lori averted her gaze to avoid any show of interest. When she looked back, his eyes were again locked on Burke. It took her back several years to her somewhat abbreviated career in the CIA, when that sort of surveillance presaged dire consequences.
A few minutes later, Burke walked toward her pulling their two bags. She wanted to tell him about the watcher, but a tall redheaded man accompanied him.
"John Dahlgren, meet my wife, Lori," he said. "As you can see, she's great with child."
Lori grinned as she patted her rounded tummy. She was six months pregnant. "The ultrasound confirmed twins," she said. "This trip had to be taken now or delayed indefinitely. Dr. Bracken wasn't too happy about my traveling now, but I insisted."
"Nice to meet you," Dahlgren said with a slight bow of his head. "I was a twin myself. Some people say it's double trouble, but I'm sure yours will be a delight."
"John was on our flight," Burke said. "He's from New York. He's also staying at the Duna-Intercontinental, so I invited him to share a cab."
Lori looked back before they left the terminal, but the muscular man with the persistent stare had disappeared.
As soon as they reached their hotel room, she told Burke about the apparent surveillance.
He stared at her, hands on his hips. "Who the devil could it have been? This is strictly a pleasure trip. Nobody should suspect I'm anything but a public relations company official on vacation."
While Worldwide Communications Consultants, the firm he served as chief financial officer, was a legitimate international PR counselor, it had a black operations side that reported to the Central Intelligence Agency. Burke directed its activities in Europe, Asia, the Middle East and Far East.
"I don't have any idea who he was," Lori said, "but he was sure giving you the once-over. I suggest we keep an eye out for any other signs of interest."
* * *
By the afternoon of their second day, despite constant vigilance, they had spotted nothing out of the ordinary. Lori sat quietly in the back seat of an aging Zsiguli taxi, one of countless relics that persisted as the city struggled with its bootstraps. It rumbled noisily through the cobbled streets. Seated beside her, Burke studied his wife's troubled frown. It marred an attractive face with dark eyes and long dark hair that normally wreathed an intriguingly mysterious smile. Now past fifty-five, he was twenty years her senior. He still marveled at his incredibly good fortune in managing to win the love of this bright, vivacious young woman. But, at the moment, he grappled with a growing concern over her dark mood.
He didn't need to be told the reason for it. "I hope you're prepared for disappointment in case things don't turn out the way you'd like," he said, a warning note in his voice. "There are plenty of reasons why people aren't always overjoyed at being confronted by a relative they never knew existed or hadn't seen in years."
Their first day had been spent mostly at the American Embassy and the Justice Ministry, where they searched records of the old AVO, the hated state security police, for clues to the fate of Istvan Szabo, a young economist who had taken up the cause of his students during the ill-fated 1956 revolution known as the "Hungarian uprising." The files had likely been tampered with. At the very least, they were incomplete. What they did manage to learn was the name and address of his mother, Margit Szabo. Now nearing ninety, she had been one of Hungary's best loved actresses during her performing years.
"I have my fingers crossed," Lori said, managing a weak smile.
The cab crossed the glistening Danube via the picturesque Chain Bridge and soon turned onto Budakeszi Avenue, once a quiet residential street in the Buda hills. Now it was crowded with cars, trucks and buses. Where open green spaces had formerly separated the genteel old homes, newer, unimaginative flats dotted the landscape. It was one more indication of the internal struggle Budapest was undergoing as it sought to be progressively modern and yet hold onto its Old World charm.
Lori took a firm grip on Burke's hand as the taxi turned in between two lofty chestnuts and stopped before an ancient iron gate. The driver got out and checked it, found it unlocked. He pushed the gate open, triggering a harsh metallic squeak, then drove onto a driveway that led back to a mercilessly weathered old garage. Beside it stood a large two-story house that seemed almost a living thing, cloaked as it was with a thick green coat of ivy.
Burke paid the driver, and they walked slowly up to the front door. They were met by a short, shapeless woman in a simple peasant dress. She had obviously been alerted by the protesting screech of the gate. She eyed them with caution.
* * *
"I'm Lorelei Hill and this is my husband, Burke," Lori said, unsure if the woman could understand her. They knew from the Hungarian clerk at the Embassy that Mrs. Szabo could speak English quite well, though with a pronounced accent, possibly the result of long disuse.
The small woman, obviously a housekeeper, said nothing, but motioned them inside. They followed her into a large room that seemed foreboding in its gloomy darkness. Although the sun shone brightly outside, little of its glow penetrated the heavy curtains that shrouded the windows. A polished wooden table bearing old photographs of an actress costumed for various roles, pictures of a man and two boys, and other memorabilia of times long past sat at one side of the room. The opposite wall was hung with faded tapestries.
And then Lori saw her, the aging figure of Margit Szabo, once the darling of the Budapest stage. She sat in a large chair in one corner of the room. The housekeeper ushered them toward her. Despite her years, she sat stifly erect. She was dressed all in black. A large gold pendant hung from a chain draped around the spare flesh of her neck. Her hair was white but carefully groomed. She had the look of a piece of fine antique china, elegant features that could only have been fashioned by an accomplished artist, ostensibly delicate, but possessed of an inner strength that showed through the thin outer shell.
"Please have a seat," Margit Szabo said in a surprisingly strong voice, gesturing toward the sofa across from her chair. "My voice and my hearing have not failed me, though I can't say as much for these old eyes. Tell me what it is you wish to speak with me about. I did not fully understand from your embassy."
Lori knew the Embassy clerk had mentioned their visit concerned her son, Istvan Szabo. Since he had died in the failed revolution of November 1956, after Russian tanks poured into the streets of Budapest, just mentioning his name was bound to bring back agonizing memories.
"My name is Lorelei Hill," she began, then paused somewhat awkwardly, conscious that Mrs. Szabo was well aware of who she was. "What I mean is, that was the name my dad� uh, actually, my stepfather� "
It wasn't going at all as she had intended. She had gone over in her mind a hundred times what she wanted to say at this moment. But now her tongue was stumbling all over the words. She had planned to lead up gently to the key revelation, not wanting it to come as a sudden shock. Instead, it tumbled out in a heedless rush of words.
"What I'm trying to say, Mrs. Szabo, I believe I am your granddaughter."
Now that it was out, she felt a sudden wave of relief. Until the elderly woman spoke.
Margit Szabo delivered her lines with all the force and drama of a character from a Shakespearean tragedy. "You are not my granddaughter. My granddaughter died at birth, and her mother with her."
Lori took a sharp breath. It had hit her like a knife plunged deeply and twisted.
"But� but that was only a story made up to fool the AVO," she said in protest. "My dad, that is, my stepfather, Cameron Quinn, was with the Central Intelligence Agency. He had been in contact with your son, Istvan, to keep up with what was going on. To help if possible. Your son asked�"
"Yes, he helped," Mrs. Szabo broke in. "The police knew my son had been in contact with a CIA agent. They gave him a summary trial and executed him."
Lori's eyes widened. "How do you know�?"
"Istvan's brother," she said, her voice suddenly lowered, her eyes beginning to blink back the tears. "Gyorgy was with the AVO." For the first time, a crack had appeared in the old woman's hard shell. "Gyorgy told me. He was powerless to stop what happened. He was not a bad boy, Gyorgy. Only misguided."
Lori shook her head in despair, sensing the torment that must have plagued Margit Szabo, her grandmother. "I'm so sorry," she said.
One son a patriot who gave his life in the fight for freedom, the other son a communist collaborator whose secret police colleagues were responsible for his brother's death. Perhaps he had not been completely blameless himself, despite his mother's attempt to absolve him. It was a tragic dichotomy the aging actress had lived with all these years.
It might be, Lori thought, that she could find out more about her real father from his brother. "Where is Gyorgy now?" she asked.
Tears coursed down Mrs. Szabo's anguished face. She dabbed at them with a small kerchief. "Gyorgy is gone, too. My husband, all of my family are gone. What do you want of me? Why did you come here to torment me with these painful memories so long put to rest?"
Lori was suddenly on her knees at Margit Szabo's feet. She spoke in a pleading voice. "But I am your granddaughter. I must be. My stepfather told me what happened after my mother� my stepmother's death. She was in the same hospital as Istvan's wife, on the same floor for a hysterectomy. Istvan was afraid the AVO might take some action against his wife. He asked Cameron Quinn to look after the baby if anything happened. When they came for my real mother, he arranged with the doctor and a hospital official to switch the records to show that I had been born to Julia Quinn. They indicated my real mother had a stillborn. The AVO probably changed the records to say my mother died during childbirth. But she was alive when they took her from the hospital."
The old woman had closed her eyes as soon as Lori approached, as if, not seeing, she could safely deny something she was unprepared to accept. She shook her head. "I have no granddaughter," she said in a choking voice. "My family is all gone. I am alone. Please go and leave me with what memories I still possess."
Lori looked up, tears streaming down her cheeks. She could not get through to this tragic, aging figure. It had all been in vain, the trip over here, the day of digging through the AVO files, a fruitless search for a past that must remain forever buried in the graveyard of Margit Szabo's splintered dreams.
Then Mrs. Szabo's wrinkled lids cracked open, like an ancient turtle preparing to peer out of its shell. Lori saw the weary eyes stare down at her, as if really seeing her for the first time. A frail hand reached out, a shaky finger traced the line of her nose, touched her lips.
"You are a reincarnation of my son, Istvan," she murmured.
Lori buried her face in her grandmother's lap as the old woman leaned down and kissed her cheek.

Chapter 2

Beijing International Airport
When the clocks showed 3:00 p.m. in Budapest, it was ten o'clock at night in the Chinese capital. A small army of mechanics had just finished a maintenance inspection in a special hangar at the Beijing International Airport on the northeast outskirts of the city. The Yun-7 aircraft, modeled after a popular airliner from the West, would transport Vice Premier Yip Mun Tong and a precious cargo to Pyongyang, North Korea the following morning.
Although the Cold War might have been merely a lingering bad memory across the continent of Europe, it had continued to maintain its chilling grip on the Korean peninsula. The simultaneous requests for United Nations membership by both North and South in the fall of 1991 had been hailed as a hopeful sign, but periodic attempts to reach some sort of understanding on a variety of issues had achieved little more than a lingering mutual suspicion. Old memories, unlike old soldiers, did not simply fade away. The South could not forget the penchant for dirty tricks exhibited in the past by the northern Democratic People's Republic's wily old dictator, Kim Il-sung. In one of the worst outrages, Kim's agents staged a terrorist attack on a presidential delegation in Rangoon, Burma, slaughtering four South Korean cabinet ministers and thirteen other government officials.
Following the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe and the breakup of the Soviet Union, the Democratic People's Republic of Korea found itself one of the few remaining communist dictatorships. Kim was hands down the longest reigning despot, though he had turned over daily operation of the Party and government to his son and heir apparent, Kim Jong-il. Because of his age, now past eighty, Kim made only an occasional public appearance designed to show the world that the crown of power still rested comfortably upon his thinning gray hair.
After the new Democratic Unity Party scored a shocking upset victory in the South with special elections following vote rigging charges, retired General Kwak Sung-kyo had become president of the Republic of Korea. The party's platform was centered around two main objectives � unification of the Korean peninsula and a reduction of outside influences, apparently directed in large part toward the United States. Kim Jong-il decided it was time to stage a grand appearance of the old warrior, Kim Il-sung, to mark the forty-fifth anniversary of his installation by the Russians as North Korean premier. The tribute to the suryong, "great leader," a title Kim had chosen for himself, would take place at Pyongyang's Presidential Palace.
Those invited to the celebration were the trusted elite, including members of the Politburo and Central Committee of the Workers' Party of Korea, the Administration Council, the Supreme People's Assembly, the General Staff and key military leaders, plus guests from the two remaining communist powers of significance, China and Cuba.
Eager to further their growing influence in Pyongyang following the Soviets' withdrawal as North Korea's chief military and economic supplier, the Chinese decided upon an impressive gift for the occasion. Vice Premier Yip Mun Tong would present Kim with a magnificent fifteenth century Ming Dynasty vase. Measuring over two feet in height, it was a peach-colored thing of beauty, with designs fashioned by an ancient potter in bright green, red, and yellow enamel.
Others to the south were equally pleased and set in motion their own plans to take advantage of China's magnanimity. With the Pyongyang celebration scheduled for the following day, the prized piece of ceramic art was delivered, carefully packed and crated, to a storage room in the hangar that housed the Yun-7 aircraft at Beijing International Airport.
When the maintenance crew left, a lone security guard with an AK-47 slung over his shoulder walked a solitary post outside the locked and darkened building. His orders included periodic checks around the sparsely illuminated rear of the hangar. It was a routine assignment that carried about as much excitement as a game of ping-pong with a cross-eyed opponent. This was a long way from Tiananmen Square. There had never been anything remotely resembling a problem out here. On this night, however, a shadowy figure lurked behind a large truck parked near the hangar.
The phantomlike observer checked the sentry's movements for an hour and a half. The soldier's periodic treks to the rear of the metal-roofed structure, spaced at regular twenty-minute intervals, were timed with the luminous-dial watch on the intruder's right wrist. The dark-clad figure had chosen to make his move a little past midnight. The operation had been planned with surgical precision. There would be no overt moves, no causes for alarm, not even the slightest evidence that anyone but the young sentry had been here.
The elusive man was Hwang Sang-sol. Though Korean by birth, he had spent the last dozen of his thirty-five years traveling constantly about the nations of East Asia, a successful entrepreneur whose stock in trade was death and destruction. The major terrorists of Europe and the Middle East bore widely recognized names like Carlos the Jackal and Abu Nidal. They were media celebrities, men with consuming hatreds who relished seeing their misdeeds chronicled on front pages and in newscasts around the globe. Hwang, by contrast, cared no more about publicity than a politician who had been caught with his hand in the public till. He was slave to no ideology, sought no cause to promote. He was a smooth, polished, behind-the-scenes manipulator, as adept as any operator on the Washington political scene.
From a comfortable hideaway in Hong Kong's New Territories, he ranged the area on freelance assignments for a variety of masters. His price was high, but his performance was exceptional. A man with more faces than a Swiss diamond cutter, he could slip in and out of nearly any location with virtual anonymity. He prepared himself meticulously, worked from his own strengths against his adversaries' weaknesses, and analyzed each operation with the thoroughness of a surgeon.
The guard had remained out of sight for eight to ten minutes on each of his patrols. Hwang waited exactly four minutes following the man's disappearance around the far corner before crossing swiftly to the nearby office door. He carried a cloth bag with handles, designed to make no sound should it brush against anything metallic. It was no larger than a shopping bag. In the chill of the night air, he felt the dampness of nervous perspiration collecting around his collar and at the wrists of the black sweater he wore. A little fear never hurt, he reflected. It pumped the adrenalin, provided incentive for a constant state of alert. Using the key that had been supplied, he quickly unlocked the door and stepped into the darkness inside.
Hwang had memorized the plan of the building. Using a small, powerful penlight, he hurried into the open area of the hangar. After a glance at the sleek outline of the jet, he moved along the near wall until he found the door bearing the Chinese characters for "Storage." His key opened this one as well.
Inside the windowless room, he glanced about, located a pile of rags and stuffed them against the bottom of the door. Then he turned on the overhead light.
The crated vase sat on the floor in the center of the room. He examined the padded wood strips that held it in a gentle but firm grip. They had been bolted together tightly. Reaching into his bag, he removed two adjustable wrenches secured with velcro strips and quickly dismantled the crating, careful to place each piece to the side in the order that he had removed it. Then he unwound the padding from around the vase and lifted out enough finely spun wooden packing material to fill a large bucket. Shining his light inside, he confirmed the vase was now empty.
Hwang took a package from his bag and opened it, removing a block of pliable plastic explosive. Next he retrieved two delicate devices that had been taped inside the bag. One was a small blasting cap, the other a tiny though highly sensitive radio receiver. The radio circuitry was all contained on a microchip that fed the signal into another chip which was, in effect, a minuscule computer. It would decode the received signal and, if it found the proper code, trigger a small battery-produced electrical charge. Connecting the blasting cap to the receiver device produced a radio-controlled detonator. Reaching in with his left hand, he placed the detonator in the bottom of the vase, then pressed the plastic explosive down over it. Fishing around inside the bag, he found a flat, circular piece of ceramic material painted to match the inside of the vase. He seated it firmly against the plastic.
Satisfied with his handiwork, Hwang moved quickly to re-pack the vase, carefully returning the crate to its original appearance. Then he swept up all evidence of his presence, switched off the light and gathered up the rags from beneath the door. Checking his watch, he found he had taken exactly eighteen minutes. It was almost time for the guard to make another swing to the rear of the hangar.
When he reached the office, the sound of nearby voices froze him in his tracks beside the doorway.
Hwang had been assured the morning work crew would not arrive before daybreak. Had there been a change in plan? It was essential that he maintain a strict schedule to rendezvous with the fuel truck that would provide his escape route. He strained to pick up the conversation, finally determining that it was only a security officer checking on the guard. Soon he heard a vehicle start up and move away. As he peeked through the window in the door, the guard was pacing toward the corner of the hangar.
Exactly four minutes later, Hwang slipped silently through the doorway and faded into the night.

Chapter 3

Budapest, Hungary
Lunch patrons crowded the restaurant at the fashionable Hilton Hotel. It was located on Castle Hill near the Fishermen's Bastion, its striking combination of old and new architecture incorporating the tower and surviving wall of a thirteenth century church built by Dominican friars.
Lori and Burke Hill stopped by the Hilton for lunch with a neighbor from their Washington suburb of Falls Church, Virginia. A computer expert, Will Arnold worked for a large defense contractor involved in missile work for the Air Force. He was on the program of a convention at the Hilton that attracted computer professionals from across Europe and the Middle East.
Lori and Burke arrived early and were escorted to a table.
"Do you want to order something to drink while we wait for Will?" Burke asked.
"I'd like a cup of espresso," Lori said, glancing up at the waiter.
Burke nodded. "I'll have the same."
After the waiter left, she contemplated her husband with an elevated eyebrow. "You've been awfully quiet since we left our hotel. Something bugging you?"
He shrugged. "You could say that."
"Like what?"
"Like your search for your grandmother."
That brought a frown. "Why should that bug you?"
He folded his hands and tapped his thumbs together. "It reminded me of something I should have been more diligent about, something I failed to tell you."
She grinned. "Some deep, dark secret? We've only known each other what, sixteen months now? I'm sure I have a few skeletons in my closet I haven't shaken out yet."
"This one is the sort of thing I shouldn't have overlooked. Remember when we were on that flight to Hong Kong, just before Cam died? We shared our pasts with each other, including our failed marriages."
Lori nodded.
"I told you how Peg had gotten a divorce because of all the long absences while I was flitting about the country on FBI assignments. And I mentioned about breaking off all contact with her when I went undercover, trying to crack the Mafia. I knew if my cover got blown, they'd go after any family I was close to."
"I remember," Lori said.
He paused while the waiter set their drinks on the table. He dipped a spoonful of whipped cream into the dainty cup of espresso, having learned the strong black coffee took a bit of getting used to. He exhaled a deep breath. Confession might be good for the soul, but it could be damned wrenching to the mind and body.
"What I failed to mention was the son I left behind."
"You had a child with your first wife?" Lori knitted her brows.
"I should have told you when I talked about Peg, but I haven't had any contact with him in over twenty years. That's what I alluded to yesterday when I told you there were lots of reasons why some people would be reluctant to confront a long, lost relative. He was hardly five years old the last time I saw him. It was right before I went undercover. I told Peg it could be dangerous for both of us if she even mentioned my name. She agreed she should take back her maiden name and give it to young Cliff, too."
Lori shook her head. "I can't believe you didn't tell me about your son."
"I'm sorry. I apologize. It was a stupid lapse in judgment."
"I can understand why you distanced yourself from him back then, but after you left the Bureau?"
"Remember, I was on their shit list after Hoover disowned me," he said. "They were harassing the hell out of me at every turn. About the time I left for Alaska to get away from it, I contacted Peg and found that she had remarried and told Cliff his father died in an accident. I was so confused, I didn't know what to do. When I came back south to Tennessee, I learned that Cliff was in college. Evidently the money I'd sent her took care of that."
"You sent money? When?"
"While I was working undercover. I sent it anonymously, but with instructions to set up a fund for Cliff's education. I did it in a way she'd know where it came from."
Burke saw Will Arnold sauntering toward their table, his strapping athletic build topped by a broad smile that began to dim as he looked down at them.
"Hey, am I interrupting something serious?" he asked in his usual jaunty manner.
"Just airing out a little dirty linen," Lori said. Her face softened into the beginning of a smile.
Burke pushed his cup back. "We've just had a little espresso while we waited for you, Will. Sit down and we'll order."
Will gave Lori the once-over as he pulled up his chair. "You look positively radiant, lady. There's no doubt pregnancy agrees with you. What have you been up to since you arrived in Budapest?"
"This has been a mission of discovery," Burke said.
"That sounds intriguing."
Will's arrival and his buoyant spirit seemed to have defused Lori's anger at Burke's revelation. "It has been exciting," she said. "I met a grandmother I never knew about."
As soon as the waiter took their orders, Lorie launched into the story of her meeting with Margit Szabo. Will listened in fascination. It was unusual for him to remain silent this long, Burke thought. He was a talker, never at a loss for words.
"That's unbelievable," Will said when Lori finished. "Maggie told me you were coming over here on some kind of genealogical kick, but I had no idea it was anything like that. A famous actress? I figured one of these days I'd be able to boast that I hobnobbed around with celebrities. You going to bring her back to the States?"
"I'd like to," Lori said. "That dark old house gives me the creeps. But she didn't want to even talk about going to America. I guess if I were almost ninety, I'd be reluctant to start all over somewhere else, too."
"At least she's got her freedom now. Things must be a lot different since they lifted the Curtain."
"Some things are better, for sure," Lori said. "No more Big Brother looking over your shoulder. But things were fairly liberal here before, compared to most other communist countries. The Hungarians are a pretty resilient people."
Will glanced across at Burke. "What have you discovered in Hungary, neighbor?"
* * *
As she listened to the men chat, Lori looked around and spotted the curious young man she had seen watching Burke at the airport the day they arrived. He sat a few tables away. At the moment, his head was turned so she caught only a profile view, but she was positive of the identification. After her intelligence career, she no longer believed in coincidences. With Will at the table, though, she said nothing.

Chapter 4

Pyongyang, North Korea
Most of the somber crowd was already in their seats when the short, stocky man with graying hair showed his party credentials and stepped through the metal detector into the cavernous hall of Pyongyang's Presidential Palace. He was late for a very good reason. Earlier arrivals would have been forced to take the closest available seats to the stage. He wanted to be assured of a place at the rear of the audience.
He had calculated correctly. As he strolled into the room filled with uniformed and drab-looking men, the styling of their clothes giving them the appearance of sullen clones, he noted that seating was available only in the back two rows. He also saw a stage up front furnished with a standing lectern and two large, well-stuffed chairs. In a different setting, they would have been called thrones. The ever-present, larger-than-life portraits of President Kim and his son flanked the stage.
"So, over here," a hoarse voice whispered.
He saw his friend Suh Po-hee in the next to the last row to his right. He almost smiled, then thought better of it. Levity was not looked upon favorably at functions such as this. Anyway, the tension that had been mounting inside him all day was now reaching its peak. He would find his amusement in a macabre way soon enough. He moved over to take an empty seat next to Suh.
"I waited outside as long as I dared," Suh said. "I was afraid you weren't going to make it. That would've earned you a big black mark."
Suh was an opportunistic functionary in the Defense Ministry who owed his good fortune to So Song-ku, who held a key position in the Central Committee of the Korean Workers' Party.
The ability to laugh at life in this bleak land, even if reserved for times when he was alone or with only the closest of friends, had helped bring a sanitizing balance to So's otherwise schizophrenic existence. He had spent virtually his entire adult life carrying out an audacious deception. While a young South Korean soldier during the war of the fifties, real name Chun, he had been chosen for special training and a unique mission, code named DRAGON. As the war ground to a sputtering halt, he had been thrown in with prisoners from the North who would one day be repatriated. He took the identity of a soldier whose entire unit had been wiped out. A soldier whose hometown had been obliterated in a B-29 raid on a munitions dump. In the prison camp, he made a name for himself as a staunch communist who seized every opportunity to frustrate his imperialist captors. On his "return" to the North, he was hailed as a revolutionary hero and welcomed by the Party brass. He possessed a knack for political intrigue, and it had helped propel him up through the ranks to his present position.
Rather than feeling any great apprehension at his secret existence as the DRAGON, So saw his code name more as a protective shield. He had been reared in a rural Korean home where shamanism influenced daily life the way the Great Spirit affected life in American Indian culture. A major shamanist influence was in art, where its various symbols appeared all around in bold, colorful splendor. One of the Five Symbols which Repel Evil was the dragon. And So, the DRAGON, had his work cut out for him.
Less than a handful of people in Seoul knew of his existence, chief among them his handler in the NSP, the Agency for National Security Planning, formerly known as KCIA. The DRAGON had provided invaluable intelligence over the years, but he was called on sparingly to protect his cover. It was So who had communicated details of today's ceremony, and he was the one who had received the secret instructions, the most shocking of his career. They came with a supposed gift, a shiny new wristwatch.
The sound of music from a military band echoed off the marble walls of the stately hall, and the assembled crowd rose to its feet as one. A thunderous round of applause began as Kim Jong-il escorted his father to the stage. The old communist war-horse, gray-haired and hesitant, appeared to resemble more a churlish grandfather than the fiery tyrant of the past. But decades of manipulation through counterbalancing threats and favors had kept him in absolute control. He had insidiously encouraged those in positions of power to inform on one another, so that no one was certain of whom he could trust other than Kim and his son.
The music faded as the elder statesman leaned against the lectern and favored his followers with a thin smile. He raised his arms, then made a downward gesture. The audience followed his motion, taking their seats as if obeying a hypnotic command. When he spoke, his voice had a measured cadence, as though it had slowed along with his other bodily functions.
"Comrades, you do me great honor by your presence here today. For many years, we have been involved in a great and historic mission. While others have grown weak and faltered in their commitment to socialist principle, we have remained steadfast and true to our cause. The focus of our crusade remains the same, liberation of the South from its imperialistic path."
He sipped at a glass of water and, appearing somewhat revived, launched into a vicious tirade against those in Europe and the former Soviet Union who had capitulated to the capitalists, mainly the evil Americans. Lastly, he thanked his stalwart friends from China and Cuba. Then, obviously tiring, he moved back to the large chair in the center of the stage as the crowd again rose as one to roar its unanimous approval, a throng of robots activated as if by the press of a button.
Kim Jong-il strode to the lectern and called on Vice Premier Yip to come forward and make his presentation.
The representative of the Peoples Republic of China, a short, heavy-set man with a benign look, marched to the stage accompanied by two Chinese security men. Exhibiting the exaggerated moves of mimes, but with great care, they transported the large, peach-colored Ming vase on a laquered wooden carrier mounted across two poles like a sedan chair. With their slow, almost reverent pace, they might have been a pair of high priests carrying the ark of the covenant to the Temple Mount. They placed the carrier at Kim's feet.
As the Chinese entourage was approaching the stage, So, whose position in the audience put him about forty-five meters away, carefully removed the new watch from his wrist and cast a furtive glance at its face. A battery-operated quartz watch, it had a somewhat bulky molded plastic case with small buttons on the sides to set functions such as time and date. The watch was an inexpensive stock production model not uncommon in Pyongyang, with a Made in China label. However, the mechanism inside the case was like nothing to be found anywhere else. It had been hand-crafted in Seoul by a young electronics genious who had formerly designed subminiature components for aircraft weapons systems at a California defense contractor's laboratory. The time mechanism of the watch worked perfectly and would not have raised the slightest suspicion had one of Kim's paranoid security men examined it. But, in addition, the case had been crowded with other components. There was a separate button battery that powered a tiny radio transmitter, which operated on a frequency in the 600 megahertz range. It required only a small antenna that was nothing more than a short length of wire curled around beneath the face of the watch. Wired into the circuit was a tiny silicon memory chip containing a coded signal that would activate the detonator planted at the bottom of the Ming vase.
As all eyes around him were focused on the activities at the stage, So reached into his pocket for a handkerchief and started to brush it against his nose but let it fall to the floor at his feet, as if by accident. When he saw the vase placed in front of Kim, he took a deep breath and leaned foward to retrieve the handkerchief. At the same instant, he pressed one of the watch buttons, then another one.
As the DRAGON reached for his handkerchief, concealing himself behind the protective shield of rows of the Party faithful, a tremendous explosion ripped through the Presidential Palace hall, sending shards of five-hundred-year-old ceramic material tearing like shrapnel into the bodies of those on the stage and nearby. Kim and his son died before they could comprehend the perfidy of the moment. Others were found later with looks of shock frozen on their faces. The deafening roar reverberated like thunder about the marble walls, creating a startling sound that was heard around the world.
* * *
Brig. Gen. Henry Thatcher, Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, sat alone in his office nursing a hot cup of black coffee and watching TV. He was on the job early as usual, a habit ingrained over a thirty-year Army career. The obligatory picture of the man occupying the Oval Office hung on the wall behind the plain wooden desk. Other walls sported photos of a young officer standing beside a World War II vintage tank in West Germany, a more mature soldier in jungle fatigues outside a tent in Vietnam, a still older officer in the Saudi desert, posing in a sand-camouflage uniform with a smiling Gen. Norman Schwarzkopf. The picture on the TV monitor suddenly showed an attractive blonde anchor in Atlanta.
"We switch now to an important developing story in Pyongyang, North Korea. Here is ITN's Sylvester Bromley."
There was no live picture, only a map showing the location of the North Korean capital and the identification of the British reporter.
"There has been a massive explosion at Pyongyang's Presidential Palace," said an accented English voice, "where a ceremony was being held in honor of the world's longest reigning head of state, Kim Il-sung. First reports are sketchy, and nothing can be confirmed as yet, but word from the Chinese Embassy indicates both Kim and his son and heir apparent, Kim Jong-il, are dead, along with Chinese Vice Premier Yip Mun Tong. One difficulty in obtaining confirmation of these reports is the absence of high-ranking North Korean officials. Virtually all of them were at the Presidential Palace and many were apparently killed or injured. We are making every effort to obtain additional details and will update the story as soon as anything becomes available. This is Sylvester Bromley, ITN, Pyongyang."
"Sylvester," prompted the anchor, "do you have any idea at all of what caused the explosion?"
"I'm sorry, none at all. It has been very difficult getting anyone to talk. But the sound of fire apparatus and ambulance sirens have been filling the streets ever since it happened some twenty or so minutes ago."
"Thank you, Sylvester Bromley in Pyongyang. We hope to hear more from you shortly."
General Thatcher reached for his phone to call the family residence upstairs. The President would be up but may not have been watching TV. He would shed no tears over the demise of Kim Il-sung, but the likely effect of the despot's death on deteriorating Korean-American relations would certainly bring no feelings of joy. The Kwak government had pressed the U.S. to negotiate the withdrawal of its 40,000 troops. American forces had been stationed there to help protect against another North Korean invasion ever since the end of the fighting in 1953. Congress, eager to continue cutting back on defense expenditures, had enthusiastically applauded the move.

Chapter 5

Budapest, Hungary
To a seasoned traveler, the glowing signs on the buildings flanking Vaci Utca, Pest's fashionable shopping street now converted to a pedestrian mall, were a far cry from the neon glitter of Hong Kong's Nathan Road or Tokyo's Ginza. Rather than a frantic rush in search of bargains, most shoppers seemed to prefer the easygoing sociability of an early evening stroll, while some heeded the beckoning tables and aromas of the sidewalk cafes. Lori and Burke Hill wandered leisurely among them, scanning the shop windows for a gift for Margit Szabo.
The lunchtime flap over Burke's failure to inform Lori that she had a twenty-something stepson had been more or less resolved by his contrite promise to never withhold anything else from her. He also vowed to track down his son at the earliest opportunity to straighten out the record and make amends for failing to contact him earlier.
After catching bits of the news about the bombing in North Korea, which Burke took as no concern of his, he and Lori had spent the afternoon touring the National Gallery and the other museums in the Royal Palace, a massive edifice that had been restored as the crown jewel of the Castle Hill complex. With all the walking and standing, Lori appeared to be a fading lady-in-waiting. But when she saw a cute ceramic music box that played a theme from one of Franz Liszt's Hungarian Rhapsodies, she glowed with the knowledge that she had found her gift.
With the handsomely-wrapped box in hand, they walked to a nearby intersection and hailed a taxi. Burke gave the driver their destination, and the cab whisked them off to one of the city's culinary landmarks. A one-time gathering place for writers, artists and intellectuals, it had suffered the ignominy of having its unique name changed to a rather dull Cafe Hungaria during the Cold War, an affront most Budapest natives ignored. But now the famed restaurant was enjoying a reincarnation, not as something new but a return to its original name and glory as the Cafe New York.
The restaurant occupied two levels of the old New York Insurance Company Building. Lori and Burke chose the upper level, where they could watch the diners come and go below. In the old days, this was where the affluent gathered to peer down disdainfully on the writers and artists who subsisted on the cheaper fare of the lower level, called Melyviz, or Deep Water.
They had just placed their order � Lori recommended the paprikas csirke, which she described as paprika chicken covered with sour cream, and a side dish of cucumber salad � when a waiter came over and handed Burke a business card.
"The gentleman asks if he might join you."
The waiter gestured toward a nearby table. Burke glanced at the smiling face, then at the card. "Benjamin Shallit," he read aloud. "Managing Director, Integrated Digital Development, Limited." There was a Tel Aviv address.
Lori had a puzzled look. "That's the man I saw watching you at the airport. He was also sitting near us in the restaurant at the Hilton."
Burke gave her a curious grin. "This is quite a surprise. Would you like to meet an old acquaintance of Cam Quinn's?"
"Really?"
"Send the gentleman over," he told the waiter.
As they waited for Shallit, Burke enlightened her. "You remember when Cam sent me to Israel to find out if Jabberwock was a Mossad operation? Shallit was the guy I met. He gave me the negative answer."
The neat-looking, muscular Israeli sauntered over to their table. "Forgive my intrusion," he said. "I shan't stay long. But I did want to thank you for clearing up that business about Jabberwock."
"I was happy to," Burke said. "Cam never really believed you were involved, but he had to know for sure. Please have a seat. Ben Shallit, I'd like you to meet my wife Lori. She was Cam Quinn's daughter."
"Yes, so I heard," Shallit said, giving a slight bow toward Lori as he sat down. "I was quite fond of your father, as I had good reason to be. He was responsible for saving my neck on one critical occasion. It was most distressing when I heard of his death. It's a bit late, of course, but please accept my sympathies."
"Thank you, Mr. Shallit. But I'm rather curious. Where did you hear about me?"
"As your husband knows, and you may have noticed from my card, I'm in the computer business. I saw the two of you at the Hilton having lunch with one of our convention speakers."
"Will Arnold," she said with an understanding nod. "He's a next door neighbor from back home in Virginia."
Shallit smiled. "Yes, so I was informed. He's quite a voluble person. When I asked him if that were not Burke Hill I saw him with, he proceeded to tell me all about his interesting neighbors. Seasoned world travelers. I believe he said you, Mr. Hill, were with an international public relations agency? Your wife has her own travel firm? I gather you must have married shortly after the Jabberwock affair."
Burke nodded. Good old Will Arnold. Count on him to provide all the details. It would only take a simple question to get Will rolling. Of course, there was no secret that Burke was chief financial officer for Worldwide Communications Consultants.
"Will said there was a dinner tonight at the Hilton," Lori said. "You must have been tired of hotel banquet food."
"I believe you call it the 'green pea circuit' in the States," he said with a chuckle. "I had a rather more serious reason for coming to your table, however. Cameron once told me quite proudly that his daughter was following in his footsteps."
"The past tense is correct," Lori said. "As a matter of fact, my last assignment for the Agency, the one that did me in, took place right here in Budapest."
She thought back to that last fateful visit in the early eighties. She was conducting a group tour for a travel agency out of Paris, a job that provided a convenient cover to allow a young CIA officer easy access to the East Bloc. She had received instructions to bring out a defecting Soviet scientist who was attending a convention in Budapest. Through no fault of hers, things went badly wrong, blowing her Agency cover and ending her job with the travel firm. The upshot of that affair was a decision that one CIA career in the family was sufficient.
Shallit smiled. "Then this must be a return to the scene of the crime, so to speak?"
"You might say that. But it wasn't really what prompted our visit."
"I understand. Let me explain my reason for approaching you." Shallit was now all business. "I saw the televised White House ceremony that followed Jabberwock. I know you both should have access to the Director of Central Intelligence."
Burke's expression didn't change, but his senses went on full alert. He glanced around to be sure there were no nearby diners exhibiting any interest in them.
Shallit picked up on it immediately. "I cleared myself first, then checked to make certain you were not being followed."
"Why would anyone be following us?" Lori asked, frowning.
"No reason. Merely a basic precaution."
Burke chose his words with care. "We could probably wangle an interview with Kingsley Marshall, if we insisted on it. But in case you weren't aware, Mr. Shallit, my involvement in that operation was strictly at the behest of Cam Quinn. I was never a CIA employee. They'd never have laid on that public ceremony at the White House if I had been. Neither Lori nor I have any direct connection to the Agency any more."
"All I ask," said Shallit, "is that you deliver a message to Mr. Marshall. It won't be a pleasant one, I'm afraid."
"That sounds ominous," Lori said.
"As I mentioned at our first meeting, I am no longer active as an intelligence officer. But my company develops and maintains the software used by the Institute, so I still enjoy close contacts there."
Burke nodded. Mossad officers used "Institute" the way some CIA people referred to Langley as the "Agency." The Israeli service's official name was the Institute for Intelligence and Special Operations.
Shallit explained there were a few things so highly classified they were never even put into the computers. But, of course, if they were recorded on paper, they had to be logged through the document registry system. An old Mossad colleague was in charge of the registry and handled one of these super-secret documents in the not too distant past. Quite by accident, he got a peek beyond the cover sheet. Curious, he read on. Shocked at what he read, he had worried over it for months and finally confided in Ben Shallit.
"A lot of Israelis are not too happy about the trend of events and the way our government has handled them," Shallit said.
"Are you referring to the new move toward negotiations with the Palestinians?" Burke asked.
"As you know, the question of peace with the Arabs has been a sore spot with your government. The hardliners in Jerusalem claim you're in bed with the enemy as a result of the Gulf War and its aftermath. There has been much fear that the United States will curtail its aid to Israel."
That brought Lori forward in her chair. "Israel has received more American aid than any other country since World War II," she said.
"True, but your Congress seems determined to cut spending, and foreign aid could be next. Post-communism and unrest in the Middle East have changed the playing field. I'm sure you're aware of what happened in Israel recently. Our government moved to create new markets and new sources of cash by concluding a pact with the new regime in South Korea. According to the announced terms, we provide them with the latest in civilian and military technology; they give us economic assistance and heavy machinery."
"Frankly, I was pretty surprised at it," Burke said, tilting his head to one side. "I thought the Koreans had chosen to be on the Arabs' side to keep the oil flowing."
Shallit gave him an indulgent smile. "That was the case, previously. But with all the realignments taking place around the globe, world politics has an interesting way of reversing the old order. The Russians badly need spendable cash. And since their former clients in Eastern Europe are short of cash themselves, they signed a hard currency deal to sell oil to South Korea. That freed the Koreans to negotiate the agreement with Israel."
Burke nodded. "From what I've heard, the new bunch in Seoul is highly nationalistic. No doubt that's why they wanted to forge new alliances outside the old American protective umbrella. They're apparently making lots of changes. I don't know how good a move it was, but Congress sure jumped for joy when they asked us to bring the rest of our troops home."
"From what my friend saw," Shallit said, his gaze growing more intense, his voice lowered almost to a whisper, "I judge they don't want Americans around looking over their shoulders. The document he read was a highly secret addendum to the agreement between Israel and South Korea. Under its terms, we're providing the Koreans an initial supply of weapons grade uranium, plus a reprocessing plant to separate fissionable materials from spent uranium."
Burke stared at him in disbelief. "The waste that comes from nuclear power plants?"
"Yes. It would give them the ability to build weapons quickly, and on a sustained basis. We're also providing technology. The project was to begin immediately, with the highest priority. The secrecy surrounding it, of course, is absolute."
Burke's eyes widened at the gravity of what he had just heard.
Nuclear weapons for South Korea? Why would they want such weapons? They had America's nuclear arsenal behind them. The bombing death of North Korea's dictatorial leadership should eliminate the threat from that quarter. Initially, the President had been reluctant to completely withdraw U.S. forces from the peninsula, but the decimation in Pyongyang would likely convince him there was no longer any excuse for keeping American troops there.
"Do you think Seoul will continue to pursue this after what happened in Pyongyang last night?"
"Absolutely," Shallit said. "I called home just before coming here and learned that a Korean official concerned with nuclear affairs, a man who came to Jerusalem when the agreement was drawn up, is due back this week. Apparently things are moving on a fast track."
"Damn! We sure don't need any more card carrying members of the Nuclear Club. We've had more than enough trouble with that in the Middle East." Burke shook his head in dismay. How could responsible leaders act so blindly, trading a questionable gain in their own security for an act that could threaten the rest of the world?
"Agreed," said Shallit. "I've been wrestling with my conscience ever since I heard about this. I knew I had to do something to try and stop it. On the other hand, if it were to become publicly known, it could have very dire consequences for my own country. We have more than our share of problems as it is. News of something like this could make us an international pariah."
"So you decided to get word to Kingsley Marshall and let him juggle the balls."
Shallit glanced down as he rubbed his fingers together slowly, almost as if washing his hands of the affair. Then he looked back at Burke. "I thought I recognized you at the airport the other day. But I didn't make up my mind about this until I saw you over at the Hilton. Call me a follower of the prophets. I took it as a sign. If the Lord hadn't meant for me to tell you, He wouldn't have kept parading you in front of my eyes. I'm sure I don't need to say this, but if so much as a hint of what I'm doing were to get back to Israel, my wife would be an instant candidate for widowhood."
Burke nodded. "Don't worry. We'll insist our source be protected above all else. I can't predict what the U.S. Government will do with this information, but I think it safe to say it will be treated with the utmost discretion."
That was what he said, and that was what he hoped. But, privately, he was not all that certain. Some of the things that some of the poeple in the government had been known to do with highly sensitive information made him wonder. In this case, however, he would take it upon himself to insist in the strongest terms that Ben Shallit's neck not be put on the block. The information he shared was of such a critical nature it sent a shiver down Burke's spine. It was bad enough to contemplate countries like India and Pakistan possessing "the bomb." But a highly-aggressive, technologically advanced nation like South Korea, traditionally ruled by a dictatorial military. It would be extremely unsettling, to say the least.
* * *
Back in their hotel room, Burke watched his wife undress slowly. They had skipped further plans for the evening and returned to the Duna-Intercontinental when Burke realized that Lori was wilting fast. When she reached back with some effort to unhook her bra, he stepped over to help.
"May I be of service, madame?" he said, hoping a roguish note would lighten her mood.
He kissed the back of her neck as she tossed the bra onto the bed, then reached his arms around to cup her warm, firm breasts in his hands.
"Behave yourself," she said. "I'm a married woman. And great with child to boot."
"Great with my children," he said.
She removed his hands and turned slowly to glare at him. "I thought we settled this chauvinist thing a long time ago. You mean great with our children."
"I stand corrected," he said, rolling his eyes upward. That had been a sore spot early in their relationship, a result of the generation gap that occasionally bedeviled them. He looked into her tired eyes. "I'd say right now you were one worn-out, liberated woman with child. I believe this day's been a bit too much for you."
She put her arms around him and rested her head on his shoulder. "It's been an exciting and trying two days. I doubt that I'll be ready for anything like it for a good while." Then she pushed herself back and looked at Burke with a new concern. "Do you want me to check on changing our reservations, so you can get back to Washington?"
"Don't be silly," he said, smiling. "You've waited too long for this trip. I'm not going to spoil it for you now."
"But shouldn't you�"
"I'll check in the morning and see if I can get a flight to Berlin. I can go to our office there and call Nate on the scrambler. He can pass the word on to the Director. I'm sure the White House will have to wrestle with this one."
Nate Highsmith was the president of Worldwide Communications Consultants. After becoming a billionaire by age thirty in the rarefied atmosphere of Silicon Valley, he set up a foundation that studied public policy issues. Intrigued by an inside look at the intelligence establishment, he became a close friend of the CIA Director. That led to Kingsley Marshall's recommendation to the President that Highsmith head a company that would provide international public relations services while ferreting out information the CIA had difficulty obtaining.
Lori plopped down in a chair near the bed. "Good thinking. I'm afraid my tired old brain is past rational consideration for one night."
"Why don't you just lounge around and rest tomorrow. Then we'll take your gift to Grandma Szabo, and you can give me the grand tour of Budapest."
He looked forward to the remainder of their vacation and saw no need to shorten it. The word he had to relay to Washington was deeply disturbing, but once he passed it on, his responsibility was ended. This was something that would have to be dealt with at the highest levels of the White House and Langley. It wouldn't be of official concern to Worldwide Communications Consultants. Or so he thought.

Chapter 6

Berlin, Germany
It was around eleven when the flight from Frankfurt settled onto the runway at Berlin-Tegel, the airport nearest the downtown area where the Worldwide offices were located. It would be a more convenient location for Erich Detring, the Berlin manager, to meet him.
"I understood you were on vacation in Hungary," said Detring with a sidelong glance as he swung his shiny blue Mercedes onto the Stadtautobahn. His studious look, short beard and horn-rimmed glasses made him appear more like a professor than a PR type.
Burke squirmed about within the limited confines of the seat belt and shoulder harness. He rarely budged from an airline seat except on a very long flight, and he'd been strapped in about enough for one morning. "I am on vacation, Erich. I just left my bride in Budapest. This is a long-delayed honeymoon. Nate hooked me for this job right after we were married."
Detring nodded his understanding. "Know all about that. I got shipped out the day after Jane and I were married. How is Lori? She should be pretty thoroughly pregnant by now. What is it, five months?"
"Six. I left her lounging in bed after a room service breakfast."
"So what brings you to Berlin? Must be something hot."
Just turned forty-one, he was the son of German immigrants who had settled in New Jersey after fleeing the Nazis in 1941. "My dad felt right at home there," he'd told Burke at their first meeting. "Hell, we have public officials in New Jersey who could teach the Nazis a thing or two about corruption." Of course, to a member of the post-war generation, the Nazis were only history book figures or caricatures from his parents' memories. And the memories of that period were too painful for them to speak of often.
"My reason for being here is hot enough that it's not for me to handle," Burke said. "I'll pass it along to the Chief on the scrambler. He can kick it upstairs." Highsmith was known as "the Chief" to those down the line.
Detring squinched his nose so that his glasses seemed to bounce up and down before his face relaxed into a rueful grin. "You're a brave man, Charlie Brown. Jane would probably kick my ass all the way back to Jersey if I bugged out on her in the midst of a second honeymoon."
Burke had no doubt of that. Jane Detring was an Army brat, a redhead with a fiery temper and a commanding presence, most likely inherited from her father, a recently retired three-star general. It was the general who had recommended his son-in-law, a former intelligence officer, to his old friend Nathaniel Highsmith.
Burke shrugged. "Lori needed a rest today anyway. So what's new in Berlin?"
"Our overt business is getting so damned good we may have to give up the covert stuff," he said with a smug look. "We've signed up two new clients in the last two weeks. A bank and a manufacturer who wants us to help with a product planned for the U.S. market."
"That ought to keep us looking legitimate. But I hope you've got an equally glowing operational report from the Amber side ready for the Chief. What's the status of that Czech problem?"
"I sent Blair to Prague yesterday," Detring said. "He's our TV expert. He's scouting out locations and background for a video on how small manufacturers are progressing under the new regime. He knows the territory."
The company's covert operational side was known as the Amber Group, a name that came from the color of the folders used to hold its classified files. The Amber Group had been asked to look into how light antitank weapons similar to the U.S. Army's Viper managed to show up among terrorists trained in Libya. The LAWs, which could obliterate a car or a small structure from a distance of 300 meters, were the product of a Czech small arms manufacturer. The democratic government had previously given assurances that the company would not be involved in any shady dealings. Obviously, something had gone amiss.
"Keep me posted," Burke said, gazing out at the tall buildings in the distance. "What do you do for excitement around here, Erich?"
Detring shrugged. "I've been hitting the cocktail circuit lately to try and keep up with what's going on in the old DDR. Talk about excitement, these Germans really know how to throw a party. Of course, they do tend to get a bit out of hand at times."
"Glad it's you and not me," Burke said. "I'm no good at small talk."
Detring laughed. "I got used to it when I was a defense attach�. The embassy parties were a great source of gossip, some of it really useful."
"Have you picked up any juicy tidbits on the Berlin cocktail scene?"
"Afraid not. I did run into an interesting character last night, though. You remember reading about the 'Hanover Hacker' a few years ago?"
"Sounds vaguely familiar. Hanover, Germany?"
"Right. A guy named Hess. He was going through a satellite network into the States. He broke into a lot of university and military computer systems."
"Yeah, now it rings a bell. Wasn't there a book about it?"
"The Cuckoo's Egg, by a computer security expert who tracked him down. They found he was selling stuff to the KGB."
Burke nodded. It was all coming back now. "Don't tell me you ran into him?"
"Not hardly. He got off with probation and has stayed out of sight. This guy was a friend of his from Hanover. He told me another hacker there recently tried the same trick just to see if it would still work. Want to guess what happened?"
Burke gave him a pained frown. "Don't tell me�"
"It worked. He got into some university laboratories and a military base before he got scared and signed off. Would you believe that? After all the talk about computer security, people are still too lazy or careless to use proper procedures."
"I'd better make a note to warn our people when I get back," Burke said.
He had a pretty good idea of what was involved, since he had been forced to acquire a basic knowledge of computers when he took the Worldwide job. His background in mathematics had helped.
Near the end of the Ku'damm, Detring turned onto a side street, then swung into the garage beneath the building where Worldwide's offices were located. They took an elevator up to the top floor, which afforded an excellent view of the commercial and shopping complex called the Eruopa-Centre and the adjacent Zoologisher Garten, Berlin's midtown zoo. It was only Burke's third visit here, the first coming at the time of the office's grand opening. He spent a few minutes meeting and greeting some of the new people, Germans who had been carefully screened and thoroughly vetted before being hired. Then, having fulfilled the mandatory back-patting chores required of a home office executive, he borrowed Erich Detring's desk to use the scrambler. Before leaving him to his call, Detring switched on a small, highly-sensitive frequency sweeping device to assure Burke that the office was free of eavesdropping bugs.
Glancing at his watch, Burke saw it was still early in Washington. But Nathaniel Highsmith was one of those early-rising, early-on-the-job men who had everything organized and rolling by the time the normal business day started. When Highsmith came on the phone, Burke got the same reaction he had experienced with Detring.
"What the devil are you doing calling from the office in Berlin?" Nate asked in his animated, booming voice. "You're supposed to be taking it easy, vacationing in Budapest."
"True," Burke said in his usual relaxed manner. "But things got a bit out of hand yesterday."
"What do you mean out of hand?"
"I was approached by an ex-Mossad officer I'd met in Tel Aviv during the Jabberwock investigation. He wanted me to relay a message to Kingsley Marshall."
"Wanted you?" Nate asked. "Why you? Does he know anything?"
"Not about the Amber Group. He saw Lori and me having lunch at the Hilton. He was there for a convention. I'm sure it was strictly accidental."
He explained the circumstances of the meeting and then told Nate about the secret addendum to the Israeli-South Korean agreement.
"Damn!" Nate's voice burst over the line. "It sounds like Israel is handing them a bomb on a silver platter. What the hell does South Korea need a bomb for? Particularly after what happened in Pyongyang."
"My thoughts exactly."
"You're prepared to vouch for this guy?"
"Cam Quinn believed in him implicitly. He gave me the right answer on Jabberwock."
"All right. If you're convinced."
"There's one other thing, Nate. We promised him, practically on a blood oath, to protect his identity. If the Mossad finds out about this, he's a dead man."
"Not to worry. I'll take it straight to Kingsley. I'm sure he'll go directly to General Thatcher or the President. They won't want to ruffle any feathers in the Middle East until we know a hell of a lot more about what this means."

Chapter 7

Seoul, South Korea
There was nothing about the man's appearance to make anyone in the small, noisy restaurant give him a second glance, which was the way he preferred it. Hanging among his wardrobe at home was the blue uniform and gold-braided cap of an officer in the Korean National Police. As a homicide investigator, it was something reserved for formal occasions, which were occasions he would as soon do without. At the moment he was dressed in blue jeans and a black leather jacket. A compactly built man, slight of stature, wearing round, metal-framed glasses, he slowly rubbed the tips of two slender fingers over a slightly receding hairline. It was an idle gesture, as he felt more concern for his waistline than his hairline. Past forty, he was into the years when many of his contemporaries had begun an unwanted expansion around the middle. But fat, he assured himself with no little annoyance, was the last thing he was likely to get from the chapchae they served around here. He'd be damned lucky to find any lean, for that matter. He took his chopsticks and stirred the vegetables and noodles in the metal bowl, looking for the bits of beef that should have been there. He would have had better luck searching a grassy field for a missing rifle cartridge.
Up the flight of stairs behind him, noontime crowds jostled their way through the mass of open-air stalls known as the Namdaemun sijang, or Great South Gate Market. It was named for the short section of stone wall, capped by an ancient wooden structure with double eaves, that stood in the center of a nearby five-way intersection. The Great South Gate had been designated as South Korea's National Treasure No. 1. But its namesake market appeared to be more treasured by the throngs of shoppers who gained new vigor from the early October chill in the air. Full of the exhuberance that Koreans are famous for, they picked at and haggled over everything from hot red peppers to cold brass and copper cookware.
Captain Yun Yu-sop gave a solemn shake of his head to dismiss a smiling waitress who paused to inquire if he cared for anything else. After twenty-one years of service in the Seoul Metropolitan Police Bureau, Yun's outlook had become a bit jaded. The foibles of mankind had left him little to smile about, particularly with the most troubling investigation of his career weighing heavily on his mind. Until recent months, his star had been on the ascendancy. Now his place in the firmament seemed to be heading the way of the setting sun.
For a moment, he shifted his attention to a couple eating at a small table against the opposite wall. The girl was a thin slip of a thing with long, stringy bangs. He recognized the boy as Ma Tuk-bom, a notorious leader in the student demonstrations that plagued the city with the regularity of a horde of locusts. During the past year, Yun had observed how the green-uniformed combat police had appeared curiously restrained, allowing the demonstrations to build in size. Leaders like Ma Tuk-bom were permitted to remain free, fomenting ever more vocal demonstrations filled with chants of "Down with the Government!" and "Americans Go Home!" Then a faction of the ruling party had unexpectedly split off, charging that the previous election had been rigged, and demanded a new vote for president. Suddenly the students were out in force, demonstrating "for" something. The embattled government finally agreed to a new plebiscite. In a whirlwind campaign, the newly formed Democratic Unity Party, calling for unification of the peninsula, one of the students' cherished goals, and a reduction of outside influence, swept to victory in a landslide.
Word in the bureau grapevine said the combat police restraint had been ordered by a certain individual within what became the inner circle of the new Democratic Unity Party. His sources identified the man as Han Sun-shin, a former colonel in the ROK Army, an older man, a contemporary of the new president, Kwak Sung-kyo. Han was now head of the NSP, the Agency for National Security Planning.
When it was reorganized from the old KCIA in 1980, the NSP was supposed to have been toned down from the excesses of its embarrassing past. The new constitution included provisions against coerced confessions and torture, but Yun was not convinced this prohibition was being followed. In any event, he had never approved of the NSP's methods of operation. He would happily have gathered evidence on some of their more outrageous acts, but he knew of no public prosecutor bold enough to press the charges. Anyway, the NSP was a political organ. He was a law enforcement officer, not a politician.
He cleared his mind of all such distracting thoughts and stabbed at his chapchae, staring into the shiny bowl as if it were a crystal ball. He could use one right now. This investigation would drive him gray if it didn't get him fired first. In the Korean justice system, it was intended that a police investigator work under the supervision of a public prosecutor, who would evaluate the evidence he gathered. The prosecutor could request warrants or decline further pursuit of the investigation. Because of the heavy caseload, it was impossible for the prosecutors to monitor every case. But they had authority to intervene whenever they desired, and Yun's investigation was important enough that he was under the microscope. He glanced at his watch. In one hour he was to appear at the prosecutor's office to review his two troubling homicide cases.
Without a further glance at Ma and his skinny girlfriend, Yun paid for his chapchae and walked back up the steps to the crowded street. He picked his way across, dodging between slow-moving trucks and carts. At the next corner he sniffed at the not-so-delicte aroma of fish, squid and eel, and pressed on, unconcerned with all the trade going on about him. He was not on a shopping spree. Not a normal one, at any rate. Besides all the mountains of food and merchandise, the market provided a place to acquire less tangible commodities, such as various personal services, and information. Yun was shopping for the latter.
He strolled along one of the crowded alleyways, too narrow for a normal street. It would accommodate little more than a three-wheeled motorcycle. The buildings had narrow openings that accommodated the market stalls. Yun stepped into one that displayed cartons of red berries, oranges, tangerines, bananas, pineapples, kumquats, the apple-shaped Korean pears, and an assortment of melons. The stall extended back a good fifteen to twenty feet inside the building. An older woman with straight black hair pulled to the back of her head and knotted and a bright-faced young girl with silken tresses tended the stacks of fruit. Squatting on his haunches in the half-darkness at the rear was an elderly man with a scraggly white mustache and goatee. He wore a wide-brimmed white hat and puffed slowly as he lit a long-stemmed pipe.
Captain Yun stopped in front of the old man and bowed. "The oranges look full and juicy," he said.
The lines in the old merchant's face seemed as deep as the valleys that criss-crossed the country's mountainous spine. He took his time with the pipe. Finally pulling it from his mouth, he puckered his lips and said, "Trucked in fresh from Cheju-do. Been a good year for fruit. Lots of rain, lots of sunshine. You want some oranges?"
Hunched down beside him, Yun nodded. "I might take a dozen. Tong-shin likes to keep oranges around."
"You should bring your wife here to shop more often. She is a lovely flower."
He was a smooth operator, Yun reflected. "She'll do," he said.
"And how is your son?"
That was a subject capable of bringing a smile to Yun's normally dour face. "The boy is fine. Boy?" He chuckled. "I guess I shouldn't call him a boy anymore. He's a man. Taller than me. Probably smarter, too, but I'll never tell him that." Se-jin had recently completed four years at the National Police College and received his commission as a lieutenant in the Seoul Police Bureau. He had made his father proud.
The old man raised an eyebrow. "These days the young ones get too smart too soon. But smart is not wise. Wisdom comes with this." He pulled at his sparse white hair.
His name was Chon. This was only one of a dozen stalls he owned, but he had started out here many years ago and this was where he preferred to spend most of his time. Before the day was over, however, he would circulate among the others, asking questions and picking up the observations, gossip and street talk garnered by each location. Information was a good cash crop, and it also provided insurance against interference from the authorities. Captain Yun Yu-sop knew not all of Chon's customers were so decent and straightforward.
In the Korean way of doing business, small-talk was an essential ingredient in launching any kind of deal. Yun waited patiently for the old man to exhaust the niceties before he got down to what he had come for.
"Have you learned anything about the man I described for you?" Yun asked.
Chon puffed at his pipe. "Possibly. There was a man here for a short time. You said early September, I believe. Two days before the Pyongyang bombing?"
Yun nodded.
"He left that day for Beijing. The basic description fits him, but for the mustache and long hair." Chon shrugged. "They say he changes his face like I might change my shirt."
Beijing, Yun thought. Interesting. "Do you know if he has any identifying marks? Tatoos? Scars? Anything I could sink my teeth into?"
"A scar, I'm told. On the palm of his right hand. It runs diagonally from the base of the index finger."
"A knife wound, perhaps?" Yun glanced at his watch. He had only a few minutes left.
"Most likely. They say it doesn't bother him, though. He's left-handed."
Left-handed. That was an angle he could get a fix on. Korea was said to have fewer left-handed people than any other country. Why, he had no idea. But it was one of those seemingly inconsequential facts that he had read and retained for future use. Knowledge of the arcane was one of his specialties. "Does he have a reputation as a killer?"
"I would call him a professional assassin. He's apparently available for other kinds of tasks, however, at a rather exhorbitant price. The NSP probably has a file on him. They have more than likely used his services."
Yun looked at the old man hopefully. "Does he have a name?"
Chon smiled. "Most of us have names, don't we?" Then his smile faded. "This information required great risk to obtain, my friend. Great difficulty. I'm afraid the oranges will be rather expensive today."
"Anything within reason."
"He goes by the name of Hwang Sang-sol. Works out of Hong Kong."
Hong Kong. Even more interesting. Yun toyed with the piece of paper in his pocket, looking at the old merchant thoughtfully, eyes narrowed. Should he show it to Chon? It was a piece of evidence he had a funny feeling about. He had made a conscious decision to leave it out of his official report. He was not sure exactly why. It was not something he would normally do. He had only showed it to a few colleagues around the Namdaemun Police Station, where he was assigned to the Detective Division. He hadn't bothered telling them he had found it on the body of the most recent murder victim, one of the two cases he had been assigned under Prosecutor Park. Anyway, no one professed any idea of what significance it might have. None of them, however, possessed the storehouse of knowledge Chon had acquired through countless years of living by his wits while dealing with some of the most unsavory characters to inhabit the city's shadows.
"You have something else that worries you," said Chon. It was a statement, not a question.
He was accustomed to the old man's mind-reading act. Of course, it was really an ability to read people's moods. A finely developed nunchi, the Koreans called it. A highly sensitive set of psychological antennae. "Yes," Yun said. "The problem is I don't want it spread around the streets where this came from." He took out the piece of paper, about four inches square. On it was drawn a box with the word poksu written inside. "I'd like you to make a few selective inquiries. Very casual. Does it mean anything to anybody?"
Chon stroked his goatee as he stared at the symbol. "Vengeance, or payback," he murmured. He pondered it for a moment with dreamy eyes. "It stirs something in the back of my mind. Something from many, many years ago. Too many years ago." He shrugged. "My memory has grown rusty. I'll see what I can learn, or remember."

Chapter 8

A rotund man in his mid-thirties, Park Sang-muk had been a public prosecutor for more than a dozen years. It was not the greatest job in the world for a lawyer, but the pay was decent and you didn't have to vie with other attorneys for clients. He was one of the more capable prosecutors, no doubt due to his insistence on being provided with every relevant fact in a case, no matter what effort was required to obtain it. Somebody else's effort, that is.
He was not noted as an energetic person, except when it came to actions that might endear himself to his superiors, especially the Minister of Justice. He sat behind a large desk covered with neat piles of documents, the more pressing ones stacked closer at hand. He pulled a cigarette from a pack of Turtle Ships, a Korean filter tip, lit it and took a deep drag as he looked down at the sheet of paper that had just been laid before him.
Koreans traditionally shied away from open confrontations in public. They would rather give an ambiguous answer than risk offending someone with a purely negative reply. But in the privacy of his office, Park saw no reason to allow Captain Yun Yu-sop to save face.
"You have two important cases open," he said in a slow cadence, his impassive gaze fixed on Yun, "one dating back to March, the other from early last month. They involve cold-blooded murders of two prominent businessmen of this fair city. One a relative of the new president. As head of the task forces on these cases, you bear the brunt of responsibility for them."
Since former President Roh Tae-woo had launched his War Against Crime in 1990, the Korean National Police had attacked cases like these with a massive show of force � a task force ranging from twenty-five to sixty officers, headed normally by a police superintendent. Park knew that based on knowledge, age and experience, Yun should have been at least a superintendent, one rank beyond captain, and probably head of the Detective Division of his station. He might even have been a senior superintendent and chief of the station, but the perversity of his nature had held him back. The Confucian tradition, which governed most interpersonal relations in Korea, put the emphasis on "we," on the group. That was why business negotiations moved so slowly. Decisions were normally made on a collective basis. But Yun Yu-sop was an individualist. He had expressed contempt for the task force concept, claiming it a waste of manpower, an attempt to solve cases by sheer weight of numbers. Because of his reputation as one of Seoul's top homicide investigators, however, he was put in charge of task forces on the two cases Park was concerned with. But he had insisted on a minimum number of officers.
"The great Yun would do the job with a small group," Park said with heavy sarcasm. "So where are the results? Do you have any idea of the damnable pressure I'm getting over these cases? Here I expected something from you that would point a finger at the perpetrators of these despicable crimes. But what do I get?" He placed the cigarette on a brass ashtray shaped like a dragon's head and lifted the paper from his desk, waving it as though about to toss it aside. "I get a silly list of names and dates, that's what. People killed in accidents, missing persons."
"A list that may have great significance," Yun said. "In pursuing the investigation of the two homicides, I came across something very mysterious, something with the earmarks of a puzzling conspiracy."
Park took a deep puff on the cigarette and blew a stream of smoke toward Yun, as if trying to emulate the dragon on the ashtray. "Something very mysterious, a puzzling conspiracy," he repeated, his face twisted in contempt. "Those are terms that imply doubts and uncertainties. Am I confused, Captain, or isn't your job to bring me answers, not questions?"
Yun shifted uncomfortably in his chair, tilting his head to one side as the cloud of smoke dissipated in front of him. In an even voice, he said, "Let me try to tie it together for you."
The prosecutor leaned back in his chair. "Please do."
"You will probably remember most of these incidents. The first two on the list were killed in a single-engine light plane crash last January. Chi was the editor of Koryo Ilbo who strongly supported the American presence in Korea. The pilot was a Colonel Kim of the ROK Air Force. Both men were conservationists. They had planned to fly over the area between Mt. Soraksan and Mt. Odaesan, looking for illegal logging activities they had received reports about. Naturally, they were flying at very low altitude. About the time they reached the mountains, Colonel Kim reported a drop in oil pressure. There were no good landing sites to the west, so he decided to try making it to the east coast. His next report, a few minutes later, said the engine had failed and he was looking for a place to crash-land in the mountains. When a search party found the plane, it had been strictly a crash, not a landing. Both men dead."
"I trust you're going to tell me what caused the oil pressure drop?" Park sniffed derisively, reaching for his pack of Turtle Ships.
"The investigators' report said an oil line had severed, letting the oil leak out. They speculated that a connection might have been loosened by vibration and finally came apart. But maintenance records showed the engine had undergone a complete inspection only a week before. The mechanics who did the inspection told me they tightened every connection. I asked if it was possible someone could have tampered with the engine. They said anything was possible."
"So you assumed foul play, naturally?"
Yun cleared his throat. "I accepted the possibility of foul play." He hurried on as Park lit another cigarette. "Toward the end of January, an influential member of the National Assembly disappeared while on a business trip to Pusan. He was seen arriving there on Korean Air. His business appointment was at a petroleum refinery, but he took a taxi to a shopping center on Chungmu Street. At that point, his trail becomes blurred. One report said he was seen entering a car near the shopping center. Another claimed he was seen going into the Hotel Commodore. Whatever move he made, he disappeared as completely as the flame from a candle. He hasn't been heard from since."
Park breathed out a small smoke ring and punctured it with the cigarette. "Wasn't he involved in some kind of scandal? What about his family, his associates? No one has any idea?"
Yun shook his head. "There were rumors of a scandal, but no charges were ever filed. Again, no evidence of foul play. Also no evidence that there was no foul play."
Park was fast exhausting his patience. He had better things to do than listen to Yun Yu-sop spin tales of woe all afternoon. "Are you telling me then that all of these men died, mysteriously, as you put it, but with no sign of a crime committed?"
"Please, Prosecutor Park," Yun said, palms spread open, "bear with me a little longer."
"Only a little," he said.
"In February, a ROK Army colonel from Seoul was killed when his automobile plunged into the sea off the end of a deserted dock late at night in Inchon. A fishing boat nearby heard the impact and investigated immediately. They found a most peculiar thing, the car's lights were not turned on. The end of the dock was well marked with warning signs, but there were no skid marks. Later that month, two prominent doctors with medical training in the United States disappeared while in Hong Kong to attend a meeting of physicians. As with the Assemblyman, they left no trace."
"I'm familiar with that case," said Park, stubbing out his cigarette. "Dr. No had been treating my mother. He was a good physician, but a bit too cozy with the Americans, I thought. And what about the Japanese? Wasn't there speculation the Yakuza had kidnapped them over a narcotics deal?"
The Yakuza were Japanese mobsters, heavy into running narcotics.
"Rumor," said Yun. "Possibly spread to confuse people. The Metropolitan Police Bureau had no indication whatsoever that either of the doctors was involved with drugs. They were both widely respected in the medical community. As you are well aware, Yang Jong-koo was slain in March on arriving home from his hotel late one night."
"Quite aware. I believe I adequately expressed my concern at the outset, concern that you haven't found the robbers who murdered the owner of one of our major hotels."
"As I've stated before," Yun persisted, "I have never accepted the robbery theory. True, his billfold with a considerable amount of cash and his expensive watch were taken. But robbers don't normally knock their victims to the ground beside their cars, then shoot them through the temple, execution style."
Park screwed his round face into a distasteful frown. "I regret to say that our criminal element has learned too much from American gangster movies and TV shows. It's ironic that such a fate should strike the chairman of the Korean-American Cooperation Association, don't you think?"
"I find it too coincidental that Yang's driver came down with food poisoning just before time for him to drive his boss home."
"You think the driver was involved?"
"No. We checked him out thoroughly. He ate a bowl of kimchi a little earlier. Something could have been slipped into it."
Park shook his head. "Is that all you have to go on?"
"There's more," Yun said. "I've just learned of a possible suspect. But I need to determine if he was in Seoul at the time of the murder."
Park glared at him. "If not a robber, then what?"
"A professional assassin."
"Assassin? Ridiculous. What did Yang ever do to deserve the punishment of a paid killer?"
"I'm not sure. But I believe the same man visited the home of Yi In-wha the day he was murdered last month."
A well-known businessman, Yi headed a large firm that was the central component of one of the top chaebol business groups.
"What are you getting at, Captain Yun?" The prosecutor's face turned a dangerous shade of red.
Yun spoke hurriedly. "That list contains the names of nine men who have been murdered, killed in questionable accidents or disappeared under strange circumstances. Six of them, including Chairman Yang, were directors of the Korean-American Cooperation Association. The other three � Editor Chi, the Assemblyman, and Dr. No � were the most prominent voices calling for continued close relations with the United States."
For a moment, Park looked clearly shocked. Then the old venom came rising back to the surface. "Are you telling me there is a conspiracy afoot, a conspiracy to elminate people who advocate that we remain cozied up to the Americans?"
"That's certainly the way it looks to me," Yun said, nodding.
Park's thoughts were churning. He didn't really consider himself anti-American, or anti-Western. He resented the condescending way many of them tended to treat Koreans, but, on the other hand, he had picked up a lot of useful ideas from his American contacts. There was no question that America had saved South Korea during the Civil War. Still, the leaders of the new government were strongly opposed to outside influences, American or otherwise. How would his superiors react if he should confront them with such an alleged conspiracy as this? Who could be behind it, the communists? Maybe it had been directed from the North. Everything had happened prior to the startling assassination of Kim Il-sung and his son. If Kim was behind a conspiracy, shouldn't that be the end of it? But what if he wasn't? Could others be targeted for elimination? Now that he thought about it, he had to admit there were only a few small voices raised in opposition to the pull-out of the remaining U.S. troops, or to the apparent decision to downgrade American economic relationships. The emphasis on exports was being shifted to Europe, and there was that effort to create a replacement trading partner in Israel. Finally he calmed himself with the thought that Yun still had no concrete proof that a conspiracy actually existed. He couldn't ignore the Captain's reputation, but why the hell did he have to keep coming up with such outrageous theories? Then he remembered something else. Yun spoke excellent English and had attended the FBI National Academy in the United States. Could that be influencing his judgement?
"Captain, you do realize I would have to take something like this all the way to the top of the Ministry? I'd need a case as solid as this desk before I dared do that." He paused to light another Turtle Ship, using the break to make a final consideration of the possible consequences if he should kill the investigation now and then be proven wrong by yet another murder. "All right. I'll give you thirty days to come up with enough evidence to convince me, and the Minister of Justice. Otherwise, I'll take steps to see that you're replaced on these cases. Understand?"
* * *
After supper that evening, Captain Yun retreated to the small room in his home that served as an office and sanctuary, away from the abominable talking box his wife was addicted to, soap operas providing the major fare on Korean TV. He sat down and began to consider what he had learned about the elusive suspect called Hwang Sang-sol. Momentarily, he wondered about the reasons behind Hwang's travels from Seoul to Beijing two days before the bombing that had ended the dictatorial rule of Kim Il-sung. Yun had no reason to suspect any connection between Hwang's itinerary and the event in Pyongyang. Still, he couldn't help but wonder.

Chapter 9

Falls Church, Virginia
Autumn had begun to work its colorful magic in Northern Virginia by the time Burke and Lori arrived back home. Their house sat on two acres at the edge of a hardwood forest, and the view from the wall of windows in their den was nothing short of spectacular. The kaleidoscope of color made Burke feel as though he were back in the mountains
The expanding bulge of the twins had become a bit too burdensome for Lori to join him, but he was out early most mornings. Dressed in sweat shirt, jeans and Rockports, he walked at a rapid pace through the quiet neighborhood that was just beginning to stir. Though he had put in quite a bit of vacation time traipsing through Budapest, that had been stop-and-go walking, not the exercise variety. It didn't give the same effect as a solid thirty minutes at a fast clip.
The air was cool on his face, the sun just peeping over the treetops. The smell of wood smoke from half a dozen chimneys triggered fond memories of his old cabin in the Smokies. He had almost completed the circle back home, his breath coming in deep drags, when he heard someone call his name.
"Hey, Burke!" It was Will Arnold, heading up his driveway after the morning paper.
Burke glanced at his watch. It was time to stop anyway. He strode over to pick up the newspaper and tossed it to Will as he approached.
"Morning, neighbor," Burke said. "I trust you're fully recovered from your venture to Hungary."
"I've all but forgotten it. Been busy as hell helping put together a bid on a new Air Force project. I had some geniuses in from a lab at MIT offering advice."
The mention of the laboratory triggered something in Burke's brain. "What do you know about hackers, Will?"
"They can be quite an annoyance. They can break in and mess around with your data, or plant viruses. You're not having hacker problems are you?"
Burke shook his head. "No. I just heard some talk about them. One in particular called the 'Hanover Hacker.' I figured a computer genius like you would know all about it."
"Oh, the Hanover character. He was a sharpie. Got himself into a lot of trouble with the German government. We had a notorious case over here two or three years ago. A hacker, college student I believe, fed a virus into a network. It screwed up two thousand computers, university, industrial, military. Turned out his father was a computer security expert at the National Security Agency." Will stopped and slapped the newspaper against the palm of his hand. "Say, that reminds me, I've got a copy of an item that was on an electronic bulletin board a few months back. A guy out in California was looking for expert hackers to interview. Said he was writing a book. He offered to guarantee their anonymity. As you might expect, most of those guys aren't too interested in publicity."
"I probably wouldn't understand what they were talking about," Burke said. "But it sounded like a fascinating subject."
"I'll save that EBB item for you. I know it had the guy's address. Seems like it included his name also. If you're really interested, you might drop him a note about his book. It should be finished by now."
Burke didn't tell Will but he wasn't all that interested. He thanked him and headed on back to the house for breakfast. When he got to the bedroom, he found Lori lying in bed, awake but showing no inclination to venture beyond the covers.
He leaned down and kissed her. "Time to rise, sunshine. It's back to work we go, ho ho, ho ho."
She grimaced. "You'll never pass for a dwarf, my dear. And it isn't back to work for me, anyway. I have an appointment with Dr. Chloe. Remember? She wants to be sure I didn't abuse myself or our wee ones during the trip to Hungary."
"I thought it was tomorrow. Does that mean I'm breakfasting alone?"
Slowly, she swung her legs over the side of the bed. "Perish the thought. That sounds like some kind of quote from the Bible. 'Man cannot live by breakfasting alone.'"
Burke shook his head. "The lady's sharp this morning. After you finish with the godmother, call and let me know what she says."
He had great faith in Dr. Chloe Brackin. She was not only Lori's physician, but her best friend. Chloe and her husband, Walt, a neurologist, were a tall, handsome black couple who lived in another area of Falls Church. Chloe's specialty was gynecology. The cost of liability insurance had kept her out of the baby business when she first went into practice. Now that she was established, she still took only a few select obstetrical patients. With Lori, Chloe referred to herself as "the godmother."
* * *
Evelyn Tilson was a luxury Burke had not known prior to his affiliation with Worldwide, an assistant. More precisely, an executive assistant. A divorcee in her mid-forties, she was a sharp-witted, and at times sharp-tongued, blonde who served as secretary, scheduler, grammarian, counselor, alter ego and, when she deemed it necessary, conscience. She was even willing to make coffee. He was not always fully prepared for some of the services provided, but he rarely found her counsel faulty. She had put in a dozen years at Langley before resigning as secretary to a division chief she found impossible to tolerate. Burke found her invaluable for her knowledge of the inner workings of the intelligence establishment.
Evelyn's frown threw up a caution flag as he entered her office. "I have no 'need to know' what you called the Chief about from Berlin, oh Great One, but you apparently stirred up one devil of a hornet's nest."
Burke rumpled his brow. "What's happened?"
"Toni tells me Mr. Highsmith has been wearing out the scrambler to Langley. And he's had an unusual number of those hush-hush, supposedly casual meetings at his club with who knows whom."
Nate used the Federal Club, an exclusive private club in downtown Washington, for occasional meetings with the DCI, among others. Burke glared at her. "If you know all this, who the hell else does? Sounds like a security leak to me."
"Come on, Mr. Hill," she said, pursing her lips. "Only I am privvy to those secrets, which I purloined for your benefit."
He held up a hand in surrender and headed through the door to his office. "I stand corrected, Evelyn. How about some coffee?"
She followed behind him. "You're also expected in the Chief's office as soon as possible. My coffee's better, but best you try Toni's for now. He's already called to see if you'd come in."
His call from Berlin might well have stirred a flurry of activity, he realized, but the flap should have been around Langley and 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. Not here. Why should it concern him? Maybe Evelyn was putting two and two together and getting five.
When he walked into Nate's stylish office suite down the hall, he was greeted by the wide, open smile of Toni Carlucci, a petite woman dressed conservatively in a simple outfit of navy blue. Toni was about as complicated as a rubber ball, and her step had every bit as much bounce to it. She was noted primarily for a fierce loyalty to her boss and an unflappable demeanor. If the hornet's nest had been stirred, it certainly didn't reflect in Toni's relaxed manner. How Nate Highsmith had managed to hold onto her through all of the various twists and turns of his career over the past twenty-five years, Burke wasn't sure.
She held out a steaming cup bearing the Worldwide logo. "Good morning, Mr. Hill. Evelyn said you'd like some coffee."
He accepted the cup with a shake of his head. "That woman is so efficient I can't even sneak up on anybody. I understand Nate wants to see me."
"He's waiting. Go on in."
Burke gave a single rap on the heavy wooden door and opened it. Nate was on the phone. The scrambler, in fact. He motioned Burke to take a seat. Outside the windows, a vast canopy of blue sheltered the Washington skyline.
"He just walked in, Kingsley. I'll bring him up to speed. Get back to you later."
Nate put down the phone, leaned back in his plush executive chair, locked his fingers behind his head and grinned across at Burke. "You really threw the White House into a swivet. General Thatcher's been burning up the line to Langley."
Burke caught the import of Nate's parting comment to Kingsley Marshall. "Is that what you're to bring me up to speed on?"
"Right. The President wants answers to three questions. First, are the South Koreans really working on a nuclear capability with Israel's help? And, if so, second, how far along are they? And third, what do they intend doing with that capability once it's acquired?"
"I trust all the spooks at Langley are hard at work on the answers," Burke said.
"Remember my description of that meeting in the Oval Office when I was asked to set up Worldwide? The President talked about the world being a terribly fluid place at present. Ideologies constantly shifting, a seemingly endless state of turmoil within and between various nations. He said the result was the CIA finds itself frequently caught with assets of uncertain reliability."
Burke took a sip from his cup, then flinched as the liquid scalded his tongue. "Damn! This stuff's hot enough to start World War III."
"Let's hope that doesn't apply to your mission to South Korea." Nate's tone made it plain he was not being entirely facetious.
"My mission? They're tossing this thing back to us?"
"Correct. With all the recent changes in Seoul, new government taking over, key people shifting about, a cooling attitude toward the United States, uncertain loyalties all around, the Agency isn't sure who they can trust."
Burke couldn't believe Ben Shallit's revelation was coming back to haunt him so soon. With only about two-and-a-half months to go on Lori's pregnancy, this hardly seemed the time to be flying off halfway around the world. "Where do we stand?"
"The Association and Technology groups are working to line up enough business to justify opening an office in Seoul," Nate said. "Marshall offered to cover the expenses until we can generate sufficient billings."
The company was organized around client groups, each headed by a senior vice president. The branch office managers held the title of vice president.
"What do you plan to do about a manager?"
"I've picked Jerry Chan," he said.
"He's Chinese, isn't he?"
"Right. And the only management-qualified person we have with any knowledge of Korean. I've got him in a crash course to improve his language proficiency. Since we don't have access to a Korean, he's the next best thing. Korea is something of an anomaly. They're probably the most ethnically-pure country in the world. A small minority of Chinese are virtually the only non-Koreans among the population. They get along better with Chinese than with Japanese."
"That figures," Burke said. He took another sip of coffee, being a bit more prudent this time. "How does the client situation look?"
Nate leaned over his desk and opened a blue-covered folder. The blue indicated it was a public relations file. An amber cover marked a file as classified. Besides giving the Amber Group its name, the colors were used around the office to reflect the status of anything from a phone call to a project to an employee.
"I used my good offices to get the ball rolling," Nate said, studying a page in the file. He had the diplomat's knack for steering people and events in the direction necessary to achieve his goals. "Hollis Wentworth, an old friend of mine, heads a company that's active in the Korean market. At my prodding, he contacted a few others like McDonalds, Kentucky Fried Chicken, Burger King, a couple of airlines. We're working on organizing a new association of American companies doing business in Korea, particularly ones that deal with the public."
Nate outlined the plan. The new association, to be called the American Council for Business in Korea, would hire Worldwide Communications Consultants to represent it in Seoul. Worldwide would produce a public relations campaign geared to promote goodwill toward American interests among the Korean public. It was something the business community sorely needed, with the government of President Kwak putting the damper on what were euphemistically called "outside influences." It would give the Amber Group an excuse to make a wide range of contacts, including government and industry, where clues would be sought to what South Korea was doing in the field of nuclear weapons and their delivery systems.
"The White House has given it the code name HANGOVER."
Burke grinned. "I suppose that's what they expect if we don't come up with the right answers. Sounds like you have things well underway, though. I'll need to look into the staffing situation, work up some costs for personnel and facilities."
Nate nodded as he thumbed through the blue folder. "Accounting should have some preliminary figures for you. We'll start with an account executive, a media person, and one from research. As soon as we can wrap up this business council and get Jerry ready to take over, I want you to go with him and help get things established. You can handle the banking and financial arrangements. While Jerry's working on getting his office in operation, you should have time for some preliminary snooping into their governmental setup. We need to know where to start digging for a weapons project."
The kind of "snooping" Nate referred to was strictly out-in-the-open stuff. Innocuous questions. Carefully considered observations. As the President had pointed out in that first meeting, the company's personnel would operate on foreign soil without diplomatic immunity. In fact, they would be totally deniable by the United States Government. Anyway, Burke was primarily a desk man, not a field man. The trip would likely come in early November, he figured. Lori's due date was around Christmas. No doubt it would take several weeks to get everything into operation in Seoul. That would be cutting it pretty thin.
"You do realize the stockings on our mantel this Christmas will be booties?" Burke asked. "Lori and I have a date with the stork instead of Santa this year."
Nate leaned back in his chair and smiled. "Don't worry. We'll get you back in time." He added, as if an afterthought, "I've chosen Duane Elliston to be the account executive."
Burke stiffened. He was hardly thrilled at the prospect of flying off to the Far East at this juncture in his life. Factoring Duane Elliston into the equation qualified as taking a bad situation and making it worse. Duane was a PR professional, probably as knowledgeable as anybody in the agency. Additionally, thanks to Nate's persuasive powers, he was now a professional intelligence officer. He was also the only person in the organization that Burke could not stomach.
The youngest son of Nate's old friend Joshua Elliston, Duane had worked for a PR firm affiliated with the Elliston Advertising Agency, the company Nate had saved from an early grave. A glib, outspoken young man, he had been the key contact on a large automobile account. Nate had hired him as one of Worldwide's first professional public relations employees. As with all newcomers, he had been given the standard briefing about Worldwide's "peculiar relationship." According to the official line, some of its personnel were quietly affiliated with an international organization involved in combating terrorism around the globe. There were vague hints, too broad for anyone to pin down, that it could be connected with NATO or the UN or some other alphabet-soup multinational body. That provided the rationale for thorough investigations, a provision in the employment agreement permitting polygraph examinations, and cautions about revealing anything except PR activities approved for public release.
Duane wasn't satisfied at being merely a "blue" employee. He wanted to be on the inside. Burke had objected strongly. All of the Amber Group members were people with backgrounds in intelligence or related fields who possessed talents or skills that allowed for rapid upgrading to public relations positions. But as Nate explained it, he had known Duane since he was a boy. Duane had a sharp mind and the ability to learn quickly. Nate thought he had the makings of a good intelligence officer and, equally as persuasive, he felt it unwise to have someone with his kind of persistence and astuteness digging about the fringes of the Amber Group. After appropriate investigation and testing, Nate convinced Kingsley Marshall to admit Duane to the CIA's training program at "The Farm" near Williamsburg, Virginia.
Burke had no doubts about the young man's capabilities. What turned him off was his Mr. Tough Guy attitude and his oddball style. For a sophisticated person, he seemed to enjoy pushing his way around rather than using finesse. And Duane loved to flaunt his contrarian philosophy. Whatever direction most people took, he chose the opposite. His clothes were out of fashion, his musical tastes bizarre, he drove a re-built Edsel, and when somebody suggested he take up an outdoor sport, he chose croquet. To Burke, he was all show and no substance. How he might react in the field when things got really tough was a big, fat question mark.
"This is a critical operation, Nate," he said quietly, the tension showing in his voice. "I'd feel a helluva lot better with somebody more solid in that spot."
"He's probably the brightest guy we have."
"And the most outrageous. If this was the sixties, he'd no doubt be a hippie."
Nate frowned thoughtfully. "Duane came out of the mass culture of the seventies. Rich kid, everything he wanted, still feeling unfulfilled. He was obsessed with that 'is this all there is?' outlook. I think his style is really a protest against what he sees as the hollowness of his generation."
Something was hollow all right. Burke wasn't sure whether it was Duane's head or his heart. Intelligence worked like a military operation. You had to be able to count on every man carrying out his assignment. He didn't relish the idea of depending upon Duane Elliston to cover his flank. He wasn't convinced Duane could subordinate himself to the requirements of the operation. But it was obvious from the look on Nate's face that he was not about to change his mind.
"I'll try to get along with him as best I can," Burke said.
"Good." It was the voice of a man who had just closed a door. Nate returned to the folder. "I have something for you to take care of while we're putting the rest of this package together. Wentworth Industries, my friend Hollis's firm, has been making contributions to the Korean-American Education Foundation. He figured it was a worthy group that would help improve his image over there. It provides scholarships to American universities for deserving students from Korea, most of them with one American parent. He'd like to have the business council make future contributions instead of his company. We're talking about a pretty good chunk of money. Before we do anything, I want you to go take a look at this foundation, make sure it's something we'd want to get involved with. We can't afford to get snared in some deal that spends half its money on fund-raising."
"Where is it located?"
Nate glanced back at the folder. "San Francisco. The director is a Dr. Kim Vickers." He handed Burke an information sheet on the organization.
"I'll give him a call. I'd better start digging into some other areas, too, like nuclear weapons and the Republic of Korea."
"General Thatcher pointed out that we've lost our leverage with the Koreans. They first started working on a nuclear capability back in the seventies. We forced them to drop it by threatening to reduce our troop level. That was back in the days when they were scared as hell of invasion from the North."
Nate closed the blue folder as Burke got up to leave.
"If we confronted them now, I suppose they'd simply deny everything," Burke said.
Nate nodded. "The Israelis as well. Until we can come up with something concrete on this situation, it looks like we're stymied. I've asked the people in research to put some background together for you. I'll check my contacts at Foggy Bottom and see if we can set up a briefing on the country for you and Jerry."
As he reached the door, Burke turned back. "Did Kingsley Marshall have any feel for what all this means?"
"His analysts say if the Koreans were to demonstrate a weapon and the capability to deliver it, the whole Pacific Rim could be destabilized. The President is really worried. He's faced with growing friction with the Japanese. This idea of a future conflict between us and Japan is getting increased play in the media. He was counting on the Koreans to be a moderating influence. Now this. It has a much greater potential for disaster than the Persian Gulf."

Chapter 10

Seoul, South Korea
Captain Yun waited for the security guard to open the gate, then drove up the roadway toward the Yi house. It was a typical example of shutting off the stream after the dam had been breeched. There was an adjacent gatehouse occupied by a caretaker and his family, but there had been no monitoring of the gate at the time of Yi's murder. Now a guard checked all visitors, a precaution Yun considered useless. He did not believe Yi's family faced any danger now that the industrialist's voice had been silenced.
Yi's connection with the family chaebol had come through his wife. She was the daughter of President Kwak's half-sister. The house was large, likely quite old, built in traditional Korean style with a wandering tile roofline that separated the men's quarters and women's quarters. Along the winding road leading to the house were neat gardens that would blaze with fragrant blossoms in the spring. He was ushered into a parlor furnished with a low, lacquered table inlaid with an elaborate design, floor cushions embroidered in bright reds and greens, an elaborately painted folding screen at one side, and a pair of tall wooden chests decorated with brass. After tea and the obligatory chat with the widow and her older son, Yun asked to speak with one of the ajumma, literally "aunt," but normally used for live-in maids who were treated as part of the family. She was a petite gray-haired woman who had found it difficult to look at him during their first interview.
"Mrs. Song," he said, attempting to look a bit less stern than normal, "please be at ease. I merely want you to tell me again about your experience with the telephone repairman the morning of Mr. Yi's death."
She looked down at her hands. "I told you everything I know."
"Yes, you did, and I appreciate that. Please go over it again for me, if you would be so kind. Perhaps you will remember something that slipped your mind before." He opened his notebook and read from the first interview. "Just start where you met him at the door."
"He said he was Mr. Han, from the telephone system." She rubbed her hands nervously.
"And how was he dressed?"
"A dark blue jacket, gray trousers, a blue cap."
"Anything else you remember about him?"
She looked thoughtful, then nodded. "Oh, yes. He wore black gloves. Work gloves, I think."
"Did he carry tools?"
"Yes, he had something attached to his belt with tools stuck in it. And he had some sort of telephone-looking device hanging from his belt."
"Did you get a look at his truck?"
"Oh, yes. It was the same kind of telephone truck you see on the streets."
And it was one of the oldest gimmicks in the business, thought the Captain. But the man named Hwang, if it was really him, had been more resourceful than most. Exhaustive questioning of telephone supervisors and employees had determined the so-called Mr. Han was not a repairman as he claimed. But no truck had been reported missing. He had evidently stolen the truck and returned it promptly before anyone realized it had been taken. The black gloves, of course, had left no telltale prints.
"Now let's go over what he did after he identified himself." Yun watched her closely.
"He said there had been some trouble with the lines in the area and he wanted to check ours. I saw him go around the house to where the telephone line comes down from the pole."
When she paused, he prompted her. "Could you see what he did there?"
She shook her head slowly, gave him a brief glance, then looked back at her hands. "No. I went back to my work in the kitchen."
Yun checked his notes. "I believe you said he came to the kitchen door after that."
"Yes, he asked for a drink of water."
"And you gave it to him?"
"Yes."
Yun knew that would be no help. A Korean would offer or receive a cup with both hands. "And then what did he do?"
"He said he had lost his pen, asked if I had one he could borrow. Then he began to talk about Mr. Yi. Said he had heard a lot about him, that he was a great man. Asked if he was one of those businessmen who worked late every night. I told him�"
"Just a moment, Mrs. Song." She was passing up the crucial point. "Did you give him a pen?"
She looked up at Captain Yun, confusion on her face. "Of course. I had no reason�"
"Yes, yes, I understand," said Yun, closing the note pad. He leaned forward for emphasis. "I want you to think very carefully before you answer. When you held out the pen to him, which hand did he take it with?"
She bowed her head again, eyes closed, and rested her fingertips against her temples. Yun knew she was trying to picture it in her mind, just as it had happened that day nearly a month ago. She moved her right hand out, as if holding the pen. After a long moment, she looked up, a deep frown on her face. "I� I don't know." She shook her head. "Maybe� no, I just can't remember. It isn't something I would notice."
Yun took a deep breath, trying to cover the deflation he felt. It had been his best chance to link Hwang Sang-sol to the murder. Highly circumstantial, to be sure, but enough to justify digging deeper into the assassin's movements.
The disappointment in his face seemed to distress Mrs. Song, then she blurted, "Mr. Kim, the caretaker, he came through the kitchen while I was talking to the man. Maybe he would remember."
Yun knitted his brow, quickly flipping back to his notes. "You made no mention of Mr. Kim when we talked before."
She averted her eyes. "I forgot. I'm sorry."
Yun looked across at Mr. Yi's widow, who had been listening in silence. "Is Mr. Kim around?"
"Yes, my son will go find him."
When the caretaker arrived a few minutes later, he bowed to Captain Yun and squatted down opposite him. He was a raw-boned man of the soil, and it showed in the brown smudges that discolored his traditional baggy pants, which were tied at the ankles. He clearly was not comfortable facing anyone in plain clothes identified as a police officer.
Yun made no attempt to allay the caretaker's fears. A policeman was expected to be intimidating in both appearance and demeanor. It helped that he had found no joy, up to this moment, in the progress of his interrogation. He recounted Mrs. Song's story about the telephone repairman, moving to the point where she related that Mr. Kim had been passing through the kitchen.
"Do you recall Mrs. Song handing the repairman a pen?" Yun asked.
Mr. Kim rubbed a hand over his unshaven face, creating a sound like sandpaper on the rough side of a piece of leather. "Yes, I was there."
"I know you were there," Yun said. "But did you see her hand over the pen?"
Mr. Kim nodded.
"Think very carefully. Did he take it with his left hand, or his right?"
"Left," said Mr. Kim without hesitation.
Now it was Yun's turn to register consternation. "Why are you so certain it was his left hand?"
Mr. Kim smiled. "Because I am left-handed. I rarely find another left-handed person."
Yun was elated. He carefully controlled his feelings, however, as he wrapped up the interview hastily and left the Yi house. He would go back to the case of the hotel owner murdered in March and try to determine if anyone resembling Hwang had been seen at that time. It would mean slow, painful, laborious questioning, but that was one advantage, maybe the only one, to having a task force. Manpower was not a problem. The critical fact to determine, if it got that far, was who had hired Hwang?

Chapter 11

San Francisco, California
It was late afternoon when Burke arrived outside his hotel. A bright autumn sun beamed down on him, but the blustery wind made the square across the way sound like a shooting gallery, colorful nylon banners attached to the lamp posts snapping and cracking constantly. He settled down in his room with the phone book to make a few preliminary checks before his meeting the following morning at the Korean-American Education Foundation. The Better Business Bureau reported receiving no complaints. As far as the governmental agency that registered organizations involved in charitable solicitations was concerned, everything appeared in order.
Troubled by a growing concern about Lori, he called home before heading out for dinner. Dr. Chloe Brackin had laid down the law after examining her following their return from vacation. She warned that Lori was overextending herself. She ordered her to work no more than half a day and stay off her feet as much as possible. With only two months to go, the godmother cautioned against taking any chances.
"How was your day?" Burke asked when she came on the line.
"Uneventful. You'd think I was an invalid the way they treat me at the office."
"Good," Burke said. "When I leave for Korea, you ought to let Marilee run the show and just stay at home."
A tall, statuesque woman as crusty and cool as an ice sculpture, Marilee Breckinridge managed the Clipper Cruise & Travel office on Pennsylvania Avenue. She would take charge of the business while Lori was out having her babies.
"I'm all right," she said. "Just a little tired after two weeks on the run in Budapest."
"I know, you're Superwoman," he said, a slight irritation in his voice. "Never spent a day in the hospital." Several months earlier, when a flu bug had sidelined her for a couple of days, she had informed him that no illness had ever managed to put her in a hospital bed.
"It's true. The hospital part. And it won't be an illness that does it this time. It'll be a couple of little babies."
"That's why you should be especially careful about yourself now, for the sake of those little ones."
"Look, I want these kids every bit as much as you do," she said. Then she hedged. "I'll think about it. It's awfully hard to let go of something you've worked this long and hard to build. Even for just a few weeks."
"I understand. Remember, I spent five years in the Smokies getting established as a nature photographer. Now you know how I felt giving it all up to go to Washington."
There was a momentary pause. The reason he had gone to Washington was to marry her. "Are you telling me you're sorry?"
"Don't be ridiculous. I'm telling you if I did that for you, you can do this for the twins."
Her voice mellowed. She had a disarming way of shifting gears when the truth began to crowd her. "You can be a terribly persuasive fellow, Mr. Hill. By the way, our friendly neighbors stopped by a little while ago."
"Will and Maggie?"
"Who else? He left you a piece of paper, said it had the name and address of somebody he told you about the other day. Something to do with 'hackers.'"
"Will thought I might like to read a book the guy's writing. I'm really not all that interested. Just stick it in the 'to do' pigeonhole on my desk and I'll look at it when I get back." He had an old rolltop desk in the den that he used to keep things he worked on at home.
"I know how you operate," she said. "You give something a glance and toss it on that desk. Then, when the dust gets thick enough, you'll pick it up again, give it another glance and can it."
Burke chuckled. "Never know when you're going to need something like that. It's usually the day after you throw it away. Just remember what I said about Marilee. And take it easy. I love you."
"I love you, too. And say hello to that blonde you're taking out to dinner."
He was still grinning when he headed out to the elevator. That was some lady he was married to. Then, thinking back, he realized she had never really agreed to bring Marilee in when he took off for Seoul.
* * *
It was a rather plain office in an older building on Sacramento Street. The room off the hallway housed a combination receptionist and secretary, a row of dull brown four-drawer filing cabinets, a few wicker chairs and a low, glass-topped table filled with magazines. He noted only two redeeming features. One was the art on the walls, a striking panel of Oriental calligraphy and bamboo branches, and a magnificent painting of a fierce-looking tiger. The other was the receptionist, a bright-faced Korean girl with sparkling dark eyes and full, sensitive lips.
"May I help you, sir?" she asked.
"I'm Burke Hill. I have an appointment with Dr. Vickers."
"Oh, yes. Let me tell him you're here." She stuck her head in the door beyond the filing cabinets and said something, then turned back to Burke. "Please come in. He'll see you now."
The office was similar to the one out front. The desk was not overly large, made of dark, polished wood, with a brass nameplate that said "Kim Vickers, PhD." Behind it to one side was a small table holding a personal computer and keyboard. The most striking feature was a low, six-panel screen embroidered with flowers and butterflies. Flanking the nameplate on the desk was a display of small Korean and American flags.
Vickers came out from behind the desk with hand outstretched and greeted Burke with enthusiasm. "Very happy to meet you, Mr. Hill. I hope you had a pleasant flight. I've always found the trip between the coasts awfully boring unless you have a good book to read."
"Nice meeting you, Dr. Vickers." Burke absorbed the vigorous pumping of his hand and quickly sized up the short man with the Oriental features and tousled brown hair. The name and look marked him unmistakably as part Korean, part American. He was dressed neatly in various shades of blue, slacks, shirt and tie. The expansive smile, along with the animated greeting, left Burke with the impression that he had just met the ideal Oriental game show host. "I recently returned from two weeks' vacation, so the flight out gave me a chance to catch up on some business reading."
"Please have a seat," Vickers said, motioning to a chair. "Would you like some coffee?"
"Yes, I believe I would. Just black, please."
"Che-sun," Vickers called to the girl out front, "would you please bring us some coffee." Then he sat behind his desk and brought his palms together in a prayer-like tent. "I was most happy to hear of your interest in the Korean-American Education Foundation. I believe you said you knew Mr. Wentworth. He has been a real help to us."
"Actually, he's a friend of the president of our agency. We're gearing up to represent a new association of American companies doing business in Korea. There's a good possibility the organization will want to contribute to your foundation."
Vickers' smile turned up a notch. "Excellent."
"What I'm here for is to gather some information so we can make an informed decision."
"As well you should. I'll be happy to do what I can." He rummaged around in a desk drawer and brought out an attractive folder printed in full color. "Here's a brochure that should answer most of your questions." Che-sun came in with the coffee on a lacquered wooden tray inlaid with mother-of-pearl. She handed Burke a cup and a paper plate containing what looked like small cookies in the shape of dough pockets.
"These are ttok," she said. "It's a Korean delicacy made of rice flour and filled with nuts and honey."
Burke took a bite and nodded his approval. "Delicious. Thanks a lot." He turned back to Dr. Vickers. "I'll save the brochure for later. If you don't mind, just give me a very basic view of what the foundation does."
Vickers pulled off his glasses and swung them slowly in his left hand, apparently gathering his thoughts. "Basically, we provide scholarships, for both undergraduate and graduate study, mostly for students who are, like myself, children of American fathers and Korean mothers. However, over the years, as more resources became available, we have expanded into providing some funds for youths who are full Koreans but desire to study in the United States."
"How long has the foundation been in business?"
"Our first students entered college in 1975. It will soon be twenty years."
"Are the students selected based on need?"
"Yes, primarily. We also consider their potential for academic success. That's particularly true in the case of graduate study."
"Do many of them go on to graduate school?"
Dr. Vickers shook his glasses for emphasis. "I'm happy to say they do. Quite a number of them. We're very proud of the success of the students we've helped."
"What about after graduation? Do most of them take jobs in Korea?"
He nibbled at an earpiece. "Very many do, of course. Possibly a majority find employment over here. Others will eventually go back. Many of them have told me they send money back to their families in Korea."
"Do you provide any assistance for them on locating employment?"
"We do quite a bit of counseling. I do that in my travels about the country. We don't have a placement service as such, nothing formal like that. But we do try to help where we can."
Burke returned his empty cup and paper plate to the tray, brushing the crumbs from his mouth with a napkin. "Those were really good. I'll be going to Seoul soon to help set up an office. I'm sure I'll be introduced to lots of Korean dishes then."
"Be prepared for a surfeit of rice," Vickers said with a chuckle. "When I was growing up, my mother had an electric rice cooker. The little red eye on the side of it, actually an 'on' light, stared at me all the time. I hope you enjoy your trip. Is it connected with the new association?"
"Right. We're working on some other clients we'll represent there also. Getting back to the foundation, my field, of course, is accounting and finance. Do you have any financial statements I could look at? Perhaps lists showing the types of contributors? What about the contributors? Are they both individuals and corporations?"
Vickers tapped the glasses rapidly against his tie. "Yes. As a matter of fact, many of our scholarship recipients have sent individual contributions. Those doing quite well financially feel an obligation to make it possible for others to follow."
He opened a drawer in the filing cabinet and pulled out a folder. Burke had to stifle a smile as he saw the cover, blue. The thought instantly leaped into his mind: blue, unclassified. He would hardly have expected to find anything classified in there.
"Here's a copy of our last quarterly statement," the foundation director said, handing over two long white sheets from the folder.
Burke looked them over briefly. The foundation was quite well financed, he noted. There were both endowment and operating funds. Administrative costs appeared reasonable enough. There was a hefty travel budget, though, enough to send Vickers all around the country in a Rolls Royce.
Burke glanced up from the papers. "This travel budget, is that all for you?"
Vickers had put his glasses back on when he went to the file cabinet. Now he pulled them off again and shook them. "Oh, no. We also provide travel expenses to bring the students over here from Korea."
Burke nodded. "Did all of them live in Korea before getting their scholarships?"
"Most did."
"What about summers? Do they get to go home?"
"We help those who couldn't afford it otherwise. Korean Air Lines has a very generous discount program for them."
Burke slipped the papers into the small briefcase he carried. "What about corporate contributors? A list showing the types of businesses, perhaps. Something that would give me a little ammunition to sell this to our client."
Dr. Vickers handed over another sheet. It contained a list headed by the big Korean conglomerate Reijeo, which translated literally as "laser." Also included were such familiar names as Hyundai, Daewoo, and Samsung. And, of course, Wentworth Industries.
"I notice Reijeo heads the list," Burke said. "Is it your biggest supporter?"
"That's correct. As you probably know, it is a large conglomerate, or chaebol, as they're called in Korea. The Reijeo Business Group is involved in everything from electronics to machinery to petrochemicals. The chaebol are family firms. Reijeo is connected to the family of the new Korean president, Kwak Sung-kyo."
Burke smiled. "That's not a bad deal. What sort of people are on your board of directors?"
"We have fifteen members. Some represent larger contributors. A couple are college presidents. Then there are individuals with an interest in Korean-American ties. I've been after Mr. Wentworth to come on our board. Perhaps someone from Worldwide Communications Consultants would be interested."
"I'll look into it," Burke said, getting up to leave. "I appreciate your time and all the information. I'll be back in touch."
"Please do," said Dr. Vickers. "If you have any more questions, just give me a call." He handed Burke one of his business cards.
Burke thanked Che-sun for the ttok and left. As he walked down the corridor to the elevator, he wondered at the strange feeling he had about Dr. Kim Vickers. The foundation director had been completely open with him, readily answering all of his concerns. He didn't think the enthusiastic reception and all the smiles had been contrived, but he sensed an odd nervousness in the way Vickers had toyed with his glasses. The more questions Burke asked, the more fidgety the movements became.

Chapter 12

Washington, D.C. Area
On the Monday following Burke's return from San Francisco, the mail brought Lori a letter from Budapest. When she spotted the strange stamp and the Hungarian postmark, she grabbed a letter opener and eagerly slit open the envelope. The note had been written painstakingly, in a shaky but legible hand. Grandmother Szabo wrote briefly about what a thrill it had been to meet the granddaughter she had always thought dead. She asked about her soon-to-be great-grandchildren, and expressed the hope that she would live long enough to see them. It appeared that prospect had given her a new rationale for survival. Burke was pleased at the way the letter buoyed Lori's spirits, for the forced half-day idleness had begun to take its toll. Her life had been built around the constant push and tug of the business world for far too long to easily acquiesce in what she called her "semi-retirement."
However, Burke experienced a bit of fallout from the letter. It reminded him of his own vow to locate his long-missing son. Between meetings with Accounting personnel and briefings by the Research staff the next day, he asked Evelyn to call information in Sumter, South Carolina, and see if they had a phone number for Peggy Grippando. He remembered her new husband's last name but not his first. It was nearly lunchtime when she caught up with him as he headed back to his office.
"Sorry, boss man, but Sumter has no Peggy Grippando listed. Could she be in the directory some other way?"
"No, I don't think so," Burke said, walking slowly to his desk. "Thanks for trying, Evelyn."
She stuck her head in the door. "Should I know Peggy?"
"No. It's a personal matter. Nothing important."
From the look on her face, he knew she had seen through the lie.
"I'm going to lunch with Toni," she said. "She may drag me off to some exotic shop with a half-price sale. You won't throw a tantrum if I'm late getting back, will you?"
He shook his head and grinned. "Not if you promise to model whatever you buy."
She placed her hands on her hips and arched a carefully drawn eyebrow. "What if it's a lingerie store?"
"Well, if it's Frederick's of Hollywood, I might sell tickets."
"Men!" She huffed and spun on her heel.
Burke sat back in his chair and thought about Peg. He had met her in his early years with the Bureau, while involved in an investigation at Shaw Air Force Base just outside Sumter. She worked in the base legal office. They were both in their twenties. Neither had been involved in a serious affair. She was a sultry blonde with a thick Southern drawl; he was a dashing young G-Man. It was like a giant protoplasmic magnet had been turned on, propelling them together with cosmic force. Before either had really taken time to consider the consequences, they found themselves married. It was quite literally, he had to admit, an ill-considered marriage.
Peg's parents were divorced. Her father had fled to the West Coast, obviously in an effort to get as far away from the strident Mrs. Walters as possible. A construction worker, he was always on the move and only wrote or called about once a year. Peg didn't get along with her mother much better than her father had. As she moved about the country with Burke's changing FBI assignments, her contacts with her mother were few. When little Cliff was born, there appeared to be a chance the marriage might survive. But as Burke's work began to take him farther from home and for longer periods of time, Peg decided she'd had enough. She moved back to South Carolina and filed for divorce. Burke didn't contest it. Soon afterward, he learned that her mother had died.
He recalled the last time he saw Peg and Cliff. It was after Hoover and Assistant Director Sullivan had come up with the idea to have Burke publicly resign from the FBI. He would appear to go sour, then attempt to infiltrate the Mafia in Las Vegas. If anything went wrong and the mob penetrated his cover, Peg and Cliff would be in mortal danger. They sat in the kitchen of her small apartment in Sumter late one night after putting Cliff to bed and talked. He couldn't tell her what he would be doing, but he did his best to impress upon her the threat she and the boy might face. There was no animosity between them, and he felt certain she accepted the truth of what he told her. She promised to change her name back to Walters and to invent a plausible story to cover her absent husband. They had parted with tears in their eyes. Leaving the apartment that night, he was swept by the feeling that he was setting something in motion that would change his life forever. He was right.
Could Peg have left Sumter, he wondered? Cliff was grown now, old enough to have a phone of his own. He looked up the area code, dialed information, and asked if there was a listing for Clifford Walters?
"I'm sorry," the operator said. "We have no Clifford Walters in Sumter."
"Do you have anyone with the last name Grippando?" He spelled it out for her.
After a brief pause, she said, "There's no Grippando, either."
Thinking back, he remembered the name of the law firm Peg had worked for when he last heard from her. She called it the "Three C's"�� Collins, Cooley & Clinard. It was Clinard he had talked with after coming back from Alaska several years ago. The lawyer told him Cliff was in college and had expressed an interest in law school. He called information again and jotted down the firm's number.
"I'm trying to find Peggy Grippando," he told the girl who answered. "Does she still work there?"
"I believe I've heard her name," the girl said. "She was before my time, though. I've only been here a couple of years." Her slow drawl reminded him of his ex-wife.
"Could you ask one of the partners if they know what happened to her?"
"Hold on a moment." She was gone for a long moment. "Mr. Cooley says she left four or five years ago after he husband died. She moved to Jackson, Tennessee. He thinks she works for a law firm there."
Jackson, Tennessee? Maybe Cliff had gone there, too, he thought. Maybe he was a lawyer now, a member of the firm where Peg worked. It was a lot of maybes. He dialed area code 901 for Jackson information. The answer came back the same. No Peggy Grippando or Clifford Walters in Jackson.
Feeling frustrated, he bolted up from the chair, strode over to the window and stared down on the noontime crowd hustling along Sixteenth Street. For all the good he had done, he might as well have been down there stopping strangers on the sidewalk, asking if they might know his son or his ex-wife.
He went back to his desk and called Clipper Cruise & Travel.
"Isn't it about time you headed for home?" he asked when Lori answered. The funky mood he was in made it come out a bit more curt than intended.
"You don't trust me to know when my half-day is up?" she said, a note of agitation in her voice.
"I was afraid you might have gotten too busy to look at the clock. That wasn't why I called anyway. I've got a problem."
The pause that followed didn't surprise him. He had never been one to talk openly about his troubles. This must have struck her as something quite important.
"What's the problem?" she asked in a guarded tone.
"I thought it would be a simple thing to track down my son. Wrong." He told her the results of his phone calls.
"What are you going to do?"
"Looks like the only thing I can do is go down to Jackson, Tennessee and start digging."
"When?"
"Saturday would be the earliest."
"Did you forget Chloe and Walt invited us over for dinner Saturday?"
"I sure did. I could put this off till next weekend, I guess. But that'd be my last chance before leaving for Korea."
"Do you have a firm departure date yet?"
"We're due for our State Department briefing this coming Monday and leave for Seoul the following Monday."
He tried to put Peg and Cliff out of his mind that afternoon as he concentrated on reading some of the references supplied by the Amber Group researchers. He found the Korean story in the Twentieth Century a troubling one, marked by a series of miscalculations and failures to follow through on the part of a succession of American leaders. It began with the Portsmouth Treaty of 1905 that ended the Russo-Japanese War. President Theodore Roosevelt, who arbitrated the peace settlement, approved "the establishment by Japanese troops of a suzerainty over Korea." That led directly to the annexation of Korea by Japan in 1910. Then, at the end of World War I, President Woodrow Wilson enunciated his famous Fourteen Points, including "national self-determination" for oppressed peoples throughout the world. This led to the March 1, 1919 movement when thousands of Koreans had demonstrated peacefully, only to be crushed in a bloody confrontation with Japanese police. The U.S.offered no help.
In 1943, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and his British and Chinese counterparts met at the Cairo Conference and declared: "The aforesaid three great powers, mindful of the enslavement of the people of Korea, are determined that in due course Korea shall become free and independent." Russia's Joseph Stalin endorsed the pledge in 1945. But the Western leaders made the mistake of agreeing for Soviet troops to accept the Japanese surrender north of the 38th parallel, with American troops doing the same south of it. The country was effectively divided and separate governments established in north and south under Soviet and U.S. sponsorship. Soviet troops installed a puppet regime in North Korea and quickly built up a formidable indigenous fighting force. America's concern was establishing a democratic government among South Korea's contending political groups. When the U.S. pulled its troops out of the South in mid-1949, only 500 advisers were left to train a fledgling ROK Army. Secretary of State Dean Acheson tragically stated the following January that Korea was not of strategic importance to the United States. This led the North to miscalculate that America would not come to the aid of the South, and Kim Il-sung's troops struck suddenly across the 38th parallel June 25, 1950.
No wonder the Koreans had ambivalent feelings about America, Burke thought. We had come to the South's rescue in the war, of course, and helped protect and rebuild the country following the armistice agreement of 1953. But the South Koreans had managed most of the miracle of economic reconstruction on their own. If such a country were to acquire atomic weapons and embark upon a radical course, Burke realized, there was no predicting what havoc they might wreak.

Chapter 13

Seoul, South Korea
Hotel-owner Yang Jong-koo had lived in a large, modern home in an affluent section of Seoul. Seen from a distance, it was like a drawing in red ink. A long red brick house with a red tile roof, surrounded by a high red brick wall. Sweeping above the wall was a row of ginko trees, their leaves a blaze of red in the October sun.
Captain Yun sat in his car outside the Yang home, watching the shadows lengthen as the sun slipped toward the western horizon, and took stock of what he had accomplished. It was discouragingly little.
With just over half of the thirty days elapsed that Prosecutor Park had allowed him, he still had the barest of circumstantial evidence that the hired assassin, Hwang, had murdered Yi In-wha. He strongly suspected Hwang was involved in the disappearance of the two physicians in Hong Kong, since it was his base of operations, but he had to admit that was mostly conjecture. He had learned from the colony's police that the two men were seen getting into a car driven by a man who fit Hwang's physical profile. The man had short hair and no mustache, but then Yun had not expected to find one. The reported sighting offered scant evidential value, however. It would hardly convince a judge; juries did not figure into the Korean justice system.
Over the past week, members of his task force had questioned literally dozens of people in the area around Yang's house with no results. Admittedly, asking someone to remember a person they had seen only casually around a particular date seven months ago was a tall order. But they had one thing going for them. Using a forensic artist, a technique he had learned at the FBI Academy, and descriptions provided by Yi household employees, he had produced a likeness of the suspect. In fact he had several. From the original drawing which included a full head of hair and a mustache, the artist had modified the face to achieve different looks, without mustache, with glasses, with long hair, with short hair. The main reason he held out some degree of hope was that the murder had traumatized the area, giving people a reason to recall what they had been doing and what they may have seen at that fateful time. But so far, no one could recall having seen a stranger who matched any of the drawings.
Should he fail to find any indication of Hwang's involvement, what would that do to his case, he wondered? More pointedly, just how much case did he really have? Wasn't it all pure speculation, an effort to force a random set of murders, disappearances, accidents to fit an imagined theme? He had built a reputation for using creative insights to leap across the barriers that sometimes blocked solutions to important cases. But along the way there had been a few resounding blunders as well.
He still hadn't lived down the celebrated murder of a prominent Baptist minister in the sanctuary. The corpse was found sprawled across the altar, a knife protruding from his back. It had the bizarre look of a satanist ritual, Yun confidently told the press. When the husband of the church's choir director confessed in a fit of remorse, having mistakenly accused the preacher of an affair with his wife, Yun and the police bureau had wound up with egg rolls on their faces. That had ended his flirtation with the press.
Still, there was no denying the fact that all of these people were known to have had close connections with Americans. They strongly supported continued close cooperation with the United States, economically and militarily, and had not been the least bit shy in expressing their views. All he lacked was a few likely conspirators, he thought. As he pondered his next move, Yun found his interest slowly aroused by what was taking place in front of another expensive house up the street. This one was a box-like brick structure with three tall chimneys and angular bay windows.
As Yun watched, a taxicab stopped in front of a wooden gate in the brick wall that surrounded the compound. It was a beige call-taxi. The driver came around to the curbside and opened the door, then assisted an elderly gentleman dressed in the traditional Korean garb more normal to rural areas than to this wealthy urban setting. He escorted the old man to the gate and waited patiently for someone to open it.
Yun was struck by the driver's attitude. Seoul cabbies were mostly harried, scurrying creatures like their counterparts the world over. No doubt they smiled a lot more than their brothers in places like New York, but they seldom exhibited a great deal more patience. It was rush to the destination, grab the fare, and hurry off in search of another passenger. This driver appeared to be unusually solicitous. Might it be an indication that he was a regular to this area?
Yun quickly started the car and drove up the street, pulling in front of the taxi. The driver had just come back from the gate. He stopped with a wary look as the detective approached.
"I am Captain Yun Yu-sop of the Namdaemun Police Station," he said with a slight bow, presenting his ID for the man's inspection. He noticed the driver was an older man, which might account in part for his greater deference to the aging passenger. "Do you have calls from this area very often?"
A short man with a thin mustache and high forehead, the driver wore a brown jacket that hung loosely about his spare shoulders. As he eyed the Captain, Yun thought his questioning gaze might reflect uncertainty over whether he had been targeted for some minor transgression.
"Several people around here ask for me by name," the driver said.
"Would you have been covering this area back in March?"
That brought a look of forbearance. "Captain, I've driven about this area for ten years, probably longer."
"Excellent." Yun took out the drawings of the suspect he believed to be Hwang Sang-sol and spread them out on the hood of the cab. "Take a look at these. Carefully. Might you have seen anyone looking like any of these around here last March? More specifically, around March twenty-sixth?"
The driver frowned as he looked down at the drawings. Then he glanced back at Yun. "Was that the day Mr. Yang got himself killed?"
Yun nodded. "At his home just down the street."
"It snowed that day. I remember I had two runs over this way. One was to Mr. No's house here." He stuck his thumb out toward the box-shaped house behind the fence.
When he turned back to the drawings, Yun prompted him. "What about the other trip?"
"Was late morning, I believe. Over on the next street, behind Mr. Yang's. Hmmm� this one looks a little familiar." He pointed to the view with short hair, no mustache.
"Where did you see him?"
"I'm not certain it's him," the driver said. "Whoever he was, he walked up just after I let out my fare. Over on the next street. He asked if I would take him downtown."
"Did you?"
"I took him to a building across from the Capital Plaza Hotel."
The Capital Plaza was Yang's hotel. "When he paid his fare," Yun said, "did you notice which hand he might have used?"
"Which hand?"
"Yes. You know, indicating if he might have been right-handed or left-handed?"
He shrugged. "I didn't notice anything like that. But I'll tell you something I do remember. He had a long scar across the palm of his hand. I saw it when I gave him his change. It stayed with me because my brother has one like that, got his hand cut by a bayonet in the Civil War."
Yun felt his pulse kick up a notch. "Was the scar across the width of his hand?" The question was calculated to throw the man off if he were not really positive about what he saw.
"It ran diagonally," the driver replied without hesitation, indicating the line with his finger.
It had to be Hwang! "And he looked like this drawing?" He pointed to the one with short hair.
"Something like that, best I recall."
Captain Yun jotted down the driver's name and address and sent him on his way. His next move was obvious.
It was nearly dark by the time he reached Mr. Chon's fruit stand in the twisting back-alley of the Namdaemun Market. Yun had changed into less formal attire, and he pulled the zipper of his insulated jacket tighter against the nippy breeze. A string of small light bulbs illuminated the displays of fruit. He found the old merchant occupying his familiar corner in the back. The glowing coals of a charcoal brazier heated a pot of insam cha, or ginseng tea, and a small electric heater chased the chill around Chon's wrinkled countenance.
"Ah, my young friend," said Chon with a crooked smile, "come share the warmth of my humble nest."
"Nest is it?" Yun squatted down at his side. "And what kind of bird would you be, Mr. Chon?"
There was a twinkle in his eyes. "The owl, perhaps? I am said to have sharp eyes and attentive ears."
"I'll agree to that.'
"May I offer you a cup of insam cha? With the day almost ended, your yang energy surely needs restoration. Too much yum dulls the concentration. You wish to be at your sharpest, no doubt. You did not likely come here just to pass the time of day."
It would be impolite to refuse Chon's hospitality. And though Yun was convinced of the substantial value of modern Western medicine, he maintained a healthy regard for the balance and harmony central to the traditional Eastern variety. It was necessary to balance the cosmic forces of male yang, active, hot, light, dry, and female yum, passive, cold, dark, moist. Ginseng tea possessed potent restorative powers.
Yun sipped at the brew of ginseng root, dried jujubes and pine nuts, sweetened with a bit of sugar, waiting for Chon to take the initiative.
"No doubt you want to know what I have remembered about the vengeance symbol," Chon said.
The Captain's face softened. "It had crossed my mind."
The old man's eyes rolled in a faraway look, as though peering back into the depths of his past. "It was in the forties, during the Japanese occupation. As I remember it, there was a small band of Korean guerrillas. The Japanese called them 'bandits,' of course. They used the name poksu. When they committed some act of sabotage, they would leave their mark on a wall or in the dirt. A square with poksu inside."
"Did the Japanese hunt them down?"
Chon grinned at the memory. "They tried. How they tried. But mostly they could only curse and wail and fly into a rage."
"You mean they never caught them?"
"As far as I know, the guerillas were never captured. Nor do I recall ever learning any more about them. When the war ended, they simply vanished."
Yun had no idea what significance this might have to his case. Poksu was a vendetta against the Japanese. Was he headed in the wrong direction with his anti-American theory? Could Yi In-wha have had some hidden connection to the Japanese? Now he would have to view the entire record from a different perspective.
Chon saw the subtle change on his face. "I am sorry if I have brought some new complication to your life, my friend. Perhaps I could be of help in some other way?"
Yun quickly adopted a more normal look, one of consummate indifference. "You cause me no problem, Mr. Chon. But I do have another request." He pulled an envelope from his jacket and handed it across. "This contains two drawings of men seen by witnesses. Actually, they are drawings of the same man, with altered features."
"And you wish to know if they are Hwang Sang-sol."
"Yes. I also wish to know if Hwang was in Seoul on the twenty-sixth of March. It would be knowledge worthy of very high-priced oranges."
Yun watched the old man's face as his request was considered. What he saw was a look as impassive as a rock in a stream. Only the eyes failed to reflect that dispassion. It was a reaction that took him by surprise, something he had never before seen in Chon's face. But what he detected in the eyes seemed neither defiance nor acquiescence. Then what was it� fear?
"I don't want to put you in any unnecessary danger, Mr. Chon," he said. "If you think this would be too risky, I can look for the information another way."
Chon stilled him with a gesture of his wrinkled hand. "There is no other way, my friend. Do not worry about me. One who deals in matters as I do always lives close to the edge."
It was true. Yun felt a bit better knowing of the old man's ability as a survivor. Chon was nearly eighty but in excellent mental and physical shape for one of that age. In earlier years, he had earned a reputation as a fearless fighter. He was a master of t'ai chi, the ancient martial art in which yum and yang were balanced to channel one's life force through concentration that freed the mind and body to perform as separate though coordinated elements. As lethal weapons, if the circumstances demanded. The Captain had heard Chon explain how he learned through mushin to concentrate his mind outside his body, so that his movements were completely natural and unfettered. This also allowed him to virtually banish pain, regardless of its source. T'ai chi taught that respect for, not fear of, an adversary allowed you to analyze his strengths and weaknesses and exploit them to your advantage. Yun, himself, was no stranger to the martial arts, as yudo proficiency, known in the U.S. and Japan as judo, was required of all Korean National Police officers. He only hoped that age had not diminished Chon's ability to concentrate.

Chapter 14

Washington, D.C.
Jerry Chan hadn't been in the capital long enough to get over the sheer awe that it inspired in a country boy from the South, as he liked to call himself. He had spent several of his more formative years in the slow-paced town of Clinton, an enclave of fewer than five thousand souls nestled among the knobbed green hills of East Tennessee.
As the taxi swung around the White House and headed down Seventeenth Street past the Old Executive Office Building, an imposing structure that looked somewhat like a rambling, multi-layered birthday cake, Jerry craned his neck to take in as much of the historic view as possible.
"I've been like a high school kid at spring break," he said, grinning. "Took in the Washington Monument, Lincoln and Jefferson Memorials, National Archives, about half of the Smithsonian buildings."
"I know how it is," Burke said. "I first came here right out of high school, to work as a clerk at the FBI. It took me a long time to quit staring at these massive office buildings."
A long, black limousine whizzed past in the other direction, headed toward the White House. "There must be a million of those things around here," Jerry said.
"Maybe we'll talk Nate into buying us a fleet for Worldwide one of these days. Say, I haven't had a chance to really sit down and visit with you. How did the language tutoring go?"
Jerry threw up his hands. "I spent eleven years with the Drug Enforcement Administration, much of it on extended assignments in the Far East, but I still have a lot to learn. My parents taught me Chinese, and I picked up a fair knowledge of Korean while working undercover with a Korean organization in Japan. I think I know enough to hold my own. Hopefully I won't make too many grammatical faux pas. I'll sure feel a lot better with you along to handle the financial end."
Burke had read Jerry's personnel file, noting his DEA career that had been interrupted by a gunshot wound, giving Worldwide Communications Consultants an opportunity to recruit him. One point that impressed Burke was Jerry's high scores on his management profile. "You'll do okay. I don't plan to be there very long, anyway. Just enough to get you in full swing. I've got to be back here before Christmas. My wife's expecting around then."
"I heard about that. Congratulations. I'm afraid I've spent too much time knocking around the back alleys and backwoods of the Far East the past few years. I haven't even thought about a wife, much less kids."
"No girlfriends to leave behind?"
"Afraid not."
Just as well, thought Burke. He'll have his hands full in Seoul with this atomic nightmare. He looked capable of handling the situation, though. Jerry was slightly shorter than Burke, lean and lithe, with muscles that appeared as solid as a chunk of brass.
"I noticed in your file that you came from around the same neck of the woods as I did," Burke said. "I spent five years up in the Smokies, out from Gatlinburg."
"The hell you did. Man, that's God's country."
"I'll buy that. But tell me how a Chinese family came to land in Clinton, Tennessee?"
Jerry laughed. "Sounds a bit odd, huh? My dad was a nuclear physicist at Oak Ridge National Laboratories. He had the peculiar idea that my sister and I should be reared with the more down-to-earth values and simple approaches to life you'd find in a small rural town. "
Jerry said the alternative to Clinton was a house among the hills and valleys around Oak Ridge, the Atomic City, that were home to more PhD's, high-powered physicists, chemists and engineers, along with their wunderkind, than an ordinary mortal could imagine. Dr. Chan was inordinately proud of his adopted country. He was determined that his children should be exposed to plain everyday Americans, those pretentiously referred to as "common folk" by the self-declared elite.
Burke's eyes widened. He had missed the elder Chan's backgrouind. "Ah ha. Let's talk about that when we get back to the office." Jerry wouldn't likely know much about what his father did at the nuclear weapons laboratory, but it might have prompted a curiosity to learn as much as he could about the subject. That would certainly be a plus.
* * *
The small briefing room at the huge State Department complex in Foggy Bottom had large, colorful maps hung about the walls. Otherwise, the furnishings appeared styled in government drab. Gregory Vanderpool, deputy director of the Korean Desk in the Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, stood behind a lectern in his stylish three-piece gray suit, well-trimmed gray hair, combed and sprayed, spectacles in gray plastic frames. He stared at the two men who sat in front of him. They had introduced themselves as Burke Hill and Jerry Chan.
"I understand you gentlemen will be opening a branch of your public relations firm in Seoul," Vanderpool said, eyeing them coolly, his arms folded. "I have been asked to brief you on some items of which you should be aware."
As he spread open his folder, the diplomat considered the two men who sat facing him. The order for the briefing had come down from the senior undersecretary, the number two man in the State Department. Somebody was using heavy influence. As he understood it, the firm these two represented would be launching a campaign designed to encourage Koreans to look more favorably upon American goods and services. That was a laudable goal, but one for which he gave them little chance for success. Vanderpool was a career bureaucrat. He had serious misgivings about non-diplomatic personnel involving themselves in foreign manipulations, areas that should be the exclusive preserve of the Department. Instead of two serious American businessmen devoted to the best interests of their country, he saw seated before him two private sector cowboys about to be loosed in the diplomatic arena.
"Korean-American relations are currently undergoing serious review on both sides," Vanderpool said with typical understatement. "The new Kwak government has embarked upon what is known as the Seventh Republic. His Democratic Unity Party won election under the banner of reunification with the North and a reduction of outside influence. They have moved fairly rapidly on both fronts. Following the fortuitous deaths of President Kim and his son, Kwak has begun talks with the considerably demoralized remnants of the government of the Democratic People's Republic. We think it very likely he will achieve agreement on some form of unification in the near future. The very fact that the North no longer offers any credible threat has allowed him to lower his guard. This, of course, permitted our government to follow through on a policy we had long desired, that of bringing home the last of our armed forces. As you know, we have maintained a large contingent of troops over there, at great cost, I might add, ever since the Korean War began."
Burke Hill nodded and said, "We're particularly interested in the second part of the Democratic Unity Party's platform, reducing outside influence. What, exactly, does that mean, Mr. Vanderpool?"
The diplomat began to chart a rather circuitous path to the answer. "From the outset of its efforts to rebuild its economy, South Korea was forced to depend heavily upon outside help. The country has no natural resources. Petroleum is nonexistent. Metal ore deposits are few. Anthracite coal is present in relatively small amounts. Due to the mountainous nature of most of the peninsula, there is limited space available for agriculture and animal husbandry. The nation possessed only a large pool of workers, people willing to give maximum effort over long periods of time, and a cadre of forward-thinking, innovative entrepreneurs."
He pointed out that GNP growth had reached as high as 12 percent some years, adding that Korea would soon be considered a developed nation if they continued to reach their projections. However, one problem they faced was overdependence on the United States. More than 40 percent of their trade had been with the U.S. The Kwak government appeared to be seeking to resolve that problem by shifting their emphasis toward trade with Europe.
"They have also concluded a trade agreement with Israel," he said, "although the way I read it, I doubt there will be any great advantage to this."
"We're all familiar with Nike and Hyundai," Hill said. "And I see lots of Gold Star TVs at K-Mart. Are these the main product lines they export?"
"Textiles and footwear are being downplayed now. Those are more suitable for less developed countries. In recent years Korea has been targeting high-technology and capital-intensive industries like machinery, automobiles, electronics. The Pohang Iron and Steel Company is the second-largest steel producer in the world. Up to now, the U.S. and Japan have provided the bulk of Korea's sources of supply, private investment, technology, economic assistance and export markets. They apparently want to reduce this influence, shift it to other areas, spread the risk, if you will."
Jerry Chan spoke up. "Isn't that a reflection of a growing sense of nationalism? Haven't all those student demonstrators been demanding it?"
Vanderpool frowned. Student demonstrators were unruly and anarchic. He detested anything that interfered with the established order. "The stronger and healthier the economy becomes, the more pressure there is for nationalism," he said, leaning on the lecturn as he considered a further clarification. "The younger generation was not around to observe what America did for them during the Korean War. They are inclined to view their economic success as totally self-produced. Indeed, they do tend to be nationalistic. By contrast, their elders have always painted themselves as downtrodden, demanding preferential treatment from us. As for Japan, the Koreans appear to expect eternal compensation for past aggression."
* * *
By the time they thanked Mr. Vanderpool and left, Burke and Jerry had a pretty clear picture of what they faced. A new government bent on reshuffling the cards, changing the equation among its old allies. Instead of the fair-haired boys that Americans had been for the past forty years, they could expect an uncertain reception in Seoul. The Korean desk man had suggested they contact the American Embassy on arrival and seek a more detailed account of the current situation. The diplomats on the scene, he said, could provide them a more accurate picture of specific problems they might encounter.

Chapter 15

Back at Worldwide's Sixteenth Street sanctum, they took the opportunity to become a bit better aquainted while relaxing in Burke's office over cups of Evelyn's coffee. It wasn't merely an idle boast about hers being better than Toni Carlucci's. Maybe it had to do with the filters, he speculated idly as Jerry related details of an operation he had carried out from Chiangmai, the bustling old walled city in northern Thailand, just below the Golden Triangle.
Evelyn interrupted on the intercom. "The Chief wants you and Mr. Chan to come meet some fellow he has in his office. Shall I tell him you're busy?"
Burke winced. "You want to get us both fired?"
"Just thought I'd test your independence," she said with a snicker.
"You ready to take me to raise?"
"Sorry, boss. Not with twins on the way."
He shook his head with a grin of resignation. "Come on, Jerry. The Chief wants a powwow. No doubt it concerns HANGOVER." Jerry had been briefed on everything about the operation except its origin. Only a handful of people had knowledge of the Korean-Israeli protocol.
As they walked down the hall, Jerry turned to Burke, his face shadowed by a cloud of uncertainly. "I've only talked briefly with Mr. Highsmith. He asked some pretty sharp questions. I hope there's no problem."
Burke patted him on the shoulder. Jerry was only thirty-four, but he had a lot of mileage behind him. "Don't worry. Nate picked you for the job. That means he's got the utmost confidence in you."
Toni Carlucci looked up as they entered. "Hello, Mr. Hill, Mr. Chan. I hope I didn't disturb anything. Mr. Highsmith wants you to meet someone from out-of-town. Please have a seat and I'll tell him you're here." She lifted the phone as they sat in the plush, modern chairs arranged around a low table stacked neatly with magazines and brochures.
Burke picked up a recent news magazine and started to thumb through it. A headline caught his eye: "President Kwak Says Good-Bye, Thinks Good Riddance." The article told about the last U.S. Forces Korea commander leaving Seoul. There was a photo of the American general shaking hands with Kwak Sung-kyo. Burke studied the picture. The Korean president was certainly not an imposing figure. He was a stooped, elderly man with a face devoid of emotion. The article called him one of a succession of ex-generals who had led South Korea since shortly after the war. Kwak had been in retirement when the new party was formed and chose him as its presidential candidate.
The electronic tone of Toni's intercom sounded. She lifted the phone, then turned to Burke. "Mr. Highsmith is ready for you.'
Burke ushered Jerry Chan into the big office, where they found Nathaniel Highsmith and a tall, thin man with a pronounced mustache and a stubby black beard. He had the self-assured, somewhat self-important air that Burke ascribed to academics. He also had a pair of hands that seemed to require constant motion.
"Burke Hill, Jerry Chan," Nate said, "let me introduce Dr. Robertson Ramsey, senior fellow with the Highsmith Foundation."
After the smiles and the handshaking, they sat down around Nate's desk.
"Dr. Ramsey has done considerable study on the subject of nuclear nonproliferation," Nate explained. "I told him that you two are going over to Korea to work on bolstering the American image. I thought it would be a good idea for you to understand as much as possible about the sources of friction between the two countries. Dr. Ramsey can explain what happened in the nuclear field."
"Yes, thank you, Mr. Highsmith," said the professor, hands toying with the Phi Beta Kappa key that hung from a tie clip.
Charitably, Burke gave him the benefit of the doubt. The movement was probably unconscious rather than an attempt to call attention to the distinctive adornment.
"Most people aren't aware of it," Dr. Ramsey began as if addressing a graduate seminar, "but Korea was the site of one of the earliest atom bomb projects. It was located in the hills above Hungnam, a port on the Sea of Japan up around the fortieth parallel. That is part of North Korea now, of course. The Japanese were frantically working on their bomb there when the clock ticked down on them in August of 1945."
Having established his credentials as a historian, he shifted gears. "As to the events you are interested in, the problem dates back to 1970, when President Nixon announced that he was pulling a division of U.S. troops out of South Korea. The Seoul government had continued to regard the massive military strength of the North as a major threat ever since the armistice. President Park Chung-hee and his generals panicked at Nixon's announcement. Park formed a Korean Weapons Exploitation Committee, and it began to push for development of a nuclear arsenal. Missions were dispatched abroad to seek information and look for weapons components. They found a sympathetic ear in France and negotiated the purchase of a reprocessing plant."
"What were we doing all this time?" Burke asked. He wondered how it might relate to the current situation.
The professor was now twiddling a ballpoint pen in his fingers. "We were gradually putting on more and more pressure in an attempt to force them to halt their efforts. It was never really clear just how much the Koreans intended using it as a bargaining chip, a way of convicing us to forego further cuts in troop strength, and just how much was a genuine effort to acquire a defense in case we should pull out."
"What's your opinion?" Nate asked.
He smiled. "I don't think they were bluffing. Nevertheless, with the support of the Canadians, we ultimately pressured Park into dropping all nuclear weapons activities."
Jerry Chan eyed him questioningly. "Did that put an end to it?"
"Yes, but we nearly had the same problem again. President Carter revealed he would withdraw another division in 1979. But he wisely reversed himself when he was told the likely result. Park would have been under intense pressure to restart the program." Absently, he took a small black pocket diary from his coat and began to thumb through its pages.
"Apparently that worry's behind us," Burke said. "The North doesn't appear to be a threat any longer."
"Yes, quite true. It's a good thing, too. South Korea has been concentrating on a nuclear power program. It's an effort to cut down on the necessity for importing oil. They will soon have completed eleven nuclear power reactors with the help of U.S., French and Canadian firms. With all the spent uranium they produce, a reprocessing plant would give them enough material for an extensive weapons program."
"Really?" Burke saw that he, Nate and Jerry had leaned forward in their seats, betraying a suddenly heightened interest in the subject. He doubted that Dr. Ramsey had noticed.
"Certainly. You can reclaim about 500 pounds of plutonium a year from the average commercial power reactor."
"But wouldn't they need a lot more than just a plutonium supply to build weapons?" Jerry asked.
"Of course. But high-quality fissile material is the key ingredient. You can find simple weapons design technology on a library shelf. Likewise the physics of fission explosives. It's a near relative to the physics of plutonium-fueled fast breeders. The hardware isn't difficult to come by. With all the components in place, you could have a bomb ready in weeks."
"A simple weapon?" Burke asked. "Not a complex one?"
"Yes, I would have to agree there. Highly sophisticated weapons such as the warheads we build would be more difficult. You would need the delivery technology, as well. This would require a supply of knowledgable and experienced scientists and technicians, which I don't believe they possess."
The three Worldwide Communications people had lapsed into an almost stunned silence when Dr. Ramsey added with a wide smile, "But as you said, Mr. Hill, fortunately that is something we no longer need worry about."
Burke, Nate and Jerry looked at each other, forced smiles, and nodded.
"Thank you very much for the information, Dr. Ramsey," Nate said quietly. "I'm sure it gives us a much better understanding of some of the feelings we're certain to encounter over there." When he stood behind his desk, Dr. Ramsey rose to leave and Burke and Jerry got up to shake hands with him.
The professor tapped his fingers together rapidly, eyes lighting up as though a bulb had been switched on behind them. "It just occurred to me, Mr. Highsmith, you should bring Dr. Cabot Lowing down to give these gentlemen a more extensive insight. He's been working on a project concerning Korea with a colleague in Seoul."
"Good idea," Nate said. "I'll call him this afternoon."
The professor shook his head. "No, no. I'm afraid that won't be possible. Dr. Lowing isn't due back at the Foundation until Monday."
Nate shrugged. "That will be a bit too late." He turned to Burke. "We've moved your departure up to Saturday. Stay here and I'll explain in a minute."
Nate ushered Dr. Ramsey out and then returned to his desk.
"My friend at Foggy Bottom called to tip me off to something he thought might be of interest," Nate said with a smile that said he had found it not only interesting but significant.
"What's that?" Burke asked, frowning.
"The Embassy in Seoul is holding a media reception Tuesday evening. It should give you an opportunity to make some good contacts, meet some people who might prove quite valuable in the future."
"So that's why we need to leave Saturday?" Burke's frown deepened.
"That's right. I've had your reservations changed." Realizing Burke's frown was more than inquisitive, he asked, "That going to be a big problem for you?"
"A problem. Not a major one, I guess. I'll have to change some plans." He had intended to fly to Jackson, Tennessee on Saturday and pick up the search for his son. With Lori's delivery date coming up about the time of his return from Korea, it would delay any further pursuit of that search until after the first of the year. He had held out the hope of locating Cliff in time to let him know he was about to become a half-brother. That would have to wait. This operation had begun to appear sure to put his personal life on hold.
"I also talked with Kingsley Marshall," Nate said. "For the past month, his people have had a KH-12 reconnaissance satellite picking over South Korea like a dog after fleas."
The KH-12 was essentially a large telescope in orbit that could be aimed by remote control at particular spots on earth. The views it saw were scanned by electronic sensors that converted the images into numeric values. These digital readings were transmitted back to a ground satellite receiver, then to a computer that re-converted the numbers into visual images. The CIA's photo interpreters studied the views picked up by the telescope to determine the uses being made of the facilities and equipment it observed. The KH-12's optics were so powerful it could have read some of the big headlines in a newspaper kiosk during the Persian Gulf War.
"Have they found any fleas?" Burke asked.
Nate shook his head. "The results have been disappointing. They targeted military installations, industrial areas, and out-of-the-way facilities that might be hiding a nuclear site, but no apparent weapons projects turned up. There's some unusual activity around a nuclear power station called Kanggu, but they aren't sure what it means. Apparently it involves an industrial plant adjacent to the power station. Could be some kind of expansion. They reported the Taesong power station appears about finished. That's not news to us. It's the one Bartell Engineering is building. A lot of vehicle activity was observed around an underground facility owned by the Reijeo Business Group. Actually, it's built into the side of a mountain. They couldn't tell what's going on underground, of course, but the place has been there for several years."
"Any signs of missile activity?" Jerry asked.
"They have some launch sites in the northern part of the country. We helped them back when North Korea was working on improvements to the Scud. We know they've been trying to develop a cruise-type missile with a conventional warhead. The Agency doesn't think they've mastered the guidance technology yet. The satellite did pick up a new facility in the south they think is a missile training base."
Burke took out his pocket appointment book and jotted down the changed departure date. "It sounds like the bulk of the effort is still going to be on our shoulders."
"You're right. And Kingsley says the sooner you can get some answers the better. General Thatcher is getting antsy. You fellows will be the frontline troops."
Let's hope we don't get shot at any more than the troops in Desert Storm, Burke thought. Maybe the satellite watchers at Langley would still turn up something useful. For now, however, sophisticated technology would have to give way to the same old techniques that had been around since the days when David had pulled off a covert operation among the ranks of the Philistines. He and Jerry would have to put together a probing operation and follow wherever it led.

Chapter 16

Taesong, South Korea
The tall, rangy American stepped out of his small green Hyundai and looked across the broad parking lot toward the monstrous concrete cooling towers. Lifting his white hard hat, which was labeled "R.M. Steele" in block letters, he wiped the sweat from his brow and squinted his eyes against the bright October sun. Though the view was a bit different now, the warm and summerlike conditions reminded him of a much hotter day back in June when he had been pressured to have the first unit of the Taesong Nuclear Power Plant on line in barely seven months instead of a year.
Mitch Steele was on the far side of fifty, a hard-eyed, hard-jawed, hard-headed engineer with a reputation for accomplishing the improbable with relative ease. This one bordered on the impossible. The plant, called Taesong for the small coastal community nearby, was the last of the current crop of nuclear power stations under construction in South Korea by Kepco, or Korea Electric Power Company, the government-owned utility. Politics, Steele thought sullenly. That's what this speedup was about. The country had a brand new president and he and his cronies wanted to go balls out on important developmental projects like this one. Steele had grown up in Louisiana, a state noted for its ofttimes seamy political maneuverings, and he had learned to loathe those who practiced what he considered a dark and sinister art.
He strode into his office in the reactor building and found the sober visage of Moon Dong-sun, whose round face seemed a good fit for his name. Moon was the new distribution specialist for Korea Electric Power sent from Seoul to keep track of progress on the project. Steele moved across to the large, plasticized six-month schedule chart on the wall annotated with various colors of grease pencil to show planned and completed phases of the project.
"As you can see, we're on schedule for the December power-up," Steele said. "There are still a few things to be finished on the outside, but most of the work is now taking place indoors."
"It had better be ready," Moon said with an officious stare. "The Ministry of Energy and Resources plans to pull the single unit at Kanggu off-line by the end of the year. They want Taesong to pick up the load."
"I recall Mr. Chi saying something about pulling Kanggu off line." Chi was the affable Kepco contact that Moon had replaced.
Kanggu was located on the coast north of the big industrial city of Pohang, where blast furnaces roared day and night at one of the world's largest steel mills. It lay east of Mt. Chuwangsan, a rugged range of stark granite peaks and deep gorges.
"Yes, it has been in the plan for a while," Moon said.
"As I recall, Chi said some kind of research facility is scheduled for Kanggu. He'd heard they were hauling a lot of material and equipment up there."
Moon's frown hardened. "Such loose talk is probably why he was replaced."
As the sullen Korean sat beside his desk to read through the construction logs, Steele recalled Chi's last visit to the project. It had been a rainy afternoon when the youthful-appearing Kepco representative walked in with water dripping from his coat.
"You look like a kid who just took a shower with his clothes on," Steele said.
"I've done that. It's much more fun to take your clothes off, though. Then lather up with a pretty girl. What is it you say, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed?"
The engineer rumpled his brow. "Don't you think of anything but sex, Chi?"
"Sure." He spread out one hand and began counting on his fingers. "There's drinking, carousing�"
"Never mind. What info do you have about our fuel?"
"It will be coming from the Kanggu site. That's now the central fuel storage facility as well as the waste storage site."
"You ever hear any more about what's going on up there?" Steele asked.
Chi shrugged. "It's obviously a hush-hush affair. Who knows? Dr. Nam had a meeting in our conference room the other day with some people from Kanggu. I was surprised to see an old classmate of mine going in. He's some sort of manager with a division of Reijeo."
"Why were you surprised?" Steele asked.
"He's in their Explosives Division. They make dynamite and TNT, things like that. They don't have anything to do with nuclear power generation."
It sounded curious. Dr. Nam U-je was the head of Korea Electric, who received Chi's progress reports on the Taesong reactor. Dr. Nam, like Steele, was an electrical engineer. But where Steele had an additional degree in nuclear engineering, Nam's doctorate was in nuclear physics.
"Next time I see that guy from Kyonki High," Chi said, "I'm going to ask him what the hell business Reijeo has with Korea Electric Power. Old classmates aren't supposed to keep secrets from each other."
Steele glanced across at Moon Dong-sun. He had professed to know nothing about where Chi had gone. Next time he was in Seoul, he'd have to ask around.

Chapter 17

Seoul, South Korea
In the central part of Seoul where the glitzy hotels and night spots languished, late evening was a celebration of sights and sounds. An international babel of chattering voices and the constant clink of glasses were juxtaposed with the blare of music and the glare of footlights. But at eleven o'clock among the warehouses and small industrial plants of a drab, dusty outlying section of the capital, it was as hushed and deserted as a graveyard. Mr. Chon maintained a studied silence as the shiny black Kia sedan rolled down the quiet street. He watched for the sign that would indicate they were nearing the entrance to So Chi-ho's fenced-in scrap metal yard. Then he spotted it.
"We turn through the gate in the middle of the block," he told Kim Yong-man, who was driving.
"The high fence on the left?"
"Correct. The gate will be unlocked. We should pull around to the rear entrance of the building."
"Why did he want to meet you this late at night?"
"So has his own agenda," Chon said. "He is not one easily rationalized."
Chon would have preferred being at home at this hour, but he had given his word to Captain Yun. Then there was the matter of a large fee to be earned. Much of it would have to be shared with So, of course. He didn't like So, but he had no other choice. That dislike, oddly, was based largely on moral grounds, though Chon did not delude himself that his was any great moral cause. He acquired information wherever it could be found, and sold it to customers whose aims might be either noble or sinister. But he adhered to his own moralistic code of conduct, which specified that he did not deal with those who chose to deliberately harm innocent people. He would have nothing to do with drug traffickers, for example. He pragmatically accepted the necessity of bribery on occasion. And he made one critical exception to his code of conduct, the NSP. They had the power to put him out of business on no more than a whim. Indeed, they could make him disappear any time they chose. As a consequence, he fed the NSP bits of information on occasion, enough to keep them off his back.
Nevertheless, Chon strongly disapproved of the NSP and its methods. He did not take a much more favorable view of So Chi-ho. Junk dealers, which was how he classified So, possessed an inverted sense of values. They prized trivia much more highly than the important things in life, things that included loyalty, integrity and, indeed, life itself. Chon was quite sure that So would sell his soul to the highest bidder. But he was a clever one and had access to unique sources of information that Chon found indispensable.
Chon and So had both used their entrepreneurial skills to accumulate significant wealth, but there the similarity ended. So lived in an expensive house in the same district as the late hotelman Yang. He owned several cars and enjoyed flaunting his status in the kisaeng houses and on the golf courses. Chon, who was of a different generation, lived in the same modest home where he and his wife had brought up two daughters. His major regret was in not having sired a son. In Korean tradition, adulthood for a man occurred when he became the father of a boy. Fortunately, his daughters had provided him with grandsons. He owned only this late model Kia, and his lone extravagance was to handsomely pay his elder daughter's son, Kim Yong-man, to serve as his chauffeur and man Friday. A stocky young man of twenty-four, deliberate in his actions and content with his karma, Kim revered his grandfather like a postulant in the presence of the Lord Buddha.
Chon experienced a momentary concern as Yong-man opened the gate to the scrap yard. He recalled the nervousness he had detected in So's voice when they had spoken earlier in the day, making arrangements for the meeting. He also recalled how, a couple of days ago, So had been no more happy than he at receiving a request for additional information on the assassin Hwang.
The yard was lighted by only a few anemic bulbs that left much of it shrouded in shadow. They drove slowly around to the rear of the building and parked near the back door, which contained a barred window. A shaft of light fanned out through the window, sliced by the bars into a pattern of yellow and black squares like a giant, warped chess board. Yong-man hopped out nimbly and hurried around to open the door for his grandfather. As the old man stepped out, he detected an indistinct movement several feet to the right of the building entrance. Immediately he heard two quick, muted plops, and Yong-man crumpled beyond the car door.
Chon instantly realized what he had heard. A silenced pistol. A glance down at the prostrate form of his grandson showed two holes in the back of his jacket. Holes that were beginning to turn crimson. A feeling of intense sadness gripped chon as he realized there would be no more leisurely chats, no more efforts to instill of sense of the past into the boy. With agonizing bitterness, he accepted there was nothing he could do for his grandson. But he knew there was no time for reminiscing. By instinct, he shifted his feet and arms into a defensive stance, as if that could provide protection from a bullet.
"Relax, old man," said a mocking voice from the shadows. "I heard you were a t'ai chi master. I think you're getting a bit old for that. Anyway, I don't believe your chi can ward off a 9mm projectile traveling at 425 meters per second."
Chon saw a figure dressed in black emerge from the doorway to a darkened storage room. He realized the initial movement of the door was what he had seen as he stepped out of the car. He could barely make out the features, but he had no doubt of whom he faced. He began to breathe slowly and deeply, forcing the anger, all the emotion out of his system, removing the tension from his muscles, allowing his chest, his lungs to relax. He could feel his chi, the life-giving energy that sustained him in times of crisis, begin to flow throughout his body like a surge of power, working its way through the marrow of his bones.
"You should not have killed my grandson, Hwang Sang-sol," he said in a flat voice, betraying no emotion.
Hwang circled around, holding a pistol with a long silencer attached, until he had Chon silhouetted against the light from the door. "Very good, old man. So now we know each other. I require a few answers from you, then you can take your grandson and leave."
That was lie number one, Chon thought. There was no way Hwang intended to let him go, and at the moment he saw no options that might allow him to thwart the assassin's plans.
"Move toward the door," Hwang commanded. "Open it. Leave it wide open and step inside, very slowly."
"Where is Mr. So?" Chon asked. "Have you disposed of him, also?"
"Don't worry about So. He knows how to survive."
That meant So had told him everything, the old merchant acknowledged. "And what do you want of me?"
The room they were in contained two desks, a few chairs and a counter. Hwang had moved one straight-backed chair into the center of a cleared area. He pointed to it with his pistol. "Sit down. Let your arms hang down at your sides."
Chon smiled. "You cannot question a dead man, Mr. Hwang." He took a fighting stance and started to circle his opponent.
Startled at first, Hwang quickly regained his composure. With a swift, smooth move, he slid the automatic across the floor behind him so that it was well out of reach of both men. Then he joined Chon in the stalking movement, slowly narrowing the gap between them. Chon watched carefully, anticipating when the younger man would make his move. Sensing what was about to come, without so much as a flicker of his eyes that might signal his intentions, Chon lashed out with a sudden kick. In the old days, it would have been aimed at the jaw. Now his target was somewhat lower.
Hwang, already into his own thrust, was caught by surprise but managed to block the kick, though it threw him off balance. Chon followed with two quick blows, one of which caught Hwang on the side of his head. Though it rattled him, he was able to counter with a punch that rocked the old man backwards.
Hwang wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and saw a smear of blood. "You fight well for an old man," he said. Then he grinned. "But the fight has just begun."
"Perhaps I can teach you a little respect for your elders," Chon replied without rancor.
"You wish me to observe the filial piety of your Confucianist virtues, eh? Believe me, old man, Confucius was a busy-body."
As they circled again, Hwang abruptly reversed directions, turning with a sudden kick toward Chon's face. The old man felt it coming and dodged to one side, parrying with a forearm. But Hwang was too fast. He came back with a flurry of kicks. One caught Chon in the chest and toppled him backwards. Hwang pressed his advantage and leaped forward to launch a double-punch that dropped the old man to the floor, stunned.
When Chon regained his senses, he found his arms handcuffed behind his back. He struggled to sit up and cast a hostile look at his assailant. But the fight was over. He had lost.
"Let's begin with these," Hwang said lightly, dangling a crowded key ring in front of him. "Which of these goes to your Namdaemun fruit stall?"
Chon knew he was a dead man. This was just the beginning. Hwang would soon demand to know who had sent him with the drawings and questions about movements. He would refuse, of course, and the systematic torture would begin. In the end, the assassin would kill him. He spotted an apple sitting on the counter in front of him, probably left over from some worker's lunch. It looked full, red and juicy. He began to concentrate on the apple, allowing his mind to float beyond his body. Let Hwang do as he wished. Chon would cancel out the pain with his concentration. And with appropriately snide remarks, heavily laden with sarcasm, he would goad the assassin into killing him quickly. He was determined not to divulge the identity of Captain Yun Yu-sop.

Chapter 18

For Pak Tong-hui, a lucrative business deal was always a cause for celebration. And celebrations were meant to be shared with good friends. Pak was not an educated man, but he had a born trader's knack for negotiation. A short, bushy-haired sprite in his late forties, he resembled an abbreviated Oriental version of Larry in the Three Stooges. He had signed a terrific deal earlier in the day with a manufacturer of fabrics. Mostly overruns, some seconds, the varied supply of piece goods he was buying should eventually net him something in the neighborhood of seven and a half million won, which translated to about ten thousand dollars. Pak marketed his wares in a Namdaemun stall just up the alley and on the opposite side from Mr. Chon.
Koreans believed that drinking parties were meant for one purpose, to get drunk. Pak had laid in a goodly supply of soju, the potent national beverage, along with a few pork dishes garnished with green onions, garlic and sesame leaves. He invited two close friends, and the party began early. As the evening wore on, the men took turns pouring each other cups of the clear liquor distilled from sweet potatoes. In the accepted tradition, the drinkers would hold their cups in both hands while the host poured. They would down their drinks quickly, sometimes in a single gulp, then the bottle would change hands.
Well before midnight, the thoroughly drunken celebrants sprawled inert on their sleeping mats. They might be said to have achieved that treasured Korean goal of balance and harmony in the extreme. Gradually they stirred enough to burrow beneath their thick blankets and slept.
Sometime around two o'clock in the morning, Pak awakened at the sound of a motorcycle moving slowly through the alley. He lay there for a few moments, debating whether to turn onto his back or roll over to the other side. Then he concluded the pressure on his bladder would not allow him to get back to sleep in either case. Struggling to his feet, he carefully picked his way through the rice paper door. Steadying himself with shaky hands feeling for the sides of tables that would hold mounds of fabric come daylight, he reached the entrance and was about to step out into the alley when an odd sight brought him to a halt. He blinked bloodshot eyes and stared. Someone, dressed in black, appeared to be unloading crates from a motorcycle trailer at the front of Mr. Chon's. A fruit delivery in the middle of the night, in the dark? A few breaths of the cold air helped to clear his vision. He saw the man reach into the trailer and lift out something obviously quite heavy. As the figure struggled with its burden, Pak observed� arms? Legs? They disappeared inside the stall. Pak knew that Chon always kept an iron grating pulled across the front and locked at night. Obviously it had been opened. Then the indistinct figure returned, jumped on the motorcycle, and headed off down the alley.
It struck Pak immediately that the man had not closed the iron grating. He had heard no sound, and the grating made an unmistakable clatter when pulled. Waiting a moment to be certain the motorcycle would not turn back, he scurried across to the front of Chon's stall. A fresh splotch of blood on the ground where the trailer had sat stopped him cold. It also produced instant sobriety. Heart pounding as he became seized by a sense of fear and foreboding, he rushed for the nearest telephone.
* * *
In the dream, Captain Yun stood before a panel of four prosecutors, an unlucky number in Korea. Each bore the full-faced scowl of Prosecutor Park, and each in turn berated him for wasting their time with absurd theories about conspiracies. The final one snarled. "This has the obvious look of satanism. You must answer for it to the NSP." Then the telephone rang on the table before them. The first Park picked up the phone, listened, then said with a sinister grin, "It's the NSP." Oddly, the phone rang again, while Park was still speaking into it.
Yun roused himself from the warmth of the ondol floor beneath his sleeping mat as he realized the telephone ring was for real. He always left the phone on the floor nearby at night. He grabbed it and said, "Captain Yun."
"Sorry to disturb you, Captain. This is Lieutanant Rhee."
Yun blinked his eyes in the darkness and squinted at the clock. The red LED numbers glowed 2:30. Rhee was assigned to a patrol unit at the Namdaemun Station. His men responded to calls received on the 112 emergency phone number.
"What is it, Lieutenant?" He was hoping for some simple explanation that would quickly return him to the warmth of the ondol, under-the-floor brick flues that carried the warmth from a wood fire in the kitchen. Maybe his dreams would strike a happier note the next time around.
"A short while ago, we received a call from the Namdaemun Market area. The caller reported unusual activity around one of the stalls. He had seen a man on a motorcycle with a trailer attached unloading crates."
"What's so strange about that?" Yun asked, irritated. That sort of thing went on all the time, though admittedly not so much at this hour of the night.
Rhee ignored the interruption. "It seems he also unloaded something that appeared to have arms and legs. When the caller investigated, he found evidence of blood in front of the stall."
Yun was now wide awake, a quickening beat in his chest. "Lieutenant Rhee, was it Mr. Chon?"
The surprise was obvious in Rhee's voice. "You expected it? It was Chon all right. His body had been dumped inside the stall. It's a bloody mess. I knew he was one of your contacts, so I�"
"Did anyone disturb anything? Have you sealed off the area?"
"Of course, Captain. My men are well acquainted with the procedures for handling homicides. Nothing has been touched. We have three men guarding the scene."
"Yes, of course. Thank you, Lieutenant. You did the proper thing." He was hoping to smooth over any slight the officer might have felt. "I'll be there as quickly as I can."
For a moment, he sat in the dark and shook his head. I sealed his death warrant, he thought. I should have told him to forget it.
"What is it?" Sun-ok asked, one elbow propped on the hard pillow.
He got up and reached for his clothes. "I have to go. It's a homicide. Nothing to do with Se-jin." Whenever one of the infrequent night calls came, his wife would immediately start worrying about their son, now a police lieutenant. Yun wondered if she still worried about him, also. She had been an obedient wife and a good mother. There was no great burning desire between them as the young people seemed to think necessary these days. But they were comfortable together and respected one another. By Korean terms, certainly, and perhaps by any other, it was a good marriage. "Go back to sleep, yepo," he told her, stifling a yawn. "I should be back in time for breakfast."
* * *
Lieutenant Rhee directed the broad beam of his battery lantern down at the disheveled mass of butchered humanity. It was even worse than Yun had imagined. There were fingernails missing, one eye gouged out, ugly cuts on different parts of the body, signs of a smashing blow to the head. That was probably what killed him, Yun decided. This could have been the work of only one person, the man known as Hwang Sang-sol.
"Are you ready for me, Captain?" asked a voice behind him.
He turned to see the police photographer, a lanky, youthful officer with a bored expression, camera about his neck, tripod with lights slung under one arm, an aluminum case like a small carry-on bag in his hand.
"Go ahead," Yun said, glancing back at the tragic figure sprawled in his favorite corner. He would miss the old man.
While he waited for the photographer to complete his series of shots taken from various angles, Captain Yun questioned Lieutenant Rhee and the officers who had found Mr. Chon. He was told about Pak Tong-hui and his friends in the market stall across the way, the sight Pak had witnessed in front of the fruit stand. Where had the old merchant been slain, he wondered? Hwang must have been the man on the motorcycle.
"I think that should do it, Captain," the photographer said, gathering his equipment together.
"You'll have prints on my desk this morning?" Yun asked.
"Bright and early."
"Thank you." Yun turned back to Lieutenant Rhee. "Shine your light down here again and let me get a closer look, please."
He turned the old man's pockets inside out and found them empty.
"Everything taken? It looks like he resisted the robber a bit too vigorously, doesn't it?" Rhee said.
Yun replied in an icy tone. "It looks like he encountered a brutal murderer." He added silently, his eyes fixed on the wounds, by someone adept at torture.
When he turned the body to one side to check Mr. Chon's back, he noticed something protruding from the collar of his shirt. Leaning closer, he saw it was a piece of folded paper. Yun pulled out the paper and opened it to find a note. He read:
For he who asks questions, this is the answer.
If there had been any doubt before, the note eliminated it. The message was meant for him. He felt sure it was from Hwang Sang-sol. The only thing he couldn't be sure of was whether Hwang had learned the identity of "he who asks questions." He had no doubt that was the reason for the torture. Had Mr. Chon begged for mercy? From the looks of the body, he had found none. Had he cracked in the end? Yun felt an involuntary chill ripple down his spine.
"What did you find, Captain?" Rhee asked.
Yun shrugged. "Only a receipt," he lied. "Probably fell from one of the crates." He gestured toward the stack of wooden boxes against which Chon's body was crumpled. He was not interested in answering any more questions, nor did he see any benefit to sharing details of the troubling investigation with Rhee. Unobserved, he slid the note into his pocket as he stood up. "We'd better get this wrapped up, Lieutenant. Some of the merchants around here get started quite early."
"How well I know. And I don't want to get a lot of rumors running around the market. We'll catch enough hell as it is about not protecting against robbers."
"It would probably be best not to mention the butchered condition of the body," Yun said.
"Sure. The less said the better, as far as I'm concerned. I'll caution all of my men."
Yun was not interested in any more pressure on himself, either, until he had been able to sort this out. He felt even more certain now that Hwang was the hit man of the conspiracy. But he had just lost his only link to the assassin. He had no idea who Chon's contact had been. A previous check of the National Police computer had turned up nothing. If Hwang had run afoul of the South Korean criminal justice system, it had been under a different name. The same was true of Interpol. Of course, he could have used any of various names according to the time and place. There was still another possibility, however, one the old man had mentioned in their first conversation. The NSP likely had a file on Hwang, may even have used his services in the past. To get anything out of them would take a request directed through the Minister of Home Affairs, who was responsible for the Korean National Police. From the standpoint of proper police procedure, he knew that was what he should do. But professional pride and personal prejudice swayed him away from it. He was reluctant to concede the necessity for going outside the police bureau, and he had no desire whatever to become involved with any machinations of the Agency for National Security Planning.
As he drove back home through the sparsely traveled streets, he returned to the critical question, the one that had been weighing most heavily on his mind. Had Mr. Chon revealed his identity? He was aware that t'ai chi taught ways to resist the crippling effects of pain. But considering the appearance of the body, it would seem to have required a superhuman effort. He had to accept the possibilty was quite strong that Hwang would know a police captain named Yun was looking for him. So what would he do? He would start looking for the policeman. And he wouldn't waste any time doing it. He had certainly moved quickly enough to eliminate Mr. Chon.
Yun parked his car and looked around the street with its small houses crowded together in rows like so many peas in a pod. Maybe it wasn't as modern as the newer high rise apartments that stretched endlessly nearby, but he abhorred the institutionalism they represented. It would be like living in an office building or, worse, in a prison. He would keep his small house and the sense of independence it afforded. Then it occured to him that it might also provide an opportunity to pick up the trail of Hwang Sang-sol. If Hwang should come looking for him, it would be here at his home, not at the police bureau. Yun decided to arrange for a twenty-four-hour surveillance of the neighborhood. He might have to expand his task force, but it shouldn't take more than a week. If Hwang were bent on tracing down the man "who asks questions," he should make his move by that time.

Chapter 19

Flying West to the Far East
Burke Hill and Jerry Chan took a Saturday morning flight out of Dulles International to San Francisco, where they would connect with a direct flight to Seoul. Adding up all the time zone changes, it would put them in Korea late on Sunday. That would give them time to get settled in before the reception at the U.S. Embassy Monday evening. The bulk of the business travelers, including congressmen, staffers and upper-level bureaucrats, didn't dawdle when it came to the dawning of a weekend. Most had managed to escape Washington the previous evening, so the plane was well shy of a full load. Thanks to Lori's efforts, Burke and Jerry acquired a three-seat row for themselves. They left the middle seat vacant to make room for briefcases, reading material and assorted paraphernalia after they were airborne.
Jerry looked around as the big jet poked its probing nose through a high, thin overcast. "What did you bring along to read?"
"A manual," Burke said, reaching into his briefcase.
Jerry frowned. "What kind of manual?"
"This." He held up a paperback spy novel by Tom Clancy.
Jerry laughed. "He's too high-tech for an old country boy like me. I go for the down-to-earth, blood-and-guts stuff." He reached into his carry-on bag and pulled out the latest Robert Ludlum thriller, a tome that would cost a fortune if sold by the pound.
"Let's hope we don't run into anything like either of them," Burke said, rumpling his forehead. "Did you have a chance to spend some time yesterday with your new office staff?"
"Yeah. I told them to be packed and on standby. I'll call as soon as we find a place to hang our hats."
The captain's voice interrupted with word that they had reached cruising altitude, and Burke relaxed, leaned back to sip his drink and reflect on the three staffers who would be joining them in Seoul. Brittany Pickerel had made a strong impression on him. She was drawn from Worldwide's research department, a talented young woman with experience in opinion polling and demographic analysis, the usual areas of interest for public relations practitioners. But she also possessed experience in other fields more suited to the Amber Group's interests. She had come to Worldwide via a short trip down the Baltimore-Washington Parkway from Fort George G. Meade, Maryland, where she had worked the past few years for the National Security Agency. NSA had sent her to school at the Defense Language Institute in Monterey, California, where she learned to read, write and speak Korean. Well versed in the art of subject research, she was skilled at locating the most arcane references.
A small girl in her late twenties, Brittany was rather soft-spoken, hardly the pushy type, but there was an intensity about her that made people stop and listen to what she had to say. "When she gives you a report or an analysis," one of the account supervisors had told Burke, "you're sure she knows what she's talking about." There was nothing wrong with the way she looked, short, dark hair, slightly upturned nose, dark eyes that might have been brown or black, it was hard to tell which. The only downside Burke heard about was her perfectionist penchant for correcting people's grammar and minor factual inaccuracies. It gave those who lacked complete confidence in themselves a sense that she was ridiculing them. Some men were turned off by her.
Duane Elliston would serve as account executive for the American Council for Business in Korea and Bartell Engineering, a firm in the final phase of work on the Taesong nuclear power plant. Burke respected Nate Hightower as much as any man he had ever known, but in this case he thought Nate was letting his relationship with an old friend cloud his judgement. But there could be only one man at the top, and Nate was the man. Burke had agreed to do his best to get along with Duane, and that was precisely what he intended to do. But he would keep a sharp eye on him. The eternal vigilance principle had served him well up to this point.
Although Duane's weird outlook was what immediately came to mind when Burke thought of him, he was aware that the ladies had a different impression. Duane was an average size young man with considerably better than average looks. He had a darkly handsome face that girls obviously found attractive, despite a bad habit of looking down his nose that some took for condescension and Burke thought pure snobbery.
The last member of the Seoul office staff was Travis Tolliver, though his co-workers usually called him "Mr. Tolerable." When anyone asked "how're you doing, Travis," his reply was always "tolerable." He was a media specialist, adept at handling both broadcast and print. A lanky, laconic Texan, he preferred cowboy boots and a Stetson, but he had reluctantly agreed to adopt a more traditional style in Seoul. He had put in several years on a Dallas daily newspaper before switching to television. After a stint in the newsroom, he had moved to the production side, getting Worldwide's attention with an award-winning documentary. He would be the lone Seoul staffer with no link to the Amber Group. He was also the only one married and would be accompanied by his wife, Zo. Where she got that name, Burke had no idea. He only knew she was a rather plain looking woman with long, brown hair and a reputation as a cook who could outdo some of the famous TV chefs. Travis said she was looking forward to learning the secrets to Korean cooking.
* * *
At San Francisco, crowds of travelers moved in both directions through the endless corridor that linked the concourses. As they rumbled along one section on the rubber tread of a moving walkway, Burke saw a young woman up ahead struggling to keep up with a large suitcase and a small boy and girl. The suitcase was not much of a problem. The boy was something else. He seemed unable to cope with the idea of standing still and letting the traveling tread do all the work. He could picture Lori in that position a few short years from now.
Burke and Jerry stopped in a coffee shop to kill some of the hour before the boarding call for their Seoul flight. Though they had already eaten lunch on Mountain Time, hungry passengers coming from other directions or making shorter flights were crowding into the restaurant. They found a corner table beside a row of windows overlooking the flight line. Both ordered coffee. At one side, they could see several large aircraft linked to telescoping jetways like huge winged insects hooked up for transfusions.
"There's a 747," Jerry said with a nod. "It's probably the beast we'll be on."
"Those things can gobble up a mess of people," Burke said.
Jerry chuckled. "A mess of people, huh? Now there's a good old East Tennessee expression. We had a neighbor, used to call her Aunt Mattie, was always coming over to ask Mom if she'd like a 'mess of beans' or a 'mess of corn.'"
"Know what you mean," Burke said. His face took on a thoughtful expression. "Speaking of messes, how do you figure the one we'll be facing in Seoul? You know the Koreans better than I do. Think we'll find a lot of antagonism?"
"No. That's not their style. The opposition will be very subtle. Instead of quickly killing an idea, they'll talk it to death."
"Yeah. I've heard doing business over there is a slow process."
"They like to drag things out. And they won't come right out and tell you 'no.' When they start saying 'let's study this a little further,' or maybe 'Keul-seh-yo,' which means 'we'll see,' that's the same as saying the answer is 'no.'"
"Is this going to cause us any problems with Duane Elliston? He can come on pretty strong."
"I don't think so."
"Why not?"
The waitress topped off their cups with hot coffee. "I had a little counseling session with Duane," Jerry said. "He says he can be as gentle as a butterfly landing on a rose."
Burke gave him a raised brow. "That I've got to see."
"We're more likely to have trouble with Travis," Jerry said. "He doesn't usually have a hell of a lot to say, but he's got a pretty short fuse. When he starts locking horns with some of those Korean media people, we could have some fireworks."
By the time they boarded the 747, they had agreed on the need for close monitoring of the staff and the neccesity for giving frequent reminders of the vast differences between the cultures of East and West.

Chapter 20

Namdaemun Police Station, Seoul
While Burke and Jerry were dozing high over the Pacific Ocean east of the Japanese islands, Captain Yun Yu-sop sat at his cluttered desk in the Namdaemun Police Station more than a thousand miles to the west. He sipped a cup of barley tea and sifted through the stack of reports and documents in front of him. They represented the questionable results of thirty-six hours of digging since the discovery of Mr. Chon's battered remains.
First was the interrogation of Pak Tong-hui. In retrospect, the fabric merchant had been able to add no significant details to the brief initial report. Clipped to this was a set of rather gruesome photographs of the victim. They told him nothing he didn't already know. Next was the file on his visit to the Chon home. Questioning a victim's family soon after a homicide was one of the toughest parts of Yun's job. Mr. Chon's wife had taken the news particularly hard. She was not in good health. When Yun gave her the news, she sank to her knees, rocking and wailing, of no help whatsoever. Kim Yong-man, a grandson, lived at the Chon home with his wife and baby. Mrs. Choe, Kim's wife � Korean women did not change their family name when they married � was fearful for her husband. He was still missing. She reported Kim had driven his grandfather to meet someone around eleven the previous evening. She had no idea who they were meeting or where. Captain Yun felt reasonably certain of the who. No doubt it was Chon's contact regarding Hwang. The old man had probably arrived with the expectation of receiving the requested information on the elusive assassin. Instead, he had walked into an ambush. Yun obtained descriptions of the grandson and the black Kia, which were promptly distributed to all police stations.
Another report in the pile concerned the theft of produce from a truck on its way to make a delivery at Ewha Woman's University. The driver had stopped for lunch, of necessity parking his truck two blocks from the restaurant. He was not aware of the missing cases of fruit until he started unloading at the university. It was the afternoon before the murder. The produce company subsequently identified the crates in front of Mr. Chon's stall as their stolen merchandise. Yun noted the restaurant's location on the western side of the city.
The Captain reasoned that the fruit had been a ruse to make the motorcycle less conspicuous if it had been spotted by a policeman. Following up on that thought, the next document involved a motorcycle and trailer reported missing from a western suburb. The owner had noticed it gone from its usual parking spot sometime after dark. At first he thought it might have been borrowed by a relative. An hour or so later, he had reported the possible theft to police. But the next morning, there sat the vehicle in its accustomed place, looking none the worse for wear. Or so it seemed. Then he started to detach the trailer and saw what looked like spots of blood on it. He reported this when he called to cancel the theft notice. He was told to leave things where he found them, and Yun was immediately alerted.
The motorcycle owner was a construction worker named Chang. A burly man built like the stony-faced mountains that surrounded Seoul, he had arms about as large as Yun's legs. Yun had called for a forensic unit, which took a sample of the blood on the trailer. Then he looked over the motorcycle and noticed its instruments included a trip odometer.
"Would you have any idea how many miles it might have been driven since last night?" he asked Chang.
The heavy-set man glanced down at the odometer. "What you see right there. I put it back to zero every night when I get home."
"You haven't driven it today?"
"No, sir. The officer on the phone told me not to move it."
Yun copied the figure off the odometer. "Exactly what time did you first miss it last night?"
Chang thought a moment. "I'd say eight-thirty or eight forty-five. Something like that."
"And when did you first see it this morning?"
"I was up at six-thirty. Went outside shortly after that. Saw it was back then."
Hwang had probably returned the motorcycle within an hour after depositing Chon's body in Namdaemun, Yun thought. It was the same pattern as the telephone company truck involved in the probing incident at the home of the industrialist, Yi In-wha.
A blue and white police car drove up just then, and a short, bushy-haired man stepped out of the passenger side. He walked over and bowed to Captain Yun.
"Mr. Pak," the Captain said, "does this look like the motorcycle and trailer you saw at Mr. Chon's stall?"
The piece goods vendor stood back and frowned at the vehicle. "It appears just like the one I saw. Yes, sir. It was dark, of course, so I can't say for sure this was exactly the same one."
That was good enough for Yun. This was the motorcycle Hwang had used. He had no doubt about it.
* * *
Yun set his tea cup on a nearby table and cleared off the files, then spread a street map of Seoul across his desk. With a pencil, he drew a straight line from Mr. Chang's house to the Namdaemun Market. He would construct a rectangle by extending the line to either side by a distance calculated from the motorcycle's mileage. First, he took the number of kilometers on the odometer and divided it in half to get the maximum one-way distance Hwang could have traveled. Then, taking the distance to the market as a radius, he plotted to either side of that line a distance calculated from the number of kilometers left over. It gave him a rough approximation of the area in which Mr. Chon had likely gone to meet his contact and, instead, met his death. It covered a strip of western Seoul about eight kilometers wide. He wrote out a memo to all officers who operated in the target area, asking their cooperation in locating people who had been on the streets during the late evening prior to or the early morning hours following Chon's death. He wanted to talk to anyone who might have seen the motorcycle or Chon's black Kia.
After dispatching the memo, he leafed through the remainder of the stack, including the medical examiner's report. As he had anticipated, the head blow was considered the cause of death. The time of death was put between twelve-thirty and two a.m., sufficient for transporting Chon's body to his stall.
There was also a delayed report from a boat on the Han River. The people on board had heard a large impact in the water just before dawn following the murder. It had the characteristics of a vehicle crashing into the water. The location was just below an abandoned warehouse where the parking area extended out above the river. Yun had arranged for divers to probe beneath the water. If it turned out to be the old man's car, he would not be surprised to find the grandson's body inside.
The final document was a report on the first twenty-four hours of surveillance in his neighborhood. Two questionable sightings had been checked out and found to be legitimate visitors.
He was returning everything to a folder in his desk when a gravelly voice spoke up behind him. "Captain Yun, I hear you've been looking for me."
He turned to face the stocky frame and owlish face of Superintendent General Ha, the former army officer turned lawman who had been his first police commander. Normally outgoing and pleasant, Ha could switch at will to the legendary inscrutable look that Western writers found so intriguing, betraying no emotion, no hint of where his thoughts might be going. He had long-since retired to the seaport village of Chungmu, on the Hallyo Waterway southwest of Pusan.
"Superintendent Ha," Yun said as he made a low bow, "what a pleasant surprise. To my recollection, you don't look a day older than the day you left us."
"Captain, I hope your investigative abilities far exceed your powers of recall."
"I was just asking about you the other day."
"So I heard."
Yun motioned to a chair. "Please have a seat. How is life in Chungmu?"
"It was great until they built the tourist complex a few years ago. Now too many tourists."
"Somebody always comes up with an idea to ruin the quiet places," Yun said. "It certainly hasn't been quiet around here."
"I understand you've had some troublesome cases."
"That's true." He wondered how much Ha had been told about his failure to solve the Yang and Yi murders. The Superintendent General's old friends higher up in the National Police had probably expressed their displeasure. "Two rather prominent homicides, I'm afraid. Now I also have the murder of my favorite informer to fret over."
"Who's that?"
"Mr. Chon, from Namdaemun Market."
Ha shook his head sadly. "I hadn't heard. Too bad. I always liked the old cuss. I've known him since I was a young man, back in the occupation days."
"That reminds me," Yun said, opening a drawer and digging into a file. It was the reason he had inquired about Ha's whereabouts. He brought out the poksu symbol. "Does this bring back any memories? Mr. Chon told me it was used by a guerrilla band that harrassed the Japanese."
Ha took the piece of paper and studied it. He nodded. "That does take me back. I remember reading about them in Chosun Ilbo. Of course, the Japanese authorities tried to paint them as common criminals, but we could read between the lines. I think they started up in the north, probably with the Northeast Anti-Japanese United Army, then came across from Manchuria. They caused so much damage the Japanese Regent-General claimed at times there were several squads using the poksu banner. But I remember right at the end of the war, when they claimed to have killed two of the guerrillas, they said only two were still at large. Where did you come up with this?"
Should he tell Superintendent General Ha of his conspiracy theory, Yun wondered? Perhaps Ha might offer some significant insights, spot some crucial angles that Yun had overlooked. On the other hand, he might find the whole idea ludicrous, suggest that Yun quit looking for obscure motives and get back to sound, basic police work. If he were so certain of the identity of the murderer in these three cases, he should present his evidence to Prosecutor Park and ask for an arrest warrant. Then he could go through the proper channels to the NSP and demand any information that might aid in making the arrest. He had great respect for his old commander. To lose face with him would be insufferable. He couldn't take the chance.
"I found it while investigating a case recently," he said with a shrug. "Must have been in some old papers from a long time ago. I got curious about it."
Ha pulled the paper between his thumb and forefinger and handed it back. He smiled. "Makes one wonder what ever happened to the two who got away, doesn't it?"
"It does. Also makes you wonder if there are still people around with enough hate for the Japanese to strike out against their interests."
The Superintendent General leaned forward, hands on his knees, and stared across the room with wearied eyes that seemed to be looking inward rather than outward. In that fleeting moment, Yun got the feeling that Ha had suddenly aged beyond his years. "I have no doubt there are such people, Captain." Then he looked up with his old smile and the burden of the years appeared to melt away. "I really must be going. A few old colleagues have invited me out to dinner. It was good to see you again."
Yun jumped to his feet and bowed. "My pleasure, sir. Please come by again next time you're in Seoul."
"I'll try. Take care, Captain Yun."
After Ha had left, Yun sat back at his desk and stared at the square of paper. He had already reviewed the files of his missing, accidentally killed and murdered list, only to find nothing that would tie them in with anything remotely related to the Japanese. For a moment, he had an almost overpowering desire to rip the piece of paper into shreds and put a match to it. That was when he decided it was high time he locked his desk and headed home. Maybe Sun-ok would be in a mood to massage his back. When the spirit moved her, she could make her fingers work magic. It would drain all that excess yum energy out of his system. Then he remembered it was Sunday night. Se-jin would probably be there to bring them up to date on his love life. That thought did nothing to improve Yun's darkened mood.

Chapter 21

The flight from San Francisco arrived at Kimpo International Airport right on time. Burke and Jerry made their way through customs, stopped at a currency exchange window and then took a taxi downtown. The evening traffic moved at a restless pace through the brightly-lit streets. At first glance, it seemed the only thing that distinguished it from any big American city was the strange-looking characters on the signs, which might as well have been hieroglyphics as far as Burke was concerned. Of course, there were several striking and many more subtle differences that would become more apparent in the daylight and over the next several days and weeks.
It was nearly eight by the time they arrived at the Chosun Hotel, Seoul's first luxury international hostelry. Lori had recommended it as a less frantic location than its larger and more plush neighbor, the Lotte. The Chosun's Ninth Gate bar and restaurant were favorite meeting spots for Korean and foreign businessmen. After checking into their rooms, they met back at the ground level lounge for a nightcap.
The bar's plate-glass windows provided a ringside view of a centuries-old gate and a Yi dynasty (rulers from 1392) national treasure, the octagonal, triple-roofed Temple of Heaven. It was a revealing introduction to a city whose ancient past existed comfortably side-by-side with its ultra-modern present.
"Did you call Lori?" Jerry asked after they had ordered.
"Not yet. It's just six-thirty at home. She'd kill me if I woke her up that early on a Sunday morning." Burke clasped his hands behind his head and leaned back to stretch. The long flight had left him tired and stiff, though he was making a valiant effort to suppress it.
"I'll be rolling out by six-thirty in the morning," Jerry said. "Got to get my running in. Maybe that'll put my system back in sync." He slumped in his chair and crossed his legs.
"Didn't know you were a runner."
"I try to get in three-to-five miles a day, four days a week."
"I walk. Our good doctor friends advised me to walk thirty minutes a day. Good for my cholesterol and that sort of thing."
Jerry nodded. "I never thought much about aerobics, or any other kind of exercise, until about ten years ago. That's when my Dad suffered a massive coronary. He was just fifty."
"Sorry to hear that."
"He wasn't the athletic type. Didn't do any kind of sports. He'd sometimes take us up into the Smokies on weekends, so we'd learn to appreciate nature. That was important to him. But we never went on hikes, or anything like that. Most of the time, he was either working or reading or writing scientific papers."
"So you were determined not to become a heart victim like him," Burke said.
"Right. Physical conditioning was important to my job with DEA anyway. I decided to take up running. It builds your stamina, keeps the old blood moving, strengthens the heart muscle. I must be starting to get old, though. Seems it takes a little more effort now than it used to."
"Don't give me that crap, Jerry. When you've pushed past fifty-five, then you can start talking about getting old."
A pretty Korean girl with wide, dark eyes, dressed in a blue and white hanbok, brought their drinks. Burke handed her a fistful of the won notes he had picked up at the airport. She left them with a smile and a bow. Lifting his glass of chablis, he offered a toast, wrapped in his own smile. "Here's to a successful HANGOVER, Jerry. With what's riding on this one, we'd better do it right. And do it fast."
"I'll drink to that," Jerry said, giving him a determined look. "You want to hit the Embassy in the morning?"
"Yeah. Check on the reception and see what kind of words of wisdom they might have for us."
"Think they'll be less pompous than our old buddy, Vanderpool?"
"I damn sure hope so. The troops in the field are usually more practical-minded than the generals at headquarters." After he had said it, he realized he could be talking about himself. From the standpoint of Worldwide Communications and the Amber Group, he was one of the generals.
Jerry picked up on it with a grin. "Is that the voice of experience?"
"I asked for that, didn't I?" Burke said with a frown.
"No offense meant," Jerry said, sobering.
Burke's look softened. "None taken. Hopefully I haven't been a general long enough to lose the common touch." Then a big yawn caught him suddenly, and he reached a hand up to cover his mouth. "I'd better get on up to my room. This wine'll have me so relaxed I'll go to sleep on the table. See you in the morning."
Back in his room, Burke put in a call to Falls Church. Lori was just getting started with breakfast.
"How do you feel?" he asked.
"My problem at the moment is I dropped an egg on the kitchen floor, and these two animated spirits kicking around inside aren't making the cleanup too easy. Plus it's too quiet. You should have left me a tape. One with a few good shouts, like, 'What happened to my blue-checked shirt?' Or, 'Did you wash my black socks?' Or, 'What time are we having dinner tonight?'"
Was she joking, or did he usually sound that demanding? "I'll have to remember that next time," he said.
"Did you tell everybody I'd be a helpless waif after you left?"
Boy, was she ever on his case. "What do you mean?"
"Nate called last night, anxious as an old maid. Wanted to know if I needed anything."
"He knows how concerned I was about leaving you at this particular point. You ought to appreciate his thoughtfulness."
"Oh, I do," she said, her voice a bit too flippant.
"Look, I'm tired as hell, Lori." He gave in to the fatigue he'd been fighting off the past hour or so. "It was a damned long flight. Don't give me a hard time, okay? I called to see how you and the twins were doing. I'm sorry if it upset you."
He could hear the tears in her voice as she mumbled, "Who's upset?"
He regretted immediately having said it but was past thinking clearly enough to know how to rectify it. "I guess I'd better get to bed," he said. "Tomorrow's going to be a busy day. I'll call you later when we're both in a better mood."
He didn't waste any time getting to bed, but after he had pulled up the covers, it took awhile for him to doze off. It disturbed him that they had hung up on a sour note. Whenever they had argued before, they had always made up before going to sleep. Now they were half a world apart, and he was too bushed to try and figure out what had gone wrong.

Chapter 22

A discordant din of traffic noises, accompanied by the foul aroma of diesel exhaust being belched from green and white buses, welcomed Burke and Jerry to Monday morning in downtown Seoul. The sidewalks bustled with people scurrying about like penguins on an Antarctic beach. Most were well dressed in Western style. They seemed to be propelled along by a chilling breeze that gusted beneath a leaden November sky. Burke and Jerry left the Chosun armed with directions supplied by the hotel information desk. They headed down the stairs into a pedestrian underpass beneath the broad boulevard that flanked the City Hall. Small shops and vendors selling everything from food to footwear lined the underground passageway. They soon emerged at the entrance that would take them over to Taepyong-ro. After several minutes of brisk walking, they came to two almost identical buildings. Fluttering outside the first was a large American flag, marking it as the U.S. Embassy. The second building housed the Ministry of Culture and Information.
At the Embassy, they were told Ambassador Shearing would be involved in a meeting for the next hour or so. He was expecting their arrival, however, having been alerted by the senior undersecretary. He had left instructions for them to see his cultural attach�. They were directed to a small, sparely furnished office where they found a towering young black man with short-cropped hair. He appeared all arms and legs when he stood to greet them. The attach� leaned forward and reached a long arm across the desk, leaving the impression he could have bent over a little farther and tied Burke's shoes.
As they shook hands, he smiled warmly and said in a deep baritone, "I'm Damon Mansfield. Make yourselves at home." He gestured toward the chairs beyond his desk. "Welcome to the Land of the Morning Calm. What can I do for you?"
Burke eyed him for a moment, a questioning frown on his face. "The Damon Mansfield?"
The diplomat asked with feigned innocence, "Which one would that be?"
"Demon Damon, All American, Georgetown?"
He nodded. "You must be an alumnus. I never played in the NBA, you know."
"Bum knee, wasn't it?" Burke said.
"Right. I was in a car accident. Did you graduate from Georgetown?"
"No, I went to GWU. I was up in Alaska when you were playing, though. In the winter time, there wasn't much to do but watch TV or listen to tapes. One of the channels carried the Georgetown games. As I recall, you were a holy terror."
Mansfield touched a long, slender cautioning finger to his lips. "Don't let Ambassador Shearing hear you say that. He thinks I'm a model of diplomatic decorum." When he sat back in his chair, his head was still high enough that he could have been a small man standing. A frown slowly clouded his face. "If you were thinking about the infamous fighting affair, take it from me, it was greatly overblown by the media. The guy I hit had been taking cheap shots all night. When he finally gouged an elbow in my stomach, I let him have it with a right cross. The ref missed the elbow, but he sure caught my act."
Burke remembered. Mansfield was thrown out of the game, and the press clamored for his suspension. The coach benched him for one game, knowing he had been provoked. "That wasn't really what I had in mind. What I remember was your performance under the basket. When push came to shove, you didn't take a back seat to anybody."
Mansfield's smile returned as he looked across at Jerry Chan, who had said nothing. "I'll bet you don't remember me at all, do you?"
Jerry grinned. "Afraid not. When you were playing basketball, I was probably trudging through the tall grass of Southeast Asia. I was with the DEA back then."
Mansfield considered him with renewed interest. "A drug enforcement agent? That's an interesting background for a public relations man."
"I had the same experience as you. A little accident changed the course of my career. What can you tell us about the current state of Korean-American relations? In Washington, Mr. Vanderpool told us you folks would have the latest word."
Damon Mansfield turned in his chair and stared out the window at the glut of traffic moving slowly along Sejong-ro. "The state of relations between the two countries is about like that traffic out there. Bogged down for no reason I can discern but Oriental intransigence. How much do you know about the new government of President Kwak?"
"Not a lot," Burke confessed. "We know the Democratic Unity Party espoused re-unification with the North, and a so-called reduction of foreign influence. From what we've heard, I gather they're trying to shift their foreign trade and development emphasis from a U.S. orientation to more reliance on Europe."
Mansfield nodded. "It's the way they're shifting that has us really concerned. We have no argument with opening up new markets in Europe, or anywhere else. They signed a new agreement with Israel, you know. But what they've been doing is throwing up roadblocks to continued close cooperation between themselves and us."
"What sort of roadblocks?" Jerry asked.
"One good example was the troop withdrawal. Fortunately the press hasn't got wind of it, but there were some pretty nasty words passed in what was reported as 'negotiations.' You'd have thought we were back at Panmunjom dealing with the North Koreans. It takes a lot of time to shut down an operation like we've had going on here for forty years. The big Eighth Army Compound in Yongsan, the Support Command in Taegu, an Air Division at Osan, units along the DMZ. They wanted us closed down, lock, stock and barrel in thirty days."
Burke shook his head. "I'm no logistics man, but that sounds like a tall order."
"You're not kidding," Mansfield said, leaning forward on his desk. Besides the telephone, only an appointments calendar and a book on the origins of Korean folk music marred the chasteness of the desk top. "They talked about how fast we moved our troops to the Persian Gulf in 1990. We explained that was an emergency type operation that cost a bundle of money. We didn't see anything so urgent about this. They finally agreed to give us ninety days to get everybody out of the country, except for part of the Support Command. We were to have all equipment and supplies shipped out within four months. Of course, the ROK Army wanted us to leave everything behind for them, but the President didn't buy that."
"What else have they done, in the way of roadblocks?" Jerry asked.
"Well, they set up some new layers of bureaucracy to insulate us from the real decision makers. In my bailiwick, for example, the Ministry of Culture and Information has a new low-level office that I'm required to deal with, and get approval from, before I can say any more than 'hello' to the people I've worked with the past couple of years. And they're just next door. It's frustrating."
"One of the clients we'll be representing over here is Bartell Engineering," Jerry said. "They're working on a nuclear power station for the Korea Electric Power Company. Are you familiar with any problems we might encounter there?"
"Not really. You would need to talk with somebody else on that. But they're a state-run corporation, so I wouldn't be surprised at anything you might run up against."
Burke knew that was something he would have to dig deeper into. If the Koreans were planning to reprocess spent uranium from their power reactors, Korea Electric Power, known as Kepco, would have to be involved. He had already targeted them for special emphasis. "Who would know about that in the Embassy?" he asked.
"Kurt Voegler. He's the commercial attach�. I understand you plan to attend the reception tonight. You can see him then if he's not available beforehand."
"Good," Burke said. But the depth of this official hostility toward the U.S. really bothered him. He hadn't realized the situation had deteriorated to that point. It certainly gave new credence to Ben Shallit's revelation and a new urgency to HANGOVER. "About this animosity toward America and Americans, is it just something at the highest levels of the government, or does it filter down to the everyday bureaucrat, or even the man on the street?"
Damon Mansfield leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin. It was a gesture Burke had often used to gather his thoughts back when he lived in the Smokies and wore a full beard. "I think it's officially encouraged," Mansfield said after a moment. "But with a good part of the country, it doesn't take a lot of encouragement. Three-fourths of the population has never known a war. Sure, they've heard about the Korean War and America's part in it, but that's ancient history. It sounds like so much propaganda to the students. They tend to be anti-military and anti-American."
"Since our military was the primary American presence, I guess that followed," Burke said.
"The student demonstrators helped put this government in office. A major factor that's driven the student movement over the years is the Kwangju incident of May 1980. That was after martial law had been imposed following the assassination of President Park. The students promptly began demonstrating against the military. It got particularly bad in Kwangju. General Chun unleashed the paratroopers, and hundreds of demonstrators were killed. Those forces were supposed to be under American command. The students said we did nothing to stop the massacre, so we were at fault."
Burke nodded. That fit right in with the country's troubled past that he had read about back in Washington. It was another in the series of events where American leadership had faltered and left Koreans as the victims. But hadn't we committed untold manpower and resources to protect South Korea and help build its economy? Whatever the problem, the new PR campaign to boost the image of America and her business interests began to look like a real uphill battle.
"Surely there must be some elements in the business community, or somewhere, that appreciate what we've done the past forty years?" Burke asked.
"Unfortunately," Mansfield said with a dejected look, "the group who could do us the most good has just about hit rock bottom."
"Who's that?"
"An organization called the Korean-American Cooperation Association. It's still in operation, but totally ineffective."
"Why so?" Jerry asked.
"If I believed in such things, and I'm beginning to think maybe I should, I'd say they were jinxed. The chairman, who was owner of the Capital Plaza Hotel, was killed in a robbery last March. One of the directors, a military officer, died in a plane crash. Another was our chief advocate in the National Assembly. He disappeared in the midst of a political scandal. Several others were victims of different tragic events, including the last really influential voice, an industrialist named Yi In-wha."
Burke frowned. "What happened to him?"
"He was murdered at his home a couple of months ago. I don't think it's been solved yet. He was a good friend of Ambassador Shearing and our last real hope. He was related by marriage to President Kwak. We had hoped he would be a restraining influence. It was a real blow. He had planned to have lunch with the Ambassador the day after he died."
"Damn." Jerry twisted his mouth. "I agree. If I was in that association, I think I'd start believing in jinxes."
"What about street violence?" Burke asked. "Have you had any of that directed against Americans?"
"No. They like the American tourist dollar too much to allow that sort of thing. And they'll need a lot more to make up for what the GI's spent in the past."
"Is all this damn-the-Yankees attitude being orchestrated by the new president, or is he just a front man?"
"We're not really sure."
"The pictures I've seen of him don't look very impressive."
"That's because of what happened to him, which is part of the reason for his popularity."
"What happened?"
"You probably don't remember it, but back in 1983 the North Koreans carried out a terrorist attack against a presidential delegation in Rangoon, Burma. Seventeen South Korean officials were killed, several more injured. Kwak Sung-kyo was a general then and part of the delegation. His injuries left him stooped and partially paralyzed. You've got to admire him. For a man his age, he really made a comeback, thanks to physical therapy. I know what a pain that can be. He still suffers some facial paralysis."
That probably explained the deadpan look in the magazine picture Burke had seen. "I guess the people consider him something of a hero then?"
"Right. He's a pretty convincing speaker, but we're not sure he wasn't chosen to run simply because of the hero image. Prime Minister Hong Oh-san is an emerging figure and could well be the power behind the throne."
Burke glanced at his watch. "We've taken up enough of your time, Mr. Mansfield. But we really appreciate the information. It balances out our historical perspective."
Mansfield jumped to his feet and came around the desk to walk them to the door. "Hey, my pleasure. And just call me Damon, but skip the Demon, okay? Reminds me too much of my old ghetto days in Philadelphia."
"You don't sound like a ghetto product," Jerry said.
He grinned. "I got refined at Georgetown. Say, there's someone else you might want to talk to. He can give you a real personal perspective. Dr. Lee Yo-ku. He's a history professor at Seoul National University. It's the Harvard of South Korea. I've come to know him pretty well. Speaks excellent English. Writes books. If you call him, tell him I suggested it. See you guys tonight."
* * *
Captain Yun leaned against his car in the deserted parking lot above the river and watched the crane slowly lower the crumpled black Kia to the cobblestones. The gray sky provided a cheerless backdrop to the somber scene. A policeman who was directing the operation signaled the crane operator to move away.
"Ready to take a look, Captain?" the officer called.
Yun walked over to the car, glancing at the front end. It had been crumpled by the impact with the water. Then he looked through the windows. A body lay face down across the front seat. Yun opened the door and leaned across. He saw what appeared to be two bullet holes closely spaced in the back of the man's jacket. From the description supplied by Mrs. Choe, he knew he had found Mr. Chon's grandson.
After giving instructions for disposition of the body and the wrecked vehicle, Yun returned to his car and drove out toward the street. As he turned in the direction of the nearby bridge, the radio crackled to life with his car number.
He identified himself, and the dispatcher's voice came through the speaker. "You have a message from Prosecutor Park. Call him as soon as possible."
He knew what that meant. His thirty days would be up tomorrow. He frowned irritably at the thought of the obese prosecutor. Park's office was here on the south side of the Han, but he decided to hell with him. Let the fat fool wait. He kept on driving.
When he reached the police station, he went straight to his desk. Two reports awaited him. The laboratory had determined the blood from Chang's motorcycle trailer matched that of Mr. Chon. He had been certain it would. Also, the surveillance team in his neighborhood had still observed no one who could possibly have been Hwang Sang-sol. That was both good and bad.
Yun dialed the prosecutor's office.
"Good morning, Captain," Park said in a disarming voice. "I trust you had a pleasant weekend. You haven't forgotten tomorrow?"
"No, Prosecutor Park," Yun said, "I have not forgotten what day tomorrow is."
"Very well. I'll expect you in my office at nine in the morning. Be sure and bring all of your evidence."
"I'll be there," Yun said. "Files and all."
He felt he had enough evidence to request a warrant for Hwang's arrest, but he still had no idea who could be behind the conspiracy. And without a conspiracy, how convincing were the motives for murder? He would have to ask the prosecutor to give him a few more days to see if the neighborhood trap for Hwang might yet snare its prey. Meanwhile, he would look for back files of Chosun Ilbo, files dating back to the forties. It was one of Seoul's major daily newspapers, as it had been back in the days of the Japanese occupation.

Chapter 23

Back at the hotel, Jerry Chan called Dr. Lee's home. He spoke to an ajumma who gave him a number to try at the university. The professor was delighted to learn of their interest. He graciously invited them to drop by his home the following morning at nine. It was his day for no classes until after noon.
The reception had been planned to give the Embassy staff an opportunity to socialize informally with some of the capital's most influential news media people. Key foreign journalists stationed in Seoul were also invited. The hope was that it would promote a better understanding of America's interest in maintaining close and friendly ties with the Republic of Korea. Staffers involved in major areas of contact with Koreans had been instructed to stress ways in which they were working to improve relations. Several American businessmen who understood both American positions and Korean sensitivities had been invited also. Following the function's bilateral theme, buffet tables were set up in two areas, one featuring an array of popular Korean dishes, the other including typical American fare. The decorations involved numerous sets of flags pairing the Stars and Stripes with the Taekukki, South Korea's unique banner, which surrounded the blue and red yang and yum symbol with four trigrams.
A talented quintet of symphony musicians alternated Korean and American songs in one corner of the large room as Burke and Jerry arrived. Burke had warned that cocktail parties ranked just a little above root canals on his hierarchy of favorite things to do. But he promised to fly the flag proudly and make an effort to cultivate some helpful contacts. One of the first persons they met was Ambassador Shearing, who greeted them with a firm handshake. He was a strikingly handsome, white-haired man in his sixties.
"Sorry I missed you this morning, gentlemen," the ambassador said in a precise, cultured voice. "I wish you the greatest of success with your venture. If we can be of any help to you here at the Embassy, be sure to let us know. And I intend that to include me, personally."
"Thank you," Burke said. "That's mighty generous. Damon Mansfield was very helpful this morning."
"I'll be running the office here, Mr. Ambassador," said Jerry Chan. "I'd like to reciprocate that offer. We would be most happy to assist your people in any way we could."
Shearing lowered his voice a few decibels. "The way things are going at this juncture, I'm sure it will take all of our efforts to keep Uncle Sam from looking like the village villain. Do you speak the language?"
"Yes, sir."
"That will certainly be a plus." He turned as a member of his staff approached with an urgent look on his face. "What is it, George?"
The man offered an apologetic smile. "Pardon the interruption, but there's someone over here from the Ministry of Culture and Information you need to meet."
Ambassador Shearing folded his arms and cocked an eyebrow with a look that seemed to say "how interesting." He turned back to Burke and Jerry. "The Ministry has been going out of its way to ignore us lately. Maybe this is a good sign. Circulate around and meet some of the poeple. The editor of Koryo Ilbo is here. He's one you should definitely get to know."
"Daily newspaper," Jerry advised Burke as the ambassador moved away.
They stopped at the Korean buffet, which included a display of colorful dishes presided over by smiling, white-jacketed chefs. Spread out beside the napkins were forks, spoons and chopsticks. Burke picked up a plate and looked into a large metal bowl containing strips of meat. The chef standing behind it said, "Pulgogi.'
Burke held out his plate. "I don't know what it is, but it looks good."
The short, bespectacled man in front of him turned and gave him an inquisitive look. He spoke slowly, his words carefully enunciated. "It is one of our most popular dishes. Could be pork but usually consists of marinated beef slices, cooked over coals. You must be new in our country."
"I'm new all right," Burke said. "Just arrived last night." He held out his hand. "Burke Hill with Worldwide Communications Consultants."
A man in his late forties with thick black hair and dark, searching eyes, the Korean bowed. "I am Kang Han-kyo, editor of Koryo Ilbo, a national newspaper."
"Nice meeting you," said Burke, returning the bow. With this kind of luck, he felt a little better about the reception already. He nodded toward Jerry. "This is Jerry Chan, Mr. Kang. He'll be heading a new office we're opening in Seoul."
They filled their plates, and Burke invited Kang to join them at a small table that another group had just abandoned.
"What communications is your company involved in?" Kang asked.
"We counsel our clients on building effective communications in all areas," Jerry explained. "We're public relations consultants. We facilitate dissemination of news about the companies we deal with, and we work with them on being good corporate citizens."
"My knowledge of the American practice of public relations is rather sketchy," said Kang. "Isn't that what some would call media manipulation?"
"No, no," Jerry said. "We work to see that the press gets whatever information it desires. What we want to do here is determine how the Korean consumer feels about American products and services, then counsel our companies on what they need to do to improve public acceptance. Along the way, we hope to promote better understanding between Koreans and Americans."
Burke took up the theme. "We're well aware of the current strain in relations with your country, Mr. Kang. I believe anything we can do to improve the situation would be to our mutual benefit."
"Yes, Mr. Hill. With that I can agree. But our government argues the U.S. would prefer to hold us back, not unlike the Japanese did. I wasn't born until a year before their occupation ended. But your country has dominated our affairs for virtually my entire lifetime, an even longer period than the Japanese occupation."
Burke frowned. "Why would we want to hold you back?"
"Your invocation of Section 301 certainly makes it appear that way." He referred to Section 301 of the U.S. Foreign Trade Act, which applied sanctions against countries that refused to open their domestic markets to wider participation by U.S. firms.
"Wasn't that in reply to South Korea's restriction of American goods and services?" Burke asked. "It seems to me we've worked all these years to assure your freedom, to help make you strong economically, to give you the option to move in whatever directions you chose."
Kang revealed the barest hint of a smile. "But most of that time we were your debtor. Debtors are not so free to choose, don't you think?"
As for holding the Koreans back, the only thing that came to Burke's mind was the pressure America had put on South Korea in years past to keep them out of the nuclear arms arena. Could Kang know anything about the secret Israeli agreement? Surely not. From what he had heard, the generals didn't trust journalists. They were part of the chief opposition group, the intellectuals.
Two men paused beside the table, looking down their noses at Kang as they spoke in Korean. Without betraying the slightest hint of emotion, he pushed his chair back, stood and bowed. "It has been a pleasure meeting you, gentlemen. Perhaps we can talk again after you have had an opportunity to test the waters, so to speak."
Burke and Jerry stood and returned his bow. "I'm looking forward to it," Burke said with a smile.
"To peopgetssumnita," said Jerry, bringing a flicker of uncertainty to Kang's face as he walked away.
"What was that?" Burke asked.
Jerry grinned. "See you again. Obviously he didn't know I understood Korean. The men who spoke chided him with, 'You're getting quite chummy with these Americans.'"
If Kang were any example, Burke realized, there was a deep-seated mistrust of if not outright hostility toward America among the Korean media. Duane Elliston and Travis Tolliver were about to step into the cage with a very suspicious, sharp-toothed tiger. He hoped they were adept at fancy footwork. As for how it would affect HANGOVER, he wasn't sure.
Jerry suggested they split up and work their way around the room, meeting near the bar in about thirty minutes. Burke found himself more in a reactive mode, talking with those who spoke to him first rather than making any great effort to push himself on others. One of those who stopped to chat introduced himself as Vincent Duques, a political officer at the Embassy.
"Pleased to meet you, Mr. Hill," Duques said, giving a sort of salute with his highball glass. He was about Burke's height, but slimmer, with a V-shaped hairline and a pair of dark, probing eyes. His face reflected a half-smile that Burke suspected could change into a sneer with little effort. "Ambassador Shearing tells me you're in the PR business."
"That's right. Worldwide Communications Consultants. We're setting up an office here in Seoul."
"I don't think the Kwak government is terribly interested in good public relations for Americans these days," Duques said. "My advice would be to watch who you're dealing with. It's getting pretty difficult to tell friend from foe around here."
"We're not looking for confrontation," Burke said. "Quite the contrary, our intention is to try and smooth things over. Convince the Koreans that Americans are good guys, that they ought to patronize our business folks."
Duques nodded. "Lotsa luck. Trouble is, they don't want real competition. No more than the Soviets used to. They want us to play by their rules. It's a fixed game, Hill, believe me."
It suddenly dawned on Burke that he had likely encounted the CIA station chief. Duques was frustrated over the current turmoil in South Korean politics because he didn't know whose loyalty he could count on. That was why the Amber Group had been sent here. Then Duques' hint of a smile suddenly widened.
"Now I know who you are." He said it as though pleased at having solved an enigma. "I knew the name and face rang a bell. You're the guy who nailed Hawk Elliott and General Kostikov."
That cinched it. The two main plotters in the Jabberwock conspiracy were the CIA's Hawthorne Elliott and KGB General Vladimir Kostikov. It was doubtful anybody but an Agency man would recall that.
Burke grinned. "You have a good memory, Mr. Duques. Not many outsiders knew Elliott by his nickname."
Duques' smile turned sour. He knew he'd been had. "You hear a lot of things around an Embassy, Mr. Hill. Nice meeting you." He turned and moved on through the crowd.
Burke was happy that he did, although it was doubtful anyone would make anything of that brief encounter. But some of the journalists in the room could easily suspect Duques' real identity, and Burke wanted to avoid anything that might even hint at a relationship with the CIA.
He saw Jerry near the bar and headed that way. Just as they were about to order another drink, Damon Mansfield strolled up, a glass in one hand, the other tugging at the arm of a dour-looking individual in a conservative navy blue suit. Mansfield's collar was unbuttoned behind the knot of his tie. He appeared to have beaten a path to the bar.
"Mr. Hill, Mr. Chan," Mansfield said hurriedly, "meet Kurt Voegler, our commercial attach�. I'm sure he can tell you all you'd want to know about Korea Electric Power. See you around." He was off to greet another press person.
Burke considered the commercial attach� with a feeling of ambivalence. Voegler was in a position to be of significant help in pursuing their objectives, but his appearance did nothing to inspire confidence. His dark hair was complemented by a matching mustache that appeared to have been waxed at the ends. He had the wistful, melancholy look of a man who had tasted defeat. It was as though he had just watched the Embassy guards lower the flag in Saigon for the last time.
Burke held out his hand. "I'm Burke Hill, Mr. Voegler. In case Damon Mansfield didn't tell you, we're with Worldwide Communications Consultants, a PR firm out of Washington. Jerry Chan is manager of the new office we're opening in Seoul."
Voegler nodded. "I was warned you would be here."
That sounded like Vanderpool, Burke thought. He rumpled his brow. "Warned?"
"I have a difficult enough job as it is, trying to placate the Koreans. I hope you won't make it any worse."
Jerry was upbeat. He smiled. "We're going to make it better for you, Mr. Voegler. We have some great ideas to create new excitement among the Koreans, get them talking and thinking about America in a positive way."
The attach� did not appear impressed. "What were you wanting to know about Kepco?"
"Bartell Engineering is one of our clients," Burke said. "They're building a nuclear power plant. We wondered how politicized Kepco might be. What kind of problems we might run into there."
The attach� toyed with his drink for a moment. "It's owned by the government. But over here, only the top jobs are controlled by patronage. The rest are civil service. I don't know how political he is, but the head of the company is Dr. Nam U-je. He's a nuclear physicist and an engineer, very knowledgable in the field."
Burke nodded. Interesting. Dr. Nam would certainly merit close scrutiny. His credentials made him a definite prospect for involvement in the nuclear conspiracy. And he would be a natural contact for Duane on the Bartell account. It emphasized the need for Jerry to get an office lined up as quickly as possible so they could get the staff in action.
As if reading his mind, Jerry inquired, "What would you recommend regarding an office location, Mr. Voegler?"
He looked thoughtful. "I'd say there were three possible areas. Downtown, of course, would probably be the best location. You might also consider Yoido, the island on the south side of the Han. The Daehan Life Insurance Company Building there is Seoul's tallest. Then there's the area around the Korea World Trade Center in Yongdong, south of the river. That's where the Kepco building is located."
"Know a good real estate agent?" Burke asked.
Voegler took out a business card and wrote a name and phone number on the back. "This fellow will do you a good job."
* * *
While Burke and Jerry were chatting with Voegler, not far away, closer to the musicians, Damon Mansfield stood with long arms folded, still clutching his glass in one hand. He was engaged in an animated conversation with a stocky Korean a good foot shorter than he was. A Mr. Ko, he was the representative from the Ministry of Culture and Information. Ko confronted Mansfield at close range, his feet slightly parted. He held his arms loosely at his sides, fingers slightly curled. It was a classic Eastern fighting stance, though Mansfield was not aware of it.
"Your government has been bullying the Korean people far too long," Ko said. He had raised his voice, apparently to be heard above the music but making his words sound more threatening.
Mansfield's forehead was wrinkled like an old man as he listened in disbelief. "What are you talking about� bullying?"
"You wanted to dictate everything we did, militarily, economically, culturally. You threatened us�"
Mansfield cut him off with a sharp, "Hey! We never threatened anybody." Who was this idiot, he wondered? He had never laid eyes on him before tonight. He had invited several people from the Ministry, though he didn't expect any of them to attend. Yet, despite all the inane formalities and unconscionable delays, he still maintained friendly relations with his old contacts there.
With narrowed eyes, Ko blurted, "You are a black bastard, Mansfield!"
The voices had become loud enough to attract the attention of others around them, including Burke, Jerry and Voegler, who turned their heads in that direction just as Mansfield reacted to the insult by unfolding his arms so quickly that some of his drink spilled out.
Ko ducked away from Mansfield's arm, as though the spilled drink had been directed toward him. As he turned, he aimed a sharp elbow jab at Mansfield's stomach.
The old All American reacted instinctively and pushed Ko away with both hands, dropping his glass to the floor in the process. He did not put enough force into the shove to do more than protect himself from any further blows, but Ko let out a yelp like he had been mortally wounded and fell backwards, appearing stunned.
* * *
Voegler stood with mouth agape, eyes bulging. Jerry Chan sprang across to put himself between the two combatants, and Burke rushed over to check on the Korean, who lay still on the thick Embassy carpet. Several guests joined him and hovered over the prostrate form.
"Are you all right?" Burke asked, leaning down.
The man's eyes snapped open. He saw the Korean newsmen and began to babble in their language. Burke noticed one man, apparently a reporter, pull out a notebook and begin scribbling. Then he saw Jerry standing beside him.
"What's he saying?"
Jerry frowned. "He says they were arguing and Mansfield insulted their president. When he objected, Mansfield attacked him, knocking him to the floor."
Burke couldn't imagine Damon Mansfield making an insulting remark about the president of the Republic of Korea. He pushed his way out of the crowd, looking for the cultural attach�. He found him standing back away from the confusion, being questioned by two fuming Embassy officials. They probably wouldn't appreciate his interfering, he realized, but this incident could have a dampening effect on Worldwide's PR program. He had to know what provoked the attack.
Burke stepped between the two Embassy men and said, "Damon, did you say anything to insult the Korean president?"
The two officials' jaws sagged, and Mansfield glared at him.
"What the hell are you talking about?" Mansfield asked. "Nobody said anything about the president. That guy called me a 'black bastard.'"
Before Burke could reply, Ambassador Shearing abruptly appeared, eyes blazing. "Mansfield, I want to see you in my office at once!"

Chapter 24

Captain Yun arose early on Tuesday. He had not slept well. No doubt his subconscious had been wrestling all night with the loose ends of his investigation. Who was Mr. Chon's contact? Where was Hwang Sang-sol, the assassin? Who was behind the conspiracy, the man or men who had employed Hwang? And what was their motivation? With answers to those questions, he could march into Prosecutor Park's office with a satisfied look on his face. Not a smile, but a look of satisfaction. Unhappily, a fitful night on the sleeping mat had produced nothing but a dull ache in his head. He hoped it would go away with a cup of coffee and a bowl of udong, noodles, topped by a raw egg.
While he dressed and shaved, his wife placed breakfast on the low table in the living room, along with chopsticks and spoons. Yun ate in silence. The only sound in the room was the slurping of noodles and an occasional "Ah!" According to Korean custom, the loudness of the eating noises signified how well the food was appreciated. When he had finished, his wife knew that this morning's breakfast had been well received.
The cloudless sky appeared as a vast blue ocean as the Captain drove downtown. Since he was early, he found the traffic a bit less of a hassle then usual. Shopkeepers were already getting things in order for the business day. He saw women sweeping sidewalks in front of family shops and brightly-dressed school children on the move. Restaurants, coffee houses and tabangs, tearooms, were gearing up for another busy day. The essence of Seoul was change, clearly evidenced by the cranes and scaffolding seen in nearly every direction, along with the steady bustle of people and vehicles crowding the streets throughout the business and commercial districts.
Arriving at his office across from the Seoul Railroad Station, Yun gave nodding acknowledgement to colleagues he passed in the hallway, some with the tired look of night shift workers headed home. No one bothered to stop him for a casual chat. He was an odd ball in an even world, and everyone knew it. He had a well-deserved reputation as a sharp thinker and a tireless worker but had never learned the art of relaxation. If he had been an actor, they would have said he was always on stage. He never really thought about it, but there was no one he could claim as a truly close friend. The fact that it didn't bother him was an indication of an ingrained standoffishness.
He had picked up a morning newspaper on the way in and sat down at his desk to see if anything of interest had occurred overnight. President Kwak dominated the front page as usual. He was preparing to meet with a delegation from the North later in the week. A limited amount of travel through the former dead-end road at Panmunjom in the Demilitarized Zone was being allowed, mostly people desiring to visit family members in the other half of the peninsula. Arrangements had been made for mail delivery between North and South. Yun was happy to see the changes. The country should never have been split up to start with.
As he leafed through the pages, a headline caught his eye, something about a brawl at the American Embassy. He read the story with interest. There were two photographs accompanying the article, one a Korean named Ko Pong-hak, the other a black American named Damon Mansfield. According to the account, the men had gotten into an argument during a press reception at the Embassy, where Mansfield served as cultural attach�. Ko, an information officer with the Ministry of Culture and Information, said they were discussing a disagreement about the source of Korean-American friction when Mansfield called President Kwak "a stooped, lying, stupid gook." Gook was the unflattering term GI's had begun using for Koreans back in the 1950's war. Some laughed it off, like whites in the U.S. who took no offense at being called "honkies." To others it was a despicable, degrading insult. But regardless of how you took that, Yun thought, calling the president a liar and stupid, and making light of his physical disability, was unforgivable.
He read on how Ko said the tall American was staggering drunk and had attempted to throw a drink at him, then shoved him into the floor so hard it stunned him. The story related that Mansfield had played basketball at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C. Yun remembered the Georgetown area from his stay in the United States. He vaguely recalled something about the university being noted for studies in the field of foreign relations. Mansfield, according the story, had been suspended at one time for fighting with another player.
The newspaper said it had not been able to interview the diplomat. However, the Embassy issued a statement saying Mansfield denied having insulted the president or having attacked Ko. Ambassador Shearing said it appeared to be an unfortunate misunderstanding between the two men. He said in the confused aftermath, charges had been made which evidently resulted from a misinterpretation of what had happened. The government of the United States and the ambassador personally regretted the incident and apologized for any distress it might have caused President Kwak or the people of the Republic of Korea. Mansfield was being transferred back to the United States immediately.
Yun looked at the picture of the Korean again, then at his name. They were both familiar. Then he remembered. Yun was an avid follower of the Asian Games and had helped with security at the 1988 Olympics. He recalled that Ko was a member of the Korean Taekwondo team. They were involved in medal competition at the Asian Games and a demonstration event at the Olympics. As best he could recall, Ko had been identified as a construction worker. If he were now a government information officer, he must have taken a crash course in journalism. Reading the account again, he had to shake his head. There was no way Ko could have been decked like that by a drunken man, even one as tall and rangy as the American. With his ability, Ko should have had this Mansfield on the floor before he knew what hit him. The whole episode had begun to smell. But it was not any of his concern. Yun tossed the newspaper aside and began to go through his files in preparation for the trip to the prosecutor's office.
He had just finished getting everything in order when his phone rang. It was Superintendent So, the head of his division.
"I realize you're probably overloaded, Captain, but I have no one else available at the moment to send on this. We have an apparent homicide at a residence over on the edge of Namsan, not far from Sookmyung Women's University. The victim is a Dr. Lee Yo-ku. The officers on the scene will be expecting you. I trust it will be somewhat less complicated than the Yi and Yang cases."
Not to mention Mr. Chon, Yun thought. Probably sooner than later he would be forced to reckon with his police superiors in addition to Prosecutor Park. He twisted his face in a display of frustration and glared at his watch. He should have begged off with the excuse that he was to meet Prosecutor Park at nine. But Yun's work ethic did not allow him the luxury of refusal. When his superiors called on him to do a job, if there were any way possible to accomplish it, he would. In this case, should it prove to be a simple, uncomplicated family matter, as most homicides were, he just might have time to get the initial investigation out of the way before his appointment with Park.
The area was hardly more than five minutes away, along the edge of the big mountain that housed the Seoul Tower and loomed over the central business district. Like so many sections of the capital, it contained a jumble of houses, ranging from the more ornate dwellings of the well-to-do to the modest one or two-room hovels of the down and out. Yun spotted the blue and white police car parked beside the brick wall of the Lee compound. It appeared to be one of the nicer structures, located on the corner of a small roadway that branched off toward more modest homes. He pressed the bell at the courtyard entrance and was greeted by a fresh-faced young patrolman who eyed him uncertainly and inquired, "Captain Yun?"
"Yes. What's the situation here?"
"I'm Patrolman Han. Sergeant Kim is in the bedroom with the body of Dr. Lee. His son found him around eight, said he was normally up well before then. Looks like a robbery. He says several items are missing."
"Where's the son now?"
"Out in the kitchen with two ajumma-tul. He's pretty well shaken. He was asleep in another bedroom and heard nothing."
The house was traditionally designed. Large steps led into the living room. The kitchen was located across the way. Also opening off the courtyard were several smaller rooms, including bedrooms. Sliding doors of light-colored wood with glass panes led into the rooms. Each had a peaked red tile roof, curved upward at the ends, creating a rambling roofline that snaked about the compound.
Captain Yun followed the patrolman into the living room. It was furnished in a mixture of Korean and Western styles. A group of polished wood chests, elaborately decorated with brass, lined one wall. There was also a sofa and two high-backed chairs, along with an entertainment center that housed a TV set and stereo components.
"Did the pakssa teach at Sookmyung?" Yun asked as they continued on toward Dr. Lee's bedroom. The term pakssa, which referred to a Ph.D., was spoken with great respect.
"He was a history professor at Seoul National University."
Yun nodded silently. As they entered the bedroom, he saw the body of a gray-haired man dressed in blue pajamas lying partially on a sleeping mat, face down, one leg pulled up, looking for the world like someone sleeping. However, the splotches of red that spread out on either side left no doubt that the professor's dreams had been turned into the ultimate nightmare. The Captain squatted beside him and lifted a shoulder. The blood-soaked pajamas had been slashed open in the front and a nasty gash showed in Dr. Lee's chest, just below the sternum.
Yun stood and looked around the room. Bookshelves covered two walls. A large painting of a tiger on a silk scroll hung above one shelf. A smaller piece of art featuring Taoist ideographs � the Chinese characters Su, longevity, and Pok, happiness � was displayed nearby. Those blessings probably best described the ultimate goal of the Korean quest for peace and harmony, Yun thought. Marks showed on the wall where another frame had been hung, but he saw only an empty hook now. He stared back at the body.
"He may have heard something and surprised the burglar," Yun speculated.
"The ajumma-tul sleep in the women's quarters next to the kitchen," said Sergeant Kim, a tall man with a bull neck and massive shoulders. "The son's bedroom is next door. No one heard anything."
Yun digested that bit of information. The thin walls provided little sound barrier. Either the killer was quite skilled, or this was, indeed, a family affair.
A chime sounded and Patrolman Han hurried out to the front entrance."
"It's probably the photographer," Captain Yun said. He turned to the sergeant. "Call for an ID unit, please. We'll need to check for prints, though I doubt we'll find any. This was either a professional or an inside job." He looked over at the chest, where a thin billfold lay among some coins and a set of keys. "What kind of items were taken?"
"The son said he carried several large bills in a money clip. It's missing. Also a few small silver figures. The main thing, though, was a glass-framed display of rare gold coins. It hung there," he said, pointing to the empty hook on the wall.
"Captain Yun," said a jovial voice from the doorway. "You keep coming up with business for me. Shall I get on with it?"
The photographer who had made the photos at Mr. Chon's market stall glanced around the room. He was a breezy, irreverent character who seemed to take nothing seriously. Yun knew it was part of a defense mechanism to compensate for all the blood and gore he was forced to concentrate on in this line of work.
"By all means," said the Captain. "Apparently you work no better hours than I do."
The young officer started setting up his lights. "Keeps kimchi in the pot," he said with a chuckle.

Chapter 25

Jerry Chan had written the directions in hangul so the taxi driver would be sure to find the proper destination. Many streets in Seoul were unnamed, so directions had to be given in relation to particular intersections, landmarks and the like. Burke was going alone since Jerry had an appointment with the real estate agent to check out prospective office space. As the cab zipped south on Sogongro, Burke thought about the disaster at the reception. He had not seen a newspaper this morning, nor found time to call the Embassy. After the brief but startling encounter between Mansfield and the Korean, most of the press people had quickly dispersed and the party collapsed of its own dead weight. He and Jerry had found themselves back at the hotel with the evening still young. They wound up at the Chosun's bistro, the Xanadu, getting a taste of night life Korean style. But it hadn't been enough to diminish the feeling of gloom.
As the driver moved slowly up the street, staring about in search of the proper house, Burke noticed police cars parked at the corner. Korea still used red flashing lights for its patrol cars, rather than the familiar blue of the U.S. Then the cab stopped just beyond them and the driver pointed, "This place you go."
Burke paid the fare, which seemed reasonable enough in comparison to Washington taxis, and stepped out. He wondered why the police were here. Maybe there had been a break-in. Or perhaps Dr. Lee was an authority on something the police were interested in. If he were busy with the officers, Burke would have no problem waiting. He stepped up to the entrance and pressed the button.
The door was opened by a uniformed officer who spoke to him in Korean.
Burke spred his palms, a perplexed look on his face. "Sorry, I don't speak Korean. I have an appointment with Dr. Lee."
The man shrugged. Obviously he didn't speak English. He turned and called out to someone inside. A few moments later, a man dressed in a blue suit, wearing round, metal-rimmed glasses, came out of the house. At first, Burke thought it must be Dr. Lee. But as he studied the stern face, the probing eyes and the way the young policeman seemed to fade into the background, he became more than a little concerned about the situation.
"I am Captain Yun Yu-sop," the man said, his face an impenetrable mask. "Seoul Metropolitan Police Bureau. Can I help you?"
Burke made no attempt to hide his concern. "Yes, Captain. I'm Burke Hill, an American businessman. I had an appointment with Dr. Lee Yo-ku. Is there some problem?"
"Yes, Mr. Hill, there is a problem. What business did you have with Dr. Lee?"
Burke took out a business card and handed it to the officer. "I just arrived Sunday night. Our company is opening an office here. We represent the American Council for Business in Korea. Mr. Mansfield at the American Embassy recommended Dr. Lee as a good person to talk to. I'm interested in background information on how Koreans feel nowadays about America, and particularly American businesses and products."
"Please come with me," Yun said and turned toward the living room.
Burke followed the Captain, removing his shoes before stepping inside.
"Have a seat, Mr. Hill." Yun turned to the two officers and spoke in Korean. They hurried off into other parts of the compound.
A police photographer came through with his equipment, said something to the Captain, and left. The detective checked his watch and frowned. Then he turned back to Burke. "Please forgive me, but I must make a telephone call first." He sat in a chair beside the phone and dialed a number.
As the Captain talked, Burke considered the situation. Three officers and a police photographer could mean only one thing. Dr. Lee was not available now, and would not likely be in the future. He had been around enough homicide cases to sense what was happening. He was beginning to feel a bit like that group Damon Mansfield had mentioned. Jinxed. First the incident at the Embassy, now this. What had started out looking like a good contact with a friendly Korean now appeared to be another disaster. He hoped Jerry was having better luck with his end of the operation.
Captain Yun replaced the phone and turned his attention back to the Burke. "I'm sorry for the interruption," he said.
"Dr. Lee is dead, isn't he?" Burke asked, his face twisted into a troubled look.
The Captain's eyes hardened into flecks of onyx as he stared at the visitor. "No one has mentioned anything about anyone being dead," he said in a slow, deliberate voice. "Why would you think this?"
Burke cursed himself. It was a foolish thing to have said. Not only did it violate all the cautions he had received about dealing with Koreans, it had shifted suspicion to himself. Everything he had heard and read warned that Koreans liked to go slow. It was necessary to work patiently to build a relationship of friendliness and trust before getting down to business. Here he was a stranger, worse, a foreigner, and he had played the proverbial bull blundering through the china shop.
Burke shook his head contritely. "I'm sorry, Captain. You'll have to forgive me. I've got a lot to learn about getting along in your country. I know it isn't your custom for someone to barge right in like this and start asking troublesome questions. But the fact is, I spent thirteen years as a special agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I think I know a murder case when I see one."
Now Yun looked perplexed. "You are with the FBI?"
"Not now. I used to be. It was quite a few years ago when I left the Bureau."
"I attended the FBI National Academy in Quantico," Yun said, a proud note in his voice.
"The hell you did." Burke's face broke into a grin. "Who was in charge of your class?"
"Mr. Birnbaum."
"Fred Birnbaum?"
"Yes. Agent Frederick Birnbaum. He was very helpful and understanding. I had studied English in night school, but I wasn't familiar with a lot of the legal terminology. He found a young Korean lawyer to serve as a tutor."
Burke nodded. "I worked with Fred in the New York Field Office. It's good to know he's been using what I taught him."
Captain Yun's eyes widened. "You were his instructor?"
Burke shook his head. "No, not his instructor. That was just a little play on words. He was a brand new agent when I met him. He was having problems with some of the procedures we were using. The Special Agent in Charge asked me to take him under my wing, help him out, that is. You know, get him off to a good start."
"As Mr. Birnbaum did for me," said Yun, nodding.
"Right. Fred was a class guy."
"I can understand your feelings about our customs in Korea. I remember how it was when I went to America. The people were kind and considerate, but they allowed no time to establish proper relationships. It was 'hello' one minute, let's go here and there the next. It doesn't happen that way in Korea. You may think from the streets and sidewalks of Seoul that everybody is rush, rush, rush, just like in your country. But that does not involve personal relations. When Koreans get together to transact business or extend friendship, the pace is much, much slower. We need to know much more about new people before committing ourselves."
As if to emphasize the point, one of Dr. Lee's ajumma walked in just then carrying a small tray that held a pot of barley tea, according to the officer, and several cups. She poured tea for them, then bowed and left. Burke took a sip and realized he had yet other tastes to cultivate. He enjoyed the strong tea served in Chinese restaurants back in the States. Compared to that, barley tea was virtually flavorless.
"What I did a few minutes ago may have seemed impetuous," Burke said, hoping to put the pieces back together. "But for an American, I'm really quite patient. I like the idea of your slower pace. Take time to chat a bit and get acquainted, establish where everybody's coming from."
Captain Yun smiled and nodded. "Yes, that is the idea."
"Let me tell you what I'm doing in. Korea. The company I'm with now is a public relations agency. We're headquartered in Washington, but we have overseas offices in Berlin, Mexico City and Hong Kong. We're opening an office in Seoul to service our new account, the American Council for Business in Korea. We also have a client called Bartell Engineering that's doing some work in your country."
"Does this mean you will be living in Seoul?" Yun asked.
"I'll only be here a few weeks to help get the office going. We have a man named Jerry Chan, a Chinese-American, who will be the local manager."
"Where are you staying?"
"The Chosun Hotel. It's a nice place. I love the view of the old temple." Burke finished his tea and placed the cup on the low table. It was his turn for a question. "How long have you been with the National Police, Captain?"
"Just over twenty years," said Yun. "I have been involved in homicide investigations in Chung-ku the past ten years. And, yes, I'm afraid Dr. Lee has been the victim of a homicide."
"For your sake, I hope it's a simple case. Open and shut, as we like to say."
Yun gave him a look of resignation. "Unfortunately, Mr. Hill, only the complicated cases appear to come my way. I haven't completed my initial investigation here as yet, but if it runs true to form, what at first appears fairly obvious will turn out to be something else again."
Burke nodded. "I can sympathize with that. Of course, I never had much to do with homicides, since murder per se isn't a federal crime in the U.S. I guess the crime I spent the most time on was conspiracy." In fact, he thought, it was the Mafia conspiracy that ultimately did him in.
"Interesting," was Yun's brief reply.
Burke rose from the chair. "I've enjoyed talking with you Captain Yun, but I know you need to get back to work. Could you call a taxi for me? I'd never be able to tell them how to find this place."
"Certainly," said Yun. He dialed a number, gave instructions and placed the phone back on its cradle. "Someone should be here in five to ten minutes. While we're waiting, I would be interested in your reaction to the murder scene."
Burke was a bit surprised, but realized it was a favorable sign. He had been accepted. He felt a little out of his league, but why not? "I'll have to warn you; I'm a bit rusty. It's been a long time since I looked over a murder scene."
Yun led the way into Dr. Lee's bedroom. Burke detected a slightly fetid odor that he would characterize as the smell of death. He glanced around at the bookshelves and pictures on the wall, then down at the body. The look of all the dried blood gave him a queasy feeling. Death was never a pleasant sight, moreso a violent one. He had read about the sleeping mats they used over here, but this was the first time he had seen one in a Korean bedroom. Studying the body, he could find no visible sign of a wound.
"I don't see any entrance or exit holes from a bullet," Burke said. "All the blood would seem to indicate a knife wound in the stomach or chest."
"Entered just below the sternum," Yun said.
Burke looked around the room again. "Doesn't seem to have been a struggle, does it?"
"No. His son was sleeping in the next bedroom. He says there was not enough noise to awaken him during the night. It could be he heard nothing because he was holding the knife."
Burke looked at him with a hint of a smile. "But you don't think so. That would be the easy way out. Do you know what's missing from the wall over there?"
"A framed display of rare gold coins. He also had a money clip with several large bills on the chest. It's gone."
Burke's smile brightened. "So you have murder in the perpetration of a burglary." Then his face sobered as he added slowly, "But no one was heard. I'll bet you have no signs of a forced entry, either."
"You see why the obvious does not become so simple," said Yun. "But criminals are not so perfect that they make no mistakes. We will find our culprit, I'm certain."

Chapter 26

Back at the hotel lobby, Burke bought a copy of the Korea Herald, an English language newspaper, and went up to his room to see if it contained anything about the Embassy incident. He soon found the story, and he couldn't believe what he read. He went through the article again. The quote about President Kwak was patently ridiculous. There was no mention of the Korean calling Damon Mansfield a "black bastard." He picked up the phone and dialed the Embassy.
"Good morning, Mr. Hill," said Ambassador Shearing.
"Good morning, sir. I've just read the unbelievable one-sided account in the Korea Herald about what happened last night at the reception. Has Damon Mansfield left yet?"
The Ambassador's voice turned somber. "Yes, his flight departed about an hour ago."
"I'm sorry to hear that. I don't believe for an instant he said what that man accused him of. When we talked yesterday morning, he expressed admiration for President Kwak on his comeback after physical therapy. I just can't imagine him referring to the president as 'stooped.' When I asked Damon about it last night, he told me the president hadn't even been mentioned. He said the Korean had called him a 'black bastard.'"
"The newspapers mentioned that Mansfield denied having said anything about President Kwak," Ambassador Shearing reminded him.
"That's right," Burke said. "What else did Damon say about the circumstances?"
"I'm afraid that's all I can tell you, Mr. Hill. The details are part of an internal investigation that I am not at liberty to discuss."
Burke didn't like the sound of that. "Look, Mr. Ambassador, I respect your desire for confidentiality, but I'm not a newspaper reporter or some disinterested citizen. We came over here to work on improving America's image in South Korea. This episode certainly isn't going to make our job any easier. I need to know what happened so we can determine how to counter it."
There was a long pause, then Ambassador Shearing grudgingly acquiesced. "All right. I'll tell you what Mansfield said, but it must be kept strictly confidential. Do you understand?"
"Of course."
"He admitted he had had too much to drink but denied being drunk. I'll have to say he did not appear particularly drunk to me. He said this Mr. Ko was arguing loudly, making absurd charges about the United States bullying the Republic of Korea. Suddenly Mr. Ko called Damon a 'black bastard.' He said it shocked him so that he spilled some of his drink, then Mr. Ko threw an elbow into his stomach. He said he pushed the man away, but not with enough force to knock him down. He called Mr. Ko's performance 'acting,' said he had seen falls like that many times on the basketball court."
"So have I," Burke said. "It was an obvious set-up."
"That's what Damon called it."
"Then why did you apologize?" Burke asked in exasperation. "Why did you send him home?"
"There was no way we could prove who was right and who was wrong. The man was from the Ministry of Culture and Information. If we had called him a liar, the newspapers would have crucified us. They would take his word over an American's any day. To make it worse, they were right there and saw it happen."
"But they saw it wrong," Burke said.
"That makes no difference, Mr. Hill. It was in our government's interest to end the story right there. The Department has no intention of doing or saying anything to further aggravate our relations with the Republic of Korea. My apology attempted to smooth it over. We sent Damon Mansfield home before they could declare him persona non grata."
"And what does it do to Damon's career?"
"I'm afraid it won't help. Other ambassadors will hear about it. They will probably refuse to accept him on their staffs."
Burke could only sit there and shake his head. "So everybody is just going to sit here and do nothing and ruin a man's career," he said. "A black man who fought his way out of the ghetto and worked like hell to make something of himself."
"I'm sorry, Mr. Hill, but that is the way it has to be. The interests of the nation are paramount. We can't let someone's personal problem take precedence over that."
Burke hung up the phone and stared out the window, fighting against a rising tide of anger. He had always thought in America the individual was paramount. Sure, people in the military signed up to give their lives for their country, but this was the Foreign Service, not the Army. Then he thought about Nate Highsmith's caution to everyone in the Amber Group. They would be called on to do things that might run afoul of the law in overseas locations. If they were caught doing anything that might compromise the operation, Worldwide Communications Consultants would deny any knowledge of their activities. If it were possible to extricate them clandestinely, an attempt would be made. Otherwise, they could expect no more help from the United States Government than would be given any citizen accused of a crime in another country. Damon Mansfield had diplomatic immunity, of course, so there had been no danger of his being arrested. But he should not have to suffer the loss of his career to save face for some lying Korean bastard. What was this man Ko up to, anyway? Could it be part of a disinformation campaign, a plot to bloody Uncle Sam's nose and keep it out of South Korea's nefarious nuclear business? Was there anything he could do about it? In a word, no.
He had barely cooled down by the time he met Jerry for lunch at the Chosun. Jerry was beaming.
"I found just the place for us," he said, excited as a kid with a new bike. "It's only a few blocks from here. Nice office building. On Taepyong-ro, with a view of the Toksu Palace. You'll love it."
"Sounds like something that'll probably cost us two arms and two legs," Burke said.
Jerry wasn't the least bit daunted. "I know my budget. It's right on the money. When can you get the funds to make a deposit?"
"Slow down, Jerry. Do I get to see it first?"
He finally got the message, frowning. "You told me it was my call."
"That I did. And it is. But I'd like to take a look, if you don't mind. Then we can go by the bank and get our account set up."
Jerry shrugged. "Okay by me. But you're awful touchy today. What happened with the professor?"
As Burke ate his sandwich, he told about the murder of Dr. Lee and the aftermath of last night's Embassy brawl. Jerry nodded between mouthfuls of something called pipimppap. As they talked, he maneuvered his chopsticks through a mixture of bean sprouts, bluebell root, blanched fern, spinach and a fried egg with rice.
"Sorry to hear about Dr. Lee," Jerry said. "But it sounds like you may have come up with a good buddy in the police department. That could be handy in the future."
"I'm not sure how impressed he was with me," Burke said. "He seemed pretty sharp. I suspect he may check me out to make certain I'm everything as advertised."
Jerry grinned. "Let's hope you check out. We could use somebody like him when we start investigating Korean employees."
Not a bad idea, Burke thought. Without their customary information sources, such as credit bureaus, FBI checks, which he had arranged through an old colleague, and private investigative agencies, they could be at a considerable disadvantage. "I'll give him a call in a day or so."
"Right. The most worrisome thing at the moment is this Mansfield business in the newspapers. That could come back to haunt us."
"I got the feeling Ambassador Shearing thinks his damage control efforts should put an end to the publicity. After what it cost Damon Mansfield, I sure hope he's right."
Jerry looked up. "If the office space is agreeable to you, I'll call the Chief after dinner and tell him to send in the troops."
The luncheon chat had defused Burke's anger. "I'm sure it'll be fine with me," he said, forcing a smile. "But I would like to see it."
* * *
He found Lori in an especially upbeat mood when he called that evening. The testy conversation from two nights ago had been forgotten. Originally, he had announced plans to call her every night, Seoul time. But they finally agreed on every other night to keep the phone bill from resembling the national debt.
"It looks more like a September morning than November," she said. "The sun is warm on the patio. After a good night's sleep, I feel like a million dollars. Well, a hundred thousand, at least."
"Glad to hear it. Jerry found us a nice office location this morning. Otherwise, my day hasn't been all that great."
He told her briefly about Dr. Lee and Damon Mansfield.
"Poor baby," she said. "Do you really think it will ruin Mansfield's career?"
"According to the Ambassador, he'll be hard put to get another embassy assignment. I wish I could do something to help him, but I don't know how."
"That's one thing I admire about you, dear. You're always trying to be a Good Samaritan."
"Bullshit," he said, feeling a twinge of embarassment. He had never managed praise well. "You know I'm a nasty man who pulls wings off butterflies."
"Don't be crude," she said.
That made him feel better. "If you slept good last night, that must mean you didn't have too much kicking going on."
"They apparently needed a nap, too. There's been a soccer game in progress this morning, however."
Burke laughed. "You having any problems at home?"
"Not like Sunday morning." She told him what a mess she'd been forced to clean up after dropping a carton of eggs, which was why she had been so upset when he called.
He felt like a heel. "I told you I was a nasty man. I apologize."
"Never mind. Oh, there is one problem."
"Like what?"
"The kitchen faucet acts like a nose with a cold."
He grimaced. "Seems like it hasn't been anytime since I put new seals in it."
"Shall I ask Will if he'll come over and fix it?"
"I hate to bother him, but I guess you should. It'll only get worse if you don't. Tell Will I'll owe him one."
"He'll love that," she said with a chuckle.
It was true. Will Arnold liked everyone to be in his debt. He should have been a banker, Burke thought. The difference was that Will resisted being paid back. Burke was determined to make up for any favors when he got home, though right now that seemed a long way off. It also paled to insignificance when matched against the task that awaited him here, a task he had hardly begun to face as yet.
That led to the crucial question nobody had dared to ask. Just how much time did he have? Thinking about the information he had gleaned from briefings and reports, it was clear the Koreans would have several years of hard work ahead if they had just started an effort to go nuclear. But, obviously, that was not the case. What could only be guessed at was how much know-how they had accumulated back in the seventies and how long they may have been secretly preparing for the current all-out effort. Was there a ticking time bomb hanging over HANGOVER?

Chapter 27

"If you have such convincing evidence of who murdered Yang Jong-koo and Yi In-wha, bring it to me and let's get a warrant for his arrest." Prosecutor Park's voice sounded as caustic as lye.
Captain Yun held the phone away from his head to prevent damage to his eardrum. He knew it was dangerous to call Park first thing in the morning. If he'd been partying half the night, he'd roar like the bear he resembled. Apparently there had been some sort of drinking bout.
"I need no arrest warrant at the moment," Yun said. "I have to locate him first."
"Put out an all-points bulletin. Send his picture to every damned police station in the country."
"It isn't that simple. The man is a highly skilled assassin. He's a man of many disguises. He isn't�"
"You identified him, didn't you?"
"Yes, but through my most knowledgable informer," Yun said, knowing he had to maintain his patience. He did not want to stir any more of Park's ire than was already obvious. He was trying to buy time. "Now he has killed my informer, leaving me with no further link to him."
"Captain Yun," said the prosecutor, the sound of his breath exhaling like a windstorm over the phone, "I am assured you are a highly skilled investigator."
Yun caught the irony in having his words thrown back at him. "I do my best, sir."
"Then find your damned assassin and let's get these cases closed out."
"I have set a trap which I hope will snare him by this weekend. It's a gamble, however, and may not work. It depends on how much he learned about me before he killed my informer."
"And if it doesn't work?"
Yun stared at the pile of papers on his desk. The only other recourse he could see at the moment would be to ask the help of the NSP. As much as he hated to admit it, it just might come down to that. "I have one more avenue to pursue, which we can discuss at that time."
"Call me." Park's voice was a growl, followed by the slamming of his phone.
The Captain's eyes swept the stacks of material on the desk. One contained what he called the "conspiracy" file. Another held the evidence gathered on Mr. Chon's murder. A smaller one was marked "Dr. Lee." He took out his note pad, ripped out the pages of information he had copied from the old Chosun Ilbo files at the Seoul National University Library yesterday afternoon and put them in the "conspiracy" folder.
He had found several short items about the Vengeance guerillas starting in 1942, plus a much longer account in August of 1945, which detailed the slaying of two members of the "bandit gang." Obviously the Japanese had forbidden publication of most of the group's activities. The stories he found dealt only with assassination of Koreans, probably collaborators, Yun thought, and raids on Japanese installations that had not been entirely successful. The final item, just before the bombing of Hiroshima, listed the names of the two who were killed at a Taejon post office and reported two men remained at large. One was the leader of the group identified as Young Tiger Lee, obviously not his real name. The hangul characters for poksu bordered by a square appeared with one of the articles. It was identical to the symbol in his file.
What was the tie-in? The most likely explanation was that Hwang Sang-sol had copied the symbol to use for his own purposes. But where did he find out about it? And if that were the case, why hadn't he used it with Yi In-wha and Mr. Chon? Why only the hotelman, Yang Jong-koo, chairman of the Korean-American Cooperation Association? Could it really relate to the Vengeance guerrillas of the forties? If he could only come up with some way to identify those last two members of the team.
He pushed the overstuffed folder aside and opened the file on Dr. Lee. The son had appeared genuinely distraught over the professor's death. Captain Yun had questioned the ajumma-tul separately and was assured by both that the young man had revered his father. He had a well-paying job with a good company. No apparent financial problems. Yun could detect no possible motive for him to have wanted his father dead.
The missing coin display was quite valuable, containing more than a dozen rare gold Russian rubles from just after the turn of the century.
They bore the likeness of Czar Nicholas II on one side and were in uncirculated mint condition. They had been obtained many years ago by Dr. Lee's grandfather, a large landowner, in a sale to a representative of the Czar. They were a part of history, made rare by the communists' diligence in obliterating anything with a link to the czars. The Soviets had melted all they could find into bars of bullion. Being a history professor, Dr. Lee thought they should be on display rather than hidden away in a bank vault. He had made no secret of their existence. As a result, many people had knowledge of the framed coins. Since they would have passed to the son anyway, there was no reason for him to take them.
Sergeant Kim and Patrolman Han had found no obvious clues on the premises and the task force's questioning of neighbors had turned up but one interesting fact. A man returning home early that morning had noticed a car parked beside the wall of Dr. Lee's compound. It had sat beneath a limb from a tree inside that overhung the wall. Because of the darkness, the witness was not certain what kind of car. He thought it might have been a Pony cab. It was not seen after daylight. When they looked around the tree, they found evidence of small broken twigs, possibly done by someone crawling onto the limb and dropping to the ground. No footprints showed on the hard ground. It was the dry season.
Though the identification had been far from certain, Yun had his people check all of the taxi companies. It turned up no runs to that area beween midnight and dawn. There was one report of a taxi inexplicably out of service during the early morning hours. The company had finally located it parked on the west side of town, the driver unconscious, smelling like a brewery, empty liquor bottles on the floor. Drinking had been a perennial problem among many of Seoul's 35,000 cab drivers. Captain Yun had called the man's home to talk to him, but his wife said he was nursing a major league hangover, had taken a strong sedative and was out again. It was not terribly surprising, considering the taxi company worked its drivers on twenty-four-hour shifts. By the end of a shift, they might be expected to do most anything. Yun knew that pursuing it further would be taking a ridiculously long shot and likely a waste of time.
The phone interrupted his study of the file. It was Dr. Lee's son, sounding highly disturbed.
"My father's leather briefcase is missing," he said in a loud, despairing voice.
Yun drummed his finges on one of the stacks of paper. If Prosecutor Park hadn't destroyed his eardrum, this young man likely would. "Please calm down, Mr. Lee. What was in the briefcase?"
"Material for a book he was writing. Including a draft of the manuscript. It was in the sarang-bang."
During the Yi Dynasty, that was the word for the scholar's quarters. Now it was used more to denote the men's quarters in a traditional Korean house. But in the case of Dr. Lee, the old Yi term fit.
"Was that the room where he had his personal computer?" Yun asked.
"Yes. I was looking through it and happened to think about the leather briefcase. He had others, but I knew he kept the unpublished manuscript in this one."
"Are you sure he didn't leave it in his office at the university?"
"I'm positive he had it here." The young man was insistent. "But I called the university anyway. They looked everywhere and couldn't find it. Why would the burglar have taken it?"
"If the burglar took it," said the Captain.
"But who else would have? Could have? I know it was here the night before my father� before he died."
"What was the manuscript about?"
"It was a factual account of the Korean guerrillas who fought the Japanese in Manchuria during the late thirties and early forties. They were part of an army that included Chinese communists. Kim Il-sung was one of the leaders. My father said the North Koreans had fictionalized Kim's role in the campaign. This book would tell the story with historical accuracy."
Korean guerrillas in the forties? Hadn't Colonel Ha said the Poksu group probably came south from Manchuria? Captain Yun suddenly found himself leaning forward in his seat, gripping the phone as though it had wings and might attempt flight.
"You said there were materials other than the manuscript. What kind of materials?"
"I don't know everything. But his notes, for sure. Letters from people who helped with the research. Copies of old photographs of the partisans. Maybe correspondence from Dr. Lowing."
"Who is Dr. Lowing?" Yun asked.
"Dr. Cabot Lowing. He's an American who was collaborating with my father on the book."
"Would he have a copy of the manuscript?"
"Probably. The original is in the computer."
Yun smiled. He wasn't at all sure why anyone would have taken the manuscript, but it just might have a link to Hwang Sang-sol. He would like to know if there were any mention of the poksu symbol and the people it involved.
"Could you make me a copy of the manuscript?" Yun asked. "It might give us a clue to who killed your father."
Young Lee was hesitant. "It probably runs several hundred pages in the computer. But if you think it will help find the murderer, I'll gladly do it."
The Captain had just locked his files away and was about to leave when Dr. Lee's son called back, even more distressed than before.
"There's nothing in the computer!" he shouted.
Yun grimaced and jerked the phone away from his head, glaring at the offending instrument. He slowly put it back to his ear. "You mean the manuscript is not in the computer?"
"I mean nothing is in the computer. Everything has been wiped out."
Captain Yun frowned. "How could that happen?"
After a pause, the young man replied, "By reformatting the disk. Or by bringing a strong magnetic field close to the computer. Like a bulk eraser, a gadget used to erase magnetic tapes. You know, cassette tapes or videocassettes."
"It couldn't have happened accidentally? Maybe a short circuit, a voltage surge on the power line?"
"Maybe it could. But I'm involved with computers where I work, and I've never heard of it happening."
Thoughts were racing through Yun's mind. It appeared he was really onto something now. Somebody was deliberately sabotaging Dr. Lee's new book. They evidently believed it contained information damaging to someone or something. But who or what could it be?
"Do you have an address for the American who may have a copy of the manuscript?"
"I do. I found my father's correspondence with Dr. Lowing. It wasn't in the briefcase." He gave Yun the address.
After he had hung up, the Captain considered his best route to obtain the manuscript. He didn't know about other countries, but in South Korea the academics did not get along too well with the police. He thought it unwise to try approaching Dr. Cabot Lowing direct. Of course, he could go through the Korean Embassy in Washington, but that would require a lot of explanation which he had no desire to indulge in. Or he could seek help from the legal attach� at the American Embassy in Seoul. This was the FBI liaison. But Yun had butted heads with the current attach� over a previous case, getting brushed off in the most disparaging manner, as though he were some second-rate local cop. The loss of face had been devastating. He would have no further dealings with that man.
Then he thought of Burke Hill, the former FBI special agent. His public relations firm was here to improve America's image in Korea. Wouldn't his people in Washington be in a good position to seek cooperation from a professor whose Korean collaborator had just been murdered? It was possible that Dr. Lowing was not yet aware of what had happened. The idea appealed to him, but he hesitated. The American had passed the small test he had put him to at the murder scene. But what did he really know about Burke Hill? It was not his style to take anything at face value.
Yun glanced at his watch. It was just past 8:30 a.m. That would translate to something after 6:30 p.m. in Northern Virginia. He dug into the bottom drawer of his desk and pulled out a thick three-ring binder with the FBI crest on the cover. One of the first pages contained a list of names, addresses and phone numbers. He found Frederick Birnbaum, both office and home numbers. He had corresponded with his old FBI mentor a few times over the years but hadn't talked to him since he'd left Quantico. Hopefully the phone number was still correct.
* * *
It was late afternoon when Burke and Jerry returned to the Chosun. They had spent a busy day looking at office furniture, arranging for telephone service, ordering supplies, taking care of the myriad of small details required to get Worldwide's Seoul branch in operation. Thanks to Jerry's ability with the language, it was going smoother than Burke had dared hope. If all went well, they would be ready to set up shop by Friday. The three staff members were due to arrive in Seoul Thursday evening.
When they stopped at the front desk, Burke was handed an envelope with a message that had come in during the morning. Thinking of Lori, he opened it quickly. But there was no problem with his wife. Captain Yun Yu-sop had called, wanted Burke to call him back.
He showed the message to Jerry. "I hope he hasn't changed his mind and decided to book me for murder."
"I'll go your bail. What do you think he wants?"
"I have no idea. But it'll save me having to come up with an excuse to call him later."
When he got to his room, Burke dialed the number Yun had left.
"Mr. Hill, thank you for returning my call. I trust you have had a good day?"
"Yes, Captain, we've been trying to round up everything to get our office in business. It's been sort of hectic, but we're making headway. Have you come up with anything new on Dr. Lee?"
"Yes, I have developed some new leads I would like to discuss with you, if possible. I wondered if you might be in position to have dinner with me tomorrow evening?"
What a break, Burke thought. "I'd be delighted, Captain Yun. Just tell me the time and place."
"Do you think you might enjoy a Korean dinner?"
"Certainly," Burke said. "I've sampled a few native dishes. Very different, but good."
"I think most Americans find our foods a bit too hot. I'll tell my wife to be careful of that."
"Your wife?"
"Yes, Mr. Hill. I would be pleased to have you join me for dinner at my home."
At his home. Great. He couldn't have bought this kind of entr�e. "Well, thank you, Captain. I'm honored."
"I can pick you up at your hotel around six, if that is agreeable."
"Look forward to seeing you."
He called Jerry's room immediately. "Guess who's having dinner tomorrow night at Captain Yun's?" he said.
"You're kidding?"
"Nope. He invited me, and I damned sure accepted."
"Any idea why?"
"Said he wanted to discuss some leads in Dr. Lee's murder."
"Sounds great. At dinner tonight, I'll coach you on a few pointers about Korean table manners."

Chapter 28

They drove out of the central business district with its high-rise hotels and office buildings aglow in the darkness of early evening, through the tunnel beneath Namsan Mountain, and headed south past a patchwork area of offices, shops and homes toward the Han River. Captain Yun lived south of the river, where traditional style houses stood almost in the shadow of endless rows of towering, look-alike, contemporary apartments.
"Have you had an opportunity to see much of the city?" Yun asked, his eyes darting about to keep up with the madly rushing traffic.
"I haven't had any spare time as yet," Burke said. "Maybe this weekend I'll get a chance to look around. Just from what I've been able to see from the street, those palaces downtown look fabulous. The closest thing we have to that in the States would be homes of some of the oldtime business tycoons. People like the Vanderbilts and the Rockefellers. Nobody can afford the upkeep these days.'
The Captain gave him a skeptical look. "I've read about all of your millionaires and billionaires."
"They don't live in monumental homes on large estates anymore. Billionaires like Sam Walton even drove pickup trucks."
"Our very wealthy were royalty in the old days," Yun said. "But no longer. Today's wealthy are owners of the chaebol, the conglomerates. They're family businesses, but not from the nobility. Many of them started out just like you and me. In the old times, only the nobility were educated and wealthy. Now our skilled and educated people come from every walk of life."
"You're lucky to still have the emphasis placed on families. I've heard several generations live together."
"This is one tradition that is being lost in the haste of modern living," Yun said. "Mostly now it is just the parents and children. Once the children are grown, they want to get out on their own."
"I know how that is. Do you have children, Captain?"
"A son, Se-jin," he said proudly. "He is a lieutenant in the National Police."
"Does he live at home?"
"No." Yun's mood darkened. "That is a source of friction among us. The young people today think they must be liberated, as they call it. They rebel against the old social order. Marriages in Korea were always arranged by the parents, the partners selected to provide the best children through combining favorable family characteristics. Marriage was meant to assure that the family would continue to flourish and prosper."
Burke realized he had best tread lightly through this minefield. "Is your son married?"
"No. He told us not to choose him a wife. He says he is in love with a young policewoman." He emphasized the words "in love" with derision. "They want to get married. Under the Family Law prior to 1977, a man required the consent of his parents to marry until the age of twenty-seven."
Twenty-seven. That would produce a revolution back in the States, Burke thought. Or at least enough ACLU lawsuits to slow the court system to a crawl. "I hope everything works out for you. Life can get complicated."
The Captain was silent for a moment. "This probably strikes you as so much about nothing. I know your society does not make marriage arrangements. Everyone believes in love, romance. Like Se-jin."
"That's usually how it starts," Burke said, "but after the honeymoon is over, reality sets in. If a marriage works, it's usually because the partners respect and admire each other."
Captain Yun broke into a knowing smile. "Then we are not so different after all. The Confucian laws governing relationships require deference between husband and wife. That is the same thing, is it not?"
He got no argument from Burke.
When they arrived at the modest, one-story Yun home, Burke was ushered into a combination living-dining room. He saw in the center of the room a low table of reddish wood with delicate carving on the sides, floor cushions around it. An attractive, traditionally-dressed woman was placing dishes on the table. She wore what Burke would learn was a simple white chima, the hanbok's long, flowing skirt, with a light blue chogori, the brief, full-sleeved jacket. Her hair was parted in the middle and pulled into a knot at the back of her neck, the style of a married woman. When the men entered, she lowered her head shyly and bowed. The Captain spoke to her in Korean, then turned to Burke.
"She doesn't understand English, but she knows who you are."
Burke bowed to her. She smiled and backed out of the room into the kitchen.
"Have a seat, Mr. Hill. It appears our dinner is ready."
"Your wife isn't eating with us?" Burke asked.
"No. This is a men's affair. She wouldn't be comfortable with it."
Jerry had told him that would probably be the case. Burke sat on a cushion and crossed his legs in front of him as Yun did. He noticed the warmth of the ondol floor. He wasn't sure if he would be able to stand after sitting this way for long. He looked over the colorful array of food in plates and bowls that crowded the table. It should have been enough for half a dozen people, he thought. In the center was a brass pot with a chimney, similar to a fondue dish, with chunks and strips of meat and various vegetables arranged in a circle. Beside it was an octagonal-shaped lacquered dish, more like a tray, with thin crepes in the center, surrounded by segmented compartments containing such things as shredded egg, shrimp, sauted cucumbers, mushrooms, carrots and beef.
As they began to eat, Yun cautioned him, "You must make lots of noise while eating, or my wife will think you don't like her cooking."
Burke grinned. That was one Jerry forgot to tell him about. "As I said, I've got a lot to learn about getting along in this society."
"I think you will do well," said Yun. Then he scrutinized Burke through narrowed eyes. "I understand in your own country, you have been something of a hero."
Burke put down his fork and studied the Captain's face, which seemed calm and serene, betraying little emotion. These people would make great poker players, he thought. How the hell did you read them at times like this? He decided to treat it lightly and see where Yun was headed.
"Have you been checking up on me?" he asked with a casual smile.
"To be honest, yes. I spoke with Frederick Birnbaum last night. He told me about your involvement in thwarting the plot to assassinate the American and Soviet presidents."
Burke wondered just how much Birnbaum knew about the real story of the Jabberwock operation. Had he merely told Yun the part that was made public at the White House ceremony? Most of the details had never been revealed. He shrugged. "I did what I thought I had to do. What did Fred say about it?"
"He said you exposed several plotters in the CIA and the KGB, that you had risked your life to save the presidents."
Exactly how he had risked his neck was one point never mentioned. He frowned at the thought.
Yun correctly guessed what lay behind the frown. "Mr. Birnbaum said he could not tell me a great deal because most of the details were still classified. He also said your resignation from the FBI had been faked, allowing you to go undercover to investigate the Mafia conspiracy."
Thank God that part had been cleared up, Burke thought. His record had been left with a big question mark until it was corrected by presidential order in the wake of Jabberwock. "That was a long time ago," he said. Then, a bit embarrassed, he stuck his fork into a bowl that had what appeared to be chunks of cabbage in a liquid, with bits of red mixed in. "What's this?"
"You had better try a small amount first," Yun said, grinning. "That is our national food, kimchi. This kind is made from Korean cabbage and radish, pickled in brine with chili peppers and garlic. Americans usually find it quite hot."
Burke sniffed at it and took a small bite. It wasn't bad, he thought. But definitely hot. And the garlic aroma was strong. He recognized it as the odd odor he had detected frequently during his stay in Seoul. Everybody, he presumed, must eat kimchi. He took another bite.
"I might get to like it, you know."
"Good. If you don't like kimchi, you may not be too well accepted here. There is a saying, a man can live without a wife, but not without his kimchi.'
Burke laughed. "I'll remember that."
Yun was obviously prepared to get down to business. "You may be interested to know I have concluded that the murder of Dr. Lee was, indeed, committed during a burglary. But not an ordinary burglary."
"What do you mean?"
"The criminal took a briefcase containing a book manuscript and related material."
Burke looked puzzled. "Something Dr. Lee had written?"
"Yes." He told about the missing manuscript and how it also had been erased from the computer.
"Erased? Damn! Somebody must really want it suppressed. Do you have any idea why?"
Yun absently shifted some of the dishes on the table into a symmetrical pattern as though sorting out his thoughts. "I have a theory, but I will need the manuscript to test it. According to Dr. Lee's son, he was working in collaboration with a professor in the United States. He says the professor probably has a copy."
Burke saw his opening and jumped in. "That's a lucky break. Could I help you track him down?"
Captain Yun nodded with a soft smile. "His name is Dr. Cabot Lowing. He is with something called the Highsmith Foundation." His look changed to one of surprise as Burke suddenly broke into a wide grin and shook his head.
Lowing, the man Dr. Robertson Ramsey had mentioned. "Talk about small worlds. That foundation was established by the president of our company, Nathaniel Highsmith. Consider you've got the manuscript, Captain. I'll call Washington when I get back to the hotel tonight."
"Excellent. Please let me know as soon as you have it."
"Be happy to. Incidentally, what's your theory? A history book hardly sounds like grounds for murder."
Captain Yun had pondered all day just how much to reveal to Burke Hill. His initial intention was merely to seek assistance in obtaining a copy of the missing manuscript. But Frederick Birnbaum, whom Yun looked upon as next to a Korean deity, had said he would trust Hill implicitly. According to the FBI agent, Hill had worked in cooperation with the CIA and the Canadian government in wrapping up the Jabberwock conspiracy. With Hill's background, it seemed reasonable that he could bring some special insight to this case. Yun had been impressed by the soft-spoken, low-key American, especially his consideration for Korean culture and customs. Most important, he had not exhibited the slightest degree of condescension, no boasts of things done better in the U.S.A., no implications that Koreans might somehow be less able than their American counterparts. This was a problem that had caused many a Korean to lose respect for an American acquaintance, particularly among the military.
So far, except for what he had told Prosecutor Park, Yun had kept his real intentions strictly under wraps. He appeared to be investigating four unrelated, somewhat baffling homicides. His normally quiet, unassuming manner effectively deceived most people, leaving the impression he was often a bit befuddled by the course of events. But those familiar with his mode of operation knew not to underestimate the mental gymnastics that took place behind those round, metal-rimmed spectacles. He was fully capable of turning one hundred and eighty degrees when the situation warranted. That was precisely what he made up his mind to do now. He would reveal the whole complicated affair to Burke Hill.
"This particular history book," Yun said in a voice that reached a new level of intensity, "may hold a clue to several murders."
Burke frowned. "As they say at home, it's a jungle out there."
"No, Mr. Hill, animals don't maul each other out of malice, or for fun and profit. This job doesn't lend itself to a belief in the innate goodness of mankind. What I am about to tell you must remain entirely confidential."
He proceeded to lay out in detail his case for a conspiracy aimed at eliminating leading Koreans who vocally supported maintaining close ties with America. Then he described the puzzling Poksu symbol and how it appeared to hint at some as yet obscure Japanese involvement.
"Dr. Lee's manuscript deals with the partisans who fought the Japanese in Manchuria," Yun explained. "I hope it may shed some light on those who crossed back into Korea as the Poksu group. Particularly, I would like to know the identities of the two who were never captured. I would like to know where they are and what they are doing now."
* * *
Burke found Captain Yun's account both fascinating and disturbing. According to the investigator's theory, which appeared to be backed by an impressive amount of circumstantial evidence, what Damon Mansfield had taken for a jinx was actually a diabolical plot by some shadowy group. Considering who might have a motive to cut America out of the picture in South Korea, he could only think of the new regime in Seoul. No doubt they would like the U.S. out of the way to protect the secrecy of their nuclear arsenal plans. But would the leaders of a supposedly responsible government go to such extremes?
"Conspiracies of this sort are usually motivated by either economics or politics," Burke said. "From what you've told me, I don't see any obvious economic gain. So that leaves us looking for a political motive."
"That sounds reasonable."
"Based on the number of people involved, and who they are, I'd say it must be masterminded by somebody pretty high up in the government."
"Somebody quite powerful," Captain Yun said.
"Yes. Somebody determined to misuse his power for reasons we can only guess at. That galls me as much as anything, the naked abuse of power. We had it with Watergate and Iran-Contra. Of course, neither of those involved a string of homicides."
"I'm afraid such things have been a problem here for many years, although conditions have been improving."
Burke knew Captain Yun would have no knowledge of what his government might be up to in the nuclear field, and there was no way he could give so much as a hint of it. But whether it might be related to Yun's conspiracy was pure conjecture at this point.
He turned to stretch his cramped legs out beside the table. "If you're right, Captain, anybody who cooperates closely with Americans could have a problem. Particularly someone making moves that would threaten to expose the conspiracy."
Yun nodded. "You refer to me, of course." He hesitated for a brief moment before continuing, as though weighing his options. "This brings me to a key development in the case, one that has proved the most difficult to deal with."
He told Burke about the tentative identification of Hwang Sang-sol as the killer of the hotel owner and the chaebol executive. And he related the circumstances surrounding the murder of his informer, the old fruit merchant, Mr. Chon.
"I can only conclude that Hwang did not learn my identity," said Yun. "I was sure he would come looking for me. I've had a team maintaining surveillance of this neighborhood for nearly a week now, but he hasn't been seen."
Burke listened intently, his frown deepening. The CIA might well have a line on someone like Hwang. Their anti-terrorism files were impressive. It was an angle he could get Nate to pursue. But he would have to disguise his plans with Yun.
"Have you asked the legal attach� at the U.S. Embassy to see if the FBI has anything on him?" Burke asked.
The Captain stirred as if in discomfort, though Burke suspected it was mental, not physical. "I've queried Interpol. The name meant nothing to them. He probably has many aliases, of course. As for the FBI, I'll be frank with you. I have had problems with your current legal attach�. I would prefer not to have to deal with him again."
Burke wondered what the attach� had done to incur Yun's disfavor. "Maybe I can help there," he said. "I still have several old colleagues I could call on. You say you have some drawings? If you've got copies, I'll be happy to send them along to Washington and see if anything turns up. Might be a dead end, but it wouldn't hurt to try."
Yun liked the idea. "I can give you a set of the drawings before you leave tonight. I appreciate your willingness to help. I know I shouldn't let my feelings stand in the way of doing the job properly, but there are times� " He shrugged as his voice tapered off.
"We all get snared in that trap occasionally. By the way, don't you have a CIA-type operation called the NSP? Could they be of help?"
"It's the Agency for National Security Planning. Unfortunately, it is not really like your CIA. They tend to get too involved in internal security matters, of a somewhat oppressive nature, if you know what I mean."
No doubt more like the KGB's Second Chief Directorate during the old Soviet regime, Burke thought. A knock on the door in the middle of the night. Someone taken in for questioning, never to be heard from again. He would have to be wary of their operation. It could be a potential trouble spot.
"This Hwang character certainly sounds like a good bet for your killer," Burke said. "And if that's the case, he must be the one who left the Poksu symbol. Have you considered that it may have been designed to lead you astray? I'd be inclined to doubt the Japanese angle. I guess we'll just have to wait on the manuscript and see. But it appears to me you've got a pretty good case for your original idea, a plot against people calling for close, friendly ties with the United States."
"Even without Hwang?"
"Well, you'd certainly need him to wrap it up. He could tell you who hired him and save a lot of time and effort."
Yun pressed his hands together in a prayer-like gesture and leaned his chin on his fingertips. "Am I overlooking something here, Mr. Hill? Something that might provide an opening to exploit?"
Burke let his mind wander back over the facts as the Captain had laid them out. "You mentioned a car or taxi parked outside Dr. Lee's compound. Did you turn up anything more on that?"
"Nothing of consequence," Yun said. He told about the drunk taxi driver, adding it did not seem relevant.
Burke gave him a skeptical frown. "I guess I'm more dubious about that sort of thing than most people. My wife's father was with the CIA. It was his death that really got me involved in that Jabberwock operation. A couple of former communist agents staged it to look like an accident caused by drunk driving. But he was murdered, plain and simple. If it was me, I'd take the time to dig into that deal a little deeper."
The Captain's eyes narrowed. "Perhaps you're right."

Chapter 29

It was around ten when Captain Yun pulled up to the Chosun Hotel entrance. Eight in the morning, Washington time. Burke took the elevator up and knocked on the door to Jerry Chan's room, which adjoined his own. The Seoul branch manager reported his three staffers had arrived earlier in the evening. They had checked in and promptly bid him good-night, which brought rememberances of a few days back. Burke knew exactly how they felt. He invited Jerry over to listen in as he briefed Nate by phone.
Opening a leather case about the size of a portable typewriter, he took out an expensive looking fax machine he had checked through with his baggage. It held a telephone handset at one end, along with an impressive array of buttons above a digital display. With the press of a button, a small panel opened to reveal a slot for an ordinary three-and-a-half-inch floppy disk. In a separate case, he had brought a set of special floppies that each contained a unique encoding algorithm selected at random by a computer. There were only two sets of the special disks, one here and one at Worldwide's Washington headquarters. When a floppy was inserted into the drive and an identical one used at the other end of the call, an activate button would turn the fax machine into a perfectly secure telephone scrambler. It could handle either voice or facsimile transmission. After use, the floppy would be erased, eliminating any possibility of the message being decoded later by someone who had recorded it. It was, in essence, a high-tech version of the old one-time pad.
Before using the scrambler, he took out what appeared to be a TV remote control. He pressed a button and pointed it around the room with a sweeping motion, watching the small lights on its face. It was an electronic gadget used to detect hidden microphones. As expected, it found nothing in his hotel room.
Burke hooked the fax device to the phone line, lifted the handset and dialed long distance for the private line on the Chief's desk at Worldwide Communications Consultants' headquarters on Sixteenth Street. He soon had Nate Highsmith on the phone.
"Good morning," Burke greeted him. "How are things in Disneyland on the Potomac?"
"What are you sounding so chipper about?" Nate said. "Figured out a way to overcome the effects of that Embassy madness?"
He had been so wrapped up in Captain Yun's tale that he'd forgotten all about Damon Mansfield's encounter. "No, but I have some information I think you'll find even more interesting." He began to recount the Captain's startling story.
* * *
Burke joined Jerry and his newly arrived staffers the following morning in shifting desks and chairs about, locating filing cabinets, setting up everything from a copying machine to computers and printers and a paper shredder. They also unpacked boxes of files and equipment shipped over from the States by air freight. Travis Tolliver left at noon, heading to the hotel to pick up his wife and begin the task of hunting an apartment.
They could have passed for a moving van crew. Brittany Pickerel looked the most decent, dressed in blue jeans and a matching blue shirt. When Burke saw her gritting her teeth in a vain attempt to budge an oversize box, he offered to help. Wedging his fingers under one end, he barely got it off the floor, and then only with a loud grunt.
"What the hell's in this thing, Brittany? Rocks?'
She grinned. "Books, the life's blood of a researcher."
"I sure hope you don't want to move it far," he said, breathing heavily. "That's enough to make a guy pop a vein."
"Sorry." She gave him the tolerant look of a schoolteacher bent on straightening out an errant pupil. "Venous blood flows steadily, Mr. Hill. You would need to pop an artery for the blood to squirt."
He shook his head. He thought of saying lighten up, Brittany, but didn't. "I stand corrected. What about the box?"
"I'd like to get the books near that shelf beside my desk."
"Let's see if we can't push it over there," Burke said, leaning into one end of the large carton. Brittany joined him and they slid it slowly across the carpet toward her desk.
Jerry managed to get his office into a semblance of order just in time to interview a secretarial prospect. It was a Korean girl he had learned about from the manager of the store where they bought the office furniture. She had resigned from her last job to look after her parents, who had been injured in an automobile accident. Her father suffered serious brain damage and had recently died. Jerry checked with her former employer and received an excellent recommendation.
Song Ji-young was a small girl with a quick smile and an abundance of black hair, attractively teased into a fluffy hair-do. In her late twenties, she was dressed Western style, a long-sleeved white blouse tucked into her blue skirt, a pair of shapely legs rounding out the trim figure. She spoke English with only an occasional stilted phrase and gave answers to Jerry's questions that marked her as a sensitive, intelligent young woman who enjoyed meeting and working with people. She held a degree in education but had decided to forego teaching for a career in business. Jerry had her fill out one of Worldwide's employment application forms and promised to get back to her as quickly as possible.
"I hope she checks out," Jerry said after she had left. "She strikes me as exactly what we need."
"Have you decided how to handle your background checks?" Burke asked.
"We talked about your policeman friend, remember? Think he'd run a check for a police record, maybe recommend a good private investigator?"
"I'll give him a try. Wish I had something to tell him on that hit man. Hopefully I'll know something tonight."
He telephoned Captain Yun and confirmed that he had put in the request for information on Hwang Sang-sol and for a copy of the manuscript from Dr. Lowing. He planned to call Washington again late tonight. If he learned anything, he would contact the Captain first thing in the morning. Then he brought up the idea of checking out a prospective employee. Yun said it would be no problem to see if she were in the bureau's computer.
"You may be interested to know that I followed your suggestion," Yun added. "I questioned the taxi driver. You were right. There was a lot more to it than a simple case of drunkenness, though he hadn't realized it until I started questioning him. It seems he picked up a passenger in front of the Seoul railroad station a little before midnight. The man gave him an address in Songdong. He had a small bag, like a carry-on, and he pulled a bottle out of it as soon as they left the station. He insisted the driver have a drink. Of course, the idiot took it. After a few minutes, he began to feel light-headed. The passenger said he was in no hurry, so the driver pulled over to the side of the road, where he was offered another drink. The fool said he thought that might make him feel better. Some fools are worse than others. After turning up the bottle a second time, his vision blurred. He's not at all sure what happened after that. Not until he woke up at home with a terrible hangover. Drug induced, I would imagine."
"Did you show him the drawings of Hwang?"
"Yes, along with a few others as a control. He was fairly certain the man resembled one of Hwang's drawings. That strengthens the possibility that Dr. Lee's manuscript has some connection with the other murders."
And it makes it even more imperative that Nate come up with something on the assassin, Burke thought. He had a feeling this Hwang Sang-sol was going to complicate matters for him before it was all over. In reply to his final request, Yun gave him the name of a former National Police officer now working as a private detective.
Jerry immediately contacted the investigator and arranged for a quick but thorough background check on Song Ji-young. He was anxious to get a secretary in place. There was a lot of work to be done, and he wanted to have an answer for her early the following week.
* * *
Late that afternoon, the phone rang as Captain Yun sat at his desk feeling unusually weary after a day that had wound up in a singularly unspectacular fashion. He hated meetings with a passion. That was no doubt the source of his weariness. They were boring. The speakers unbearably long-winded. After the session with the taxi driver, about all he had accomplished for the day was to query the police computer on the name Song Ji-young. At least it meant good news for Burke Hill. The person the computer turned up was obviously not the young lady he was interested in. This one had a string of arrests for petty theft and hooliganism, no college degree, and her age was listed as forty-five. Considering the way the day had gone to this point, it was no surprise when he answered the phone and found himself greeted by a voice that instantly struck a sour note. The strident voice of Prosecutor Park.
"Well, Captain, did your little trap succeed in snaring the suspect in those long-suffering homicide cases?"
Yun was not surprised by the call, nor was he surprised that his first impulse was to hang up and pretend the connection had been broken. He knew his grace period had about run its course. It was time, as the Americans liked to say, to put up or shut up. "The surveillance has proved unsuccessful," he said, working hard to keep the animosity out of his voice.
"You indicated there was an additional route that might be taken, which you would discuss when the time came." Park paused for dramatic emphasis. "The time, I would say, has arrived, Captain. I shall be looking for you in my office tomorrow morning at nine. And, oh yes, I suggest if there are any additional homicides in the morning, you request that they be handled by someone else. Your calendar appears to be quite full."
Yun replaced the phone and glared at it. Hill had promised to call first thing in the morning, if anything turned up. He would just have to wait and see. And hope.

Chapter 30

Taesong, South Korea
Mitch Steele gazed out the window at the large paved parking area with its freshly-painted lines. Beyond it, the ground began a gentle slope toward the hills, where the sun was fading in slow motion. The area had been newly landscaped, with grass and shrubbery filling spots where construction vehicles had scarred the earth. At least on the outside, the Taesong Nuclear Power Generating Facility was ready to go. He turned back to his desk and consulted his checklist. The electrical testing under "no load" conditions had gone well. All instruments had been calibrated. Hydro testing of the liquid and gas systems was completed. Under the functional tests, everything had performed as designed. The "hot-ops" check had put all equipment under hot operational service conditions. The zero power test was now under way. After loading the fuel rods, physics testing of the reactor core would measure operational parameters and assure the safety of the system. So far the news had been mostly good. For that he was thankful. The Korea Electric Power liaison who had replaced the ubiquitous Chi at the end of the summer was a real hard-ass. It wasn't that the project manager had any thoughts about trying to cover up problems. He just didn't like to be hassled.
They would soon start the final phase, power testing. The plant would "go critical" and operate at various power levels, with steam dumped to the condenser through the turbine by-pass system. It would culminate with the plant running at 100 per cent power for several days. He had guaranteed to have it ready to go on line by Christmas, and by damn he'd do it or die of a ruptured ego.
He wondered idly what had happened to Chi. No one seemed to know. At least the only thing anyone would tell him was he'd been transferred. Why or where was anybody's guess. They had become fairly close. He was a little surprised he hadn't had a phone call or at least a postcard.
Steele had heard from some of the Korean engineers that the company was already diverting considerable amounts of power around the system to make up for a reduced load at the Kanggu site. He suspected that meant part of Kanggu's megawatts were being directed to some new project, though he had no idea what it might be.
He glanced up at the calendar on the wall. Another weekend had rolled around. Ever since the project had gone on a seven-days-a-week schedule, he'd had difficulty keeping up with what day it was.
* * *
Before going to bed, Burke called Nate and inquired if he had anything to report on Hwang Sang-sol.
"I'm having dinner at the Federal Club this evening," Highsmith said. "General Palmer is to get the information to me. I'll go by the office and fax it to you before I head home. It should be around noon your time."
"I hope it's good news for the Captain. He's really being helpful. What about the book manuscript?"
"I'm afraid I only have bad news there. Dr. Lowing has gone to Europe to attend a conference and then make a series of talks. He'll be visiting several universities on the continent and in England. They don't expect him back for nearly three weeks."
Burke frowned. "Couldn't a secretary, or someone around the foundation, locate the manuscript for us?"
"I'll check, but I doubt it. These professors guard their manuscripts like Fort Knox takes care of its gold. Those things can mean big money. Especially if they get a book approved for use in schools. Chances are he has it at home. He's a bachelor, lives alone."
Three weeks. A guy gets himself murdered over a manuscript, and it's three weeks before anybody can try to find out why. If he were Yun, he'd be damned frustrated about it. Since it appeared to be linked to the conspiracy against highly pro-American Koreans, there was also the possibility that it could be connected to the Amber Group's investigation. He had no proof, but he couldn't shake the idea. Still, he was too tired to sort it out now. All the lifting and climbing and toting at the office had left him feeling as though he'd been put through a strenuous workout. He realized his walking might be great for the respiratory and circulatory systems, but it did nothing for a lot of muscles he hadn't stretched for a long time. They'd be sure to let him know about it in the morning.
The mystery of Dr. Lee's missing book was still on his mind as he dozed off. He would recall it only vaguely when he awoke, but he dreamed about a predatory animal that killed writers and ate their manuscripts.
* * *
Prosecutor Park Sang-muk was due in the Minister of Justice's office later in the morning to discuss a case of particular interest to the government. He was concerned that the Yang and Yi homicides might come up as well. Puffing furiously at a Turtle Ship, he saw Captain Yun walk in and gestured silently with his cigarette at the empty chair.
He glanced at the watch strapped tightly, uncomfortably so, about his beefy wrist, then looked back at Yun. "At least you're on time today."
"Begging your pardon, Prosecutor Park," Yun said calmly, a dispassionate look on his face, "I have always been on time for our conferences. The last time I was not late; I was simply unable to be here at all."
Park shifted his bulky torso in the oversize chair, resembling a large balloon bobbing in a breeze. "Never mind." He did not intend to let the detective put him on the defensive. "Tell me how you plan to go about capturing this murderer."
Noisily clearing his throat, as though the words might have become stuck there, Yun said almost as a confession, "The alternative I mentioned was to make a request of the NSP to provide any information they might have. The man goes by the name of Hwang Sang-sol. He is a merciless killer available for an assortment of despicable activities."
The normally brash, confident prosecutor's puffy jaws sagged and his eyes took on a hollow look. "The NSP?"
"I suspect the NSP knows him quite well. I'll ask the director of our bureau to make the request through the Minister of Home Affairs."
That prospect put Park into a rapid recovery mode. He didn't relish the idea of sticking his rather prominent nose into the treacherous quagmire known as the Agency for National Security Planning, but he had even less desire to face the Justic Minister with word that a rival bureaucracy was probing into national security affairs. If anything of that sort were required, it should be done on his own turf. His minister was a real stickler for keeping a close rein on the National Police.
"That would be better handled through the Minister of Justice," said Park, his face settling into a more normal scowl. He lifted the stub of his Turtle Ship from the dragon's head ashtray and milked it for one final puff. "He should have considerably more clout with the president and the prime minister."
"Then you will let me know when you have the information on Hwang Sang-sol?" Yun asked.
"Yes, of course." Park nodded with a guarded look, put off a bit by the investigator's unexpected agreement.
* * *
Since it was Saturday, Jerry had told his staff to rest up from the dual effects of jet lag and the office move-in. He wanted them ready for a shotgun start on Monday morning. Burke enjoyed a leisurely late breakfast, reading through the morning newspaper as a diligent waiter kept pouring the coffee. He saw no need to hurry. It was a beautiful fall day, the sky ablaze with a bright ball of a sun that had diminished the morning chill by the time he walked over to the Worldwide office. He found Jerry putting the finishing touches on some of the sophisticated gadgetry supplied by Kingsley Marshall from the CIA's inventory. Included were an electronic sweeper, a gadget to detect telephone line taps and a device installed beneath the windows that would distort sound waves, rendering them unintelligible by the time they reached the large glass panes. The Amber Group chose to use the branch manager's office for a secure room, and this device would prevent any eavesdropping from the outside. Jerry had also brought over one of the fax/scrambler machines, along with an additional supply of encoded floppies. It sat on the corner of his desk.
Burke had been there only a short time when Nate Highsmith called. He sat at Jerry's desk and activated the scrambler.
"Did General Palmer come through for us?" Burke asked.
Nate laughed. "You would have thought we were a couple of graying operations types meeting on a Moscow street at the height of the Cold War. Just before leaving the club, he told me he had an article he thought I might be interested in reading. Handed me a folded copy of the Army Times. When I got back here, I found it crammed with photographs and a typed report."
"On Hwang Sang-sol?"
"Right. Your policeman's artist did a great job. I'll fax the photos in a few minutes. You can see how close they match. The report gives the full pedigree on Mr. Hwang. The Agency says his real name is Suh."
"Are we cleared to give the info to Captain Yun?"
"Yes, it's been sanitized. We didn't want to put it in writing, but you can tell him unofficially that Hwang's employers have included the Agency for National Security Planning. I wouldn't come right out and tell him this came from the FBI, but you can imply whatever you like."
"I'm sure he'll be so happy to get it he won't give a damn where it came from. Did you have a chance to check on Dr. Lowing's manuscript?"
Nate's voice took on a note of regret. "They didn't know anything about it at the Foundation. They expect to hear from him in the next week, however. I asked them to have him give me a call."
"I guess that's the best we can hope for," Burke said.
After they had finished their conversation, Nate transmitted the report and photos via the facsimile machine. Burke looked them over, then called Yun at the police station.
"Mr. Hill," the investigator said, "I was going to call you. I'm happy to report that your secretarial applicant has no record here."
No doubt Jerry would be quite happy also, Burke thought. But he would have to await the private investigator's report before offering her a job. "Thanks much, Captain," Burke said. "I have something here I think you'll find quite interesting. It's a full rundown on your man, plus some recent photos."
"Excellent!" said Yun. "Shall I come by your office?"

Chapter 31

Captain Yun arrived within fifteen minutes. Although Burke wanted Jerry Chan to meet him, this was clearly not the time. The Captain would no doubt be quite unhappy to learn that�Burke had shared his confidence with someone he would take for nothing more than a public relations agency manager. Jerry had conveniently stepped out to a nearby tabang for coffee.
"Let's go into the manager's office," Burke said. "He'll be gone for awhile."
Yun looked around as he took his seat across the desk from Burke. The slight change in his expression was enough to suggest the Captain thought this a luxurious layout compared to his modest cubicle at the police station. He confirmed it with the brief comment, "Nice office."
"Jerry thinks so. Our manager I told you about. Sometime before I leave, I want to introduce you two. I think you'll like him."
"I would be pleased to meet him," Yun said.
Burke spread out the photographs of Hwang Sang-sol on the edge of the desk beside the Captain. "Here's your man. I understand these were taken recently by an intelligence service in Japan. They thought they had him trapped, but he got away."
Yun bent over the pictures. One showed the slippery assassin sporting thick hair and a mustache. In others, he appeared with short hair, wearing glasses. From the expressions on his face, it was obvious he had been completely unaware of the photographer. Since the photos had been blown up to capture the essence of that face, little of the background showed. There were hints of a Japanese setting around the edges, however.
"Could I get copies of these?" Yun asked.
"Those are yours."
"Well, thank you. Thank you very much." Yun appeared elated.
"Here's the report on him," Burke said, handing over the sheet Nate had sent.
Captain Yun sat back and read down the page slowly.
Personal Background of SUH TAE-HUNG
Suh Tae-hung, age thirty-five, is a native of Cholla Province in the Republic of Korea. University educated, he speaks English, Chinese and Japanese fluently, in addition to his native tongue. He was trained as a member of the ROK Special Forces and is highly skilled in the martial arts, the use of all types of weapons and explosives, close combat tactics, use of stealth and concealment, methods of evasion and escape.
After discharge from the military in 1981, Suh was involved with two former Special Forces comrades in the robbery of a courier in Pusan which netted $50,000 in cash. One of the robbers was captured and led police to the planned rendezvous, where Suh and the other subject were trapped and arrested. Suh escaped the following day. The first robber testified in court against his accomplice, who received a lengthy prison sentence. The informer received a light sentence but was found murdered shortly after his release. Though no evidence exists to tie the murder to Suh, it can safely be assumed that he was responsible. For reasons unexplained, no current warrant exists for his arrest, leaving him unlisted by Interpol as a fugitive.
Suh is believed to live in Hong Kong, although British authorities have been unable to pinpoint his hideaway. He is known to have carried out criminal and espionage assignments for a number of countries as well as illegal organizations in South East Asia. He can only be contacted through a series of cutouts, which are changed frequently. A master of disguise, he has used numerous aliases and precisely forged documents. He is well financed. A ruthless assassin, he kills easily and without remorse. Some authorities consider him the most dangerous terrorist since Carlos the Jakal.
(NOTE: The foregoing information is considered highly sensitive and should not be disseminated outside of official law enforcement channels. Although believed to be completely reliable, it cannot be attributed to particular sources.)

Yun looked up from the sheet, his face like chiseled stone. "From this, I would say Mr. Hwang, or Suh, definitely does not know I am the man looking for him. Or else I would be dead."
"He's a lethal bastard, no question," Burke said. "I would suggest you be very careful about how you follow up on that information."
"You can be sure I will."
"What do you make of the part about no existing warrants?"
"That's the first thing I intend to look into. I don't like the implication."
Burke leaned forward, his elbows on the desk. "I was told one other little tidbit, which, for obvious reasons, was left out of the report. It seems that Mr. Hwang or Suh, whatever you choose to call him, has been retained in the past by the NSP."
"I had suspected as much. Mr. Chon, the informer he murdered, suggested it. Frankly, Mr. Hill, I approve of little if anything the NSP is involved in. They are ruthless, high-handed and utterly lacking in sensitivity to the rights of our citizens."
Burke raised a wary eyebrow. "I understand that kind of talk could land you in jail in the past."
"Not our kind of jail," he said. "One with special facilities for interrogation. Our constitution officially forbids such things now, but I wouldn't advise anyone to make statements like that in public."
* * *
As soon as he returned to the Namdaemun Station, Yun sat down at a computer terminal and requested the criminal record of Suh Tae-hung. A window appeared in the center of the screen with the green-lettered advisory: "Please wait. Your request is being processed." After a few moments, a stark message flashed in front of the Captain's eyes: "No such record exists. To choose a new name, press Return."
Yun stared in disbelief. The message ended with a blinking cursor, a small, solid rectangle that seemed to wink at him mockingly. No record? No wonder there was no arrest warrant in existence. According to the computer, the Korean National Police had never heard of Suh Tae-hung. Just as there was no record of Hwang Sang-sol. But he was definitely not the figment of someone's imagination. Figments didn't commit multiple murders.
Yun hurried back to his desk and called Captain Han, the officer in charge of the National Police computer system.
"This is Captain Yun Yu-sop, Detective Division, Namdaemun Police Station. I believe we met last year when we were both testifying in the Hyun trial."
"Yes, I remember you, Captain. What can I do for you?" Han asked.
"If someone wanted to erase an individual's police record from the computer, how difficult a task would it be?"
Han grunted. "You mean break into the system? It's foolproof. It wouldn't just be difficult, it would be impossible."
"Come now, Captain Han," Yun said. "I've been doing police work for twenty-one years. I have seen un-pickable locks picked, un-crackable safes cracked, theft-proof vehicles stolen. Just name any kind of security device known to man, and I'll guarantee you some other man has figured out a way to break it."
Han become defensive. "What do you want me to do, get fired? If I were to tell you how�"
"No, no," said Captain Yun, "I don't want to know how it would be done. I only want to know who might do it, what sort of person, what he'd have to know about computers."
"Well, he would need to be a skilled programmer, for one thing. Knowledgeable about our operating system, familiar with our codes."
"So you're saying it's possible to erase somebody's police record?"
"Sure. A person's file can be erased. We do it ourselves. Not very often. To expunge a person's record requires approval at the ministry level."
"By whom?"
"It requires the personal approval of the Minister of Home Affairs or the Minister of Justice. Until about five years ago, the Director of the NSP could also authorize it. That's no longer true."
Now we're getting somewhere, Yun thought. He glanced down at the information sheet Burke Hill had given him. Suh had been arrested in 1981. More than ten years ago.
"Is any record kept of the names of those deleted?" Yun asked.
"Yes. The ministers keep a list of whose files they authorize to be killed out."
"And the NSP Director?"
"I'm sure he would have those he authorized. What name are you concerned about, Captain Yun?"
"Sorry, this is a highly sensitive case. I'm afraid I'll have to be as reluctant to give that out as you were about compromising your security system. Tell you what, when everything's cleared up, I'll be happy to get with you and go over my concerns. Meanwhile, you have helped more than you know, Captain. Thank you very much."
He had a very good idea of who might have erased Hwang's or Suh's police record. It would be interesting indeed to see what Prosecutor Park came up with from the NSP.

Chapter 32

Burke, Jerry and Brittany Pickerel took advantage of the beautiful late fall day on Sunday to visit Kyongbok Palace, which lay just beyond the end of Sejongro north of the Embassy. They wandered first through Kwanghwa-mun, the Gate of Transformation by Light. It was another of those magnificent wooden structures with two-tiered tile roofs built atop huge stone archways. The massive gate opened onto the grounds of the National Museum of Korea. After a brief look around, they headed for Kyongbok's East Gate and strolled onto the palace grounds.
As they started up the steps to the Throne Hall, a smiling young man in his Sunday best came walking toward them, a newspaper folded beneath his arm. Another language student, thought Burke. He was becoming accustomed to the frequent approach of Koreans, usually students, bent on practicing their English.
The man gave a slight head bow and said, "Good morning. My name is Kim. I work with Munhwa Broadcasting Corporation Television News. Aren't you two the men I saw at the American Embassy party Monday evening?"
"We sure are," Jerry said. "I'm Jerry Chan, this is Miss Brittany Pickerel, and this is Mr. Burke Hill."
"Are you with the new American public relations company?"
Burke nodded, smiling. "That's us."
Mr. Kim took the newspaper from beneath his arm and opened it. "I doubt that you read hangul, but I was wondering about your reaction to the editorial in today's Koryo Ilbo?"
"Miss Pickerel and I read and speak Korean," Jerry said quickly. "But we haven't seen a newspaper today. What's the editorial about?"
He folded the newspaper to highlight a particular article and handed it to Jerry. "Maybe you had better read it for yourself."
As Burke watched the frown deepen on Jerry's face, he knew the news wasn't good. Finally, Jerry muttered a subdued, "Damn," and looked up.
"What is it?" Burke asked.
"It must have been that editor we talked to, Kang Han-kyo. It's about the incident between Mansfield and the Korean. He says it could only accelerate the U.S.'s declining prestige in South Korea. That it tends to confirm what a lot of Koreans believe Americans really think of them. He mentions us. Says there's an American PR firm in town attempting to shore up the U.S. image. He thinks we'll be fighting a losing battle."
Burke started to give a quick and dirty one-word summary of what he thought of the editorial but caught the Korean TV man's eye and thought better of it. "My reaction," he said, sermonizing, "is one of disappointment. I think the incident was misinterpreted and seriously overblown in the press. As for the job Worldwide Communications Consultants will be doing, I think we have an excellent opportunity to better inform Koreans about the true feelings of Americans. We're friendly, open people who wish you nothing but the best."
Mr. Kim kept his smile. "I think maybe the younger people don't accept this. The older generations remember your help during the war. The government, I think, likes your tourist dollars but doesn't like your advice."
"That's an interesting comment, Mr. Kim," Brittany said. "I will be working on a survey to quantify the views of different segments of your population. And you think the younger generation will be our toughest group?"
"Oh, yes. They don't like outside advice, either."
Brittany tilted her head to one side. "Is that the general perception? That we're too bossy?"
"Bossy? Oh, yes, I think so. You tell us how to run our military. You tell us who should be our friends. You tell us we should buy more of your products and sell you less of ours."
Jerry shook his head. "I think our intent was to offer advice, not to say you have to do this or that."
Burke didn't feel this was the time or place for a full-fledged debate on Korean-American relations. And he was anxious to get back to the hotel and have Jerry or Brittany provide him a full translation of that editorial.
"We really appreciate hearing your views, Mr. Kim," he said with a soft smile, making an obvious glance at his watch. "I'm afraid we're on a tight schedule, but thanks for calling this to our attention. If we can be of help to you in any way, please give us a call."
"Here's my card," Jerry said, handing over one of his new business cards with the Seoul address and phone number.
They left Mr. Kim standing there, still smiling, and walked quickly across the terrace toward the street.
* * *
Burke lay back on the bed, his head propped on two pillows. He was reading the Koryo Ilbo editorial for about the tenth time when his phone rang. It was Captain Yun.
"Good afternoon, Mr. Hill. I hope you are having a pleasant weekend."
"Fine, thanks, Captain," he said absently. He didn't really mean it, of course. He was still considerably agitated over the newspaper item, which he considered unfairly provocative.
"You have been most helpful to me," said Yun earnestly. "I apologize for not mentioning this to you earlier, but did not think about it affecting you."
Burke frowned. "I'm sorry, Captain. I don't think I understand."
"Have you been informed about the editorial in today's Koryo Ilbo?"
Burke sat up abruptly. "As a matter of fact, I have a translation in front of me. It certainly won't make our job any easier."
"Yes, I can see that. I knew it was referring to your company. Are you familiar with the details of what happened at the American Embassy party?"
"I sure am. I was there."
"You saw it?"
"Well, let's say I was looking in that direction. I wasn't close enough to really see exactly what happened. But I talked to Damon Mansfield afterward, and also the Ambassador. I don't believe it happened like they said in the newspapers."
"I think you are right," said Yun.
Burke was puzzled. "Do you know something I don't?"
"Yes. The Korean, a man named Ko Pong-hak, has been a member of our national Taekwondo team. He participated in the Asian Games and in the 1988 Olympics."
"You mean he's an expert?" Burke asked.
"Exactly. Quite expert. And you can be certain that a Taekwondo expert could not have been knocked down by a drunken opponent. Probably not a sober one, either."
"Damon said he was set up, that the fall was a fake. I think the Ambassador was inclined to doubt him. Damon told me he never said a word about President Kwak. He said the incident started when this Ko character called him a 'black bastard.'"
"Previous to this," Yun said, "I have never seen Ko identified as anything but a construction worker."
"Construction worker? Not an information officer?"
"Not to my knowledge."
"Captain, you have made my day," said Burke.
* * *
The following morning, the Worldwide staff gathered in Jerry's office to get their marching orders. Travis Tolliver was told to start making media contacts among the city's newspapers. Since he did not speak the language, he would have to locate English-speaking newsmen to work through. He was also advised to be on the lookout for a Korean journalist they might hire to work with him. Jerry considered it absolutely essential that they have a local news pro to avoid any gaffes with the language or local customs. He told Travis there was no need for him to wait around while the others got their instructions.
With Tolliver out of the office, they were free to discuss the situation from the standpoint of both the PR task and what lay ahead for the Amber Group. Burke briefed them on Captain Yun's revelation regarding the Embassy fracas.
"You mean this Ko was really a plant?" asked Duane Elliston.
"That's certainly what it looks like," Burke said. "We need to find a way to check out his real status with the Ministry of Culture and Information."
"Hell, let's take the direct approach," Duane said. "I could go over there and have a talk with the gentleman. I can dream up an endless number of plausible reasons. Give me ten or fifteen minutes with him, and I'll tell you anything you want to know about his real background."
Burke gave him a pained look. What he proposed was a risk they didn't need to take. Just because Captain Yun had no knowledge of Ko being anything but a construction worker did not mean he couldn't have in some way qualified for a ministry job. It might wind up involving Worldwide Communications Consultants in an obvious effort to discredit the Korean government. He had promised Nate he would make every effort to get along with Duane on this operation, however, so he kept his objections low key. "Before we get too bold, let's see what we can come up with indirectly. Jerry, let's you and I pay a call on Editor Kang at Koryo Ilbo, see if we can convince him of the error of his ways."
"Maybe we could prompt his newspaper to look into the Ministry," Jerry said.
Brittany nodded. "Good idea."
Duane shook his head. "I doubt it. Newspaper people don't like to admit they goofed. You may rub him the wrong way."
"We'll take our chances," Burke said.
Jerry removed a note from a file and handed it to Brittany. "Here are the names of a couple of market research firms. I want you and Duane to check them out, pick one to work with on our survey. You have your questions already prepared, don't you?"
"Certainly do. We refined everything as best we could back in Washington. We may need to make a few minor changes, something based on the local people's knowledge of the market. But, basically, we're ready to go."
"Try to nail something down today, okay? Tell them we need it yesterday."
Duane glanced at his three colleagues. "Does that take care of the ACBK account?"
Burke nodded.
"Then let's talk about where we start on this amber operation."
Burke and Jerry had discussed it at length and had formulated a plan. Duane and Brittany would work to ferret out any signs that South Korea was working toward a nuclear capability. They were told to look for the possibility that help with sophisticated technology may have been sought from Israel. Burke explained about Korea Electric Power's Dr. Nam and suggested they call on him about making photos at the Taesong nuclear facility. The excuse would be to illustrate a brochure for Bartell Engineering. While there, they would attempt to determine if Dr. Nam had been involved in dealings with the Israelis.
"I'll contact Bartell's manager at the Taesong Plant," Duane said before they broke up. "He needs to be advised about the brochure."
"Yeah," Jerry said. "It wouldn't look too good for him to deny anything like that was in the works."
"I can call Dr. Nam's office for an appointment," Brittany said, closing her note pad.
Jerry smiled. "No offense, Brittany, but I'd better make the call for the appointment. This is Korea. It's still mostly a man's world. Particularly at the upper echelons. I think he would react better to a man's call than a woman's."
"You're the boss," she said.
* * *
Jerry called the Koryo Ilbo office and got an appointment with Editor Kang for eleven. It was a pleasant walk from their building, despite the swarm of determined Koreans who jostled and bumped and veered around them. Burke noted that Jerry had a good eye for the girls with the shorter skirts. Maybe he would find someone over here to put him in the marrying mood. It made him think of Lori and prompt a wish that he was back in Falls Church, or she over here. Phone calls were fine, but they were no substitute for a gentle kiss at the end of a hard day or the pleasure of waking to the smell of freshly shampooed hair lying on the pillow beside you.
At the newspaper building, they were met at the reception area by the editor's secretary, a matronly woman with a heavily-lined forehead and eyes that appeared almost closed. She escorted them back to his office. It was located at one end of a large newsroom, a sea of desks and computer terminals where reporters were busily chronicling the day's events. Listening to the noisy chatter of voices, the staccato ring of telephones and the drone of line printers, Burke felt fortunate he didn't have to work in such a hectic environment. When the door closed behind them in the editor's office, however, calmness prevailed.
Kang, short and bespectacled, stood behind a large desk covered with printouts of stories, page proofs, issues of other Seoul dailies. It was the organized clutter of a harried executive. He welcomed them with a tolerant smile.
"Good morning, gentlemen. Would you like tea or coffee?'
"Coffee would be fine," Burke said. Jerry agreed.
Kang held up two fingers and his secretary left. "Please sit down. Now that you have been here for a week, what do you think of Seoul?"
"I'm impressed," Burke said, striking an upbeat note. "It's quite a bit larger than I had realized. I'm a little intimidated by all the people."
Kang nodded. "We have no shortage of people. But, after all, it's the people who form the character of a city. Or a country. Have you had an opportunity to get much reaction from them?"
"Only the few we've come in direct contact with," Jerry said. "Everyone has been very nice to us."
The secretary came back in with cups of coffee, allowing the newsroom noise to pour through like a torrent from an open spillway. When she left and closed the door, the dam held.
"I'm happy you have been well received," said Kang, though his noncommital look made Burke wonder. "Am I to assume that this visit concerns my editorial of yesterday?"
Burke smiled. "I think that's a safe assumption." He pulled the translation of the editorial from his pocket and unfolded it. "I don't guess you'll be surprised to know that we strongly disagree with your assessment of the situation."
Kang's expression remained neutral. "You should note I took care to point out that the incident was unfortunate. But it did happen. As you will remember, I was there. We can't ignore it and the effects it is having."
"I agree," Burke said. "But the really unfortunate part of it is that the incident was not what it seemed. It was a fake. It was staged. For what reason, I can only guess."
"Staged? As with a play?"
"Right. A theatrical production. That's exactly what it was. Did you know that Mr. Ko, the so-called information officer from the Ministry of Culture and Information, was a Taekwondo expert? That his previous employment was as a construction worker?"
Kang frowned. With an elbow on the chair arm, he leaned his chin into the "V" formed by his thumb and forefinger. Dark eyes stared out above his glasses. "What are you implying, Mr. Hill?"
"To me, the implication is pretty clear. Ko was sent to that party to goad Damon Mansfield into a shoving match. As the police officer who gave me this information said, with his skills, Ko could have put Mansfield on the floor in an instant if he'd wanted to."
"What police officer?"
Burke hesitated. "I'm not sure he would want his name mentioned. I'd have to ask him first. But he told me that this Ko was a member of the South Korean Taekwondo team. He competed with them in the Asian Games and did a demonstration at the Olympics."
Jerry Chan cut his eyes toward Kang as the mention of sports competition triggered a new thought. "Mr. Kang, how did your reporter know about Damon Mansfield's fight, something that happened on a basketball court several years ago? That doesn't strike me as something likely to be in a Korean newspaper's clipping files."
"I'm sure we had a biographical sheet on him. We receive them from your Embassy when a new attach� arrives."
Jerry grinned. "Begging your pardon, sir, but I sort of doubt an Embassy bio would include anything about a college basketball brawl. That's not their style."
Kang was obviously irritated. Burke hoped the anger was not directed at them. He'd hate it doubly since that had been one of Duane's predictions. "These are matters with which I am not totally familiar, gentlemen," the editor said carefully. "But I can assure you I will be familiar with them soon. Thank you for bringing this to my attention."
He stood behind his desk, a clear signal that the interview was over. He hadn't said what he would do, if anything, after he looked into the matter, Burke thought. All they could do was hope Kang Han-kyo was a fair-minded journalist.
On their way back to the office, Burke debated whether to call Ambassador Shearing and inform him of what they had learned. He finally decided against it. With the Ambassador's convoluted logic, he might consider it interference in the legation's affairs. Should the newspaper correct its story or print a retraction, he would press Shearing to make certain that Damon Mansfield was exonerated.

Chapter 33

Duane Elliston craved action. This was his first operational assignment, and he was anxious to get going on something he could sink his teeth into. The morning session with Brittany and the Korean market researchers had been boring with a capital "B." He had made an occasional suggestion to keep things moving in the right direction. Mostly it had been listening to drivel about market segments, audience impact, key words, images. Brittany was as polished as a stainless steel blade, and about as sharp. They would speak English for awhile for his benefit, then the conversation would lapse into Korean. She could babble with the best of them. As he watched her haggle ardently over some obscure point, he wondered idly if she might be that impressive in bed.
Making out with the ladies had never been a problem with Duane. He had looks and money, and his sometimes bizarre behavior had proved more intriguing than repelling to most of the girls he encountered. Choosing to swim against the tide hadn't particularly endeared him to his family, however. His father had wanted him to be a straight-laced, Brooks Brothers model businessman, like his older brother, Kevin. That didn't interest Duane. In fact, it was primarily his dad's effort to mold him into a clone of Kevin that had propelled him in the opposite direction. His senior year in high school had been the turning point. Kevin was a dean's list football star at Harvard, plowing steadily through the curriculum that would lead to a coveted MBA. Duane, whose high school marks were equally impressive, announced that he would not attend Harvard. He chose instead to head west, traveling halfway across the country to Missouri, a university noted for its prowess in journalism.
After a few years on a Chicago newspaper, Duane agreed to return home to New York and the family business, but in the PR end rather than advertising. The Highsmiths had always been close family friends. They were Uncle Nate and Aunt Ginger. He saw it as a godsend when Nate agreed to take over the agency and save his father from drowning in a flood of red ink. But knowing that Kevin would eventually become head of the agency, he took advantage of the opportunity to jump ship when Worldwide Communications Consultants was formed.
Duane was aware that Burke Hill had not been pleased at his inclusion in the Korean operation, but he also knew Burke would not be in Seoul for long. He was determined it would not diminsh his role in any way. After all, he was the only fully qualified intelligence officer on the scene. The fact that he was totally untested seemed inconsequential. He had acquitted himself well as a cub reporter and as a neophyte public relations practitioner. He expected to pull off this debut with equal aplomb.
He and Brittany ate lunch near the research firm, which was located in a commercial area south of the Han River. It was around two when they returned to the office. Duane immediately put in a call to R. Mitchell Steele at the Taesong nuclear power plant.
"Steele here," said a gravelly voice.
"Mr. Steele, this is Duane Elliston with Worldwide Communications Consultants in Seoul. Did your people in California tell you we were coming?"
"Oh, yeah." He sounded unenthusiastic.
"How is the project coming?"
"We're on schedule, but the next four weeks are critical. If those desk jockeys in California and the engineering geniuses in Seoul will stay off my back, we'll make it."
That sounded like a veiled warning to keep out of his way. Duane decided to try a little back door approach. "How would you like another good project to work on when this one is finished?"
"That's what they hired me for. What did you have in mind?"
"Bartell wants me to come down there and shoot some photos, get a feel for the project and turn out a promotional brochure. Something they can use to sell other prospects."
Steele mumbled a reply that sounded like, "Oh, they do."
Duane wondered if he had an ego. "They said to play up Mitch Steele as the man who can produce miracles."
"I don't know about any damn miracles," he said. "But if I get this sonofabitch done on schedule, I'll sure deserve some kind of medal."
Duane chuckled. "I'll see that you're put in for a commendation. What would be a good day to come down?"
"Listen, sonny� what did you say your name was?"
"Elliston. Duane Elliston."
"Well, Duane, if you want to make pictures down here, you'd better get your ass over to Kepco and see what they say. They're more security conscious than the U.S. Defense Department."
"Would Dr. Nam U-je be the one to approve it?"
"He's the man with the brass balls."
Duane grinned. Despite the grouchy tone, Mitch Steele was a man he could admire. He believed in the direct approach. "We have an appointment with Dr. Nam on Thursday. I'll get back to you."
* * *
He had never heard the prosecutor in such a state of panic. It was shortly before noon on Tuesday, and Captain Yun had just arrived at his office following a fruitless morning of battering heads with the bureaucracy. First he had tried the Ministry of National Defense. He wanted access to the files of former members of the ROK Army Special Forces. That was not possible, a harried young personnel captain insisted. Talk to the colonel. The colonel, a husky, beetle-browed ogre with the tact of a drill sergeant, was more adamant.
"Shit, Captain, when the Army needs the help of the police, we'll call you." He growled like a bear just out of hibernation.
"This is an important homicide case," Yun said. "It involves a relative of the president of the republic."
"Then bring me a piece of paper with the president's signature on it and you can see the records."
End of conversation.
Next he had gone to the Ministry of Education, in hopes of finding something on Suh Tae-hung among the records of university graduates. Which university, he was asked? He had no idea. What year? He was not sure. An exasperated clerk threw up her hands. Talk to the head of the division, he was told. And so it went.
"You want me in your office right away?" Yun asked Prosecutor Park in a voice of disbelief. It was lunchtime. The bulbous lawyer normally reserved an hour or more at mid-day to re-stock the paunch that made his trousers look like a wind sock in a gale.
"Yes, for God's sake! Get down here right away. And drop everything until you do."
"Have you learned something about Hwang?" His voice held a cautious note of optimism.
"Yes, damn it," Park said, lowering his voice, "and I can't talk about it on the telephone."
The Captain made it in record time. He couldn't imagine what the prosecutor had learned to put him in such a state of alarm. Something unusual had obviously occurred, judging from the pile of cigarette butts that crowded the brass-bottomed dragon on his desk.
Yun took his seat and looked across at Park expectantly.
The prosecutor had managed to calm himself some during the time it had taken Yun to get there, but he still sounded a bit unnerved. "I was summoned to the Minister's office a short while ago," he said. "He had Colonel Han, director of the Agency for National Security Planning, with him. They told me that your information was obviously flawed. Your informer is apparently not so reliable after all. If there were someone by the name of Hwang Sang-sol, which they did not confirm, he would not have had anything to do with any of your cases. You are to drop any further investigation of this person. The Colonel stressed that it was a matter of the highest national security. Nothing is to be mentioned to anyone outside of this office. Is that clear?"
What came through loud and clear was that Hwang had, indeed, worked for the NSP. And likely still did. It was not clear whether the NSP had anything to do with Hwang's involvement in the murders. They certainly did not want any probing into his activities that might become a matter of public record.
"I asked is that clear?" Park repeated with emphasis.
Yun nodded. "Quite clear, Mr. Prosecutor. You realize what that would do to these cases if I were to drop Hwang�"
"If you were?" Park gasped in disbelief.
Yun exhaled a deep breath. "If I drop Hwang as a suspect, I'll be right back at the beginning, starting all over at square one. He was my only suspect. The evidence against him is far too strong to be coincidental."
"I don't believe what I'm hearing," said Park, as though the Captain had just announced his decision to fly to the moon. "I distinctly remember saying this person, or non-person, had nothing to do with any of your cases. Nothing means not anything. Period."
Yun folded his arms and stared at the prosecutor as the anger began to well up inside him. Politics had raised its ugly head. The law was the law, and in Yun's mind it applied to politicians equally as with any other citizen. Four people had died, apparently at the scarred hands of Suh, alias Hwang. Letting someone get away with murder was bad enough. With four murders it was unconscionable.
"Are you telling me I can't discuss this with my superiors in the National Police?"
Park shook his head. "Man, are you crazy? Don't you know what power the NSP possesses?"
"They have no authority to interfere in police matters."
"This is a matter of national security. It comes from the Minister of Justice. Do you want them to go to the Minster of Home Affairs? It might bring your removal from more than just these cases. Look, I'm a reasonable man. I know I've criticized you for lack of progress on these homicides. But I'm willing to give you whatever time it takes to start anew. If you must, go find yourself a drunk you can get a confession from."
That was too much. "I've been a police officer for twenty-one years, Mr. Park, and I have never arrested a man I did not believe guilty. If you have nothing else to discuss, I'll get back to work. Obviously, I have much to do."
His insides churned all the way back to his office. He pulled out the biographical sheet on Suh Tae-hung and read it again. A nice piece of American fiction, if I am to believe Prosecutor Park. The man who does not exist. He looked at the files bulging with evidence pointing to murder and conspiracy. He sat there for a long time entertaining all sorts of dark thoughts about political expediency and misplaced concerns over national security and plain old malfeasance. But in the end, he had to accept the reality of it all. They had the legal right to stop his investigation. He shoved the files into a drawer and slammed it shut. Damn it, he was not about to invent evidence to convict some innocent party. If he couldn't pursue Hwang Sang-sol, the cases could damn well lie there and rot.

Chapter 34

The office of Dr. Nam U-je was bright and spacious, furnished with an intricately carved desk and chairs of polished teak wood. Several large plants were placed about the room, assured of sunlight from the large windows that faced a view of the Olympic Stadium. It was not unlike a corporate chief executive's office in the U.S. Dr. Nam sat behind the desk as the two Americans took the chairs facing him. He kept a busy schedule, with all the additional responsibilities that had been given him over the past couple of years. The job of overseeing all the power generating facilities, the nationwide transmission network and the local distributors was enough to drive a normal man gray. But Nam, on his fifties, had hair as black as the crude oil that once had been his biggest headache. Now, with most of the nuclear power on line, oil imports had been cut back considerably. Still, he had other, pressing concerns. He had only agreed to meet with the Americans out of an abundance of caution.
He wanted to know just what interest they had in Korea Electric Power Company.
Brittany Pickerel was dressed in a fashionably feminine dark blue business suit. She smiled at the utility president. "We appreciate your taking the time to meet with us, Dr. Nam," she said in Korean. He was fluent in French but did not speak English. His degree in nuclear physics had been earned in France.
Nam's face remained expressionless. "I'm afraid my time is somewhat limited. I read where your firm was establishing a branch here. I would be interested in learning a bit more about it."
Translating for Duane Elliston, Miss Pickerel told Dr. Nam about Worldwide's plans in Korea and a little about the company's Seoul staff. He was a good listener, prompting her with a question now and then.
"Basically, we want to know what your people like about America and its products, what they don't like, and why. Then we can recommend steps to improve."
Dr. Nam had remained poker-faced but now allowed himself a slight smile. "We know what our customers don't like. They don't like the rates they have to pay, and they don't like it when the power goes out. I don't think public relations could have an effect on that."
"You'd be surprised," she said, a grin tugging at the corners of her eyes. "They might be persuaded that the rates are better than they think they are. And a little publicity on how quickly you respond to complaints of outages could easily improve your image."
"So what is it you wish from me?" he asked.
"We also represent Bartell Engineering, the firm that's building your Taesong nuclear plant. They want us to produce a promotional brochure highlighting their experience in the field. Mr. Elliston would like to take a photographer down there and shoot some photographs, gather some information we could use in the brochure."
Dr. Nam frowned. "Nuclear facilities are highly sensitive areas. We don't permit outsiders to tour them or take photographs."
She gave Elliston's reply. "Since we're employed by Bartell, we aren't really outsiders. The photographs and the brochure would give your country good publicity in showing how technologically up-to-date you are."
Dr. Nam sat silent for a moment. "Perhaps it could be arranged. We would want someone escorting them at all times. We would have to approve the photographs prior to their use."
Miss Pickerel smiled. "No problem, Dr. Nam. When could our people go down?"
"I will have someone contact you. Probably early next week."
As they were preparing to leave, Elliston posed a few questions on whether Dr. Nam had visited any nuclear plants in the U.S. He had, several years ago. And did he have a chance to do much traveling otherwise? He had not been able to do any traveling for the past several months due to the press of business.
* * *
As Duane and Brittany passed through the secretary's office. After Dr. Nam had closed his door, Brittany thanked the prim, doll-like woman for her help. As an afterthought, she asked, "By the way, we're looking for a good travel agency to handle our needs. Does Dr. Nam use a local agency?"
"Yes, we use East Asia Travel Service. Dr. Nam has been quite pleased with them. I'll give you the number if you would like it."
They took a taxi back to the office. Brittany immediately went to her desk and called East Asia Travel. She explained that Dr. Nam U-je of Kepco had recommended their service. She asked to speak with the person who handled his arrangements.
"I have to make a trip to Israel," she told the woman who came on the line, explaining again about the recommendation. "Can you tell me about the arrangements you made for Dr. Nam? I think I'd like the same thing."
"Which trip?" the travel agent asked.
"Oh, I didn't know he had been more than once."
"Yes, let's see� three times in the past year, I think. As a matter of fact, I believe he took the same flight each time. That's probably why he didn't mention more than one trip."
"When did he go?"
"Oh dear. May, the first time. That's when he went on to France. Then August, with the trade delegation, and the last time at the end of September."
Brittany was smiling as she hung up the phone. Shortly afterward, she and Duane met with Burke to report on the day's developments.
* * *
Burke occupied a small office he would turn over to Duane when he headed back to Washington. Currently he was embroiled in discussions with government agencies over the status of Worldwide's Seoul office. They had opened initially as a "liaison office," which permitted only limited activities. It required no payment of corporate taxes, but technically it gave the company no legal standing. Burke was pursuing a change to the "branch office" form of business. This would permit the generation of income in Korea. It also required registration with the court and approval of operations by the Bank of Korea. As Jerry had warned earlier, the process was tedious. He felt he had been moving in slow motion, like something he might have experienced in a dream, or perhaps swimming in a pool of molasses.
Burke leaned back in his chair and listened with growing interest as Duane covered the conversation with the head of Korea Electric Power, particularly his reply about travel. When Brittany related what she had learned from the travel agent, Burke's face took on the glow of a lottery winner.
"Great work, Brittany," he said.
She smiled. "Sounds like our man who doesn't travel much has been on the Israeli shuttle, doesn't it?"
"And on to France. Wonder if that was a visit to the Riviera, or something more sinister?"
Duane frowned and said, "I'd suggest we ask Washington if they can dig up some additional information on him."
"Right," Burke said. "Do it."
He thought back to the conversation with Ben Shallit in Budapest. The Israeli had said the Korean nuclear expert was coming to Israel the following week. Dr. Nam's trip the end of September would be right on target. The May visit could have been an earlier follow-up on the secret agreement. That was about the best circumstantial evidence he could come up with to verify Shallit's words. The question of how far along the Koreans had gotten with their project would no doubt be a much tougher one to fathom. Maybe Duane could shed some light on it after his trip to Taesong.
* * *
The private investigator, Yoo Hak-sil, smiled broadly as he presented his report to Jerry Chan. Noting the expression, Jerry mused that he had found little middle ground among Koreans. Most appeared either gloriously happy or virtually without feeling, based on their smiles or deadpan expressions. Yoo's devil-may-care attire matched his outward demeanor. He wore a jacket with large brown and yellow checks, a pastel green shirt and a mud-colored tie almost thin enough to qualify for the shoestring designation. Beneath that smile, Jerry thought, should lie the reckless soul of a gambler. He would have looked right at home with a racing form stuck in the pocket of his jacket.
Jerry read the written report, pausing at the section on conclusions. After a few moments, he looked up. "Basically, you saw no drawbacks to hiring her?"
"That is correct, Mr. Chan." Yoo was short and built as solid as a Brink's truck. He had a deep voice that seemed all out of proportion to his size. "The young lady has no shortcomings I could detect."
Jerry's major concerns were a reputation for honesty and integrity and a lack of any ties, family or otherwise, to the South Korean government. He had explained to Mr. Yoo that because of the government's apparent antagonism toward things American, he did not want any employee who might feel a compulsion to compromise Worldwide's plans for countering any bias against U.S. products and Americans in general.
"Certainly looks like everyone gave her high marks," Jerry said as he skimmed the pages. "No relatives connected with the government?"
"None. Her father worked on some government buildings, but, of course, he's dead now. Anything else you'd like me to check on?"
"Not at the moment. I may need you again, though. I expect to hire another local employee or two. Thanks for your help."
Yoo handed him an envelope with his bill for services and left. Jerry sat at his desk and read through the report again. He had been impressed with Miss Song initially. Now he was convinced. He picked up the phone and dialed her number.
* * *
Yoo Hak-sil did indeed possess the soul of a gambler. And, as any gambler, he preferred to bet on sure things. This situtation, he thought, had the earmarks of certain profit. During his tenure with the police bureau, he had earned a reputation for competence and enterprise. He had turned his back on that career, however, feeling the role of private investigator offered the promise of much greater economic reward. In the course of pursuing that goal, he had discovered some cases could provide a windfall, double compensation. He saw Jerry Chan's peculiar concern about hiring people with no connection to the government offering just such a possibility. He stopped at the first pay telephone after leaving Worldwide Communications Consultants and called the man who provided excellent compensation for details of political, social or economic aberrations.
* * *
By the following week, Jerry Chan's office was as busy as a CPA operation in the days before April 15th. Song Ji-young had fit into the scene as smoothly as Miss Universe slipping into her swimsuit. Arms waving like a traffic cop, a big smile on her face, she moved skillfully to keep the phone calls and the paperwork properly sorted out. The guys had a field day with her name. Duane went around crooning "With a Song in My Heart," while Travis Tolliver insisted on calling her Miss Melody. As for the bright-eyed young secretary, she took them all in stride.
On Wednesday morning, Jerry closeted himself in Burke's office to review the status of the operation as a whole, both "blue" side and "amber." He had been pleasantly surprised when Nate Highsmith picked him for this job. Getting a management post this early in his Amber Group career was more than he had dared hope for. He was determined to make the most of the opportunity, and that meant working closely with his operational boss to see that everything proceeded according to plan. And while he wasn't directly responsible to Burke for the public relations end of the business, he knew the financial officer would make a full report to the Chief on his return to Washington.
Jerry summarized the status of each staff member's activities. Brittany's desk had stayed piled high with papers as she analyzed the results of the Korean market survey. After her report was completed, there would be a brainstorming session with the entire staff to refine the steps they would follow. The PR plan that had been developed in Washington would serve as the basic guideline, adapted to fit the situation as detailed by the research.
Travis had made a number of useful contacts in the media, plus he had located an ambitious young bilingual reporter interested in learning the craft of writing news releases and radio and TV spots. Jerry had put Mr. Yoo on his trail, with orders to check him out thoroughly. Since news people were by nature highly inquisitive, he wanted to know as much as possible about the man before deciding to hire him.
Duane had spent the bulk of his time calling on local managers of firms affiliated with the American Council for Business in Korea. He briefed them on the Council's objectives and how they could cooperate in carrying out the planned PR campaign. On the "amber" side, his request that Washington supply additional background on Dr. Nam U-je had turned up several revealing details. Dr. Nam had been one of the primary members of the Korean Weapons Exploitation Committee, the group appointed in the seventies to gather information on establishing a nuclear weapons program. Among other things, he had dealt with a French firm that was ready to contract for a uranium reprocessing plant when the U.S. finally squeezed hard enough that the deal was canceled. Over the past few years, he had worked with the same French firm on building two nuclear power generation units.
"How are you coming with the bureaucrats?" Jerry inquired after they had finished discussing the staff's status.
Burke shook his head. "Don't ask."
"That bad, huh?"
He leaned back in the chair and clasped his hands over his head. "Ever dream you're in a crowd of people, and no matter what you say, nobody pays any attention? That's about how I'm doing with the bureaucrats."

Chapter 35

Pusan, South Korea
Duane Elliston and his photographer, a short, thin man whose name, Mr. No, had the sound of a character from a James Bond movie, took a KAL Boeing 707 out of Kimpo on Friday morning, landing fifty minutes later at Pusan's Kimhae Airport. The visit to Taesong had been cleared the previous day by Dr. Nam U-je's office. Although the airfield was some distance outside the city, the flight circled the big seaport on the way in. Duane craned his neck to stare out at the packed mass of buildings that seemed to flow down a mountainside into the sea, more properly the Korea Strait. Pusan wasn't as large as Seoul, but with three-and-a-half million people, it looked just as crowded. And, like Seoul, it's cluttered, hilly landscape featured a tall spire topped with a restaurant and observation deck. The Pusan Tower, perched on a promontory in Yongdusan Park, jutted into the sky like a lofty Olympic torch, providing a perfect view of South Korea's largest port, including dozens of ships from around the world anchored in the bay.
The first thing Duane noticed was the warmer temperature. Pusan lay at the southern tip of the peninsula. He had been bundled into a topcoat when he left for Kimpo Airport that morning. Comparatively speaking, it was mild here. He rented a car at the airport, loaded No's camera equipment aboard and, with the photographer's help as navigator, circled north of Pusan and east toward the coast. Once they reached what most maps identified as the Sea of Japan, but in Korea is called Tonghae, East Sea, they took a narrow local road that ran north along the coast, past a nearly deserted beach that would become littered with sunbathers again after the passage of winter.
Duane hadn't been told the full story, which he took as another slight at the behest of Burke Hill, but it was easy enough to figure that the South Korean government was suspected of embarking upon a nuclear weapons program they were attempting to hide from the outside world. That could bear all sorts of ramifications. As a child of the nuclear age, Duane had viewed the atom bomb as a fearsome, unfathomable monster whose existence he had first encountered as a small boy. In the pantheon of horror, it had ranked right up there with Godzilla and whatever it was that ate Cincinnati. During his days as a reporter, he had visited a Minuteman missile silo amidst a peaceful farming community on the Great Plains. Watching the launch control officers coolly going about their deadly business of preparing for the unthinkable had left an impression in his mind that could not be easily erased. Years later, he could still picture the scene with frightening clarity.
"That's it up ahead," No told him as they approached a bridge over a small river. He could see the plant in the distance, its round cooling towers rising against the horizon.
Duane followed the signs to the power station, where armed guards instructed him to park at the gate while his credentials were checked. Finally an escort arrived, a stern-looking man named Chung, who took them to the project manager's office.
Duane stuck out his hand as he approached the tall, flinty-eyed engineer. "Duane Elliston, Mr. Steele. Nice to meet you."
Steele's handshake was firm, but there seemed little enthusiasm behind it. He was a big, rough-edged man who appeared to have a lot on his mind. He didn't waste any time. "Hello, Elliston. This your photographer? Since you're here, we might as well get on with it. Know what you want pictures of?"
"Yes, sir. This is Mr. No. I've gone over with him what we'd like in the way of photos."
"Mr. Chung here will doubtless have to approve everything," Steele said, standing with fists jammed against his hips, looking like an umpire anticipating objections to a close call. "I just put things together. He decides if they're okay to look at."
"My only interest is in protecting matters of security," Chung said.
Duane nodded. "Why don't we let Mr. No and Mr. Chung go do their thing, and I'll spend a few minutes getting a little background from you?"
Steele grunted his agreement and the photographer ambled off with his escort, multiple cameras draped around his neck. Steele sat at his desk and motioned Duane to a chair.
"What do you want to know?" the crusty engineer asked, leaning back and propping a large foot against an open desk drawer. He pulled a pack of Marlboros from his shirt pocket and held it out. "Smoke?"
"No thanks."
"Mind if I do?"
Duane shrugged. "It's your lungs."
Steele shot him an icy look. "I know. I quit after I came over here. Couldn't stand the damned Korean cigarettes. Then we had a new guy arrive, must have had a suitcase full of Marlboros. After I run out of these, I'll probably quit again."
"When we talked on the phone, you sounded like a man under a lot of pressure. Is there a big push to get this project finished?"
"Yeah. They threw me a curve. The contract called for completion of Unit One next June, and Unit Two in January of the following year."
"You mentioned four weeks."
He nodded. "Back last June they told me they wanted Unit One done by the end of this year. Unit Two was moved up to June of next year. Said they planned to pull a unit of the Kanggu power station off-line in December. That was the first I'd heard of it."
Kanggu was where the satellite had spotted all the activity, Duane recalled. "Why would they want to do that?"
"Who knows? Guy from Kepco who used to work with me said he'd heard they planned some sort of research facility. Their fuel fabrication plant's there, and their waste storage site. I understand they've already pulled some of the power output from the unit there off the network."
Although Steele took pains to blow his smoke the other way, some of it drifted back toward Duane, who detested the odor. He leaned away from it. "Kanggu's north of here, isn't it? You ever go up there?"
"Naa." The sound was that of a deep-voiced sheep. "I got enough to worry about here. Obviously they don't want me around there anyway. The new guy from Kepco won't even talk about it."
Kanggu definitely bore looking into. Duane eyed him contemplatively. "Doesn't that make you a little curious?"
That brought the first hint of a smile Steele had allowed. "Sure as hell does. I learn more from truck drivers than anybody. They've been hauling equipment to Kanggu for several months. As early as last spring. One guy told me he saw loads of crates that came from Israel and France. He said some of the stuff apparently went to the Reijeo factory at Mt. Chuwangsan."
When Ko had finished shooting and they were ready to head back to Pusan that afternoon, Duane tried to think of some excuse to take a northern route back. But it would have been completely out of the way, and he didn't want to risk rousing any suspicions on the part of the photographer. He would have to come up with a logical reason to make a trip down to Andong, the biggest small town in the vicinity of both the Kanggu power facility and Reijeo's cavern in the mountain. He had a feeling that those two locations were the key to whatever the Kwak government was up to.

Chapter 36

Seoul, South Korea
The cold wind cut through the night air like a wayward knife, causing Burke to emulate a turtle, retracting his neck below the collar of his navy blue topcoat. He and Jerry were returning from dinner at a fashionable restaurant in a nearby office building. Its clientele consisted mostly of Western and Korean businessmen. They had seen Kurt Voegler, the Embassy's commercial attach�, huddled with a group of Koreans in the lounge. It was one of countless watering holes around downtown Seoul where business people unwound at the end of a long, hectic day.
They made it back to the office around nine, shortly before Duane was due to return. No one gave them a second glance. Working late was endemic to the highly industrious Koreans. It was not unusual to find lights still burning at this hour in offices all around the building.
As he dropped into the armchair behind his desk, Burke considered calling Lori. Her due date was only a month away now. He was fond of telling other people not to worry about things over which they had no control, but it was advice not so easily taken when it came to Lori's pregnancy. Still, this wasn't his night to call, and when he had ageed upon a schedule, he stuck to it.
Duane arrived a short time later. Looking through his office door, Burke saw him stripping off his coat as he crossed the room. He appeared to be in a testy mood after a long, tiring day of travel. Spotting Burke, he blurted, "Damn, it's cold around here. I should have stayed in Pusan."
Jerry came out of his office. "How was the flight?"
"Fine. If you like being strapped in a den full of Kimchi Eaters Unanimous." Duane sniffed at the lapel of his wool jacket. "My clothes reek of garlic."
Jerry shrugged. He had learned to like the spicy stuff. "If you can't beat 'em, you might as well join 'em, Duane."
"Me, join a movement? Ha!" It was a derisive laugh. "I'd as soon pay homage to the Devil. Matter of fact, I'd rather. At least he might be able to warm things up around here."
He trailed the manager into Burke's office.
"What did you learn from R. Mitchell Steele?" Burke asked.
"I picked up a few eye-openers." He told them about his conversation with the burly engineer. "I assume France and Israel are behind whatever South Korea is involved in. If they have some kind of nuclear program going, I'd say Kanggu and Reijeo's Chuwangsan plant are a good bet for its location."
Burke nodded. "You're probably right there. But I wouldn't jump to too many conclusions based on the crates. The shipments may not have had government approval."
"Our customs people wouldn't have allowed it."
"Do you know what was in the crates?" Burke eyed him with a cold stare.
"I can guess."
"More assumptions?" Burke frowned. "Assumptions won't get it in this business, Duane. We need facts. Verifiable facts."
Jerry moved over to sit on the corner of Burke's desk, apparently placing himself as a buffer between the two. "Too bad we don't have a good Korean agent we could insert down there," he said, twisting his mouth in thought.
"I haven't met a Korean yet who'd make a good agent," Duane said.
"Don't sell the opposition short," Burke said. "That's a good way to get your neck chopped off."
Duane shrugged off the warning. "We don't need a damned Korean anyway. I can rent a car and drive down to Andong. It's the closest town of any size. I'll do my American writer routine and put some pointed questions to the people around there."
"Yeah, and get a pointed gun in your face." Burke's voice was caustic. He had vowed he wouldn't let Duane provoke him this way, but that superior attitude and the tendancy to jump into things before thinking them through was too much. "You'd stick out like a sore thumb. You won't find English-speaking folks out in the provinces like you do in Seoul."
"Hell, half the scientific types down there probably studied at Cal Tech or MIT," Duane said.
Remembering the Korean-American Education Foundation, Burke knew he could be right. But that was no excuse for taking the risk of blowing the company's cover. "Damn it, Duane, we've gone to great pains to structure everything about this organization to prevent its being compromised. Steele told you the Koreans won't say a word about what's going on to him. If the security is as tight as it appears to be, an American nosing around that area would get a quick trip back to Seoul. Probably in the custody of NSP agents. The next place they'd be asking questions is right here in this office."
Duane planted his fists against his hips in a combative stance. "I'm an operations man, Mr. Hill," he said, grim-faced and formal. "I was sent over here to gather hard intelligence. I can't do it sitting in a damned office in Seoul. I know exactly how Mitch Steele felt when he told me if the desk jockeys would leave him alone, he'd get that project finished."
Jerry held up his hands in a halting gesture. "I think you're both right," he said. That brought a sudden silence and looks of contemplation. "Burke is right about the reaction to an American, Duane. There's too much anti-U.S. rhetoric these days. We've already encountered it on multiple occasions. Plus the natural suspicion these people have from years of constant reminders of the threat from the north. They'd stonewall you at best, call in the authorities at the worst."
Duane was about to protest when Jerry stopped him with another raised hand.
"And you're right, we need somebody checking into what's going on down there. But it has to be somebody who won't attract suspicion and blow our operation. Obviously, that means me."
Burke sat for a moment, completely nonplused. If it was all that obvious, why hadn't he thought of it? The young man's outburst had rubbed a raw spot. Was Duane right? Was he thinking like a desk man? His job was to supervise people in the field, not act like a field agent. But, though similar, Jerry's assignment as a field manager was different. He had to consider when the circumstances dictated that he become personally involved in an operation.
Burke eyed Jerry. "Do you have a plan?"
"Frankly, no. Not at the moment. But I will shortly."
Burke glanced back at Elliston. "Well, I hope it's something we can all be happy with."
The look on Duane's face said he was a long way from being happy.
"I have a plan for you," Jerry said to him.
He proposed contacting Kurt Voegler. They would express an interest in doing business with Reijeo, and ask Voegler for an introduction to some of their executives at whatever after-hours spot they frequented. In an informal setting, lubricated by soju or maggolli, they could innocently probe for information on the big conglomerate's activities to the south.
"Get Brittany on it in the morning," Burke suggested. "The newspaper files should have something on construction of the plant. With the unusual aspect of building inside a mountain, surely the papers would have covered it. She can also check open sources on what they're supposedly involved in down there. That would give you some facts to spice up the conversation."
Duane suggested they call Voegler as soon as possible. Then, apparently feeling he'd done all he could, he left for the hotel.
Burke promptly got on the phone to Washington. Toni Carlucci advised him that Nate had a congressman on another line. While waiting, he could talk with his assistant, Evelyn Tilson, who had a message for him.
"Morning, boss," she greeted him. "Looks like a glorious day in these parts. How are things in the Land of the Morning Snooze?"
She sounded a bit too spirited, he thought, straining to appear cheerful. "Good morning to you, Evelyn. It's getting on toward bedtime here. I understand you have a message for me."
"You're right, I surely do. I've been waiting for you to call."
Now she sounded like someone dancing around the edge of an abyss. "So what's the message?" he asked, turning up the volume.
"It's one of those good news, not-so-good news situations. The good news is that your expected twins appear to be in good shape. The not-so-good news is that Lori has been ordered to stay in bed."
"What happened?"
"She wanted me to let you know when you called. She was afraid if she did the calling and had to leave a message, you might get all shook up."
Burke sat there glaring at the phone. If Evelyn's intention was to keep him from getting worried, she was certainly going about it in the wrong way. "What happened?" he repeated.
"Some bleeding, she said. Not bad, but enough that Dr. Brackin thought she should stay off her feet."
"Anything else?"
"No, sir. That's it."
"You're sure?"
"Scout's honor."
"Okay. I'll give her a buzz. She knew it wasn't my night to call, so I guess that's why she called you."
"When are you coming home, boss? It gets awfully dull around here with nobody to pick on."
His voice softened. She was a hard one to be angry with. "In two or three weeks. The Korean government's doing its best to make life miserable for me. Whenever I think I've about got things worked out, some nut comes up with a new rule or a new regulation or a new form. I'm way past catch twenty-two. Must be up to thirty or so."
"I have the utmost faith in you, Great One. Remember, illigitimis non carborundum."
He laughed. It was an old joke. "Make the bastards grind." But he wasn't so sure who would wear whom down. She switched him back to Toni, who said Nate was waiting. After activating the scrambler, Burke filled him in on Duane's visit to Taesong. He decided to leave out the part about the shouting match. He did mention shooting down Duane's idea about a free-lance reconnaissance foray, and Jerry's decision that he should go.
"Duane still has some growing up to do," Nate said in a fatherly tone. "With a little maturity gained in the field, he'll make a fine intelligence pro. I suppose Jerry is the logical choice, though I prefer to keep the managers managing as much as possible."
"I agree," Burke said. "But that looks like our only chance to dig out the real story."
"That part about the crates from Israel and France doesn't leave much room for doubt, does it?"
"Not for me. But the fact that Dr. Nam has been working on this thing for so long worries the hell out of me. I've got a feeling they could be a helluva lot farther along than General Thatcher imagines. Anything new from the satellite watchers?"
"Not from that area. But at the missile training site, they picked up a launch vehicle that resembles the one for our ground-launched Tomahawk."
"The missile that was so deadly in Iraq?"
"That's the one," said Nate. "Of course, having a launcher and a missile are two different animals. Kingsley Marshall's analysts don't credit them with the ability to build it. They may have the technology but not the basic science. When it comes to design work, they buy it over here, or in Japan. We gave them Honest Johns and the Nike-Hercules. They've improved on those, of course, but they shouldn't be able to build a sophisticated missile from scratch. At least that's the CIA's estimate. We really don't know for sure."
"Unfortunately," Burke said, "in this case, what we don't know could hurt us badly."
* * *
Burke waited until he was back at his hotel room to call Lori. She answered on the first ring.
"You must have the phone in bed with you," he said.
"That's the only thing, with you off on the other side of the world. You must have talked to Evelyn."
"Right. How are you feeling?"
"I'm resting comfortably, and wishing like the devil I could get out of here."
"It's hard to keep a good woman down."
"Burke, I can't lie in this bed for four weeks. I'll go stir crazy."
"What did Chloe say?"
"She said it didn't look too bad, but if I stayed on my feet it could get worse. Then I might go into labor early and she might have to do a section. She wants the babies to stay put for at least another two weeks.'
"Then you'd better stay put in that bed, lady. Do you have any help available?"
"Maggie is wearing a bare spot between our houses. She's a dear and I appreciate it, but I hope she won't continue to overdo it. Chlo knows a lady who'll be coming in starting tomorrow. She's to clean house and fix meals. I feel like a pampered bitch."
For someone as active as Lori, he had no doubt it was rough. He wished he could be there to help her through it. But with things here looking grimmer by the day, wishing was the about all he could do. He chatted on for a few minutes, trying his best to cheer her. "It doesn't look like I'll be able to get back for another two or three weeks," he said. "But I'll call to check on you every day from here on."
She had caught the edge in his voice. "Are things not going too well over there?"
He gave a mirthless laugh. "You might say we've got problems we ain't even heard about yet."
"Stick in there, tiger," she said. "I'll be here when you get back."

Chapter 37

Song Ji-young lived with her mother in an attractive two-story brick home not far from the Hyatt Regency Hotel. Her father was an architect and had designed the house himself. Built along a steep hillside street, it had an expanse of windows that faced the downhill view. The colorful roof was of blue tile. It was near the Itaewon shopping district and not far from the former U.S. Army post at Yongsan. With the troops recently departed, there were numerous vacancies in the apartments that had catered to military families. On learning that Jerry Chan was apartment hunting, Miss Song offered to take him to see some of the available apartments on Saturday morning.
She picked him up in front of the Chosun at ten, and they headed south toward the Namsan Tunnel in her small blue Toyota. Jerry noted, not for the first time, that she was quite an attractive girl. He liked her taste in clothes, which accented an attractive figure. This morning she wore a bright red jacket over a frilly white blouse.
"How is your mother?" he asked as she steered skillfully through the traffic.
"I think she has decided not to become a yollyo. She's almost fully recovered now and thinks of lots of things she would like to do."
His Korean vocabulary was fairly extensive, but she had caught him on this one. "I'm not familiar with 'yollyo,'" he said.
She grinned. "In times past, a woman in her position would usually become either a kwabu�a woman who lives alone after her husband's death � or a yollyo, one who drowns or hangs herself."
Jerry frowned. "She didn't really consider�"
"No, not really. She still has hopes of becoming a halmoni.'
"Grandmother."
"Right. Were you ever married, Mr. Chan?"
"Hey, I know it isn't Korean style," he said, "but we're working for an American company, so let's adopt American informality. Just call me Jerry. Would it be all right to call you Ji-young?"
She gave him a brief look of uncertainty, then shrugged. "I suppose so."
"To answer your question, no. I've never been married. The jobs I've had kept me so busy I hardly had time for a girlfriend, much less a wife."
"That happened to me, too," she said. "My parents and a couple of old friends tried to arrange a marriage for me and their son. He was interested in another girl, and I was too busy with graduate school. We talked them out of the idea."
He was surprised some other young swain hadn't steered her toward the altar. Though he had known her for just over a week, she was the sort of person who made you feel you had been friends for ages. She was quick-witted and confident, willing to take on any task and eager to learn as much as possible about her new job. Unfortunately, that eagerness had its drawbacks in this operation.
After they had agreed the first apartment was not worth the rent being asked, they headed for the next location. Ji-young turned suddenly serious.
"Jerry, the part of Worldwide's operation we're not supposed to talk about, you know, the anti-terrorism thing, isn't it dangerous? I mean, for the people involved?"
He gave her a cautioning frown. "You're right. We don't talk about it. To anybody."
"I was just thinking, since you're the manager, maybe that means you're involved. I wouldn't like to see you get hurt."
His face relaxed into a smile. "Don't worry about it. Nobody's in any danger. Particularly not me." At least I certainly hope not, he thought, remembering the trip he planned to Andong the coming week.
"I'm glad to hear that," she said.
He looked out at the building they had stopped before. "Is this the place we're looking for?"
It was a modern three-story building that had a penthouse on top with trees. The owner lived in the penthouse. Each of the other floors contained two three-bedroom apartments. The first-floor vacancy was neat and clean, with fresh paint and almost-new carpeting. The price was reasonable.
"U.S. colonel live here," said the owner, a former ROK Army officer named Chung. He was dressed in traditional white pantaloons and a loose-fitting blue jacket, ready for his hwan-gap, the auspicious Korean sixtieth birthday celebration. Having completed his zodiacal cycle, he would be treated like royalty, offered rich food and drink and showered with best wishes by his children and grandchildren, who would bow low in his honor.
Jerry decided there was no need to look any further. This apartment would be perfect. Mr. Chung had enough furniture in storage to furnish the place. He could move in the following week.
As they were driving downtown to the hotel, Jerry thanked Ji-young for her help, then, with a sudden inspiration, asked, "Could I take you to dinner this evening?"
"I would enjoy that," she said, smiling.
* * *
Burke Hill had two items on his agenda Monday morning. He took care of the first by stopping at Brittany Pickerel's disgustingly tidy desk, a marked contrast to the clutter of his own. All of her papers and files were arranged in neat, orderly stacks, like platoons of soldiers lined up for review. She had finished her analysis of the consumer survey and was scheduled for a session with the rest of the staff that afternoon. They would discuss the final plans for the opening salvo of Funland USA, a PR campaign designed to give Koreans a warmer feeling for America and her citizens.
"How was your weekend?" Burke inquired.
"Great. I took in the Changdok Palace Saturday. Spent a few hours at Namdaemun Market yesterday." She shook her head, eyes widening. "You wouldn't believe all the things they have in that place. And the way they sell it. Boggles the mind."
He nodded, sober-faced, wishing he could share her enthusiasm. "A lot about this place boggles the mind," he said wearily. He had spent much of his weekend mulling over the painfully slow progress of HANGOVER. "Have you been through today's Koryo Ilbo?"
"Still nothing." She had been assigned to comb the newspaper daily for any evidence that the editor had changed his mind about the circumstances surrounding Damon Mansfield's ill-starred encounter with Ko Pong-hak.
"Not a word?"
"Either they've ignored what you told them, or their mills grind exceedingly slow."
"Thanks," he said. "I think I'd better have a chat with the miller."
On the way to his office, he asked Miss Song to get Editor Kang Han-kyo on the phone. When he reached his desk, he punched "Y" on his telephone number finder and noted the listing for Captain Yun Yu-sop. That call would take care of the second agenda item. But first he wanted to know where things stood with the newspaper editor.
When the call came through, he recognized the carefully enunciated voice that had seemed so polite yet distant at their meeting in Kang's office.
"Good morning, Mr. Hill. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call?"
The pleasure part remained to be seen, Burke thought. "I was a little curious," he said. "Have you learned anything else about our strange Mr. Ko? You know, the Ministry of Culture and Information's martial arts expert."
"Mr. Ko," Kang repeated, as though refreshing his memory. "Yes, I determined, as you were told, that he was a member of the Korean Taekwondo team."
"What about his occupation?"
"It appears that he was involved in construction work for several years. More recently, however, he headed a construction workers union that supported the Democratic Unity Party. That's the party that put President Kwak in power."
"So he got his ministry job via the political route," Burke said.
"So it would seem. I also came up with the answer to the question posed by Mr. Chan."
Burke rolled his eyes thoughtfully. "What question was that?"
"How we knew that Mr. Mansfield had been suspended for fighting while playing basketball."
"Oh?"
"We received a letter from an anonymous reader about two weeks prior to the Embassy reception. It complained about activities of some U.S. diplomats, said we might be interested in the background of one. Included was a clipping from an American newspaper about Mr. Mansfield's suspension for fighting."
"How convenient," Burke said. "Quite a coincidence, wouldn't you say?"
"Yes, rather too much of a coincidence. I think you were correct in your belief that Mr. Mansfield was, how did you put it, set up?"
"Right. So now you can print a new story with the correct facts."
"I'm sorry, Mr. Hill. I cannot do that."
Burke bolted upright in his chair. "What do you mean you can't do it?"
"I doubt the Ministry of Culture and Information would take very kindly to such a story."
"Who gives a flip what they think? This is a democracy, isn't it? Somebody in the Ministry was no doubt responsible for this deal in the first place."
"Unless Mr. Ko were to face criminal charges or publicly state his true role in this incident, we have only speculation. Informed speculation, to be sure."
"Just write the facts as you gave them to me. Let your readers draw their own conclusions."
"You must understand the differences between American democracy and Korean democracy, Mr. Hill," he said. "Your constitution forbids any laws abridging freedom of the press. Prior restraint is not allowed. Your newspapers can print whatever they wish, be it factual, speculative, spiteful, even libelous, though, of course, they could be sued. Our constitution is a bit different. It provides that neither speech nor the press shall violate the honor or rights of other persons, nor undermine public morals or social ethics. The Ministry of Culture and Information is our watchdog."
Burke shook his head in disgust. "I see your problem," he said.
Now that he thought about it, he recalled having read where the South Korean government had closed down newspapers in the past. Surely that couldn't happen over something as simple as a low-level bureaucrat stepping out of line. But Kang obviously knew the limitations of Korean press freedom much better than he. Supposedly South Korea had become more liberal than in the past. No doubt to some degree it had. But the old spectre of intimidation was still alive and well. And when it was your newspaper that was on the line, you didn't push your luck too far.
He decided it might be worth asking Captain Yun about. He caught the policeman in his office and attempted to sound more upbeat than he felt.
"This is Burke Hill, Captain. I hope you're having a good day?"
"Some people believe if they awaken to see another morning, it is a good day," said Yun. "I'm not so easily pleased. But I won't bore you with my problems. How can I be of help to you, Mr. Hill?"
"For one thing, I thought you might be interested in a follow-up on the information you gave me regarding the Embassy brawl." He related Editor Kang's findings.
"I'm not surprised at Ko's union connection," said Yun. "The government job is another matter. Normally, the government doesn't like unions. Evidently this is one they control or one that is working for them."
"I was hoping Koryo Ilbo would print a retraction or a new story explaining what really happened. Kang says they can't." He explained the editor's reasoning.
"Yes," Yun said, "Our newspapers are not so free to do as they please. Unfortunately, that apparently applies also to our National Police."
Burke frowned. "What do you mean by that?"
"I don't think it would be wise to say any more," Yun said.
Burke sensed that something had gone badly wrong. But what? Did it have anything to do with the cases they had discussed? Was Yun being purposely vague on the telephone? He had to find out. Perhaps an invitation was in order. Jerry had told him the Koreans considered it impolite to refuse another's hospitality. "I really enjoyed my recent visit with you," he said, baiting the trap. "It would be a pleasure to have you as my guest for dinner."
Although Burke thought he might have detected some reluctance, Captain Yun accepted his invitation. They agreed to meet Wednesday evening at a traditional Korean restaurant in Iksun-dong that Miss Song had recommended. The Iksun-dong section north of Pagoda Park was home to some of the best Oriental style restaurants in Seoul, as well as the most noted kisaeng houses.

Chapter 38

Kurt Voegler agreed to meet Jerry Chan and Duane Elliston early that evening at a maggolli house, a sort of Korean neighborhood pub, across from the high-rise Reijeo Building, the business group's expansive, modern headquarters. It was a favorite after-hours hangout for young, mid-level Reijeo executives. After an exhaustive, free-wheeling afternoon of bouncing around ideas for a promotional giveaway that would send the Korean winners on all-expense-paid junkets to Disneyland, Disney World, and Washington, D.C., Jerry and Duane were primed for the "happy hour."
"We might learn something of interest tonight," Jerry said as they approached the bar, "but our primary mission is to make some contacts we can pursue later. It's important to make them feel we're a couple of normal guys. One thing we can expect to encounter is the old Korean drinking game."
Duane grinned. "I'm good at drinking games."
"You need to know the rules on this one. The guy next to you will hand you a glass and pour. You take it in both hands. turn it up, and pass it on to the next guy."
Duane smirked. "Got it."
Maggolli is a milky-white rice brew, traditionally Korea's most popular drink. Though mild, it can pack a punch that sneaks up on the unwary. Maggolli houses in the blue-collar sections tended to be untidy taverns where the partying usually became rather raucous. Since this one catered to Korea's version of the yuppy, it was quite decent and upbeat in appearance. The unwinding was well under way when they arrived, the crowd noisy in a cheerful way and constantly milling about. The place served excellent anju, bar snacks, including pindaeduk, mung bean pancakes with shrimp or meat mixed into the batter.
Voegler arrived at about the same time. They ordered bottles of the cloudy brew and nibbled on pancakes as they began circling through the crowd. The attach� quickly spotted a table of Reijeo people that included a few acquaintances. He introduced the Americans and they squeezed into a couple of narrow openings at the table. The man beside Jerry was named Kwon. Most of the Koreans understood English, but Jerry spoke in Korean to show that he wasn't your average American visitor.
"The weather's been great since we got here," Jerry said, going with a tried and true opening gambit for any conversation. "When do you expect snow?"
"Before the end of December," said the bespectacled young man. "Of course, it could happen any time now. What is the weather like where you came from?"
"I came here from Washington, though I've lived all around. The Washington weather is a lot like here. It's cold back there now, but so far no snow."
They had to lean their heads close to hear above the noise. Kwon said, "Too bad you didn't get here in the spring. That's the best time to see some of the countryside."
Jerry smiled. It provided the perfect opening. "A friend of mine wants me to go visit Andong."
Kwon's face lit up. "That's where my ancestors came from. The Kwons were yangban during the Yi Dynasty." The yangban were aristocrats who held down high government posts.
"Then you can tell me what I should be sure to see while I'm down there."
Kwon took a big gulp of maggolli and wiped his mouth. "A lot of the old homes are still there. On the east side of town is a seven-story pagoda you should definitely see. It's the oldest and largest in Korea. And, of course, you'll want to go up to the Amita Buddha. It's just north of town. Twelve meters high, carved into a huge boulder."
Jerry finished his drink and ordered another. Kwon was well ahead of him and chattering without restraint.
"I read where your company built a plant inside a mountain down there a few years ago," Jerry said casually. "Chuwangsan, I believe. Isn't it southeast of Andong?"
"Right." Kwon moved his head closer, lowering his voice. "It's one of those projects we don't talk about."
Jerry nodded knowingly. "Because they make explosives. I'm manager for the local office of an American public relations firm. I know how it is to have to deny something everybody knows is so."
Kwon rumpled his brow and gave a half-grin. "We don't deny our Explosives Division is there. But they have some government contracts for materials used in military weapons. The government gets touchy about it."
"Seems like the article I read also said it had a Special Something Division. Special Services?"
Kwon shook his head. "No, no. I'm in Special Services. We cover such areas as accounting and finance, advertising and public relations. You're talking about Special Projects. They have a research laboratory down there that works on things like equipment for nuclear medicine. I really don't know what all they do. Classmate of mine's a chemical engineer at Chuwangsan."
The man next to Duane decided it was time to start the old drinking game. As Jerry watched, he saw that Duane remembered to hold his glass in both hands as the man poured it full to the rim. Duane turned it up and gulped down about half a glassful before pausing. The Koreans cheered. Another glass was passed to him. The trick was to pass yours on as quickly as possible and not let the glasses accumulate in front of you.
Too late, Jerry realized he had forgotten to tell Duane it wasn't necessary to drink the entire glassful every time someone passed a glass and poured for you.
* * *
The following day, Jerry Chan finished his morning run and pulled off the bright orange warm-up suit lettered in white: "University of Tennessee Volunteers." It was damp and heavy with sweat despite the cold outside. He showered, shaved, dressed and headed down to the coffee shop for breakfast. Burke was already into his second cup. They chatted casually as they ate. He found Burke was not all that thrilled about his morning walk as the mercury continued its drop. He suspected that back home his boss would have been striding comfortably in the warmth of a nearly-deserted shopping mall.
When Burke asked how the evening had gone, Jerry delivered an innocuous reply accompanied by a grin that said all he needed to say until they had reached the safety of the office. They were seated close to a table full of apparent Korean businessmen, but they didn't take chances in such situations.
After Burke returned to his room, Jerry took the elevator to Duane's floor. He knocked at the door and listened, but heard nothing. He knocked again, louder. After the third knock, he half expected someone from a nearby room to stick their head out and berate him for disturbing the peace.
The door finally cracked open. About the worst-looking face he had ever encountered materialized in the small gap. It reminded him of something out of a Stephen King horror novel. His hair looked like he'd been caught in a rainstorm. His eyes, streaked with red thunderbolts, blinked uncertainly, and he smelled as if he had been doused with a rather unappetizing French fragrance called Le Vomit.
"Jerry?" The wretch spoke haltingly.
"In the flesh. But I'm not too sure you're Duane. At least not the Duane I knew yesterday."
Duane held a hand up to his forehead. "I've got the mother of all hangovers." His voice was strained. "How did I get back here?"
Jerry shook his head at the miserable sight. "Courtesy of yours truly and my new Reijeo friend, Mr. Kwon. You don't steer very easily when you're dead on your feet, old buddy."
Duane turned to look around the room behind him. "I'd invite you in, but I don't believe you'd want to."
"Thanks. I'll pass. You gonna be okay?"
Duane stuck out his tongue and wagged it as if searching for moisture.
"Give me a little time. I'll be all right."
"No rush," Jerry said. "Come on over when you feel like it. Did you learn anything useful last night?"
Duane gave him a blank stare, then shook his head. "I can't remember."

Chapter 39

Andong, South Korea
Jerry took the Kyongbu Expressway south to near Suwon, where he turned east on the Yongdong Expressway. The superhighways were well maintained, and he made good time in the black Hyundai he had purchased that morning. Near Wonju, he headed southeast through the mountains. The scenery was breathtaking, particularly around Mt. Sobaeksan, north of Yongju. There he saw rugged ridges, deep valleys and occasional waterfalls. Fringes of white reflected in the sun where snow had fallen over the high peaks. He arrived at Andong in mid-afternoon and checked into a yogwan, a Korean-style inn, which featured rooms with ondol floors, furnished with a mattress, quilt and hard pillow.
He spent an hour or so familiarizing himself with the area. The central part of the town presented the usual modern jumble of commercial enterprises, including shops, tabangs and maggolli houses. But he found many large traditional style homes in the residential areas. He drove east of the town and saw the impressive seven-story pagoda Kwon had told him about. A little farther out, he came to a restored village of traditional houses alongside Andong Lake, an artificial body created recently by a dam project. The village was composed of buildings moved to the site to save them from the encroaching lake. It had an authentic atmosphere of old Korea, including inns where maggolli and anju were served.
Jerry took a brief stroll around the village, then headed back to his car. As he approached the parking area, a yellow bus drove up and pulled in near where he had parked. The familiar Reijeo logo with the hangul characters surrounded by four thunderbolts was painted on the sides of the vehicle. When the doors opened, a stream of men in casual attire poured off and headed toward the nearest inn. Jerry walked up to the open front door of the bus, where a tall man wearing a baseball cap and a heavy blue jacket stood talking to the driver. Jerry saw the Reijeo logo embroidered on the left of his jacket, beneath it the word Chikchang, foreman. Lettered on the door of the bus was "Special Projects Division, Chuwangsan Plant."
"Hi! I'm Rhee Po-san." Jerry introduced himself using the name that appeared on a set of fake Korean documents he carried. They would only be used in a setting where there was no chance of anyone following up on the identification. "You guys get up here often?"
The tall man nodded. "Once a month."
Jerry smiled. "It must be a pretty welcome break in the routine. They looked awfully happy coming off that bus."
"A break certainly helps. We spent a few hours in Andong before coming here. This place offers something a little different. Of course, they'd really rather go to Pusan or Seoul. That's a bit far, though, and the company's afraid they might not all make it back."
"Can't blame them. Pusan can get pretty wicked." Jerry changed to a little more businesslike tone. "I'm a chemical engineer from Changwon. I have a lady friend in Andong who's been after me to move up here. Do you know if Reijeo is hiring any chemical engineers at Chuwangsan?"
The foreman stepped down out of the bus. "Come on. We can talk while we walk. I'd better get over to the inn and see what's going on. I'm responsible for these guys."
"Sure," Jerry said, getting in step beside him.
"You're interested in a chemical engineering job, huh? My division isn't looking for any, but Explosives might be. I don't really have any idea. As you can imagine, Explosives is pretty particular about who gets into their side of the plant. Takes a different type of identification from this." He pulled a security badge from his pocket and held it up. Attached to it on a chain was a small vial.
"Why the dosimeter?" Jerry asked.
"We work some with nuclear materials, use them in things like medical supplies and equipment."
Jerry nodded with a thin smile. "But you don't need any chemical engineers."
He shrugged. "Explosives might. I have a friend in personnel who says they're still hiring professional people. What school did you get your degree from?"
Jerry decided not to risk getting tripped up by someone familiar with the Korean college scene. "I graduated from California Institute of Technology in the United States," he said.
"That's good," said the foreman. "It could increase your chances of getting on. My friend says you'd be surprised at the number of American college graduates there are at Chuwangsan."
Jerry wondered what significance that might have. "Do they take applications at the plant?"
"No. Security is too tight around there. You can't get near the place without a badge. There's an employment office in Andong. "
"I'll probably drop by and check into it tomorrow," Jerry said. "Is it a good place to work?"
The foreman raised a bushy eyebrow. "If you like hard work and long hours and stick with the company line."
Jerry grinned. "Doesn't everybody?"
"Apparently not. Word got around recently about a scientist who got himself fired for objecting to something he was involved in."
"That offends our Confucian conscience," Jerry said, feigning indignation.
"Tell that to the students at the next demonstration in Seoul." The foreman laughed. He had a prominent dimple in his chin.
A dissident scientist might be a fertile source for information on the plant. Could his objections have had anything to do with work on nuclear weapons, Jerry wondered? "What was the name of the guy who got fired?" he asked nonchalantly.
The foreman shrugged. "A Dr. Shin, I believe."
"What happened to him?"
"They shipped his ass out, that's what. I'll guarantee you he didn't go to another plant. I understand they blacklisted him. There was a rumor he'd gone to Pulguksa Temple to become a monk. Wouldn't be the first professional to take up the priesthood after a career was shot out from under him. Of course, I don't know if any of this is true."
Jerry begged off a visit to the inn with the excuse that he had to get back to Andong to meet his lady friend. Actually, he was ducking what might develop into another drinking game. This guy looked like he would probably be an old pro at it, capable of drinking the hardiest imbiber under the table.
On his way back to Andong, he came up with a plan. Pulguksa, he recalled, was one of the most famous temples in the country, built by a Silla Kingdom monarch in the fifth century, when Buddhism first came to Korea. It was located near Kyongju, which served as the Silla capital from its founding in 57 B.C. until its downfall near the middle of the tenth century. Kyongju was a couple of hours drive southeast of Andong.
Back at the yogwan, he called Burke and explained his plan, which would require the Worldwide office to back him up should any inquiries come through. They would confirm that he was representing an American client called the Coalition for Nuclear Freedom.
* * *
He started out early the next morning, as soon as there was enough light for driving in unfamiliar territory. Andong was already stirring, but he saw none of the frantic rush that marked this hour of the day in Seoul. Here the people went about their lives in the centuries-old way, seeking order and harmony at a traditionally timeless pace. Overnight, the clouds had moved in, casting the town in shades of gray, giving it a more prounounced aura of age. He took Highway 28 southeast, which paralleled a railroad most of the way to Kyongju.
In 1979, UNESCO named Kyongju one of the world's ten most important ancient historical sites. It was also South Korea's top tourist attraction, but Jerry had no interest in sightseeing at the moment. Pulguksa was only sixteen kilometers away, though it required following a tortuous road up the side of cloud-shrouded Mt. Tohamsan. About halfway up, just beyond a tourist-oriented village, he found the temple complex, a series of walled compounds set on stone terraces in a glade of pine and juniper trees.
He parked and set out on foot, buttoning the collar of his topcoat as a misty drizzle began to fall. When he reached the entrance, he saw why it had been selected as National Treasure No. 1. The elevated grounds were reached by thirty-three steps that led across two granite bridges between stone balustrades. Even in the gloom of morning, the facade was nothing short of spectacular, featuring reddish-brown and yellow panels beneath soaring rooflines, the woodwork painted in colorful red and green designs.
A month earlier, he would have been engulfed by tourists. But at the end of November, with rain threatening, visitors had become sparse. He walked past the temple's two famous pagodas, huge granite structures built during a reconstruction of Pulguksa in 751. Jerry was fascinated by the place. In the main hall, he found a solemn-faced young monk, head shaved, dressed in saffron robes, and handed him a business card.
"I wondered if I might find Dr. Shin here?" he asked.
The monk eyed him with a look devoid of emotion. "You should speak with Moon Chwa," he said. "I will take you to him."
The young monk led him across the inner courtyard toward a building at the rear. The Korean entered first, then invited Jerry to follow. He found himself in a small room with an ondol floor, and in the presence of a short, plump man whose round face resembled a smiling mask. He judged him to be somewhere in his forties.
Moon Chwa glanced at the card, then back at Jerry. "Welcome to Pulguksa, Mr. Chan," he said in Chinese.
Jerry smiled. "Thank you, Mr. Moon. It's been awhile since anybody spoke to me in Chinese."
"You are Chinese-American?"
"Yes. Both my parents came from China, but I was born and raised in the U.S.A." He switched to Korean. "I also speak your language, however."
Moon Chwa nodded. "And very well, I might add. Your card says you are manager of a public relations office. You might say we're in the same business. My job is to handle relations with the public here at Pulguksa."
Jerry bowed. "It's always nice to meet a kindred spirit."
Moon Chwa moved over to a low table and motioned to Jerry. "Please sit down, Mr. Chan."
Jerry took his place on a floor cushion across from the monk. He turned at the sound of someone behind him and saw a middle-aged woman carrying a tray with two cups of tea and a plate of sliced apple and pear. She placed them on the table and silently withdrew.
"Pulguksa is a very special shrine," Moon Chwa said reverently. "Unfortunately, it is not the place of serenity that many of us might prefer. You see, being National Treasure No. 1 has its drawbacks. The power of thought is our most important teaching, but concentration and medidation aren't always easy with the crowds we get here. You're fortunate to have come on a light day."
Jerry chewed on a wedge of apple, then looked at Moon Chwa thoughtfully. "I think my parents may have been Buddhist before they came to America. My mother eventually joined the Methodist Church. That was the church I grew up in. I don't recall my father ever talking much about religion. He wasn't really a shamanist, I don't think. He never spoke of spirits. But he was dedicated to nature, to animals and birds, to trees and flowers and rivers and streams. He marveled at the changes that took place, particularly in spring and fall."
"The Lord Buddha taught that life is a continuous process of death and rebirth. Was your father a teacher?"
Jerry sipped his tea. It was bland, but hot. "He was a scientist, a researcher. He had a doctorate in chemistry."
Moon Chwa observed him intently. "When you entered the temple, you asked about someone. A Dr. Shin, I believe."
"Yes, I was told he might have come here with an interest in becoming a monk."
Moon Chwa assumed an apologetic look. I'm sorry, Mr. Chan, but we have no such person here. Why are you looking for this Dr. Shin?"
The short, plump figure reminded Jerry of Humpty Dumpty as he sat beside the table with legs crossed. But the feeling of strength that emanated from him gave no hint of an impending fall. Jerry toyed with his teacup for a moment, deciding whether to use the cover story he had devised. This trip had been a gamble at best, but he had hoped for a bit better luck. The foreman had seemed to take the story about Shin's retreat to Pulguksa as rather reliable. Still, he had to admit that rumors could probably get pretty wild around a plant the size of Chuwangsan.
"My company represents an organization back in the U.S. called the Coalition for Nuclear Freedom," Jerry said. "We were told that Dr. Shin might have some information regarding the status of nuclear affairs in the Republic of Korea. He was fired not long ago as a scientist at Reijeo's Chuwangsan Plant. There was a report that he had come to Pulguksa, but obviously that was incorrect."
"This organization, this Coalition, what does it do?" Moon Chwa asked.
"They're concerned with the misuse of nuclear science and technology. Things like nuclear weapons proliferation. Of course, as far as we know, your country has no nuclear weapons capability."
"Perhaps this Dr. Shin went to another temple," Moon Chwa speculated. "I will see if I can find out something for you before you leave. Is this your first visit to Pulguksa?"
"Yes."
"Then you must see the Sokkuram Grotto. You have come a long way, Mr. Chan. It would be a shame to return without visiting one of the really classic examples of Oriental art. It is located at the top of Mt. Tohamsan. I will have one of our monks accompany you. There should be a mini-bus leaving shortly."
Jerry had read about the grotto but wasn't sure how interested he would be in it at this juncture. He was too concerned about the fate of his search for Dr. Shin. Fortunately, Moon Chwa's promise to try and locate the missing scientist sounded a hopeful note. As it turned out, he found the trip to Sokkuram, about eight kilometers up from Pulguksa, more than worthy of the two hours he devoted to it. The small bus let him and his eager Buddhist guide out at the summit parking lot. From there they took a wooded path that twisted along the mountainside for several hundred meters. Then they climbed a final set of steps to the cave grotto.
"This was built in 751 by the Silla minister Kim Tae-song," said the young monk as though speaking of yesterday. "You should note the geometrical proportion and precision. The architects did a masterful job."
Because of deterioration from the elements, particularly the ocean wind, a glass wall and humidity controls were installed some twenty years back. A towering white granite Sakyamuni Buddha sat on a stone dias on the floor of the circular hall, legs folded in the lotus position.
"Though it was more than a thousand years ago," said his guide, "the designers were quite advanced in their thinking. They placed the statue slightly off center, so when you look at it standing here in the foreroom, it appears to be centered. They knew all about optical illusions even back in those days."
To Jerry, it seemed to embody the ancient religion's tenets of peace, tranquility, and compassion for life. But it would take more than an optical illusion to square that with what he suspected was taking place some seventy-five kilometers to the north in a grotto known as the Reijeo Chuwangsan Plant.

Chapter 40

As soon as Jerry left for Sokkuram, Moon Chwa drove down the road to the Kolon Hotel, a modern tourist facility offering everything from a dinner theatre to a casino. More important, from his standpoint, it offered telephone lines that had not likely been tapped by any eavesdropping government agency. As a former army intelligence officer, he was well acquainted with the wily ways of the Defense Security Command, which had agents snooping throughout the military to guard against the emergence of coup leaders. He was also aware that the arms of the Agency for National Security Planning had an even longer reach and a more powerful grip.
A veteran of Korea's participation in the Vietnamese War, Moon Chwa had come out of that struggle a broken man. All the fighting and killing and dying had left him a mental cripple. He was drowning himself in alcohol when a pair of merciless robbers cleaned out his pockets and drove him into the countryside, dumping him at the side of the road with the belief that he would freeze to death. They were unaware they had left him virtually on the doorstep of a small, obscure Buddhist temple, whose monks found him and took him into their compound. When he awoke and realized where he was and what had happened, he decided to devote the rest of his life to the Lord of the temple. He had a particular aversion to weapons of mass destruction.
He placed the first of his calls to the American Embassy in Seoul. He was referred to the Commercial Attach�, who assured him that Worldwide Communications Consultants was a well-established firm in the U.S. capital. Mr. Kurt Voegler had no information on the Coalition for Nuclear Freedom but advised that Worldwide planned a campaign to promote better relations between Americans and Koreans.
The second call went to the Worldwide Communications office in Seoul, where he spoke to a Mr. Burke Hill. It was confirmed that Jerry Chan was attempting to contact Dr. Shin on behalf of the Coalition for Nuclear Freedom. His final call was directed to a home in the mountains northeast of Andong, the nearest contact point with the Hongsansa Temple. The South Koreans had done a marvelous job of spreading the benefits of electricity and telephone service to remote areas of the country, but they had yet to reach the isolated temple hidden in the upper wilds of a four-thousand-foot peak some thirty-five kilometers inland from the east coast. After an hour of sipping tea in the coffee shop, sped along through meditation on an item in the American section of the menu called "Sandwich BLT," he received a call back from his party at Hongsansa. It was shortly before Jerry Chan's return from the grotto.
Moon Chwa was waiting near the large gilt Buddha in the main prayer hall when Jerry walked in. "Please join me in a stroll along the courtyard, Mr. Chan," he said with his owlish smile.
Jerry followed him out onto one of the roofed walkways that separated the courtyard into different areas. There was enough wind to sweep the misty rainfall against their faces despite the peaked tile enclosure overhead. In the cold it felt like tiny needle pricks.
"Dr. Shin would like to meet you," Moon Chwa said matter-of-factly when they were away from the small cluster of tourists.
Jerry frowned at his diminutive companion. "You talked to him?"
"Yes. I must confess that although I answered your question truthfully, you probably did not comprehend the subtlety of my reply."
That's a new twist on the old I know you believe you understand what you think I said, but I am not sure you realize that what you heard is not what I meant, thought Jerry, somewhat chagrined. He glared. "Meaning?"
"I said there was no such person here. You didn't ask if Dr. Shin had been here in the past."
"Why are you playing games with me, Moon Chwa?"
"No games, Mr. Chan," he said. "There have been others here before you looking for Dr. Shin. People no doubt sent, by certain government agencies. It was necessary to establish your bona fides."
Jerry almost smiled at his choice of words, but what he said made cold-blooded sense. If Dr. Shin possessed information about the nuclear program, he could certainly be on the NSP's wanted list. He must have realized this and gone into hiding. No wonder the little monk had been so circumspect in their earlier discussion. "So how do I find Dr. Shin?"
Moon Chwa gave him directions for locating Hongsansa, literally Temple of the Red Mountain. It nestled above the 3,000-foot level in the mountains northeast of Andong. The name came from the surrounding oak forest that turned the mountainside a flaming red in the fall.
It was early afternoon by the time Jerry had eaten lunch and steered his Hyundai back onto the highway, heading north toward the port city of Pohang, where heavy industries belched stains of yellow and gray into the cloudy sky. From there he continued up the coastal highway to Yongdok, then turned northwest, where the road began its steady climb into the hill country. At mid-afternoon, he located the obscure cut-off Moon Chwa had cautioned him would be easy to miss. It was a dirt road, little more than a narrow trail, that took him on a bumpy, tortuous trek higher into the mountains. After the first quarter of a mile, he saw no further signs of human habitation. The clouds had begun to break up, affording an occasional glimpse of a bare, craggy peak in the distance. He had about decided he was on the wrong road, that this one led absolutely nowhere, when he rounded a sharp curve and there, high up one side of a narrow glen just ahead, hoary from a slight dusting of snow, sat a small cluster of wood and stone buildings, each with its peaked tile roof flared out in Buddhist temple style. A seemingly endless flight of steps led up from the roadside, its zig-zag pattern chiseled into the stone face of the mountain.
Jerry saw no sign of activity about the place and first thought it had been abandoned. He parked his car in a clump of tall oaks at the side of the road and climbed out, only to be greeted by an inhospitable blast of frigid air. With the increase in altitude had come a considerable decrease in temperature. He made his way up the steep stone steps, taking his time with the taxing climb that led to a closed gate in the high compound wall. Despite the exertion, he felt no lessening of the sting from the sharp wind that wrapped itself around him like the coiled lash of a bull whip.
A small bell hung beside the gate and he rang it briskly. Moments later the wooden barrier swung open to reveal a thin monk of uncertain age. Possibly fifties, Jerry speculated after a closer look. The monk beckoned him into the bare, brown dirt courtyard which was flanked by Hongsansa's weathered buildings. It was obviously a much simpler, more earthy shrine than Pulguksa.
"Mr. Chan?" the heavily robed man inquired.
"Yes. I'm here to see Dr. Shin."
The monk escorted him to a smaller building away from the main prayer hall, where he was ushered into a small, spare room. A stocky man with thin white hair and a wisp of chin whiskers sat behind a simple wood table. An open book, a pen and several sheets of paper were spread before him. Recalling stories of remote monasteries where monks had kept the flame of knowledge burning during the Middle Ages, Jerry could imagine the scientist as an ancient scholar bent on preserving the wisdom of the centuries. He rose to his feet, intense gray eyes considering Jerry with the wary look of a man haunted by the risk of betrayal.
"I'm Jerry Chan," Jerry said with a head bow and an outstretched hand.
"Dr. Shin Man-ki," said the stocky man, accepting the handshake. "I'm sorry you had such difficulty locating me, but you aren't the only one who's been looking. I'm afraid the others didn't have my best interests in mind."
"You certainly found an obscure enough hiding place," Jerry said, looking around. "I hope I haven't compromised it for you."
A quick shake of Dr. Shin's head dismissed the thought. "My friends would have warned me if you had been followed. Please have a seat and tell me about this Coalition for Nuclear Freedom."
Jerry took the lone straightback chair that sat next to the desk and was promptly served the customary welcoming cup of tea. Walnut flavored, it provided a pleasant change, though its warmth was its most welcome quality.
"The Coalition is a group of organizations concerned with lessening the threat of nuclear catastrophe," Jerry said, citing the story he had concocted earlier. There were any number of anti-nuclear groups, of course, though each had its own agenda and would not likely be happy operating under a single umbrella. But coalitions had proved quite effective in the lobbying arena where a single problem cut across various lines of endeavor. It was not so far-fetched an idea, and Jerry made it sound quite plausible. "The organization gets letters from around the world, people reporting activities they believe pose a threat to peace and stability. Someone here wrote about suspicious developments at the Reijeo Chuwangsan Plant. The letter said a scientist named Dr. Shin had been fired for his objections."
Dr. Shin took a swallow of tea, then twirled the cup between his fingers. "Must have been someone from the plant. I know several others who feel as I do, though for whatever reasons, they haven't chosen to leave their jobs. I attempted to change things, of course, to no avail."
"What's going on at Chuwangsan?"
In an emotional voice, a bit louder than intended, he blurted, "They're building atomic weapons!"
Jerry stared across in genuine alarm. The statement was only verification of what he and the others had suspected, but the stark, unambiguous way Dr. Shin put it highlighted the depths of its potential for tragedy. "You mean they're building weapons now?"
"The goal was to have a device ready for testing by January first. Other weapons could be ready at any time after that."
"You know this for an absolute fact?" Jerry realized that some unspoken longing inside him had been secretly hoping all of this was just the result of some monstrous coincidence.
"I'm positive. I was a member of the team from the very start."
Punctuating his words with animated gestures that helped vent his frustration, Dr. Shin described the plot from its inception. A nuclear physicist, he had been recruited in the eighties as part of a group chosen to put together a new study on what would be necessary for the Republic of Korea to aquire an atomic arsenal. It came at a time of heightened tension between Pyongyang and Seoul. It was also a time of periodic defense-bashing in the U.S. Congress, with senators and representatives from budget subcommittees hot on the junket trail to South Korea, issuing provocative statements about the pressing need for troop cuts. The Soviet Union was funneling a steady supply of improved weapons into North Korea, and an eventual nuclear capability for the highly militarized communist regime had to be considered a probability.
"We knew there was nothing we could do to alleviate the immediate threat," Dr. Shin explained. He spread his hands to illustrate an ever widening gap. "Nuclear programs by their very nature are stretched out, long range programs. Nobody really thought the Americans would pull out then, but we believed the time would surely come, and we'd have to be ready."
At the time, Shin Man-ki was in his middle forties, in the prime of his career as a researcher in the field of nuclear science. His particular area of interest was nuclear medicine. With his father a respected physician in Seoul, he grew up in a household where nothing was considered more vital than the effort to cure the illnesses that plagued mankind. The younger Shin had decided to pursue a career in research rather than follow his father's footsteps through medical school in the belief that it would allow him to multiply the impact of his work.
The ink was hardly dry on his PhD from Seoul National University when he was hired by Reijeo's Special Projects Division. He was assigned to work on a number of projects dealing with the health aspects of nuclear radiation. The director of his laboratory, a Dr. Jong, had attended graduate school in the United States and had several classmates, also close friends, involved in the American nuclear weapons program. The subject fascinated Jong and he had studied all the available open literature. Impressed with young Shin's knowledge and ability, Jong had used him as a sounding board for his theories and conjectures on the design and production of nuclear weapons.
"When Dr. Jong was chosen to head the study group back in the eighties," Shin recalled, "he naturally wanted me to be a part of it. I had always considered nuclear weapons barbaric, although I enjoyed the theoretical discussions. It was a difficult decision to take a part in the project, but the director was very persuasive. He convinced me that our country's survival was at stake."
While Jerry listened in silence, peripherally aware of the nearby sound of a moktak, the wooden clapper used to accompany the chanting of sutras, he became increasingly restless. As intriguing as Shin's tale had become, the answers the White House sought remained as nebulous as a hwadu, the simple but pointless questions Buddhist monks pondered during periods of meditation. Jerry had read of a noted Korean Zen master who had once meditated on the hwadu "No!" while walled up in a tiny cell for eighteen months.
Impatient over a wait measured in minutes, he asked, "What did the study conclude?"
"Korea Electric Power's Dr. Nam U-je got us started with a briefing on what the old Weapons Exploitation Committee had learned back in the early seventies," Dr. Shin said.
After six months of patient digging, the group produced a report recommending the Republic of Korea initiate a project that would provide all of the necessary facilities for a nuclear weapons program over the next several years. Insofar as the technology was available to them, the equipment needed in the production of weapons would be built and placed in the facilities on a standby basis.
"Secrecy was a prime consideration," Dr. Shin said. "What we were advocating ran counter to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. It would have been economic suicide to alienate our trading partners, so security had to be absolute. This meant concealing the facilities in some way or designing them with the appearance of having other uses. We had no access to the fissile materials required for making bombs, but with the proper reprocessing systems, the wastes from our nuclear power stations could provide the raw materials."
Jerry recalled the details Brittany Pickerel had provided from her research into the Reijeo plant. The timing seemed to fit. "Was that when Reijeo began construction at Chuwangsan?"
"Right. The top officials of Reijeo were involved with the president and the prime minister in approving the project. It was given a special code name and the highest priority."
The big chaebol would use Chuwangsan to hide a weapons fabrication facility as part of a plant that would manufacture conventional high explosives.
To acquire weapons grade uranium, Dr. Shin said, two procedures would be needed for making the recovery from spent nuclear power fuel. First the uranium and plutonium would be separated, then an enrichment process used to upgrade its isotopic purity. Nuclear power fuel contained only about four percent uranium-235, one of the isotopes used to create the chain reaction for a fission explosion. The rest was uranium-238, which would assist in the operation of a power reactor but exert a negative effect in the core of a bomb.
"The extraction of uranium and plutonium from the waste is a relatively simple chemical solvent process called Purex," he said. "Reijeo built a facility equipped for the Purex process, disguising it as a fertilizer plant."
"Purex stands for 'plutonium-uranium extraction,' doesn't it?" Jerry asked.
Dr. Shin had a surprised look. "How did you know that?"
"I didn't start out in the public relations business. My degree is in chemical engineering."
"Then you probably know about all this."
"Sorry. My nuclear knowledge is pretty limited. What about the enrichment process?"
"Much more difficult. And the most critical. The amount of fissile material required for a weapon depends upon its purity and design. A uranium-235 content of more than ninety percent is necessary for an efficient device."
"And nuclear power fuel has only four percent?"
"Yes. The International Atomic Energy Agency considers anything with an enrichment of more than twenty percent as Special Nuclear Materials, requring strict accountability."
"How do you get high enrichment?"
Two basic processes have been used for enrichment, he said. The United States built huge complexes to enrich uranium by the gaseous diffusion method, such as the one at Oak Ridge, Tennessee, which helped produce the fissile material used in the bomb at Hiroshima. Jerry was quite familiar with that one. The gas centrifuge process also required a large facility, with vacuum pumps and piping to move uranium hexafluoride gas between hundreds of centrifuges. However, Dr. Shin continued, a new process had been developed over the past few years and was only recently put into production. It was called laser isotope separation.
"A laser enrichment facility is fairly small," he explained. "It requires a relatively low expenditure of capital and the operating cost is modest. Israel has done a great deal of work with this process."
Jerry's eyes widened. "Has Korea acquired the technology from Israel?"
Dr. Shin leaned forward on the desk. "As you can imagine, Mr. Chan, that kind of information is a closely guarded secret. I do know that we have some talented people who have done very advanced work with lasers. I cannot say with certainty, but from what I have seen and heard, I believe there is a laser enrichment facility adjacent to the Kanggu nuclear power plant."
Jerry studied the Dr. Shin with a new intensity. The conspiracy was beginning to come into focus, like the image slowly taking shape in a Polaroid photo. It had all begun to make sense. "Have you been working in the weapons fabrication plant?" he asked.
"Yes. Since last summer. I continued to believe it was necessary to protect our country. I did not trust promises from the Democratic Peoples Republic to permit inspection of their nuclear facilities. They might show some harmless process, but they would surely keep their real weapons production line hidden. Then came the incident in Pyongyang that killed Kim Il-sung and his son."
"What happened then?"
"When it became evident the North was no longer a threat, I expected the weapons program to be shut down. But it went right ahead as vigorously as ever. I started raising questions. The management said Pyongyang wasn't the only threat. They said it was vital to the nation's interests to continue the project. When I started talking to others about holding a meeting to organize a protest, I was fired. That was about three weeks ago."
Dr. Shin wasn't aware of what had happened since early November, but he said the project had been on target to have a weapon ready for testing the first of the year. He had no doubt that goal would be met. There was enough highly enriched uranium available � he didn't know its origin � to fabricate several additional weapons. And with the amount of spent nuclear power fuel available in the storage area at Kanggu, the whole production process should be under way within weeks, turning out an increasing supply of weapons grade uranium. Over the long term, the plan was to convert to the use of plutonium, which would permit more powerful weapons with smaller amounts of radioactive metal.
"Did the French or the Israelis send over scientists to help with weapons design or fabrication?" Jerry asked.
"It wasn't necessary," said Dr. Shin with a shrug. "We had something better."
"Something better?"
"Several Korean-Americans who had worked in U.S. Energy Department weapons programs joined us some months ago. From both the Los Alamos and Lawrence Livermore laboratories. One had been a key person on the team that developed the B61 warhead at Los Alamos."
Jerry shook his head in amazement. That was probably the greatest shocker of them all. But how did the Koreans plan to deliver their nuclear weapons, he wondered? "Are these things intended as bombs or as warheads for missiles?"
"Warheads."
"Damn!" Jerry pounded a fist against his hand. "With that capability, they could pose a threat to anybody in the region."
"They do, Mr. Chan. They do. I hope your coalition can manage some way to stop them."
His coalition was sitting in the Oval Office at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. And what could the President do? Blow the whistle on Seoul? No doubt they would deny it right up to the minute they set off a test explosion. They would claim America was inventing things out of pique over South Korea's dropping the U.S. as one of its principal trading partners. Unless� unless what? Unless Dr. Shin Man-ki were paraded before the press to reveal all the gory details of South Korea's treacherous plot dating back to the mid-eighties.
"I'll report everything you've told me to the Coalition in Washington," Jerry said. "I don't know just what action they'll take, but it might be necessary to have you tell your story to the international press. Would you be willing to do that?"
Dr. Shin frowned. "I'd have to leave the country if I did."
"That might not be a bad idea anyway."
The troubled physicist studied his palms for a moment, as if looking for an answer in his lifeline. He looked back at Jerry through determined gray eyes. "Yes, I would talk to the press. This madness must be stopped."
"You said they gave it a special code name. What was the name?"
"They took it from a familiar Taoist blessing, the Chinese characters for happiness and longevity. How's that for scrambling the symbolism? It was called Operation Pok Su."

Chapter 41

Seoul, South Korea
The Dokjo Restaurant in Iksun-dong had the look of a large traditional Korean home, which it had been until its reincarnation some years ago as one of Seoul's top native style dining establishments. Hanging scrolls decorated the walls and beautiful examples of celadon and porcelain pottery were displayed about the rooms. Subdued lighting added to the feeling of antiquity. Burke had reserved a table in a small private cubicle but was waiting near the restaurant's entrance when Captain Yun arrived. The policeman wore a dark gray suit that, along with the tightly controlled look on his face, gave him the appearance of a successful Korean entrepreneur. The maitre d' bowed deferentially before conducting them back to the private room where floor cushions were arrayed around a low laquered table.
"Your waitress, Miss Han, will be with you shortly," said the maitre d' before closing the rice paper door behind him.
Burke took his place at the table, thankful for the warmth of the ondol floor. From a speaker somewhere out of sight, he heard the soft strains of a melody he had learned to recognize as Arirang, the country's unofficial national anthem. He hadn't managed to comprehend the words, but concluded that the sound would effectively thwart any recording devices that might be around. Then he almost laughed at the paranoia behind that thought. It seemed rather farfetched that anyone would want to bug the dinner conversation of a police detective and a PR man.
"Did you get caught in that mess up the street?" he asked Captain Yun.
"Mess?"
"All the policemen in front of that place. Motorcycle cops. Vans."
Yun smiled. "That was the Jang Jung Gak kisaeng house, probably the most exclusive one in town. The long black limousine out front belongs to President Kwak. If he's in Seoul, you can usually find him there on a Tuesday night. It's closed to the public on Tuesdays."
"At a kisaeng house? Isn't that a� sort of� "
"House of prostitution? No, not in the normal sense. The young ladies are charming, beautiful, talented. They provide lavish service during dinner. They also sing and dance and play musical instruments. Should they choose to, they may accompany their patrons later in the evening. For rather exhorbitant fees, I might add. In fact, the charges for dinner and entertainment are more than the ordinary man can afford. The president meets there to relax with some of his cronies, particularly the Prime Minister and Colonel Han of the NSP."
An attractive waitress in a colorful hanbok served an array of steaming dishes that soon covered the table. As they began to eat, Yun inquired about Burke's impending fatherhood.
"Only about three weeks to go," he said with a smile. "Which means I won't be in Seoul much longer. That was one reason I wanted to take you to dinner tonight. The other was to let you know the manuscript from Dr. Cabot Lowing should be arriving in the next day or two. I'll get it to you as soon as I can."
"I'm not sure what help it will be now," said Yun with a note of bitterness.
Burke frowned. "What's the problem? I got the impression when we talked the other day that something might have happened with your investigation."
Yun paused, his chopsticks halfway to his mouth, then returned a succulent shrimp to its bowl. He looked across at Burke, his features as hard as the granite that supported the foundation beneath them. "I was told by my prosecutor not to mention this to anyone, but you know the rest of the story. You might as well know this, too."
He explained how his effort to unmask the man known as Hwang Sang-sol had been torpedoed by Prosecutor Park and the director of the NSP. They might as well have slammed a steel door in his face.
Burke shook his head in sympathy. "When they start waving the red flag of national security, you know you've really touched a sensitive nerve."
"True. And Park was nearly petrified at the involvement of the NSP."
"Doesn't look like they left you any maneuvering room."
Yun shrugged. "I could appeal directly to the president, if I was interested in committing career suicide."
"I wouldn't advocate that."
Yun sighed in resignation. "Nor would I."
Burke speared a chunk of beef with his fork and used it to emphasize his words. "If that manuscript was worth killing for, surely it holds something pretty damned important. Let's hope we can find it."
As Burke and Captain Yun were leaving the restaurant, they walked past another small cubicle where two men sat eating. The waitress had just opened the rice paper door, which allowed Burke a glimpse of a large fat man facing him from the other side of the low table. He couldn't recall having seen a Korean of such proportions, almost like a Sumo wrestler. He saw only the back of the short, compact figure facing away from him. Burke wondered if the Captain might recognize the burly diner but realized Yun was looking straight ahead and couldn't have seen him.
* * *
In the small room, Prosecutor Park Sang-muk looked down at the man across from him. "One of your old police colleagues just passed by with an American."
Yoo Hak-sil frowned. "An American?"
Park nodded, his beefy jowls shaking like the folds of a dancer's skirt.
Yoo went to the door and looked out. Returning to his place at the table, he downed a swallow of soju and smiled at his dinner companion. "That was his public relations agent."
"What are you talking about?" Park frowned. Sometimes he wondered about his old drinking buddy.
"The American's name is Burke Hill. He's with an American public relations firm that recently opened an office here. They hired me to do some employee investigations on Captain Yun's recommendation."
Park was not at all pleased with what he had just heard. Yun dining with an American businessman whom he had apparently befriended? Could it have any relation to his theory about a plot against Koreans who supported close relations with the Americans? He recalled the Captain's past indiscretions, at least they qualified for that description from his biased viewpoint, which had required large quantities of insam cha to restore his nervous system to its proper balance and harmony. Surely Yun was not still pursuing the involvement of an assassin named Hwang. Park feared any misstep by the investigator might be turned against himself, since he bore overall responsibility in the cases. The very last thing he cared to even contemplate was a confrontation with the NSP.
* * *
By the time Jerry Chan and Dr. Shin had finished their conversation about Operation Pok Su, it was too dark for Jerry to risk the treacherous road back down the mountain. So he spent the night at Hongsansa and drove back to Seoul the following morning. Song Ji-young was delighted to see him.
"I was worried about you," she said. "We thought you would be back last night. I stayed here late, but you didn't return. I heard the weather was bad down at Kyongju."
"The weather wasn't too bad," Jerry said, "but I would have had to drive at night to get back. I thought it best to stay over till this morning. Where is everybody?"
"Let's see." She counted them off on the fingers of one hand. "Mr. Hill has gone over to the Bank of Korea. Mr. Elliston is meeting with a group of fast food managers, Mr. Tolliver is calling on a television station, and Miss Pickerel is in her office." She looked down at his desk and saw the note she had left there. She pointed to it, frowning. "That Mr. Yoo called and wants to come by to see you. He said you could call him at that number."
Jerry noticed she didn't offer to place the call for him. That was unusual. But he thought no more of it as Brittany stuck her head in the door to say she would be out for a short while.
"When do you plan to move into your apartment?" Ji-young asked.
"I thought I'd take my stuff over there this evening after work. With no more than I've accumulated so far, it'll all go in the car with room to spare."
"What about bed linens, towels, things for the kitchen?"
He rumpled his brow and scratched his chin. "Leave it to a woman to complicate matters."
"Do you want to sleep on a bare mattress?"
"Okay. You're right. I need to do some shopping." He thought about all the things he needed to discuss with Burke and the report he would have to make to Nate Highsmith. He frowned. "Only trouble is I don't know when I'll find time. I may have to put off moving till tomorrow."
She smiled brightly. "If I can have the afternoon off, and you will trust me with getting the proper things, I'll do your shopping for you."
"Would you, really?"
"Of course. I'd love to."
Not knowing the best places to shop, it would take him twice as long as it would her. He hated shopping anyway. "I could let you have my credit card."
She gave him a devilish grin. "Are you sure you'd trust me with that?"
"I trust you implicitly, Miss Song," he said with a twinkle in his eye. "Furthermore, I'll take you to dinner when I get home tonight. Let's wait till Burke gets back and see if he has anything for you. Then you're on your way."
He called Mr. Yoo, who indicated he would be over shortly to report on his investigation of An Kye-sun, the newspaper reporter Travis Tolliver had recruited for an assistant.
Burke returned to the office about the time the garishly dressed private investigator arrived. Jerry invited him to sit in on the session with Mr. Yoo.
Jerry looked through the report, one ear tuned to Yoo and Burke.
"How is our friend Captain Yun?" Yoo asked. "I saw you with him last night at the Dokjo."
"I didn't see you," Burke said.
"I was in a private room having dinner with a friend."
"Was that you in the pastel blue jacket?"
The investigator chuckled. "Then you did see me."
"Apparently so."
Jerry laid the report on his desk. "Looks like An Kye-sun is our man."
Yoo nodded. "He checked out fine. Think you'll hire him?"
"No reason not to. He should be a big help to Travis."
"What's your opinion of Captain Yun?" Burke asked, changing the subject.
Yoo spread his hands. "What can I say? He's a great guy. He recommends me to his friends."
"From a professional standpoint," Burke added.
"He's got a reputation as the best homicide investigator in Seoul. A bit eccentric, some people think. A loner. He's nobody's man, that's for sure."
"I understand he's had some real problem cases."
"That happens."
"Politics ever get in the way?"
Yoo grinned. "You're kidding. In Korea, politics gets in the way of everything. You got political problems, Mr. Hill?"
Burke shook his head. "No, no. Not me. We're doing fine. I was just curious."
When Mr. Yoo left, Jerry sent Ji-young on her way and asked Brittany Pickerel to catch the phone. Then he closed his office door and energized the electronic sweeper. "All's clear," he said, turning to Burke. "What was that about dining with Captain Yun at the Dokjo?"
"I'll tell you about that later. Did you find your Dr. Shin?"
"Yes," Jerry said, excitement intensifying his voice, "and he turned out to be a real gold mine."
After listening to his story, Burke whistled softly. "I'd say you've just about nailed 'em. The only thing we don't know is whether they can really deliver the weapons, and what the hell they intend to do with all that firepower."
"I don't know of any way to answer that without going straight to the Blue House."
"Yeah. I'm sure President Kwak would just love to give us the answer, if he knows."
"If? You must be thinking about Operation Pok Su," Jerry said. "That was a long range plan."
"I'm wondering who's the brain behind the operation, and how it ties in with a group of 1940's assassins known as Poksu. There's a certain poetry to it, you know. A dramatic flair. I have a feeling we're getting closer to the answer."
It was now midnight in Washington. Although what they had to report was certainly explosive enough, they decided it wasn't something that warranted sending shock waves along the Potomac in the middle of the night. They would wait until that evening when Nate Highsmith would be starting a new business day halfway around the world on Sixteenth Street. They agreed to meet back at the office around ten.
Song Ji-young spent a couple of hours at Tongdaemun, the Great East Gate Market, Korea's largest. It required two trips back to her car to carry all of her loot. She resembled one of those workers who strapped A-frames on their backs to haul around large loads of merchandise. On her way to Jerry's apartment, she stopped at a grocery and stocked up on food for his refrigerator.
She spent the rest of the afternoon in the kitchen, peeling, slicing, chopping, dicing, marinating, and cooking.
When Jerry arrived, his eyes bulged. Beds were made. Towels and wash cloths hung in the bathrooms. Attractive pictures graced the walls. Tantalizing odors drifted out of the kitchen and the dining table was set for two.
"Ji-young, what have you done?" he said, frowning.
She stood in the kitchen doorway, a troubled look on her face. "Did I do something wrong, Jerry?"
His face relaxed into a smile as he shook his head. "No, you silly girl. You've done everything right. I'm just not prepared for all this."
She told him to sit down and she would bring out dinner.
"Looks like all we're lacking is candlelight and wine," he said in a teasing voice.
"Oh, I almost forgot." She held a hand to her mouth as she hurried into the kitchen. She came back a few moments later carrying a brass holder with a tall candle in it and a bottle of white wine.
Jerry chuckled. "California wine?"
"I thought it would make you feel at home."
She set them on the table and Jerry got up to light the candle. He held the match for her to blow out. While her lips were still puckered, he drew the match away and kissed her gently.
"Let's eat," he said, grinning.
* * *
No doubt he was in a prejudicial frame of mind, but he considered it one of the best meals he could remember. Afterward, they sat on the sofa and he took one of her hands lightly in his own. He was immediately struck by the soft, smooth texture of her skin. Idiot, he chided himself, that's the way girls are supposed to feel.
"You said you and your friend had talked your parents out of arranging a marriage," he said hesitantly. "Are there any boyfriends?"
Her smile warmed the room, like the flame from a hearth. "There was one," she said, a glint of mischief in her eyes. "He married my best friend."
Jerry put an arm around her shoulders and she snuggled closer. He felt like a schoolboy again, unable to think of anything to say that wouldn't sound inane. And then he realized that feelings could be communicated by touch as well, if not better, than by words.
He tilted her face toward him and kissed her. Tentative at first, then more passionate as she threw her arms around him. They clung to each other as though fearful that the magic of the moment might suddenly dissolve into nothingness.
At around 9:30, Jerry reluctantly told her he had to meet Burke in the office at ten.
"But don't go away," he said. "Stay right here. I'll be back as soon as I can."
She promised to be there when he returned. Actually, Jerry, like so many men in pursuit of countless women before him, had unknowingly moved at the precise pace that Song Ji-young had set for him.

Chapter 42

Washington, D.C.
Nate Highsmith noted that Toni Carlucci had, with her usual efficiency, changed his desk calendar to December. Since she had yet to arrive this morning, obviously she had done it before leaving the night before. He had returned late from a speaking engagement in Chicago, driving home directly from the airport. He stood by the windows looking out over Sixteenth Street, watching as the brisk wind whipped the flags furiously in front of a building across the way. The leaden sky hung above the city as an opaque gray curtain. With the weekend coming up and the temperature expected to hover around the freezing mark, he thought it would be a good time to relax at home by the fireplace and read. He had a biography of General Douglas MacArthur he had been intending to get into. With this HANGOVER operation moving toward the critical stage, it seemed a good time to review the old general's perspective on Korea.
The ring of the telephone interrupted his thoughts. It was his direct line, the one used by the few people who possessed the number to reach him outside normal office hours.
He answered it with a clipped, "Hello."
"Morning, Nate. It's the Burke and Jerry show."
He recognized Burke Hill's droll voice and replied with an equally flippant, "Isn't it a little early for a double feature?" Then he added, a bit more businesslike, "I presume this is a 'Sierra' call?"
"Correct," Burke said, and gave him the scrambler code.
With the designated floppy mounted and the scrambler activated, Nate asked, "Did you locate your man, Jerry? Burke told me about him yesterday."
"Yes, sir. And I got a real earful."
"You'd better get ready to call Kingsley Marshall and General Thatcher," Burke broke in. "I'm afraid it's about to hit the fan."
Nate didn't like the sound of it. "Fill me in, Jerry."
After Jerry Chan had given a blow by blow description of his meeting with Dr. Shin Man-ki, there was a long pause while Nate digested what he had heard. He agreed completely with Burke's assessment. Marshall and General Thatcher would be his first two calls of the day.
"I'll see what Kingsley and the General want to do about Dr. Shin," he said. "My recommendation would be to get him out of there as soon as possible. As easy as you found him, Jerry, I'd think the NSP could nail him pretty quickly. Surely they have that temple at Kyongju bugged or wiretapped by now."
"It wasn't really as easy as it sounded, Mr. Highsmith. Moon Chwa, who called himself the temple PR man, is a pretty sharp character. He's either been around the intelligence business or read a lot of spy novels. He said he had established my bona fides."
"I can confirm that," Burke said. "He called here to check on you."
"I got the impression he didn't make his phone calls from the temple," Jerry continued. "My guess is he went down the road to some place like the Kolon Hotel, or the Kyongju Youth Hostel. He had me walk with him across the courtyard when we talked about Dr. Shin."
"Let's hope you're right. But I wouldn't count on him being able to ward off the bad guys for too long," Nate said. After a thoughtful pause, he added, "This may take me awhile. There's no point in you guys staying around there half the night. Since Jerry doesn't have a scrambler at home, I'll call you at the hotel when I have something, Burke."
As soon as he got off the phone to Korea, Nathaniel Highsmith called Langley. Kingsley Marshall was getting ready for his morning briefing.
"I just talked to Seoul," Nate told him. "We have definite confirmation on the nuclear program. It appears worse than what we had imagined."
"Worse? In what way?"
"They should be ready to test a weapon by the first of January."
"Stay on the line, Nate," Marshall said, "while I put through a call to the White House."
Nate checked his watch, then gazed out the windows as he waited. The sky was becoming a steadily darkening gray. The forecast was for possible snow, and it looked like the possibilities were improving by the minute. At the sound of a knock on his door, he barked, "Come in!"
Toni stuck her head in, saw the phone at his ear and gave a loud, hoarse whisper while making a drinking gesture, "Coffee?"
"I'm holding for Kingsley," he said. "Bring me a cup, please."
She had just set the coffee on his desk when the CIA Director came back on the line.
"We have an appointment in the Oval Office at 10:30. Come in the back way so you'll avoid the press."
* * *
It was spitting snow on the White House lawn. If there was ever a morning to sit by a crackling fire in the marble-sided fireplace of the Oval Office, this was it. The President had agreed to a meeting instantly on getting General Thatcher's brief report. He wanted to hear all the details from the horse's mouth, and that meant inviting Nathaniel Highsmith. Ever since the inception of HANGOVER a little more than two months ago, the President had dreaded the day when his worst fears would be confirmed. He greeted the three men and invited them to take the high-backed chairs arranged in a semicircle around the warm glow from the fireplace.
"This gives the serious business of the country a little homey touch," the President said with a thin smile. "You want to kick off the discussion, Kingsley?"
"Thank you, sir. I'll let Nate handle the news from Seoul. Before he gets into that, though, our latest satellite sweeps picked up what the analysts say is definitely a new missile. It was at the South Korean training site we've been keeping an eye on. They literally had it under wraps. We hit it lucky with a real strong wind, though. It blew the canvas or nylon or whatever so tightly against the bird that we were able to make some pretty accurate measurements. That showed it's not a missile we've seen before."
"How large?" the President asked.
"Equivalent to our Tomahawk. It would accommodate a good-sized nuclear warhead."
The President scowled. "What the hell are they up to?"
Marshall looked around. "Nate?"
"That's the one question we haven't answered yet," Highsmith said. "But there's no doubt left that Israel, among others, furnished them enough fissile material, equipment and technology to put together their first bomb. It's to be ready for testing January first."
The President leaned forward and stared into the flames. Funny, he thought, how one fire can be so soothing and peaceful, while another, touched off by a small ball of enriched uranium, held the prospects for a cataclysm. "What's your proof, Mr. Highsmith?"
"My people made contact with a dissident physicist who's been working on the project. They're using a plant hidden beneath Mt. Chuwangsan. He says they have everything in place to start a weapons production line."
"What did you mean by 'Israel, among others?'"
"It looks like we contributed indirectly," Nate said and explained about the reported presence of American-trained scientists.
The President pushed his lanky frame up from the chair, took a step toward the fireplace, then turned to face his visitors, holding his hands behind him to savor the warmth of the fire. He could only sit for so long while troubling thoughts tumbled through his mind. He was not a static person. Given the choice, he would always take movement, action. When it came to recreation, he preferred the outdoor variety. He liked to roam the woods at Camp David, work up a good sweat on the tennis court or wrestle with the tiller of a sailboat. Standing, he felt better already. It got the juices flowing.
"So we have about four weeks before the lid blows," the President said, letting his intense blue eyes shift from one man to the other. Stretched to his full height, he was an imposing figure. "Would anyone care to speculate on just what President Kwak has in mind?"
"I've been talking to the people over at State," said General Thatcher. "They still aren't convinced Kwak is calling the shots. Prime Minister Hong appears to be accumulating more power. Then there's Colonel Han Sun-shin of the NSP."
The President gave the robust Army veteran with the short, sandy hair a skeptical grin. "I wonder if the Koreans think somebody besides me is calling the shots here, Henry?"
"Uh� no� no, sir," the General stammered. "I mean�"
"Never mind. What's your opinion, Kingsley?"
"I'm afraid the Agency takes the opposite view, Mr. President. We believe Kwak is fully in charge. According to our information, he's had disagreements with both Hong and Han, and the president's views have prevailed. But as for what he plans to do with nuclear weapons, God only knows."
The President turned his gaze to Nate Highsmith. "Do you have any direct channels to the Almighty, Mr. Highsmith?"
Nate had always admired the President's ability to keep his head in a crisis, to dampen the gloom with a little levity. "Unfortunately, He doesn't confide in me, sir," Nate said with a smile. "However, I'll go along with Kingsley Marshall. I'm inclined to think that Mr. Kwak is being driven to some degree by his pride. He wants to elevate himself to equality with you, and with the leaders of Great Britain, France, China and Russia. He sees the South Korean economy as rivaling all of us, and the next step after economic parity is military. That requires nuclear weapons. It would definitely put him in the big leagues."
The President nodded. "So you don't think he's posing an overt threat, but wants to let everybody know he has the power, should he choose to use it?"
"In a nutshell."
"If that's the case," said Thatcher in a growling voice that had kept soldiers at bay for a quarter of a century, "let's cool him, cut him back to size."
"And how would you do that, Henry?"
"Expose his great clandestine scheme to the world. While he's still not ready, we go to the Security Council and demand immediate sanctions unless he stops forthwith. It might necessitate your calling a lot of the leaders, like was done in the Iraqi situation."
"I see," said the President, frowning, "and in the process throw away forty-plus years of good relations, not to mention billions of taxpayer dollars shelled out in aid. Ruin any chance of exerting any persuasive power on the Korean peninsula for years to come. I'm afraid what you suggest would make the whole country lose face. We need to concentrate on the ringleaders. And remember, there's one other player in this game nobody's mentioned, Japan."
That had been the President's real worry from the start. He had fought to keep the trade doors open to Japan, believing our failure to understand the Japanese viewpoint was propelling America on a collision course with her rapidly cooling ally and former enemy. An increasingly protectionist Congress was bent on nailing the door shut. The Japanese mood was surly as the more radical elements demanded severing the security treaty with the U.S. and launching a rearmament program to provide their own defense. As every military man knew, the shift from defense to offense could be made in short order. What had it taken in the Persian Gulf, less than three months?
"You're thinking of Korea as a foil to any Japanese ambitions?" Marshall asked, inquisitively cocking his head to one side.
"Right. We need to salvage some kind of decent relations there. China's still a question mark. We lose any more clout over there and we can kiss off the Pacific Rim as an area of American influence. I don't relish going down in history as the President who pulled America out of the Far East."
Nate shifted uncomfortably in his chair, leaning his hands on his knees. He'd have preferred to stand, as well, but that would have looked like an effort to usurp the President's position. "What if we let President Kwak know we have the evidence on him and are prepared to go public if he doesn't back off?"
"What if he calls our bluff?" General Thatcher objected.
The President held up a hand. "Wait. I like that." He looked at Nate. "If we could produce your dissident physicist, quietly tell Kwak we were prepared to parade him before the Security Council, it just might work. After they explode a bomb, the genie's out of the bottle. But right now, they would be under considerable pressure to hold up. Any Security Council sanctions would be very detrimental to their economic plans. I don't believe he'd want to take the risk."
"We stop the bomb but they don't lose face," said Kingsley Marshall.
The President nodded. "Exactly. Can you get Dr. Shin out of the country?"
Nate frowned thoughtfully. "It might be a problem getting him aboard an airliner. The government is working hard to track him down."
"We could arrange a submarine pickup in the Sea of Japan," Marshall suggested. "Nate has a man over there who recently went through the Agency's training program. He could handle that end of it."
The President turned to his National Security Advisor. "Any problems, Henry?"
"No, sir. I'll get with the Pentagon immediately. If we have a suitable boat in the area, we can set it up for sometime in the next few days."

Chapter 43

Seoul, South Korea
Burke groggily fumbled around in the dark for the telephone. He finally got it off the hook on the third or fourth ring. He wasn't sure which.
"Hello," he said wearily, reaching his other hand out to switch on a table lamp. He saw by the clock it was just after 1:30. He had only been asleep a couple of hours.
"Burke?" a faraway-sounding voice said.
"Yeah. Who is this?"
"Sorry to rouse you this time of night. I know it's early there."
"Nate?"
"Right. This is a 'Sierra' call. I'll wait for you."
Burke quickly got everything set up and pressed the Activate button. "Okay, Nate. What's up?"
Highsmith briefed him quickly on the meeting in the Oval Office. He relayed what the President wanted and what Kingsley Marshall had said about using Duane Elliston to set up the operation.
Burke was happy the President had approved getting Dr. Shin out of Korea, but he took the final point glumly. "In other words, I don't have any choice in the matter."
"That's affirmative," said Nate Highsmith. "Duane has been trained in this sort of thing. He knows the procedures. The reason I called right away was so you could get him down to that temple as soon as possible. He needs to arrange to move Dr. Shin to a safe spot along the coast. We'll make the rendezvous around Pyonghae. That's due east of the temple."
"Okay. I'll get Duane on the road at daylight. Jerry can call Moon Chwa at Pulguksa and alert him to what's going on. I'll be in touch as soon as Duane makes contact and reports back to us."
Burke sat on the side of the bed for a few minutes, gathering his thoughts before calling Duane's room. Maybe he was being too hard on the guy. He did possess a sharp mind, and he'd had the training for the job. It would be a big help if he spoke Korean, but Duane was never hesitant about bluffing his way through any situation. He'd been craving action. Well, he was about to get his chance.
But even if they got Dr. Shin out, would the bluff work at the Blue House? He wished he knew more about President Kwak Sung-kyo. It would be interesting to meet him. With only a couple of weeks to go, however, that wasn't likely.
He dialed Duane Elliston's room and set the rescue in motion.
* * *
Outwardly, it was a normal day at the Worldwide office. Jerry mentioned casually that Duane Elliston was taking a day off. The new Korean writer, An Kye-sun, reported for work. He was a sharp-eyed young bundle of energy with a squat frame, a cocky smile and a bushy head of black hair. His walk was more like a strut. He reminded Burke of a bantam rooster. Jerry gave him his briefing, got his signature on the employment agreement and Travis Tolliver began going over the office routine.
Burke and Jerry attempted to give the appearance of normality, though neither left the office for any reason. A close observer would have detected an undercurrent of unspoken tension, a tendency to listen expectantly with each ring of the phone.
Just before lunchtime, an air freight courier delivered a package from Washington. Burke knew before the secretary opened it that it would contain the manuscript from Dr. Cabot Lowing. Nate had told him to expect it. Miss Song brought the box and sat it on his desk.
"It looks like you have lots of reading to do, Mr. Hill."
He gave her a perfunctory grin. "Yeah. Ought to keep me out of trouble this weekend."
Besides the fact that he was anxious to find out what the manuscript was all about, he was happy it had arrived now to take his mind off the wait to hear from Duane. He didn't really anticipate any problems, but a lot was riding on this deal.
* * *
Dr. Shin Man-ki sat at his table in the spare room at the Hongsansa Temple, pen in hand. The wind had taken a calmer turn outside, but the snow still lay in deep chalky drifts, and a thick gray mass hid the sun. Dr. Shin was not pleased with his efforts to transfer his thoughts onto the sheets of paper in front of him. He had made several starts that morning, then crossed out what he had written. His presentation needed to paint a precise picture when the Coalition for Nuclear Freedom presented him to the international press. One of the monks had offered to bring his lunch, but hunger was the farthest thing from his mind.
He sipped at a cup of tea and turned back to the paper. The single light bulb that illuminated the room winked out, leaving the table half-shrouded in darkness.
The physicist rose from the chair and walked to the window. He saw two heavily-jacketed men heading for a small building across the compound. It was the location of the generator that supplied power to the temple area. On an earlier occasion, someone had let the machine run out of fuel, but the supply had been restocked.
After some twenty minutes, a sober-faced young monk entered his room and bowed. "The generator won't start," he said.
"Has someone been called to repair it?" Dr. Shin asked. "I suppose I'll have to use the lantern."
"We can't call. The radio won't work without electricity."
"Don't you have someone familiar with the workings of a generator?"
The monk nodded. "A mechanic is looking into it."
"Let me know what he finds," Dr. Shin said and watched the young man slog out through the snow.
He took an oil lantern off a shelf, lit it, and placed it on the table. As he took his seat, he began to wonder. With the radio silent, he was out of touch with his protector, Moon Chwa. Moon was to let him know about plans to effect his escape from the country.
He moved back to the window, hoping to see some activity that might indicate success with the generator. He saw no lights around the compound.
After another agonizing fifteen minutes, the young monk hurried through the snow back toward Dr. Shin's building. Shin opened the door and motioned the heavily-breathing man inside.
"What have you learned?" he asked.
The monk's eyes narrowed. "He thinks someone has contaminated the fuel, poured something into the tank. It could have been done an hour or so ago and just now reached the engine."
Dr. Shin had closed the door, but he felt a chill course through his body as though the door stood wide open. "Did he see any indication that someone had been in there?"
"He said it looked like someone had swept the snow in back to cover their tracks."
The nuclear scientist dropped into his chair and lowered his head, a hand clasped around his forehead. The meaning was clear. Agents of the NSP had infiltrated the compound to cut off any contact with the outside. There was only one way out, down the narrow mountain road. He was trapped.
* * *
Burke had started reading the manuscript, which contained the byline of Dr. Yo Ku Lee (they had Americanized his name) and Dr. Cabot Lowing, as soon as he opened the box. He was immediately caught up in the account of the Koreans, mostly from the northern part of the country, who had joined with their expatriate countrymen in Manchuria in the thirties to fight the hated Japanese. They had linked up with Chinese communists to form something called the Northeast Anti-Japanese United Army. He read on about how a Korean communist from the Pyongyang area had changed his name to Kim Il-sung and became one of the partisan leaders.
He was so absorbed in the story that he failed to notice the call that came in around 1:30. It wasn't until his phone rang and he heard the excited voice of Jerry Chan that he realized what was happening.
"Burke, I've got Duane on the line. You want to come in my office?"
"Be right there," he said.
He closed the door behind him and looked expectantly at Jerry. "Did he find Dr. Shin?"
Jerry shook his head and held his hand over the mouthpiece. "It doesn't look good," he said grimly. Then, into the phone, "Let me put Burke on."
Burke perched on the corner of Jerry's desk and took the phone. "What happened, Duane?"
Although the likelihood of a telephone intercept appeared rather remote, they had agreed on some code words, including "manuscript" to refer to Dr. Shin. "I didn't get to see the manuscript," Duane said, using an imaginative metaphor. "Somebody may have beaten me to it. In fact, I wasn't even able to get to the temple."
"How come?"
"I must have been a quarter of a mile away when I was stopped by a roadblock."
"A roadblock? Manned by who?"
"ROK Army Special Forces. I explained I was on my way to Hongsansa looking for a rare Buddhist manuscript, but the soldier said it was temporarily closed, I'd have to come back some other time."
"Did he say why it was closed?"
"His English wasn't too good, but I gathered they had the place surrounded. He mentioned something about a search for somebody. While I was talking to him, a civilian came up and began to quiz me about who I was and what I was doing there. After I told him, he said I'd better get back down the mountain. Under the circumstances, I didn't argue with him."
That was an unusual reaction for Duane, Burke thought. The civilian was probably an NSP agent. They must have surrounded the place with Special Forces troops and sent the NSP in after Dr. Shin. Damn! If that was the case, it really screwed up the works. "Where are you now?"
"I drove down to Andong. Should I wait awhile and try again?"
"Give me the phone number there and then standby while we see what we can find out."
When Burke had hung up the phone, Jerry leaned back in his chair, his brows knitted. "Do you think they got Dr. Shin?"
"I'd say the odds were pretty damned good. How about calling your friend Moon Chwa and see if he knows anything about it."
Jerry dialed the Pulguksa number and asked that Moon Chwa call him back. It was fifteen agonizing minutes later when the call was returned.
"Our man got stopped at a roadblock near the temple," Jerry told him.
"Yes, I have just talked with our people down the mountain," the normally affable monk advised in a dispirited voice. "They saw the convoy going up. They normally contact the temple by radio, but for some reason the power was down. I suspect it was the work of the NSP. There was no way they could get word up there ahead of the soldiers."
"Duane said a civilian questioned him at the roadblock."
"An NSP officer, no doubt. They came looking for Dr. Shin. The soldiers had the temple grounds surrounded. There was no way for him to escape."
"He was captured?"
"I regret to say he was. We tried to provide him with sanctuary, but to no avail."
"Any idea how they found him?" Jerry asked.
"We think someone may have said the wrong thing on a telephone here at the temple following Mr. Chan's visit. I'm quite sure our lines are tapped."
"That's a tough blow. Will you demand the government release him?"
"Yes, of course. We will have someone taking steps in that direction shortly. But based on past experience, it will do little good. You can expect to read a story soon about Dr. Shin. It will say he was released but was killed in an automobile accident, or stepped in front of a truck, or fell from a train, some such absurdity." His voice conveyed an underlying sense of finality, like a footnote to an epitaph.
"I'm triply sorry to hear this," Jerry said. "Sorry for us, sorry for you, and particularly sorry for Dr. Shin. I wish there was something we could do to help."
"We appreciate what you attempted to do," said Moon Chwa. "You tried. That's all any of us can do. Just keep trying."
Sorry, Jerry said to himself, but just trying wasn't good enough for Shin Man-ki. And it damned sure won't be good enough for the President of the United States.

Chapter 44

Burke was late getting up for the simple reason that he'd not climbed into bed until an hour usually reserved for the likes of drunken party-goers, cat burglars and insomniacs. He had intended to end his reading earlier, but that was when he had encountered the note from Dr. Lowing, stuck in the manuscript toward the back, where a chapter had been chosen for revision. After reading the note, there was no way to put down the manuscript until he'd finished it.
Getting the day off to a reasonable start was a near impossibility without his morning coffee, particularly after a night like this. So he went down to breakfast before calling Captain Yun. He used the time to mull over the results of his reading, seeking to put it all in perspective for what he would tell the homicide detective.
Back in his room, he dialed Yun's number at the police station.
"I've got the manuscript," Burke said.
"I trust from the tone of your voice that you found something of value in it."
"That's putting it mildly, Captain. It came yesterday afternoon and I practically sat up all night reading. It contains some rather tantalizing passages, along with a disturbing note from Dr. Lowing."
"In what way disturbing?"
"Well, I think it explains what happened to Dr. Lee. And it points a finger at where to look for the answer to the mystery."
"You have my full attention, Mr. Hill," he said, the excitement coloring his voice. "I was about to drive over to Namdaemun Market. Have you ever been there?"
"No, I haven't found the time."
"Would you have time to go now? I think you'd find it quite an interesting place to see. We could talk about the manuscript along the way."
Burke agreed, and ten minutes later Captain Yun picked him up in front of the Chosun. The usual glut of morning traffic crowded the streets, but it was a short drive to the colorful open air bazaar. Burke had been near there on visits to the Bank of Korea. Facing the market across Namdaemunro, near the ancient gate, was the modern white high-rise headquarters of the Seoul Metropolitan Police Bureau, with its pagoda-like array of antennae on top.
"I brought the manuscript along," Burke said as he climbed into the unmarked police car. He placed the box on the seat between them. "I thought you'd want to read it for yourself. I've put paperclips along to mark the most significant sections."
"What did you mean that it explained what happened to Dr. Lee?"
"I was almost through the book when I found a note from Dr. Lowing. It was stuck in front of a chapter that dealt with the demise of the Northeast Anti-Japanese United Army."
"That was a guerrilla organization, as I recall from my Korean history," said Yun.
"Yeah. Kim Il-sung was a division commander. There were a few mentions along in the book about one of his detachment commanders called Horangi-chelmun."
Yun smiled. "Young Tiger."
Burke nodded. "Seems he was quite a tiger, too. He used the last name Lee, but according to Dr. Lee, it wasn't his real name. Like a lot of others, including Kim, he had chosen a pseudonym when he joined the partisans. He came up from Seoul with another teenager. At the time of the army's breakup � I believe it was 1941�Kim took his troops across the Tumen River to Vladivostok. But Young Tiger Lee picked three of his best fighters, apparently one of them his friend from Seoul, and moved back across the Yalu into Korea. He told the ones that went to the Soviet Union that his group would carry on their own guerrilla war against the Japanese. According to Dr. Lee's account, he was a master at hit-and-run tactics."
"The Poksu group." Yun's eyes flashed.
"According to the identities of the two who were killed at Taejon, Lee and another man were still at large when the war ended."
Captain Yun found a parking place at the edge of the market. When Burke saw the endless rows of stalls wandering off into the warren of streets and alleyways, he knew why Brittany had been so excited by her visit. Women bundled against the cold in thick insulated jackets swarmed among the stalls, haggling over vegetables, fish, produce, shoes, fabrics, casual ware. Burke marveled at the variety of merchandise.
"We're headed over this way," Captain Yun said, pointing out an alley toward the end of the block. "Why do you think Dr. Lee Yo-ku was murdered?"
They were passing a display of woven baskets that were stacked and hung in random profusion, all sizes, all shapes. Lori would have loved it, Burke thought. He turned back to the detective. "Dr. Lowing's note said he had talked with Dr. Lee just before leaving for Europe. Lee told him that with the shifting climate in Pyongyang, he had received some additional information, including photographs, from an old partisan. He said it could make the book a best seller. He intended to revise the chapter after he confirmed the new facts with, as he put it, 'the number two Poksu survivor in Chiangmai, Thailand.'"
"The number two survivor?" Yun repeated. "Horangi-chelmun's friend?"
"That's what I took it to mean. It's my guess the new information Dr. Lee received identified the two, probably had pictures of them."
"Somebody prominent enough that identifying him would make the book a best seller," said Yun.
"Somebody with enough to lose that it was worth killing Dr. Lee to stop its disclosure. Either the re-written chapter or the information from the old partisan, probably both, were in the briefcase and the computer."
"That would indicate Horangi-chelmun is likely the man behind the conspiracy," said Captain Yun. "The man who hired Hwang Sang-sol to eliminate the people who campaigned for close relations with the U.S."
If only I could tell him about Operation Pok Su, Burke agonized. It would show him that this thing was much larger than a simple conspiracy against leaders of the Korean-American Cooperation Association. But there was no way he could breathe a word about it as yet.
"Captain, do you have any suggestion on how we could get somebody up to Pyongyang to track down that old partisan, find out what he told Dr. Lee?"
"How would you identify him?"
"The bibliography at the end of the manuscript cites the sources. It mentions documents in the Japanese Foreign Ministry Archives, the History of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Police, articles in Chosun Ilbo, records seized by U.S. military forces, some biographies of Northeast Anti-Japanese fighters published in Harbin, Manchuria, and several volumes of reminiscences of the partisan guerillas published in Pyongyang. Most of them are dead, but Dr. Lee lists a handful who should be still around. One of them has to be our man."
Yun had stopped in front of a stall piled high with boxes of fruit. Only a few samples of each variety were lying out in the open, the rest covered to protect them from the cold. He crossed his arms, deep in thought, and rubbed his chin. Finally, he looked up at Burke.
"I'd better go," he said, his jaw jutting forward in a determined set. "I'll see if I can arrange it."
"What are the chances?"
"President Kwak is sending a delegation from several of the ministries to Pyongyang. They're to meet with their counterparts from the North and talk about unification. The police bureau will have a contingent of officers from a Special Security Group as bodyguards. The Blue House doesn't intend to take any chances."
"Can you get assigned to the group?"
Yun smiled. "Their commander is an old schoolmate, one who thinks a lot like me. I'll speak to him today. The delegation leaves the middle of next week."
A plainly dressed young woman, her cheeks rosy from the cold, her hair cascading down on both sides to frame her face right up to her sparkling eyes, approached them from the rear of the stall. She spoke to the Captain and bowed.
The detective turned to Burke. "Remember my telling you about Mr. Chon, the fruit vendor? This is Mrs. Choe, widow of his grandson, Kim Yong-man." He looked back at the woman and spoke in Korean.
Burke heard his name and saw Mrs. Choe bow. He nodded to her with a smile.
"I'll have to say most Korean women I've seen are very attractive ladies. I don't know what you do to grow 'em this way."
Yun grinned. "Arranged marriages. Remember, I said it improved the stock? Who knows what they will be like in future years?" He shrugged.
Burke just shook his head.
Mrs. Choe handed the Captain a large envelope and spoke in measured tones.
Yun took the envelope and said what Burke recognized as "thank you" in Korean. As he led Burke back toward the car, he slipped a loose leaf notebook out of the envelope. "They found this hidden away among some of Mr. Chon's things. It's a record of transactions with people the family knew nothing about. Apparently some of his sources. It may provide a clue to the identity of whoever told him about Hwang. Of course, it's equally likely that it won't."
"Let me know what you turn up," Burke said.
That was the sort of thing you hoped for in an investigation like this, he reflected. Turning up something innocuous most people might overlook. A name. A date. A few key words. Although the break in a criminal investigation often came from plain blind luck, it was how you exploited it that would mean success or failure. Intelligence work was not so different. All the sophisticated gadgets, the satellites, the ultra-sensitive cameras, the unbelievable listening devices, the supercomputers, the radio and telephone intercepts, none of what they turned out would be worth more than a few grains of sand without the perception of a savvy human brain to translate the raw data into meaningful information. And as often as not, in the end it would require a lone individual, digging where the ground looked most fertile, to provide confirmation of what the gadgets could only hint at.
That was the role Yun had to play now. There was ample evidence of what was being planned and done, but the who and the why remained elusive. Yun had demonstrated a sharp eye and a quick mind. If he could maneuver his way into the North Korean capital and track down the old partisan who was willing to talk about his comrades-in-arms from half a century ago, they might soon possess the critical facts that led to Dr. Lee's murder, the identity of the brain behind Operation Pok Su. Eliminate the brain and the body withers away, Burke thought. But would that happen here, or had the project gone so far that it would be propelled forward on its own momentum?

Chapter 45

A light snowfall had blanketed Seoul overnight. It lent a hightened sense of relevance to the boots and bells and reindeer and other symbols of the Christmas season that decorated the streets, and it turned the city's palace grounds into pure winter wonderlands. Damp and fluffy, the white stuff clung to the bare limbs of the trees, lay like icing atop the stone walls, and transformed the tiered tile roofs of pavilions and pagodas into corrugated white umbrellas. It was the day of Captain Yun's scheduled departure for Pyongyang. His early call found Burke just out of the shower. At first he took the guarded note in the Captain's voice as an indication that the weather had postponed the trip north. But that was not the case.
"I need to talk with you this morning before I leave," Yun said. an urgency in his voice. "Could we have breakfast at your hotel?"
"Sure, Captain. I can be ready in about fifteen minutes."
They met in the coffee shop and requested a table in the corner, away from most of the other patrons. After they had ordered, Yun leaned forward over the table and spoke in a lowered voice. "I'll be gone for five days. Will you still be here when I get back?"
"Yeah. I'm scheduled to stay another week and a half." He noted the look of concern in the detective's dark eyes but couldn't imagine what was troubling him.
"I've just learned something that tells me the president may be the next victim of Poksu.'
Burke's face dropped like a mask cut loose. He stared across the table. "The president?"
"Yes. I was at a briefing early this morning for the officers going to Pyongyang. Some of the ministry people were there. Afterward, I was standing behind a couple of high officials, one from education, the other from labor affairs. They didn't realize I was there. The education man had just learned that President Kwak will issue a decree in a few days changing the foreign language emphasis in the schools from English to Japanese."
"You're kidding?"
"No. The rationale is that we will be increasingly involved with Japan following the de-emphasis of trade with the United States. The younger generations probably won't give a particular damn. But these men worried about how the older people will take it, those who still hate Japan with a passion. Since it's apparent whoever is behind Poksu is both homicidal and militantly anti-Japanese, I have a great concern about the president's safety. This Poksu leader has already killed a member of the president's family for less obvious reasons."
Burke was shocked. Not so much at the potential threat to the president but at what lay behind Kwak's move. What were his motives? The president was a member of the older generation, wasn't he? Why would he want to cozy up to the Japanese? They were far and away South Korea's biggest trading partner, but that had been true for some years. No other president had felt obliged to go out of his way to placate Tokyo. In fact, the government had complained in the past about discrimination against Koreans in Japan.
"If you're all that concerned, maybe you should talk to your superintendent," Burke suggested.
The Captain grimaced, narrowing his eyes, a gesture that said he'd as soon try to fly off the Seoul tower. "Superintendent So and I are not on the best of terms at present. A little disagreement over political interference. Anyway, I don't want to have to explain the details of the case until I get the information in Pyongyang. Then I should be ready to wrap it up."
"How did you get him to okay the trip to Pyongyang?"
That brought a purely neutral look, the closest he would allow to a smile today. "I never mentioned it to him. My old classmate in charge of the Special Security Group requested that I be included. Superintendent So was probably happy to get me out of his sight for a few days."
"What about your prosecutor? He knows the details, doesn't he?"
"Not about Poksu."
"Then maybe you'd better tell him enough to show that the president could be in danger."
* * *
After breakfast, Captain Yun headed south across the Han to the Yongdong area where the prosecutor's office was located. He found Park Sang-mu in an unusually subdued mood. When Yun mentioned President Kwak's impending decree on language education, the prosecutor said he had also just heard about it. While being careful not to connect the assassin Hwang with the Vengeance symbol, Yun revealed the tie-in with the murder of Yi In-wha and explained its decidedly anti-Japanese connotation. He told Park about the missing chapter revision of Dr. Lee's book, which apparently contained the identity of the man behind Poksu.
"If this man is so rabidly anti-Japanese," said the Captain apprehensively, "there's no telling what he may attempt to do to the president when he hears about this Japanese language decree."
The reply he got from Park so disturbed him that he stopped at the first telephone after leaving the prosecutor's office and called Burke Hill.
* * *
Burke had left for the office right after breakfast. It was around seven p.m. Washington time when he first tried to call Nate. He didn't really expect to find him at the Sixteenth Street headquarters, but he got no answer at his home, either. He decided to wait an hour and try again. While he was waiting, the call came through from the detective.
"Prosecutor Park told me things are worse than I thought, though he said I shouldn't worry about the president's safety. The presidential security force has been strengthened for any contingency. But there is talk of dissatisfaction among some of the older Army officers. The Defense Security Command has been put on full alert. There's a question, too, about how the NSP will react. And no one seems to know if the Prime Minister agrees with him. Some people are even suggesting President Kwak might have spent the war years in Tokyo secretly working for the Japanese. There has never been any proof of what he did during the war. I'm afraid this isn't a very good time to be leaving the country."
Burke knew that should it come to a military coup, it wouldn't be the first for South Korea. And if it would bring a halt to this mad rush toward a threat of nuclear confrontation, perhaps it wouldn't be a bad idea. But anything relating to the big bang was out of bounds for discussion, so he chose to reassure the Captain that his trip would be hardly more than routine. "Come on now, you aren't leaving the country. You're just going a short distance north to another region of Korea. Isn't that what your government has been telling us all these years?"
Yun did not appear totally happy with the situation but seemed resigned to the inevitable. "I have carried out my responsibility by telling someone in authority," he said. "I suppose that is the most that can be expected of me. Hopefully, I can find the evidence in Pyongyang that will clear up this conspiracy once and for all."
* * *
After Captain Yun had left his office, the prosecutor began to mentally sift through what the detective had said and what he had not said. Yun mentioned the Poksu symbol had been found on the body of Yi In-wha. He carefully omitted his earlier contention that Hwang Sang-sol had murdered Yi, but surely he assumed Hwang left the paper with the symbol. Yun said the missing manuscript material dealt with the Poksu mystery. Again, he failed to mention his belief that Hwang was responsible for the murder of Dr. Lee, but obviously he blamed Hwang for taking the missing documents. Yun had not said specifically what he intended doing in Pyongyang, but to Park, logic dictated that it had something to do with Hwang Sang-sol. And that amounted to sheer madness.
It was not yet lunchtime, but worrying about what this lunatic detective might be up to made his oversize stomach growl and groan in protest. It demanded to be filled, and he was in no mood to eat alone. He needed somebody to talk to who could sympathize with his plight. He picked up the phone and dialed his old drinking companion, Yoo Hak-sil.
* * *
Burke knew it was urgent now, with this latest development in the situation at the Blue House, that he get in touch with Nate Highsmith. He tried Nate's home again with no results. The Amber Group had a special phone number for what amounted to a duty officer after business hours. The assignment rotated among the staff, with the designated person required to remain home on call. Nate and other senior staff kept the duty officer informed of their whereabouts in case of an emergency. Anyone needing to reach one of them would dial the special number, and their call would be forwarded automatically to the duty officer's home. Burke was about to place a call to the special number when Song Ji-young told him an overseas operator was asking for him.
A few moments later, Dr. Chloe Brackin came on the line. "Hello, Burke?"
He recognized her distinctive voice. "Yeah, Chloe. What is it?"
"I've sent your little wife to the hospital," she said. Lori wasn't all that small, except to a six-footer like Chloe. "She may be having false labor pains, but at this stage, I don't want to take any chances."
"Is Lori all right?" he asked, his voice rising.
In a droll voice she said, "As all right as you can be with a belly full of twins. She's not heading for a picnic, but we should be having a coming out party very shortly. She's a little earlier than I'd like, but I'm hopeful there won't be any problems. She's worried about you. Can you get back now?"
"I'll be on the first available flight," he promised. "Tell Lori I love her and to hang in there. I'll be back as fast as I can make it."
The Korean secretary and Brittany Pickerel were the only ones in the office. The others had gone to a special function in the Fast Food Plaza at the DLI 63 skyscraper on Yoido Island. American fast food franchisees there were participating in the Funland USA promotion. Burke told the ladies what had happened.
"I'll call the travel agent and see what's available," Brittany offered. "Why don't you go on back to the Chosun and get packed."
"Thanks. You can call me at my room and let me know."
"Will you need to talk to Mr. Chan?" Miss Song asked.
"Yeah. Can you reach him over there?"
"It may take a few minutes."
"Just have him call me at the hotel," he said, stuffing the things he needed into his briefcase.
By the time he reached the Chosun, there was a message to call Brittany. She had already booked him on a Northwest flight leaving Kimpo at noon. He would need to leave for the airport right away. The flight through Detroit would put him in Dulles at mid-afternoon of the same day, according to the calendar. Actually it would take about sixteen hours.
"Thanks a bunch," he told her. "Did Miss Song get in touch with Jerry?"
"She did. He said he would meet you at the airport. I hope your babies aren't in a big hurry, or else you'll be a daddy by the time you get home."
He had everything packed in record time, instructed the hotel to send his bill over to the Worldwide Communications Consultants office and caught a cab to Kimpo. He found Jerry waiting at the Northwest counter. After checking his bags and getting his boarding pass, Burke looked around for a spot where they could talk.
"I wasn't able to reach Nate," he told Jerry. "There's been a new development he needs to know about."
He explained the flap over President Kwak's plan to substitute Japanese for English in the schools.
"Sounds like your police buddy was right after all, about the Japanese angle," Jerry said.
"There's a Japanese angle all right, but I haven't figured out whether it relates to Captain Yun's cases. Or how it would affect HANGOVER. Tell Nate when I'll be getting there. I'll give him a call first thing after I check on Lori."
Jerry grinned. "First things first." Then his grin suddenly faded. "There's something I need to tell you before you leave, Burke. You've played it straight with me, and I intend to do the same."
Burke raised an eyebrow. "Tell me what?"
"About Song Ji-young." He bit at his lower lip. "I'm afraid we've fallen in love. I know office romances aren't too well thought of in some quarters. I don't know how you feel about it, but I wanted you to know."
It didn't come as any real shock to Burke. He had suspected something of the kind. Secretaries and assistants could be quite solicitous of their bosses, but Miss Song had seemed to exhibit a bit more than normal concern for Jerry. When he was on his trip to Andong and Kyongju, she had worried constantly about where he was and what he was doing. Burke had wondered if she were not getting overly inquisitive, but said nothing to Jerry after he had sent her on the shopping trip to buy furnishings for his apartment. Burke noted that evening how Jerry had been anxious to get back and decided someone must be waiting for him, most likely Song Ji-young. He couldn't be too critical, though, since he had already mentioned how it would be a good thing if Jerry became interested in one of the young beauties who seemed to abound over here.
"I'm glad you told me," Burke said. "I'd suspected as much. I don't have any problem with it as long as it doesn't interfere with getting the job done. Just don't let your feelings overrule your better judgement."
"Thanks. I appreciate that. I'll try to keep everything in perspective. I've really enjoyed working with you. Will you be back after the holidays?"
"I don't think so. You can get the rest of the papers shuffled for the bureaucrats. And I'm sure you can wind up HANGOVER without my help. I never did get to introduce you to Captain Yun, though. He'll call when he gets back from Pyongyang. Get with him and go over what he's found. It would be a good idea to tell him about your DEA background. I think you two should work well together."
Burke waved a final good-bye as he headed through the security check point, hoping this would be his last look at Korea for a long while. He would be happy to get back to Falls Church, to Lori and to the new babies, try to pick up life where they had left off nearly six weeks ago. But he had an uncomfortable feeling, perhaps a premonition, that things might not work out as he hoped.
* * *
Things were equally unsettling to the north. In the nearly three months since the fearsome blast that had decimated the ranks of North Korea's ruling communist clique, absolute chaos had given way to massive disruption and finally to organized confusion. Organized in that lower level bureaucrats still went about their jobs, but with little sense of ultimate direction. Without the oppressive hands of Kim and his son to hold the Korean Workers' Party together, it had splintered into a variety of factions. Many of the top functionaries, who were seated at the front of the audience that night in September, had been killed or maimed, while others remained hospitalized or able to contribute only token efforts toward governing the country.
Among those who survived without injury, due to his seat in the next to the last row, was So Song-ku of the Central Committee. Although formerly a hard-liner, he had become the soul of moderation. When those who envied the freedom and prosperity of their brothers to the south began to demand liberalization and cooperation with Seoul, So offered sympathy and suggested that the various groups sit down and talk. He helped open dialogue with the Kwak government and worked with liberal elements of the military to make a modest opening in the once tightly closed border known as the DMZ. He encouraged the postal authorities to arrange unfettered, meaning uncensored, movement of mail between north and south.
So also continued his alternate existence as the DRAGON, performing assignments communicated to him from NSP headquarters in Seoul. He normally received instructions by coded radio messages. That cold, windy afternoon in early December, he decoded a transmission that piqued his curiosity. It read:
"Monitor activities of ROK delegation police Captain Yun arriving Pyongyang today. Further instructions to follow."

Chapter 46

Washington, D.C.
Burke waited nervously among the crowd around the luggage carousel. As soon as his bags rumbled into view on the noisy conveyor, he grabbed them off and began to struggle toward the ground transportation exit. That was when he almost literally ran into the sizeable figure of Will Arnold. Will had a sheepish grin on his face.
"Sorry I'm late, Burke. Got caught in traffic. Here, let me help you with those."
"How the hell did you know when I was getting here?" Burke asked as his neighbor grabbed the two largest bags. "I didn't take time to call anybody."
"You've got an efficient staff, man. Your gal Evelyn called Lori at the hospital this morning and gave her all the details."
Burke shot him a worried look. "How is Lori? Has she delivered yet?"
Will started hustling toward the exit. "No, but if we don't hurry, she's liable to."
Will wheeled his Caddy out of the parking lot and headed for the Dulles Access Road. He kept up a steady chatter as they raced toward Interstate 66. First the neighborhood gossip, then the status of things at the defense plant where he worked.
"I ran into the damnedest thing a couple of weeks ago," he said, shaking his head. "You'll be interested in this, since you just came from over there."
"Over where?" Burke said. He wasn't so sure of Will's assessment about his interest. A lot of his neighbor's windy tales struck him as deadly dull. Much of the time he'd nod and smile mechanically while tuning them out.
"Korea," Will said, as though it should have been obvious. "One of my bright young guys was Korean. At least part Korean. His father was an American. Died some years ago. I'm not sure I ever heard why. Anyway, back in October, I believe it was, he came in and told me his mother, who still lived in Korea, was ill and had nobody to look after her. He said she wouldn't come to America so he was quitting to go over there. He could find a pretty decent job in Korea, he said."
Burke's ears perked up, remembering the reports by Mitch Steele and Dr. Shin Man-ki of American-educated scientists and engineers working at Kanggu and Chuwangsan.
"Anyway, a couple of weeks ago, I was at a company meeting and heard a guy from the Guidance Technology Division talking about one of his sharpest people leaving. Damned if it didn't sound like a reincarnation of my man. Right down to the story about his mother. Only difference was he wanted her to come over here but the doctors wouldn't let her travel."
"You mean another Korean-American?"
"Right. An engineer who designed guidance systems for missiles. Hell, South Korea doesn't have that kind of ballistic missile. He's going to find himself out of luck over there."
"How long ago did he leave the company?"
"I believe the guy said it was back in the summer. You know me, I get curious about things like that. I talked to a personnel man at the meeting, asked him if there was any way to find out how many people in the company had Korean ancestry. Didn't really think there would be. But he said because of some problems they'd once had with security clearances, they kept a file of people who had a parent or a spouse born in another country. I told him about my computer man leaving and that I'd heard there might have been some others, could he check into it and let me know. Well, he calls me back the next day and what do you know? Including the Guidance Technology guy, there were three others who'd left in the past six months. My man had his master's, the other three were PhD's. I asked him if it was something we ought to be concerned about, and he said he didn't see why. People are free to quit their jobs and go wherever they want to. We lose lots of people, not just Koreans. I guess that's true, but it seems a shame. I remember the fellow who worked for me saying he went to school on a scholarship from some kind of Korean-American fund in California. Hell, they go to school on our money and then bug out for someplace overseas."
Will wandered on to other subjects, but when they arrived at the hospital, Burke was still mulling over the Korean-Americans who had taken their knowledge of U.S. missile design and manufacturing to South Korea. Men who had undoubtedly received scholarships from Dr. Kim Vickers' Korean-American Education Foundation.
Will directed Burke to the obstetrics wing, where they found Maggie Arnold standing outside the door to Lori's room. Maggie's face gleamed like a four-carat diamond brooch when she saw Burke.
"They're just about to roll her into the delivery room," Maggie said. "She's been in labor off and on for the better part of the day. Dr. Brackin gave her a mild sedative to help her through."
A gurney was wheeled through the doorway just then, steered by a nurse in green surgical garb, her hair hidden by what looked to Burke like a white shower cap. Lori was obviouslyfeeling giddy.
"Burke!" she cried out when she saw him.
The nurse stopped for Burke to take her hand and lean down to kiss her. "Hi, doll," he said with a grin. It was Chloe's favorite expression. "I love you."
"I love you," she said, smiling. Then she looked back at the nurse. "My husband's here, driver. Let's go."
Burke had opted to leave the birthing to Lori and Chloe. He didn't deal too well with gore. He joined Will and Maggie in the waiting room and took advantage of the lull to call the office.
"Thanks for setting up the arrangements for somebody to meet me," he told Evelyn Tilson.
"Hey, surely you didn't think I'd leave you stranded out there at Dulles. That's halfway to Korea, boss. Are you a daddy yet?"
"She's in the Delivery Room now. I'll keep you posted. Do you know if Nate is in?"
"I think so. I'll switch you to Toni. Be sure you let me know the minute you hear from Dr. Brackin."
Toni Carlucci welcomed him and told him to hold for Nate.
"Burke, great to have you back. Sorry you couldn't reach me last night. We were at a concert. I understand you're waiting to hear the news."
"Right. It shouldn't be long. Did Jerry fill you in on everything?"
"He relayed what you told him. He said you would go into all the details when you got here. I presume you'll be at the hospital for awhile?"
"Until I'm sure the babies are okay and Lori's settled down."
"Good," Nate said. "I'm about finished up here. I'll see you over there shortly."
Burke wasn't sure whether Nate was coming to hear about the strange developments in Seoul or to see the new babies. He thought it was probably some of both. He chatted with Will and Maggie about the striking contrasts he had found between the way some things are done in America and Korea. He was starting to tell them about eating in a Korean home when Dr. Brackin came through the door wearing a big smile, a surgical mask hanging about her neck like an amulet from some strange order of cloth worshippers.
"What kind of names did you pick?" she asked Burke.
"A boy and a girl."
"Then you picked right, love. A beautiful little guy and his lovely sister."
Burke grabbed her and kissed her.
"Hey, watch it!" she said. "I haven't cleaned up too well yet." The dark skin of her face glistened with perspiration.
"Who cares?" he said. "When can I see 'em?"
"Their godmother will display them for you. Go on over to the nursery window and I'll bring them around."
Will and Maggie joined him in the trek over to the window. In a few moments Chloe walked up with first one tiny infant and then the other. Burke beamed. It had been so many years since his son was born that he had forgotten the feelings that it spawned, first an immense pride, tempered by a deep sense of gratitude that God had permitted him to be the father of these precious little beings, and finally an awesome feeling of responsibility. As he looked at them, he couldn't help wondering what kind of world they would have to grow up in? A world at peace, or an uneasy planet living under the continued threat of nuclear holocaust? He hadn't really thought about what he'd been doing these past six weeks in those terms, but that's what it really came down to, wasn't it? He had been involved in an effort to assure that these little ones, his and Lori's son and daughter, would have the opportunity to reach their full potential without the threat of annihilation hanging over their heads.
The Arnolds left, promising to return later to take Burke home. He went to the recovery room and held Lori's hand as she lay resting in silence, all the effort of child-bearing having completely drained her. She had just drifted off to sleep when a nurse came to tell him that Mr. Highsmith was in the waiting room.
"Is everybody all right?" Nate asked.
Burke smiled. "Super."
"Evelyn said you had a boy and a girl. Have you named them?"
"Lori wanted to name the boy for her two fathers, Cameron Quinn and Istvan Szabo. So he's Cameron Istvan Hill. She let me come up with the girl's name. I chose Elizabeth, after my mother, and Margit for Lori's Hungarian grandmother. She'll pop a bunch of buttons when she hears there's a great-granddaughter named for her."
"I'm really happy for both of you, Burke. I understand our boy Jerry Chan may be tying the knot before long."
"He told you, too, huh? He was afraid we might not approve. She seems like a really nice girl." Burke looked around. "Would you like to go to the coffee shop? We can talk there."
They sat at a table in the small restaurant, which appeared about as antiseptic as the rest of the hospital. The coffee wasn't bad, but not as good as Evelyn's.
"I talked to Kingsley Marshall and General Thatcher about the situation in Seoul," said Nate. "Marshall had just gotten a report from his station chief on the unrest among the military. The President's really concerned. If Kwak has sold out to the Japanese, it would cause a major power shift in the region."
Burke told him what he had learned from Captain Yun, adding that the detective was now in Pyongyang looking for the information that had resulted in Dr. Lee's slaying.
"You'll have an opportunity to brief the President," Nate said finally.
"Really?"
"He's invited a small group of business leaders with interests in the Far East to a luncheon at Camp David Saturday. You and I are included."
"That's the day after tomorrow."
Nate grinned. "He's aware of your situation. You won't have to be there for long. General Thatcher and Kingsley Marshall will be in on the luncheon. They plan to give an overview of the area's status. There might be some questions for you, since you've just returned. After the luncheon, while the others are on a little tour of the area, the President will meet with us, along with Thatcher and Marshall, to get a first-hand report on HANGOVER.'

Chapter 47

Pyongyang, North Korea
The delegates from South Korea were impressed by the sincere interest of their counterparts from the Democratic People's Republic in finding common ground for cooperation. Although the North Korean capital was still a drab, colorless city in comparison to the glitter and glare of ultramodern Seoul, they sensed a dramatic change in the attitude of the people. There was open talk of past misdeeds by the DPRK government, and few kind words could be heard for the late Kim Il-sung and his son, Kim Jong-il.
Satisfied there was no apparent threat to their delegation, the Korean National Police officers adopted a low-key posture and resolved to enjoy the change of scenery, such as it was. Captain Yun began to inquire around as to how he might locate some aging survivors of the anti-Japanese campaign in Manchuria during World War II. He was referred to the party Central Committee, specifically to an official by the name of So Song-ku. As he quickly learned, So was one of those involved in the discussions with the ROK negotiators. He found the short, stocky man in a small bare room that was part of the North's delegation headquarters, located in a dull, gray building near the center of Pyongyang where the joint meetings were being held. He soon noticed something vaguely different about So, perhaps a more relaxed manner than he had noticed in other North Koreans.
Yun introduced himself and explained that he had been asked by a friend to look up some old soldiers from the partisan warfare days in Manchuria.
"I think you'll find there are less than a handful still living," said So, scratching his graying head.
Yun handed him a sheet with six names on it. "Here are the people I was told might still be around."
So took a pen and checked off four of them. "These two are the only survivors on your list," he said, handing it back. "Both live here in Pyongyang. I could have someone take you to visit them, if you'd like."
Without any contacts in the North Korean capital, Yun could think of no alternative at the moment. "I appreciate the offer," he said. "When would be a convenient time?"
"How about this afternoon?"
The Captain agreed, and he was met at his hotel at two o'clock by a dapper young man who greeted him like a long lost cousin. The precisely knotted tie and mirror-like shoes gave him the look of a military cadet. He gave his name as Kim. He was overly polite with Yun, but the domineering way he treated his fellow travelers from the North convinced the detective that he was a member of the secret police. He drove a drab-looking car that Yun decided was probably Russian.
As they drove through the wide boulevards of Pyongyang, Yun was overwhelmed by the contrast with what he was accustomed to. Traffic was sparse. No honking, no impatient drivers dogging their rear bumper. People on the sidewalks appeared plainly dressed, no splash of color, no variety of Western styles. Instead of billboards and signs advertising the newest model cars, the pleasures of flying KAL, or the tantalizing taste of a popular soft drink, banners hung from buildings and at intersections exhorting the populace with such slogans as one glorifying labor�"Work Is Its Own Reward"�� and another proclaiming "Long Live the Fatherland." They drove through the outskirts of the city to a run-down section of modest, aging traditional houses on unpaved roads. Evidently old soldiers in retirement didn't fare particularly well in this communist paradise.
They walked to the door of a small home, where Yun's escort introduced himself to the graying crone who greeted them.
"I am Comrade Kim Chi-yon of the Korean Workers Party," he announced in an authoritative voice. "This is Captain Yun from Seoul. We would like to speak with Comrade Yoon Kwang-su."
She stared wide-eyed at Yun, obviously impressed that he had come from Seoul. She invited them inside, where they found a man with the thin gray beard and typical white jacket and pantaloons of the older generations. Illuminated by the muted glow from a window, he sat half-bowed on the floor, the hunched remnant of a once-stalwart fighter. His skin was wrinkled from age and bore the pallor of a man who passed his declining years away from the merciless rays of the sun and the chilling lash of a malicious north wind.
The woman disappeared as Kim introduced Captain Yun to Yoon Kwang-su.
"I'm a friend of Dr. Lee Yo-ku of Seoul National University," Yun explained to the old man. "One of the Anti-Japanese United Army veterans provided him some material recently, and I was wondering if it might have come from you?"
"No, Captain." Comrade Yoon's voice was labored. "I have sent nothing to anyone. These old eyes are much too weak for reading or writing. Perhaps it was Comrade Chung Woo-keun. I understand he is still around, and in somewhat better shape. Chung was in the group our Great Leader took to Vladivostok. I was injured and left behind."
The "Great Leader," of course, was Kim Il-sung. The late Kim Il-sung. Comrade Chung was the last name on Yun's list. He had to be the old guerilla who had provided Dr. Lee with the crucial information on the Young Tiger and the Poksu group. Chung's home should be his next stop, Yun thought, but he wasn't particularly interested in having a North Korean watchdog along for the interview. It was time to get back to the hotel now anyway.
As they drove back into Pyongyang, Kim inquired, "What kind of material did your friend Dr. Lee receive from here?"
"I don't know. He just told me it had been lost and asked me to see if it could be replaced." Let him report that back to his boss, Yun thought. That should be confusing enough. He saw no reason why anyone up here would have any knowledge or interest in his conspiracy case, but he presumed they still suffered from the same old paranoia that the dictator Kim had fostered for so many years.
"I can take you to find Comrade Chung Woo-keun in the morning," Kim offered.
"I may be tied up at the meetings," Yun alibied. "I'll call Mr. So's office if I get free." He had no intention of calling So, however. He would have to find another way of locating what he took to be the last of the partisans.
As it happened, help was not far away. When he arrived back at the hotel, he encountered a jovial Superintendent Pak, the officer in charge of the police contingent. Normally a steely-eyed taskmaster, Pak had mellowed since the assignment became relatively free of pressure. He knew Yun by reputation and had been told that the Captain was pursuing a criminal investigation and would not be actively participating in the security activities.
"I hope you found what you came after, Captain," he said.
Yun shrugged his shoulders. "I found who I needed to look for. I only wish I had someone who could take me to see him. I think my escort today was a member of the secret police."
"I just might be able to help you," Pak said. "I had time to do a little looking myself. I found an uncle I'd never seen. My father went south just before the Civil War, but his brother got trapped by the fighting. He was able to make the best of a bad situation. I'm having dinner tonight at his son's house. I'll ask my cousin if he would take you to see your man."
* * *
At around the same time, a message was being decoded in Seoul. It was rushed to the office of the DRAGON's handler. It said:
"Captain Yun visiting World War II communist guerrillas. Looking for missing material sent to a Dr. Lee in Seoul."
The message meant nothing to the intelligence officer, except that the DRAGON had carried out his assignment with his usual efficiency. He passed the information on to the superior who had requested surveillance of the policeman. The superior officer promptly placed a call to the treasurer of an import/export firm in the Kowloon section of Hong Kong. When the soft-spoken Chinese identified himself, the intelligence man advised that he had a message for "Typhoon." It was three words: "Emergency contact Hermit."
From the import/export firm, a similar call went out to the manager of a Hong Kong-side bar. He left the message on the answering machine of a "family girl" (local jargon for call-girls) in the Wanchai district.
Not long afterward, the illusive man code-named "Typhoon" placed a call from a safe phone to his employer in Seoul known as "Hermit." He received a new assignment, along with appropriate instructions for locating and identifying the target. Returning home, he opened a safe hidden beneath the floor and removed the necessary passports and documents, plus a supply of cash in various currencies, then headed for Kai Tak Airport.

Chapter 48

Falls Church, Virginia
Burke took an extended lunch hour on Friday and dropped by the hospital to visit Lori and the twins. As he was walking down the polished tile corridor toward her room, he noticed three large potted plants sitting by her door. That's a hell of a way to deliver flowers, he thought. Why didn't they take them in the room for her? As he reached the doorway, he realized why. It looked like a greenhouse in there.
He stuck his head inside and saw Lori sitting on the edge of the bed, looking radiant in a new pink gown. Her dark hair was pulled back and tied with a matching bow. She was surrounded everywhere by cut flower arrangements and live plants.
"Is this a florist's showroom or what?" he said, a look of disbelief on his face.
"Come on in if you aren't allergic to greenery. Can you believe this?"
As he pushed his way through the floral menagerie, he glanced at the cards that hung from the baskets and pots, their sizes and shapes as varied as their content. Most were from an assortment of airlines, bus companies, tour packagers and hotel chains.
"I never saw anything like it," he said. "What'll you do if they bring any more?"
"Heavens. This isn't all of it. I've already sent a ton to other patients."
He shook his head, then leaned down and kissed her.
She held him tightly in a long, fervent embrace. "I'm glad you're home," she whispered. "I've missed you."
"Ditto," he said. "I haven't been hugged like that since I don't know when. Really didn't think a day-old mother would have it in her."
"I feel more like a day-old milking machine," she said. Her smile was tempered with a touch of weariness. "You never saw two such thirsty little characters."
Burke came back with a non sequitur that, nevertheless, seemed somehow appropriate. "Babies in Korea eat rice. As a matter of fact, everybody in Korea eats rice. Huge pots full. I had enough rice to last me a couple of lifetimes, but Jerry loved it. I guess the food reminded him of back home when he was a youngster. He was like a kid in a candy store."
A look of pride brightened her eyes. "My husband the Korea expert. When is it you go off hob-nobbing with the President?"
"In the morning. Would you believe he's sending a helicopter for us?"
"Why not? I'll wager you know more about what's going on over there than anybody on his staff."
Probably so, thought Burke. But he hoped to know a lot more as soon as Captain Yun returned from Pyongyang and talked to Jerry Chan.
"When can we take you and the kids home?" he asked, changing the subject. HANGOVER was getting too hot to even allude to except in the proper setting.
"Chloe said Sunday, if everything's still going as well as now."
None too soon, Burke thought. He was anxious to get everybody settled down to a comfortable routine. Living out of a hotel room for six weeks had been an irksome chore. Intelligence people were not supposed to be creatures of habit, but he relished the opportunity to get back to the familiarity of home.
Later that afternoon, he turned up another disturbing piece of the Poksu puzzle and set out to try and fit it into place. Following up on Will Arnold's tale of the employees who had shifted their allegiance to Korea, Burke had arranged through General Thatcher for inquiries at the two Department of Energy nuclear weapons laboratories, Lawrence Livermore and Los Alamos. The answer came back much quicker than he had dared hope. Administrative wheels that normally turned in a leisurely fashion evidently began to spin furiously when a White House request appeared. According to the report, no less than half a dozen Korean-American scientists, including one of the key designers of the B61 warhead, had resigned over the past year. It was impossible to find out immediately if all of them had gone to Korea. As he moved the pieces of the puzzle about in his mind, he got the impression of a shifting creature with lots of elusive arms pointing in different directions. He had a feeling he might soon find himself wrestling an octopus.
When he got home that evening, he went straight to his rolltop desk and poked around in the pigeonholes for the business card Dr. Kim Vickers had given him. As he pulled it out, a slip of paper tumbled out with it, the note Will Arnold had left for him about the book on hackers. He looked at it for a moment, then laid Dr. Vickers' card beside it. He stared. Both contained the same San Francisco post office box number.
According to Will's note, the author advertising for expert hackers to interview listed his name as "K. Vee." Was that a curruption of the initials for Kim Vickers? Vickers had not impressed him as a man who would be writing a book on computer hackers. What was going on here? Vickers had told him that he provided employment counselling for graduates of the scholarship program. It was beginning to appear that he had been recruiting Korean-American students for key jobs in defense industries, then exporting them to Korea to bolster a nuclear weapons project called Pok Su. What relation could computer hackers have to that? One possibility immediately came to mind.
He called Will. "I just ran across that note you left for me when I was in San Francisco."
"Oh, yeah. The address for the writer of the hacker book."
"I was wondering," Burke said. "Could a hacker break into a computer at a nuclear weapons lab or a missile manufacturer?"
"Hmm. That's a good question. An unclassified computer, maybe. Classified computers at the nuclear labs are not physically connected to the outside world. Some defense contractors may have them linked to external networks, but they would be heavily protected with codes and passwords."
"What if somebody had access to the codes and passwords, like from a recently resigned employee?"
"Now you're really speculating. He could certainly break in from a terminal inside the operation." After a thoughtful pause, Will added, "From outside? Not from our company. I've built every kind of barrier known to man. As far as the others are concerned, I couldn't swear. But I'd have to guess it's quite possible. I might even go so far as to say quite probable."
* * *
Captain Yun had just finished breakfast and now scanned the sky as he waited in front of his hotel for Superintendent Pak's cousin. Pyongyang had missed the snow that blanketed Seoul two days before, but the clouds now hung over the city in heavy folds of gray, as if awaiting a signal to dump their frozen contents on a weary populace. In a town where life itself was struggle enough, they didn't need another complication.
Pak Oh-san soon arrived in his small, dusty car and rolled down the window next to the curb. "Are you Captain Yun?"
The Captain nodded and opened the door. "Here's where I need to go, he said, handing over the note with Chung Woo-keun's address on it. Pak studied it briefly, then lurched off into the morning gloom. Yun wasn't sure of the stocky man's ability behind the wheel, but he got the distinct impression that Pak had graduated from the Seoul School of Taxicab Driving.
With little more than an occasional hint of color, the city's skyline resembled a sepiatone print. They passed huge, stark, unimaginative government buildings and heroic-size monuments ranging from statues of socialist ideals to a sixty-foot bronze likeness of Kim Il-sung with arm outstretched, melancholy reminders of a system that had inevitably failed. Only the broken base remained of one monument that had been toppled by an angry mob intent on demonstrating their true feelings toward the slain dictator. As the car approached an endless vista of high-rise apartment clones, Yun turned to the driver.
"Have there been many changes around here since the Presidential Palace explosion?"
"You may have noticed a few people smiling," Pak said in a droll voice. "That's new."
"Are the secret police still around?"
"Oh, yes. The State Political Security Department is still in buisness, but even some of them smile now. They act as if they had been doers of good deeds for the past forty years."
Yun thought of Kim Chi-yon, his escort from yesterday, and his effusive greeting. "I haven't seen very many cars," the Captain said. "You must be lucky to have one."
"Around here, luck is a five-letter word called 'Party.' I've been a member for years. Not that I believed in what it did or stood for, but because it offered the only possibility for getting ahead. If there was any luck involved, it was that my father happened to be a brilliant chemist. He invented some processes necessary for our industrial growth. So rather than blacklist him because his brother had fled south, they 'rehabilitated' him and allowed him to join the Party."
"That paved the way for you?"
"Right, I'm an administrator in the Pyongyang Public Security Bureau. We're under the Ministry of Public Security. 'The mighty weapon of the proletarian dictatorship of the Party' is how one minister described it. The reason I'm free this morning, I have to make an inspection at a suburban police station. Fortunately, it's on the same side of town as your man."
Yun found Pak's position an interesting one. One that might make him privvy to a little insider information. "Did the security people ever determine who was to blame for the bombing last September?"
"Somebody is always assigned the blame in a society like this. It may not be the correct party, but they'll blame everything on somebody. In this case, it was determined that the explosive had been planted inside a Ming vase sent by the Chinese government."
"Did they blame the Chinese?"
"Not the government. A vice premier of the People's Republic was killed as he presented the vase. He wasn't a person they would have sacrificed. Anyway, China had more to gain with Kim alive. So they blamed it on a dissident Chinese faction. Some people still believe the regime in Seoul was behind it."
"Really? I'm afraid they give us more credit than we deserve," said Captain Yun.
"There was no way to prove it," said Pak. "They found enough fragments to indicate the bomb was set off by a radio-controlled detonator. But not big enough pieces to tell where it came from. It was the way the Kwak government moved so quickly with a unification plan that made people suspicious. It appeared they had everything set and were just waiting for the bomb to go off."
Yun shrugged. "Every government for the past forty years has had some kind of plan ready to implement unification. I'm not saying we wouldn't have been delighted to plant a bomb under old Kim. I just can't believe we had the resources to pull it off."
For the moment, he dismissed the thought as Pak carried on a tour guide's commentary while they traveled to the far side of Pyongyang. Chung's home was in a somewhat better section than the one Yun had visited the previous day. The house was large enough to accommodate the old soldier along with his son and family, including a wife and three children. He had been closer to his partisan commander than Yoon Kwang-su and had retired from a decent government job.
Pak let Captain Yun out of the car and said he would make his police station inspection and be back in two hours.
Yun found the former guerrilla a garrulous old man with a high forehead, close-cropped gray hair and the acid tongue of a dogmatic village elder. He wore a white wool vest and smoked a long-stemmed pipe, which he used occasionally to emphasize his points.
"Yes, sir," he said forcefully enough to leave no doubt, "I'm the fellow who sent that information to your Dr. Lee. What do you want to know about it?"
As Captain Yun soon learned, Chung had kept silent until after Kim Il-sung's death for very good reasons. Had he exposed the man in the south earlier, the former Young Tiger Lee would likely have come back with details that contradicted the story Kim had stuck to all these years. Details that would have diminished the lofty role in the war the North Korean leader had claimed for himself. That would have led to a very unhappy and unforgiving dictator whose reputation for ruthlessness would have assured the end of Chung Wu-keun. Kim had long since eliminated most of those who might pose a threat by their knowledge of that early chapter in his career as a Marxist.
After more than two hours of listening to Chung's fascinating tale, Yun Yu-sop knew with virtual certainty the identity of the so-called Young Tiger. Chung had learned about the Poksu guerilla band after the war and had concluded, based on dates, locations and descriptions, particularly identities of the two killed by the Japanese at Taejon, that it was undoubtedly the group of four men Lee had led back across the Yalu River in 1941. And for the clincher, Yun possessed the name of Lee's friend, who Chung had just recently discovered was currently living in Thailand. It took the Captain a good fifteen minutes of his most persuasive manner to pry the old guerilla loose from a dark, brittle photograph of a group of partisans that included Young Tiger Lee and his compatriot, Ahn Wi-jong. Chung had sent all of his other photographs to Dr. Lee. They had been taken, of course, along with the manuscript, by the historian's murderer.
Captain Yun had been so engrossed in the colorful old partisan's descriptions that he hadn't bothered to take note of what was occurring outside the house. When Pak returned, he stepped through the door to find himself facing a sea of white, with roofs, streets, cars, everything covered by a good three inches of snow. The large crystalline flakes continued to swirl down in a massive shower that left visibility reduced to hardly fifty meters.
This was the first big snowfall of the winter in Pyongyang, and the speed with which it accumulated caught everyone by surprise. The street and highway maintenance crews, whose responsibility included snow removal, were among the victims of the current confusion and disorganization in government, a situation that had brought calamity to a city once regarded as one of the best managed in Asia. Traffic throughout Pyongyang, sparse though it was, slowed almost to a halt. Pak did his best. When one artery would appear hopelessly clogged, he would spin around and try another. Nevertheless, they spent what seemed an agonizing half an afternoon standing in lines of stalled vehicles. It was nearly four by the time they reached Yun's hotel.
He shielded the envelope with the old photograph beneath his heavy coat as he stepped gingerly through the crusty layer of snow, which now came halfway up the calf of his leg. No one had bothered to shovel off the sidewalk in front of the hotel. He wondered if the bewildered authorities simply hadn't found time to decide whose responsibility it was.
Inside the lobby, he stopped to brush off his coat before heading for the elevators. As he glanced toward the registration desk, he caught the profile of a man talking to the clerk. He did a double-take. His heart virtually ceased to beat.
With great difficulty, he wrenched his head away to keep from being caught staring. It was like a sense of deja vu. He had never laid eyes on the man before, but he had studied that face with the mustache far too many times to mistake it now. It was as though he were looking at one of those close-up photos Burke Hill had given him. The man at the desk was Suh Tae-hung, alias Hwang Sang-sol, a.k.a. countless other identities.
Yun spotted one of his fellow policemen, a man named Kang who had been assigned to the Namdaemun Station a few years back, and quickly crossed the lobby toward him. Now his heart pounded wildly. He muttered a greeting to the officer, shifting his position to afford a better view of the desk. He took a deep breath and silently began to berate himself. Hwang obviously didn't know he was the man who had been asking all the questions. Otherwise, he would have encountered the assassin long before now. He scolded himself for acting like a schoolboy frightened by a neighborhood bully. It was beneath the dignity of a competent, highly-trained professional of the Korean National Police.
"Have you been out chasing burglars?" Kang asked. "Walking through that snow must be like stepping in quicksand."
"Yes," said Yun, realizing the impression he must have left with his harried look and heavy breathing. "I feel like I just tried to run through it."
Quicksand, indeed. As he watched Hwang glide toward the elevators like a cat on the prowl, he realized that if he didn't soon ferret out the man's mission here, he'd run the risk of being swallowed up by a mass of doubt and indecision at least as deadly as a pit of mushy sand.
"I'm staying right here until somebody orders me out into that mess," Kang said with a frown.
"I'm with you," said Yun, then looked toward the registration desk. "I need to go ask that clerk something. See you around."
As Hwang disappeared into the elevator, Yun strode quickly up to the desk. The clerk looked around at him, still holding the new arrival's registration card.
Yun smiled. "That man who just checked in, the one with the mustache. Was that Kim Chung-gun?"
"No. He was a Chinese businessman named Tao. A lucky fellow, too. His flight from Beijing was the last one allowed to land before they shut down the airport."
Yun nodded with a reproachful "I should have known" frown, then pointed to the card in the clerk's hand.
"I remember him now. Is that his card? Could I see how he writes his name?"
The clerk glanced at the card, then back at the detective. "Aren't you one of the delegates from Seoul? He's a friend of one of your people." He placed the card on the counter. "He asked for a room across from Captain Yun."

Chapter 49

Camp David, Maryland
The luncheon was a small, intimate affair involving only ten top-level businessmen with significant interests in the Far East. Plus Burke Hill. He knew he didn't breathe the same rarified air as the others. He hadn't flown in aboard his corporate jet as had those from New York, Chicago, Houston, and San Francisco. And he didn't belong to the same exclusive clubs as Nate Highsmith or the big shot chairman of a Washington area manufacturer. The only rationale for including Burke was his just-completed six-week sojourn in Seoul. But that appeared reason enough, since a chief purpose of the session was to update the business leaders on conditions around the Pacific Rim. The President had included his Chief of Staff along with his Assistant for National Security Affairs and the Director of Central Intelligence.
Burke assumed that Nate had been born wearing a neatly knotted necktie, since he was almost never seen without one. But the President, who had a less formal background, preferred to take advantage of every opportunity to go casual. This was a weekend break in the rugged and scenic Catoctin Mountains, near the Maryland state line northwest of Washington. The President had decreed the dress should fit the location. So the men came in a mixture of attire that included hunting clothes, colorful flannel shirts and one pair of cowboy boots. It had a definite leavening effect on the gathering and helped make Burke feel more like he was back home in the Smokies.
The luncheon was held in a room with rich wood paneling and a conference table that appeared to have been hewn out of a giant tree trunk. Burke wondered if he might be sitting where Anwar al-Sadat or Menachem Begin had sat as they worked out their famous Camp David Accords. One non-rustic accessory was the lectern, which General Thatcher and Kingsley Marshall used for their briefing. They gave an overview of American positions in the region and touched on some of the more troubling aspects, such as China's continued refusal to take a more democratic approach in dealing with its masses. Reports of South Korea's plan to substitute Japanese for English as the primary language elective in its schools � Japanese had been the official language during the occupation � had just begun to surface in the press. The CIA Director advised that it was a topic being taken quite seriously at Langley, although it was too early yet to determine just what lay behind the reports.
During the question-and-answer session, Burke was asked by several of the guests his assessment of the Seoul government's current drift. He had chatted briefly with Thatcher and Marshall during the pre-luncheon cocktails about what he should say. He told the group there were some definite problems in Korean-American commercial relations. However, Worldwide Communications Consultants' survey showed a basic undercurrent of goodwill among ordinary Koreans for the American people as a whole. Official red tape, he lamented, came in immense widths and unconscionable lengths, but if you could locate the right officials, business could be conducted easily and amicably. He thought particularly of Captian Yun Yu-sop at that point and wondered how his venture in Pyongyang was going. When a questioner brought up the Damon Mansfield fiasco, which had gained wide coverage in the American press, Burke hesitated a moment. He knew how the State Department felt but wasn't sure of the White House's orientation. It was a subject he hadn't discussed before lunch. He finally decided when in doubt, tell the truth.
"I had a nice chat with the editor of one of the most influential newspapers about that incident," Burke said. "He had initially accepted the story given by the supposed victim, even wrote an editorial about it. But at my suggestion, he looked into it a bit deeper. He concluded the man had lied, that Damon Mansfield had been set up. But he wouldn't print a correction or retraction."
"Why the hell not?" asked a ruddy-faced Texan who had likely weathered his share of clashes with the press.
"He gave me a nice lecture on the value of our Bill of Rights," Burke said. "Without some criminal charge, an official condemnation or a confession by the bogus victim, he would run the risk of having his newspaper shut down by the Ministry of Culture and Information. Which, by the way, was who the man worked for."
He noted the President's look of concern but had no idea whether it was for what he had said or the fact that he had said it. The session ended shortly afterward. He and Nate had been briefed beforehand on what to do. As the group milled around in the room shaking hands, Burke made a point of looking a bit distressed and commented that he had eaten too much.
After everyone had bundled up in their heavy jackets and coats, the Chief of Staff led the group out onto a terrace where the chill mountain breeze whistled through the bare limbs of tall, gaunt trees. He had led them down the snow-covered stone steps to a swimming pool in the shape of a figure eight before anyone noticed that Burke Hill and Nathaniel Highsmith were not among them. The White House official explained that Mr. Hill had felt a bit ill and was being checked by a White House physician. Mr. Highsmith had stayed with him. Everyone knew the President had been scheduled for a meeting with his National Security Advisor and the CIA Director.
* * *
The room looked like something in a plush hunting lodge, which essentially it was, though the only hunting done around here was the constant search for intruders by the Marine guards. Straightback chairs were arranged before a massive fireplace in which large logs popped and crackled as accompaniment to the dancing yellow flames.
As the junior member of the group, Burke followed protocol and walked in last. He had made a marvelously quick recovery. There had actually been a physician, who had talked with him for a couple of minutes. Truthfully, his stomach hadn't felt altogether right since he had left Seoul. When he related the story of his hurried departure and the birth of the twins, the doctor said it sounded like a tension-produced upset stomach. He advised taking a good antacid for a few days until things settled down.
When he saw the fireplace setting, it looked identical to Nate's description of his earlier meeting in the Oval Office. The President had a thing for fireplaces, Burke recalled from an article he had read. As a young boy, before his father had made it big in the oil business, the President had lived in a modest bungalow in a middle class neighborhood of Dallas. The house was heated by a coal furnace in the basement. The President had relished the rare occasions when his dad built a merrily blazing fire in the small livingroom fireplace. He would sit facing the warmth of the flames awhile, then turn his back, rotating slowly like a chicken on a barbecue spit.
Burke quickly became the center of attention as he described his close relationship with Captain Yun and the revelations it had brought him. He discussed the alarming extent of the nuclear weapons program, and his suspicions regarding the former Korean-American students. Finally he explained what Yun was presently seeking in the North Korean capital.
When he had finished, the President looked at him with a troubled frown. "What do you make of this Japanese language thing?"
"I just heard about it the morning I left. Since President Kwak alerted the Defense Security Command, it sounds like he was expecting trouble. I'm sure you've heard the rumors going around. The question about Kwak's whereabouts during World War II, whether he had secretly worked for the Japanese."
"Yes," said the President, "and that is most troubling. This week we received an official request from the Japanese Prime Minister for talks in Tokyo on ending our joint security arrangement with Japan. They want the freedom to run their military without us looking over their shoulders. Just like South Korea."
Marshall cocked his head to one side. "I read a report before coming up here that the Japanese newspapers are lauding the new climate of friendship in Seoul. It's beginning to sound like an orchestrated affair."
"Well, I don't like the sound of the damned music," General Thatcher said.
Judge Marshall nodded. "Frankly, if I were President Kwak, I would be a bit concerned about my welfare around Colonel Han Sun-shin."
Burke looked around. "The NSP director?"
"Yes. I remember reading in his bio, when he was appointed last May, that his father was executed by the Japanese during the occupation. I shouldn't think he'd have too much love for the people in Tokyo. If Kwak gets too cozy, he might wind up in the morgue."
General Thatcher gave him a surly look. "Surely the Colonel wouldn't�"
"One of Han's predecessors, the head of the old KCIA back in 1979, assassinated President Park Chung-hee and his chief bodyguard at a kisaeng house. Colonel Han has precedent going for him."
"You seem to have a pretty good feel for this, Mr. Highsmith," said the President. "How do you read it?"
Nate shook his head. "I hate to say what I'm thinking. The Japanese could have been behind this South Korean nuclear effort from the start. If Kwak is really their man, it's a perfect setup. They merge with Korea economically, pick up a nuclear arsenal, then they go after China. The Russians wouldn't lift a finger if they could. They're too busy selling oil to Japan and Korea and holding out their tin cup for favors."
"I hope to hell we're both wrong," said the President, stretching his long legs in front of him to soak up the warmth from the fire, "but I'm afraid that's the way I see it, too. If that's the way it is, we may have to play some real hardball to get things stopped before it's too late."
Burke stared at the flirting, playful flicker of the flames. He had a feeling this Poksu business would turn out to be the key to everything. But just how would that key fit? Was its leader the man who had planned the series of assassinations that thwarted close ties with the U.S.? He must have ordered the murder of the respected academic who had learned his identity. Did he feel particularly vulnerable? Was he the brain behind the nuclear program? How did it all tie in with Dr. Kim Vickers and the Korean-American Education Foundation in California? He looked back at the President.
"If we're lucky, Mr. President, Captain Yun should bring back the answers to most, if not all, our questions."
"You saved my neck a couple of years ago in Toronto, Burke," said the President. "I hope you didn't use up all of your luck with Jabberwock."

Chapter 50

Pyongyang, North Korea
When Yun Yu-sop went down to the hotel restaurant for breakfast, he stopped in the lobby to buy a newspaper and received the confirmation he had expected. Following close behind came Hwang Sang-sol, dressed for the weather in insulated brown boots, a heavy coat slung over his arm. The way Yun had analyzed it, the man probably had no more than a physical description to go on. And, further, Hwang likely was unaware that Yun could identify him. The Captain had not gone to his room last night until after dinner and did not come out again until morning. He reasoned that Hwang would watch for him to leave and follow him for a closer look. The fact that he did so openly indicated either that he discounted being recognized or he was purposely flaunting his presence. Since Yun could think of no reason for him to do the latter, he accepted the likelihood that Hwang felt secure in his disguise. That was the only positive note he could detect.
He was aware that Hwang had taken a table to one side of him, but he studiously avoided looking in that direction. Several members of the Special Security Group came into the restaurant and were seated together nearby, only nodding in acknowledgement of Yun, making it obvious he did not belong in their chummy group.
Yun tried to divert his thoughts away from the man whose stare he could feel as though it were a laser beam burning his cheeks. He concentrated on the restaurant and how he might rate it. On a four-star system, he decided it would only deserve a circle, which he defined as a single star without any points. The food was lacking in distinction, the service poor to non-existent, and the decor could best be described as commonplace dull. But as he ate, his mind kept wandering back to the questions that had troubled him most of the previous evening. After all this time, how had Hwang managed to track him down here unless someone higher up in the justice system was culpable? Was he on another assassination mission, with Captain Yun Yu-sop as the target? Yun could do no more than speculate, but he had taken the precaution of placing the photograph Chung had given him in a sturdy envelope, which he addressed to Burke Hill at Worldwide Communications Consultants in Seoul. He included a note identifying two of the people in the picture as "Young Tiger Lee and his friend Ahn Wi-jong." The mail from Pyongyang to Seoul was supposedly transferred uncensored. Yun didn't trust that to be true but thought the note innocent enough as to not set off any alarm bells.
He had also written a brief note to his son. It suggested that if anything happened to him on this trip, Se-jin should contact Burke Hill in his search for the culprit. Hill would recognize the hand of Hwang Sang-sol. If nothing happened, he would call Se-jin and tell him to disregard the letter, that it was just a case of being overly cautious.
When he had finished breakfast, Yun crossed the lobby to the front desk, where he bought stamps. He placed the large envelope in a mail drop at the end of the counter. After placing a stamp on the letter to his son, he looked around and got a glimpse of Hwang across the way, watching. Instead of mailing the letter, he stuck it inside the folded newspaper, pulled his coat on and headed for the entrance. It would be interesting to see if Hwang followed him. He felt the reassuring bulge beneath his jacket, where the small automatic rested in its shoulder holster. Under the agreement between the two governments setting ground rules for the meetings, the Korean National Police were not to carry weapons unless actually engaged in escorting or otherwise providing protection for the delegates. Since spotting Hwang, however, Yun had decided not to go anywhere without his pistol, even if it meant stretching or ignoring the rules. For the moment, he would head for the conference building and find out if the talks were still slated to wind up today as scheduled.
* * *
The man whose photo appeared on the passport bearing the name Tao Kuang, grabbed his black topcoat with the red scarf folded inside, paid his breakfast bill and left the restaurant just in time to see Captain Yun Yu-sop, whose identity was now firmly established, drop something in the mail slot at the desk. He had not seen the detective carrying anything but a newspaper. Apparently whatever was mailed had been covered by the coat over his arm. He wanted badly to know what had been dropped in the mail box but saw the policeman headed for the hotel entrance. Tao Kuang, who had taken a fancy to that name borrowed from a Chinese emperor of nearly two hundred years ago, donned his scarf and coat and followed at a discreet distance. So far he had seen nothing on Yun's part to indicate any awareness of the surveillance. Nevertheless, he proceeded with his usual caution.
The sidewalks had been cleared of most of the snow. Walking was now less of a chore. Neither the streets nor sidewalks were as crowded as in Seoul. He assumed the hurried pace of the somber-faced pedestrians was occasioned more by the temperature than by any rush to get some place in particular. He hadn't noticed anything worth rushing to around here. But, then, his tastes ran more to the bright lights of Seoul and Hong Kong and Tokyo. Pyongyang was hardly noted as a swinging town. With unification of North and South now a definite possibility, though, things could be headed for a change.
Thoughts about unification brought the sudden realization that Captain Yun was most likely on his way to the government building where the talks were being held. He had eavesdropped on a party of South Korean delegates last night. Mostly they had gossiped about representatives from the other side, a nervous Nellie who chain-smoked constantly, one with a bulbous, alcoholic nose, and a militaristic hard-liner they dubbed the "Shit General." But he also picked up comments on the changed climate over previous attempts at joint discussions, and the fact that things had gone so well there would be no need to delay the ending beyond today's final session. It would be home to Seoul tomorrow.
That prospect quickened his pulse and switched his thought processes into fast forward. As soon as he confirmed Yun's destination, he would obtain a necessary piece of information and put his plan into action.
* * *
Conflicted by the uncertainty of what he might face, Captain Yun read the newspaper with little interest, then sat quietly at the edge of the group of police officers in the sparely appointed anteroom. They perched on institutional gray folding chairs with hard metal seats and chatted about more intriguing assignments they had worked, such as providing security for heads of state like Mikhail Gorbachev.
Only half-listening, Yun reflected that his safest move would be to stick with these officers who had been trained to handle people like Hwang Sang-sol. It would soon be lunchtime. He could go out with them to eat. On further reflection, he realized that would be only a temporary fix at best. He couldn't hang around a group like this for long. If the deadly assassin was after him, his only defense would be to stay on the alert, to remain prepared to counter any threat. It would not be simple, by any means, but he did not consider it outside his range of competence. He had spotted Hwang following him to the building. Hwang had spoken to someone at the reception desk in the lobby, then left. Yun doubted that he would have any problems on the streets of Pyongyang in broad daylight. Actually, he saw his hotel room as the biggest threat. He had left a few "telltales," as they were called in the intelligence business, items placed in precise arrangement whose disturbance would signal an intruder.
"Is there a Captain Yun in here?" a prim-looking woman dressed in black inquired from the doorway.
He stood up. "I'm Yun."
"You have a telephone call," she said.
She led him into the office that handled details of the conference. It was the busiest place he had seen, with several women typing up transcripts and reports and summaries. She handed him the telephone from a cluttered desk.
The frown could be detected in his uncertain tone. "Captain Yun."
"This is Mr. Han from your hotel," said a friendly voice. "There's a man here who says he needs to talk to you, if you can come over. He's here in the lobby. Shall I tell him you're coming?"
Yun's brows were knitted. Was this a ruse, the voice of Hwang Sang-sol attempting to lure him back to the hotel? He had never heard the man's voice. It did sound a bit like the desk clerk who had sold hm the stamps. Maybe the old partisan, Chung Woo-keun, had thought of something he neglected to mention yesterday. "Can you describe the man for me?" Yun asked.
"He's an old man. White hair. Said he had some information for you."
It had to be Chung, Yun thought. Hwang wouldn't know about him. "Tell him I'll be right over."
He returned to the anteroom in a rush and grabbed his coat off the back of a chair.
"The commie cops want help with a homicide, Captain?" one of the officers asked with a grin.
He shook his head without smiling and replied with a curt, "Got to get back to the hotel. Somebody to see me."
Outside the building, his eyes swept the area carefully for the assassin in the black coat and red scarf. He saw no sign of either his pursuer or a taxicab. They were not nearly so plentiful as in Seoul. The Special Security Group had its own police van, but he had opted to come and go on his own schedule. The hotel was only a few blocks. He started walking at a hurried pace and soon came to a wide, multi-lane intersection with no traffic signal. Looking in both directions, he saw nothing approaching but a military vehicle, apparently a staff car, which was to his right. He moved quickly to the middle of the street and paused to check on the car. It had slowed as if to allow him time to cross the far lanes.
A cautious man, Yun would normally have waited and waved the car through, but he was anxious to learn what the old soldier had for him and started across. He made a quick glance in the other direction and was startled to hear the car's engine rev up. He looked around to see the vehicle hurtling toward him. He made a herculean effort to throw himself back in the other direction, but it was a futile gesture. The staff car swerved toward him at the last moment. It struck with a bone-crunching blow that snapped his neck, killing him instantly, tossing his body high into the air. The last thing he saw before the murderous bulk of the fender slammed into him was a familiar face with a mustache beneath the military cap of the driver.
* * *
Hwang, alias Tao, held the turn a few moments after swerving into the fleeing figure, then recovered, straightening out on the cross-street. A quick glance around showed a few people along the sidewalks who had stopped to gawk at the crumpled body in the middle of the boulevard. He noted two cars and a truck in the vicinity, none closer than a block away. He turned again at the next intersection. Seeing no one in pursuit, he slowed to a more conventional speed and headed in the direction of the large, nondescript building where the army car had been parked. Following his customary procedure, he had the auto back in its place before it had ever been missed. He tossed the cap onto the seat where he had found it and walked rapidly away from the building.
After making certain no one was following him, he set a steady course for the hotel. Catching the young desk clerk alone, he explained in his most persuasive manner how he had left something important out of a letter he dropped in the mailbox. While pushing a large bill across the counter, he asked if he could look through the box for his letter.
The young man gawked at the bill with widened eyes and pointed to a nearby doorway. "Turn left just through that door and it will lead you in here."
Behind the counter, Hwang found an open wooden box that caught whatever was pushed through the slot in front. He sorted through the envelopes quickly. There was more here than he had expected, particulary with Seoul addresses. Apparently many of the delegates had mailed letters home to have a Pyongyang postmark as a memento of their historic meeting. But none had the name Yun in either the recipient's address or return address. He noted the large envelope going to an English name at a Seoul business but the return address meant nothing. Captain Yun had cleverly written the name and Pyongyang address of the old partisan, Chung Woo-keun. He would never know how he had gotten the last laugh.
* * *
A few minutes after Yun left the conference building, one of the policemen in the anteroom noticed he had left his newspaper behind. As the officer picked it up, the letter addressed to "Yun Se-jin" in Seoul dropped out and fell onto the chair. He glanced at it and turned to the sergeant seated next to him.
"Looks like the Captain forgot a letter he intended to mail."
The sergeant shrugged. "Give it to the Superintendent. He'll see that it gets back to him."

Chapter 51

When the North Korean police who investigated the hit-and-run accident found they were dealing with a South Korean police officer, they knew immediately they faced the possibility of trouble in major proportions. They rounded up the few witnesses remaining in the area. Most had no desire to get involved and had hastily gone on about their business. As often occurs in such cases, the three people who volunteered to give their accounts differed widely in their perceptions, agreeing only on the description of the vehicle.
The first was a middle-aged man, a minor bureaucrat who glared through thick glasses with a look of practiced stoicism. "The driver was going much too fast for this kind of weather," he said. "He skidded on the icy pavement and ran right over the man. Then he fled like a frightened rat."
The lieutenant in charge, a tall, beady-eyed policeman named Hae, thanked him and turned him over to one of the other officers to get details of his identification, where he could be contacted later if need be. He was cautioned not to talk about the case because of its possible ramifications.
In many ways, Lieutenant Hae was not much different from the victim whose death he was investigating. Like the Captain, he was strictly a policeman, with no interest in politics, no burning passion for ideology. He believed in enforcing the law against anyone who ignored it, regardless of his position. Hae had traditional roots in the countryside. Where the two men differed was in Captain Yun's diligent, dogged, almost fanatic refusal to give up a case short of its solution. The Lieutenant was more pragmatic, perhaps fatalistic, accepting that some cases were simply not meant to be wrapped up and tied in neat bundles.
Hae turned to the small, thin woman who had been ushered before him, clutching a large brown cloth tote bag. She worked at a clothing factory on the outskirts of the capital.
"I saw what happened," she said in a testy voice. "The poor driver did his best to avoid it. He swerved away from the direction the man was walking. It didn't help. The man jumped right back the same way, like he was being pushed by an evil hand. There was no way the driver could have missed him."
The last witness was a youth just out of high school. He was a scruffy-looking boy dressed in faded jeans and dirty sneakers, his jacket worn thin at the elbows and his hair too long.
"And what did you see?" asked Lieutenant Hae, wary of the boy's appearance.
"I was standing right over there," he said, pointing to the curb opposite the point of impact. "The driver slowed down as if to let the man cross, then sped up and deliberately rammed into him. He was clearly out to kill the man."
Hae scowled and concentrated on his notes. A government employee and a longtime factory worker would swear that the driver was guilty at most of poor judgement and leaving the scene of an accident. A youth in the best position to observe what happened claimed it was a case of vehicular homicide. This was going to require much more digging.
The army staff car was located within half an hour, parked a few blocks away outside a building of the Ministry of Transportation. The left front fender was badly dented and shreds of Captain Yun's clothing, plus what appeared to be bits of his flesh, clung to its sharp edges. The driver was found inside at a meeting where he had been closeted for the past three hours. There were a dozen witnesses who would so testify. A quick check of the steering wheel found no fingerprints. The hooligan had likely worn gloves because of the cold. Had someone used the car without authorization, accidentally struck the South Korean, and panicked? Lieutenant Hae wasn't sure.
Police officers flooded the Transportation Ministry and adjacent buildings, seeking anyone who had seen the staff car being taken or returned. No one came forward to report observing either act. One obvious problem was that the car had been parked at the end of the building, from which it could not be seen easily. This section contained only restrooms and vacant offices.
While still at the scene, Lieutenant Hae was notified that he had an important call from a high official. He hurried to a nearby office to use the telephone.
"This is So Song-ku with the Central Committee of the Korean Workers Party, Lieutenant Hae. You are investigating the hit-and-run death of a Seoul police captain, correct?"
"Yes, sir."
"What have you concluded?"
"I haven't completed my investigation," Hae said, "but there are some troubling circumstances. One witness swears the driver deliberately hit the captain."
"Listen carefully to what I have to say, Lieutenant," So, a.k.a. the Dragon, said. "You will disregard this circumstance and conclude it was a tragic accident. This is vital for your country."
Lieutenant Hae knew declaring Yun's death a homicide could create a real quagmire, but his job was to call it like he saw it. "But if�"
"There are no 'buts,' Lieutenant. If you value your career and your future, you will do as I say. If you don't, you can expect dire consequences. Do I make myself clear?"
The officer had seen the fate of people who defied the orders of high officials. It was not pretty. He barely hesitated. "Yes, sir. I understand."
* * *
The investigation was completed with speed and efficiency up to the point of identifying the hit-and-run driver. It went into the books as a tragic accident perpetrated by an unknown party, most likely a worker from the Transportation Ministry who saw an opportunity to use the car for a quick trip nearby. The senior delegate from the Republic of Korea was informed as soon as Yun's body had been identified and his death certified by a physician. Within two hours, he was handed the final results of the investigation. Lieutenant Hae was brought in to answer questions by the delegates and the commander of the South Korean police contingent, Superintendent Pak. Hae detailed the evidence, reluctantly omitting the youth's contention of obvious intent to kill.
In the end, everyone seemed satisfied that the North Koreans had done a thorough and professional job on the case. Officially it was left open, in the event a witness should step forward or the unkown driver should give himself away with a careless remark. But, from a practical standpoint, everyone knew it had reached a dead end and this was likely to be the last heard of the matter.
The government of the Democratic People's Republic expressed its official regret and offered sympathy to the Yun family. President Kwak's government accepted the results of the inquiry and offered its condolences to the Captain's wife and son. Neither side wanted anything to interfere with the salutary results of the bilateral conference, so the incident was downplayed and the meeting ended with congratulations from all sides.
A ROK Air Force transport was quietly dispatched to Pyongyang and returned Yun's body to Seoul without publicity. The death was covered in a small sidebar item to the main conference story in the following morning's Koryo Ilbo. According to the news report, a traffic accident in Pyongyang had claimed the life of Korean National Police Captain Yun Yu-sop, who was helping provide security for the South Korean delegation to the unification talks. No details were given on the accident.

Chapter 52

Washington, D.C.
Burke glanced at the small brass calendar clipped to his wristwatch band. It was two weeks until Christmas, which was not difficult to determine with the relentless flow of carols from the hidden speaker in the elevator. He was the only passenger, not unusual for 7:30 a.m. Though it was his habit to start the day early with a morning walk, he enjoyed a leisurely breakfast, accompanied by the morning newspaper, and did not normally arrive at the office before eight. But he knew Jerry Chan's call would be coming through shortly, and he was anxious to learn if Captain Yun had returned from Pyongyang. Today's newspaper indicated the conference had wound up successfully Sunday afternoon. It was now Monday evening in Seoul.
He found the suite of executive offices strangely silent, as though it might be a holiday. Evelyn wouldn't arrive until eight. He left his briefcase on his desk and walked down the deserted corridor to Nate's office.
"Good morning, Mr. Hill." Toni Carlucci greeted him in her usual good humor. "Coffee's about ready. Shall I pour you a cup?"
"Thanks, Toni," he said. "I just finished one on my way in. Guess I'd better hold off a bit." He didn't want her to think he preferred to wait for Evelyn's coffee, though, of course, he did.
"You can go on into Mr. Highsmith's office," she told him.
Burke found Nate behind his desk with a newspaper. "Did you read about the Pyongyang conference?" Burke asked as he dropped into a chair opposite the desk.
"Sure did. Also saw where the Japanese are still eating up the news out of Seoul about the language study. Get your family home yesterday?"
"Yeah. That house has been awfully quiet the past few days. Won't be that way any longer."
Nate grinned. "I hope you savored the silence while it lasted."
"I'll have it to remember later. With Lori just getting home, though, the timing wasn't too good on this trip to California. It'll just be overnight, of course. She took it better than I expected."
"I've already had a call from Kingsley Marshall this morning," Nate said. "He's laid on a request with NSA to be on the lookout for any calls to Korea from the Korean-American Education Foundation."
Burke had discussed his idea with Marshall and General Thatcher before leaving Camp David. Recalling Dr. Vickers' nervousness at his innocent questions during their first meeting, Burke planned to stir up enough trouble that the foundation director would feel compelled to call his bosses in Korea if�he was involved in something shady.
Burke's thoughts were interrupted by the distinctive electronic tone coming from Highsmith's private line. It was Jerry. Nate activated the scrambler, then said, "Burke is sitting here dying to know what you've heard. I'll put you on the speaker."
"Good morning, Burke," said Jerry's voice over the small speaker on Nate's desk. "I presume you're talking about Captain Yun. Haven't heard that first word yet. I saw in the news where the delegation was back, but didn't have time to read the whole story. If he doesn't call tomorrow, I'll try calling him."
"Okay," Burke said. "Keep me posted."
"Duane picked up a lead we're checking on. He's become a regular customer at that maggolli house across from the Reijeo headquarters. He and the PR man from over there guzzle like fraternity brothers. He told Duane this evening that they may face a difficult PR situation at the Chuwangsan Plant. He didn't volunteer any more and Duane didn't want to push him too hard."
"Any idea what it could be?" Nate asked.
"No, but I intend to talk about it with Moon Chwa, my monk friend from the Pulguksa Temple. He'll be in Seoul tomorrow with a group of Buddhists planning to pressure the government about Dr. Shin."
"They'll be lucky if Shin's still alive," Burke said with a note of skepticism.
"That's what I'm afraid of," Jerry said. "By the way, I'll be out of the office awhile in the morning. A doctor's appointment."
"A doctor? What's the problem?" Nate asked.
"I don't think it's anything important. Just wanted to ask him about this odd fluttering sensation I've been getting in my chest when I run. It doesn't affect my running ability, breathing or anything like that."
"Let me know what the doctor says. Don't take any chances, Jerry."
"Don't worry," Jerry said. "I'm the indestructible man."
* * *
It was late morning when Burke called Dr. Vickers, though in San Francisco it was still early. "This is Burke Hill with Worldwide Communications Consultants," he said in a casual tone. "I'm coming out your way and wondered if you would be available this afternoon or in the morning?"
"Nice to hear from you, Mr. Hill. I would be happy to see you whenever you'd like. I hope you have good news for me."
"We'll see," Burke said. "Incidentally, I've been studying a bit about computer hackers. I understand you're interested in the subject, too."
"Where did you hear that?" Vickers asked.
"From a friend who's a computer buff. He said you had advertised for expert hackers, something about writing a book."
"He said I had adver�"
"Using a pen name, I believe. K. Vee. It listed your post office box. But we can talk about that when I get there. How about late this afternoon. Say four-thirty?"
There was a long pause, and Burke could imagine Vickers frantically attempting to find a way out, without alienating a possible large contributor. If so, he obviously failed.
"Yes, I� uh� I look forward to seeing you, Mr. Hill. This afternoon will be fine."
* * *
Two men hovered over a maze of electronic equipment in the back of a van parked behind the old building on Sacramento Street in San Francisco. One had on a pair of earphones connected to a tape machine that recorded a radio signal from a telephone tap on the Korean-American Education Foundation lines. He switched the signal to a second machine and rewound a short segment of tape on the first. Then he played it back through a small speaker above the recorder.
"Listen to this, Flash," said FBI Special Agent Harvey Bristol, pulling off the earphones. He was a large man with brooding brown eyes that glared beneath bushy black brows. The telephone line was clear at the moment.
Shortly, the sound of a ringing phone came from the speaker, followed by the voice of the secretary, Che-sun, then the caller, who identified himself as Burke Hill, and finally Dr. Vickers. When Hill said, "I've been studying a bit about computer hackers," Special Agent Carlos Campana nodded.
"Definitely a candidate." Campana, dubbed Flash for his love of flashy ties, flashy cars and flashy women, listened to the remainder of the conversation, then added. "He'll be here at four-thirty. I'd better alert Walters. He can take a look, see what the guy's up to."
* * *
Late that afternoon, a misty haze hung over the colorless section of Sacramento Street, giving it a dejected, forlorn look. The spirit of Christmas to come seemed to have largely by-passed this area, although a few retailers had made a stab at attracting more trade with "Xmas Special" signs in the windows. One book shop went even further with a paper Santa and a placard that urged: "Give the gift that lasts. Give a book for Christmas."
The shop was located on one side of the ground floor of an older building, with floor-to-ceiling plate glass windows at the front and on the side facing the elevator lobby. Low cardboard stands featuring the latest paperback bestsellers stood near the windows. A U-shaped island near the front, in full view of the windows, housed three clerks and two cash registers. The disparity in numbers was accounted for by the trim young clerk with thick, sandy brown hair, who appeared to have more concern for the anonymous people trudging through the chill December afternoon along the sidewalk than the paying customers inside the shop. He had been on the job for only the past hour, and then due solely to the generosity of the elderly store manager, who had offered no objections to cooperating in an FBI investigation.
As 4:30 drew nearer, he took the photo from his pocket and studied it with growing consternation. Would he show up, he wondered? Of course he would, he told himself. And he was right. At almost exactly 4:30, a taxi stopped in front of the building and let out a stocky, hatless man wearing a dark blue topcoat. His hair was rapidly graying. He had a somewhat familiar look that did not appear to result altogether from the photograph. At any rate, the agent felt virtually certain he was looking at Burke Hill of Worldwide Communications Consultants.
He watched the man walk in out of the misty gloom, pause to look at the directory, then press the elevator button. After the doors had closed behind him, the agent hurried out into the lobby to see by the blinking lights at which floor the elevator would stop. When the light paused at the number five, he was positive he had his man. Five was the floor where the Korean-American Education Foundation was located.
* * *
The snow scene of the Buddhist temple in Dr. Vickers' office appeared more in tune with the season this time. It also set the tone for the meeting, with Burke receiving a rather cool reception from the short, bespectacled foundation director. He did not bother to offer coffee, although at this late hour of the afternoon, that should not be too unexpected, Burke thought.
"I've just returned from six weeks in Seoul," Burke said. "It's quite an interesting place."
"Yes," Dr. Vickers said, pulling off his glasses and swinging them rapidly, "Korea has quite a lot of sights that should be attractive to tourists."
Burke suppressed a smile. "Apparently it's become more attractive lately to your college graduates. I heard reports that quite a number of Korean-Americans had quit good scientific positions over here recently to take similar jobs in Korea."
Vickers was taking on the look of a Southern California forest dweller as the Santa Ana winds whipped the flames nearer to his doorstep. "I� I believe I told you before that, well, yes, maybe we have had a few more than usual."
Burke nodded. "I guess that's part of your job, helping them fill vacant professional slots over there."
Dr. Vickers was holding his glasses in one hand and drumming them on his other arm. "Yes, we� we try to help where we can. It isn't our main job, by any means. Our primary responsibility is to provide good educations for deserving young people."
"I understand Reijeo is getting a lot of them. I presume that's why they're your largest contributor."
He licked his dry lips before he answered. "I think they probably have a greater need. Because of the size of their operation, you understand. It is really quite a huge organization."
"So I noticed. Oh, yes, I mentioned the hackers. Did you find some good ones to interview?"
Vickers smiled sheepishly. "I talked to a few," he said. "I didn't learn too much from them."
"I thought they might have demonstrated how they do it on your computer there," Burke said, pointing.
Vickers' eyes widened in alarm. "Oh, no, no! Nothing like that. Actually, I dropped the project."
"Too bad. I'd like to have read the book." He felt certain he had accomplished his mission. Delivering the message in person proved much more effective than saying the same words on the phone. It was time to move on and let nature take its course. "I'm afraid I can't give you a definitive answer on the foundation contribution yet. Being gone so long has slowed things down. Hopefully I'll have an answer in the next week or ten days." Burke stood up. "It's been a pleasure talking with you again, Dr. Vickers."
He had never seen a man more relieved by the close of an interview. He shook a cold, listless hand, and left. Going down on the elevator, he thought how great it would be to occupy the eye of a fly on the wall in Dr. Vickers' office about now. He stepped out onto the sidewalk and looked around. Traffic had picked up considerably. As the rush hour marched on, the street had become crowded with vehicles. He knew it would be difficult to find a taxi here. He started walking down the street, hoping he might hail one at the next corner.
If Vickers were as frightened as he appeared to be, who would he call? Who was his control? He had expected the foundation director to contact someone in Korea, probably in Seoul. But the thought suddenly hit him that Vickers could be working under someone in the Korean Embassy in Washington. Or even at the Consulate-General here in San Francisco. The NSA was forbidden to intercept telephone calls between locations in the United States.
When he glanced back to check the traffic, he noticed a sandy-haired young man walking some distance behind him. He thought he remembered seeing him come out of the book store as he was leaving Vickers' building. At the intersection, a bus stop discouraged traffic from using the curb lane. Cars and taxis kept their distance as they whizzed past. Tightening his grip on the oversize attach� case he carried, which also contained his shaving gear and a fresh shirt, he headed on up the next block.
He found the going a little slower now, with offices closing, sending hordes of homeward bound workers spilling onto the sidewalk. Many of them carried shopping bags bulging with gifts likely purchased on their lunch hour. Sometime soon he would have to slow down long enough to do a little shopping of his own. Glancing about, he still found no empty taxis in search of fares. He decided his best bet would be around a hotel, if such a thing existed nearby. His intention was to get a room out near the airport, so he would be ready to catch an early flight the next morning.
He stopped to look about for a hotel at the next cross street. As he did, he caught sight of the sandy-haired figure down the block. The well-dressed young man appeared to be checking out a store window. Had he moved in closer because of the crowd? At first he had dismissed the idea of anyone following him. Then he considered what he had done. He had baited Dr. Vickers on the phone from Washington. Couldn't Vickers have reported that to his handlers? Possibly they had set him up for surveillance. Or something worse. He thought of Captain Yun's nemesis in Seoul, Hwang Sang-sol.
The man was much younger than Burke, but he was no bigger. Burke had kept up his exercise routine and felt himself in excellent shape. A plan began to materialize in his mind. He started walking down the side street, keeping his eyes alert to his surroundings. About halfway along the block, he turned to cross the street, glancing both ways as he did, ostensibly to check the traffic. He also checked for the sandy-haired man, found him still about the same distance back.
On the other side of the street, he picked up his pace, moving quickly through the clusters of off-duty workers. Dusk settled in, more quickly with the murkiness of the afternoon. Streetlights came on. Burke noticed occasional short alleyways between buildings, most unlighted. At the next corner, he turned right, then walked on far enough to be sure his tracker would be in view. When he came to another alleyway, he stepped into it, making no attempt to hide his move.
No one was in sight. But about twenty feet back, he saw an opening off to one side. He ran to it, ducked inside. Although it was almost dark, he could see enough to determine that it led back to a rear entrance to some kind of business. Carefully, he set his attach� case on the concrete surface, and moved up to the edge of the opening. He strained his senses to pick up the slightest sound in the alley. Then he heard footsteps, coming rapidly at first, than slowing to a cautious pace. The man was stepping gingerly, hoping to mask his movement, but Burke could detect the sporadic scuff of leather on concrete.
He breathed deeply and relaxed his muscles, staying fully alert.
There was another dark opening directly across the alley, and the sandy-colored head was turned that way as it came into view. Burke sprang like a tiger, whipping his arm around the man's neck, slipping one leg behind him and tugging with all his strength to throw him to the pavement.
The surprise was so complete that the pistol in the man's hand flew across into the darkness as he wound up on his back with Burke's knee on his chest.
"Who the hell are you?" Burke demanded.
The blow had nearly knocked the breath out of him, but the young man struggled to get out his name. "Clifford Walters� Special Agent� FBI."
Burke stared at the face in the semi-darkness. He thought he saw a once-familiar look in the line of the mouth, the shape of the nose. It was inconceivable.
"Cliff�?"
"Yes. I'm your son."

Chapter 53

His visitor hardly had time to reach the elevator before Dr. Vickers began to get the shakes. His euphoria at getting rid of the troubling Mr. Hill proved short-lived. Alarming questions began to batter his mind. How much did Hill really know? What lay behind his odd inquiries? Why had he asked about the graduates taking jobs in South Korea?
He noticed his hand trembling. He hadn't wanted to get involved with that computer business. He wasn't a spy. It was strictly out of his line and obviously fraught with danger. Handling the students and the graduates was one thing, dealing with hackers and breaking into government and industrial computer systems was quite another. It was damned illegal. He could go to jail.
Kim Vickers reached for his phone to call the Korean Consulate, then changed his mind. It would be better to go over there and talk to his contact. Maybe he could talk some sense into them, convince them that it was time to close down this operation. He had never dreamed about getting involved in anything like this when the Colonel had recruited him that day back in Inchon. God, that seemed like eons ago. Since then everything had appeared to be going his way. He had the best of educations. He had an excellent condo in a fantastic location. He had all the money he could want. Why did they have to do this to him now?
His heart had begun to race. He jumped up from his desk, grabbed his coat off the rack, rushed into the front office and told Che-sun he had an important errand to run. Since it was late, he wouldn't be back.
* * *
Clifford Walters had both hoped for and dreaded this moment ever since receiving the shock of his life a little more than a year ago, while browsing through a reddish-brown accordion file marked "Important Papers." The writing was in his mother's unmistakably neat hand. He could not recall ever having seen the pleated folder before and wondered how long she had used it. As a boy, he had showed relentless determination in probing every unseen hiding spot, particularly in the weeks before Christmas. He thought he had long since uncovered every hidden object in their former house. But this heavy cardboard file, tied with a large bow knot, had escaped him until that lamentable day when he had used his mother's checkbook to pay her funeral expenses, then began sorting through her records in search of any other outstanding bills.
Ever since he was old enough to understand, his mother had told him that his father was a man named John Walters, who had been killed in an automobile accident while Cliff was a young boy. His paternal grandparents were dead, she'd said, and there was no other family. She told him he had been born prematurely during a trip to Mexico and the birth had not been recorded. He had a delayed birth certificate that she had obtained when he started to school, using written statements from a couple who swore they were present at the time of his birth in a small Mexican town that possessed no hospital. It was certainly an odd beginning, though he'd never had any reason to doubt it.
But among documents in the "Important Papers" file he had found a birth certificate for "Clifford Hill," containing his birth date and listing the parents as Burke Hill and Margaret Walters Hill. The shock of the revelation stunned him. As the shock began to wear off, it was replaced by a growing sense of betrayal. Why had his mother done this to him? Who was Burke Hill and what had happened to him? And then a new possibility struck a disturbing blow. If he were not who he claimed to be, what might that do to his FBI career? And how had the Bureau failed to learn the truth about him during its exhaustive background investigation prior to his acceptance as an agent candidate?
While he was still agonizing over what to do, he received a summons to Washington from one of the assistant directors. It was a thoroughly unnerved young Special Agent Walters who made his appearance in the office of Assistant Director Elvin Rundleman. Had his mother's death triggered some revelation to the Bureau? He was prepared for the worst.
A stoutly built man with eyes that seemed to belittle whatever they took in, Rundleman flexed his broad shoulders like a peacock preening his feathers. His first words stunned Cliff.
"I have some information on your background you may not be aware of, Agent Walters."
The young agent's mouth was dry as a desert dune. He swallowed hard and said, "I think I know what you're talking about, sir. I just found out myself."
Rundleman frowned. "About your father?"
"Yes, sir. I found my original birth certificate in my mother's papers. She just recently died."
"I know," the Assistant Director said. "So you learned your real father's name, but did you learn anything about him?"
He shook his head. "No, sir."
"Then I'd better tell you."
Cliff Walters listened in fascination as the story unfolded.
In the wake of the Jabberwock affair, Rundleman had been given the task, following instructions from the President, of correcting former Special Agent Burke Hill's personnel file so that it reflected what had actually occurred back in the seventies. He had known Burke in his earlier days with the Bureau but wasn't really close. He was acquainted also with Burke's wife, Peg. He heard the later rumors about Burke going bad and was familiar with how Burke had been black-listed and ostracized. But he also possessed a little different insight into the case as a result of Clifford Walter's application for appointment as a special agent.
After learning that Cliff had sent in his application, his mother, in a panic, had contacted Rundleman, who she remembered from years before. She told Rundleman how she had changed her name and created a new identity for her son, and why. She told him of her last meeting with Burke, how she was convinced he was on an assignment directly under Hoover, one that posed serious risks for herself and Cliff. The boy had been an exemplary student, she explained, a son who had made her proud. She didn't want what she and Burke had done to reflect unfavorably on him now.
Rundleman had personally guided the background investigation to keep it clear of dangerous waters, assuring that young Walters would get his chance with the FBI. He had also done some quiet investigation that convinced him Peg had told the truth. Burke Hill had been wrongly accused. Since it appeared to be a long dead issue, he took no action, reasoning that it might stir an unnecessary tempest. But when the Director came back from the White House with an order to rehabilitate Burke's record, Rundleman volunteered for the job. He met with Burke, listened to his account and agreed with its accuracy. However, he didn't feel it his job to bring up the subject of Agent Clifford Walters. Then Rundleman learned about Peg's death and knew he had to straighten things out with Cliff to salve his own conscience.
During the months since that interview, Cliff had wrestled with himself over what to do. He knew his father was involved in Worldwide Communications Consultants, living in the Washington area. He thought of writing him, or even calling, but always in the back of his mind was the question: why hadn't he come to me? In all those years, he had been totally unaware that his father was alive. But Burke Hill must have known where his son was. Yet he never contacted him. Had his mother made Hill promise never to approach him?
Cliff was dismayed when he learned about the intercepted phone call to Dr. Kim Vickers that morning. On hearing the name, he thought at first it must be some other Burke Hill. Then he listened to the tape, heard the caller identify himself and knew without doubt it was his father. Talking about computer hackers. It all sounded terribly incriminating, though he still held out the hope it would prove nothing more than a bizarre coincidence. But when Burke Hill had ducked into the darkened alley, the only thing he could conceive of was a clandestine meeting. He had entered cautiously, drawing his weapon. Now the roof had fallen in, almost literally.
* * *
Pulling back as though he had encountered a ghost, his face contorted in anguish, Burke could manage little more than a whisper. "Cliff? My Cliff?" He reached down to help the stunned young man into a sitting position. Oh, God, he thought, I've nearly killed my own son. "Are you all right?"
Cliff reached his hands around as if to test his back. "I think so. But I took a pretty nasty fall."
Burke searched around in the darkness and saw a glint of light from a metal surface. He reached down, picked up the gun by the barrel and handed it to his son. "Agent Clifford Walters," he said slowly, shaking his head. "Would you have used this on me?"
Cliff didn't hesitate. "No, sir. I don't think so. But I didn't know who you might be meeting in here."
"Meeting? You thought I was meeting someone? Why were you tailing me?"
Cliff ignored the question but shoved the pistol back into its holster and reached down to push himself shakily to his feet.
"I know you're not going to believe this," Burke said, "but I started trying to locate you back in October, just before I had to leave for Korea."
"You've been in Korea?"
"Yes. My company just opened an office in Seoul." He watched with a disturbed frown as his son brushed the dust from his coat. "Let me get my attach� case, and we'll go somewhere we can talk. Okay?"
Burke stepped into the darkened opening to retrieve the case.
"Where were you headed before you came in here?" Cliff asked.
"I started out looking for a cab. I was going to find a motel out near the airport. I'm leaving for Washington early in the morning."
"My car's in a garage a couple of blocks from here. I can take you out toward the airport." He reached down to rub where he felt a pain in his side.
"You sure you're all right, Cliff? Damn! I hate I did that to you."
Cliff started walking toward the street, "I'll probably be sore in the morning, but I don't think anything's broken. The way I came in here, I deserved what I got."
Burke realized his son was suffering more from humiliation than anything. Walking into an ambush by a white-headed old codger twice his age. He tried to soften the blow. "Situations like that are tough. The defender always has the upper hand. I've done worse things. It's a wonder I didn't break my own fool neck." He glanced over at Cliff as they stepped out onto the sidwalk. Back in the glow of the street lamps, he could see the handsome young man that his son had become. It gave him a distressing feeling of pride. Distressing because he sensed the uneasiness that gripped Cliff in his presence.
"I meant it, about trying to track you down recently," he said, hanging his head in remorse. "I called Sumter and finally learned from Mr. Cooley that Peg had moved to Jackson, Tennessee a few years ago."
"She died last year," Cliff said.
His voice had a chill to it that made Burke shudder. "I'm sorry to hear that. Really, Cliff. We parted friends, and even though I never talked to her again, I remembered her fondly over the years."
Cliff abruptly stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. Passersby gave only brief, curious glances, while the noisy early evening traffic rumbled disinterestly beyond the curb. San Franciscans tended to ignore unorthodox behavior.
"I know why you had her change our names," Cliff said, a catch in his voice. "And I can understand your lack of contact with mother, but in all those years, why did you never come to see me? Or write, or call? I never even knew you existed until she died." Tears were welling in his eyes.
Burke turned his head away, blinking rapidly. Then he looked his son in the eye. "I wanted to. Believe me, I wanted to. But I knew she had told you your father was dead. After a few years, I realized I'd waited so long that it became a big risk. A risk that you might reject me out of hand." He shook his head, feeling like the world's biggest heel. "I couldn't stand that."
Cliff suddenly threw his arms around Burke and buried his face against his father's shoulder, sobbing softly. Burke held him, blinking back the tears. He thought of Lori and Grandmother Szabo. Now he knew what had compelled her to press the search in Budapest. He knew that no matter how difficult it might be, you could go home again.

Chapter 54

As the crazy-quilt radiance of San Francisco at night flashed by with the transience of a child's sparkler, father and son became newly acquainted.
"After Mr. Rundleman told me about your involvement in saving the President's life in Toronto, I went back and read the newspaper stories and looked at the pictures of you and that lady in the Rose Garden," Cliff said with admiration.
"That lady is now Mrs. Lorelei Hill," Burke said with a grin. "And as of last Thursday, she's the mother of your half-brother and half-sister."
"Really, twins?"
"You'll have to come see 'em. I rushed back from Seoul just in time for their delivery."
Since leaving the garage, they had been talking about their own lives and about Peg, unconsciously skirting any mention of the day's as yet unexplained unfolding. But at Burke's mention of Seoul, Cliff looked around somberly.
"Why did you go to see Dr. Kim Vickers?" His tone signaled that the conversation had taken a serious turn.
"You came out of the bookstore," Burke said as if lost in thought. "How did you know I had been to see Dr. Vickers?"
"You called him this morning and said you would be there at four-thirty. I saw you get out of the taxi and take the elevator to the fifth floor."
"What did I say on the phone that connected me with whatever you're investigating?"
Cliff smiled. "If I told you that, I'd be revealing the essence of the investigation. You know I can't do that."
"Quite to the contrary, son. If you want me to help you, you'll have to give me a little more to go on." They were approaching a decent looking motel at the cutoff to the airport. "Why don't we try that one," he said, pointing.
The radio in Cliff's car suddenly crackled with his call sign.
"They're wondering what happened to you," Burke said, raising aneyebrow. "What will you tell them?"
"The truth," Cliff said. "I have the subject in custody."
"Not so. You made contact with the subject, who is cooperating. You should complete your interrogation shortly. Fair enough?"
"All right," he said, a frown showing his reluctance. He reached for the microphone and repeated what Burke had told him. As he finished the call, he pulled into the motel parking area.
Burke checked in and they went up to his room, which appeared comfortable enough without any expensive frills. There were two double beds and a small round table with two chairs. Burke put his attach� case on the floor beside the table.
"Okay," he said, "where were we? Oh, yeah, you were about to tell me why you connected my phone call with an investigation of Vickers."
Cliff had heard his father was a determined man. He shrugged. "You talked about computer hackers."
Burke put an elbow on the table and leaned forward. "Did he hire a hacker to do something illegal?"
That wasn't difficult to deduce, Cliff thought. "Yes, he did."
"Would it have involved a defense contractor?"
Cliff's eyes narrowed. "Why did you ask that?"
"I'm sorry, Cliff. I wish I could, but I can't tell you."
"Why not? You realize with what you've told me so far, I should take you downtown for questioning. This is a very serious case."
"I'm sure it is. But I'm going to have to insist that you forget everything I've said." Burke's voice took on a new note of gravity.
Cliff stared. Surely he wasn't serious. But he certainly looked and sounded like it. "You want to get me fired? I can't do that."
"You could report that we talked and you concluded I knew nothing about the subject of your investigation. I was merely interested in learning about a book on hackers that Vickers was supposed to be writing."
Cliff shook his head. "I won't lie on a report, Dad. Not even for you." That use of the term "Dad" had a strange ring to it, but he thought he liked it.
Burke's frown softened. "I'm happy to hear you say that. Unfortunately, this is a bit more serious than you realize. I shouldn't even tell you this much, but under the circumstances, I guess it's necessary. I'm here on a mission for the President that must stay absolutely secret. But I don't expect you to take my word for it. Do you know who General Henry Thatcher is?"
"General Thatcher? The President's National Security Advisor?"
"Right." He picked up the telephone from the beside stand and stretched the cord over to the table. "I want you to call General Thatcher, tell him who you are and where you are, that you have Burke Hill in custody."
"Where would I find him?"
"Call the White House and ask the operator for extension 9999. It's an emergency number for the National Security Council. Then tell the person who answers to connect you with 'Canon.' That's the general's code name. They can reach him wherever he is."
Cliff followed the instructions and after a few minutes heard a gravelly voice answer, "Thatcher."
He said exactly what Burke had instructed.
"You've what?" General Thatcher's voice exploded like a bomb. "Let me speak to Burke Hill."
Burke took the phone. "This is Burke, General. How are you?"
Cliff listened as Burke held the phone to his ear, nodding, then said, "It isn't as bad as it sounds. I was carrying out the plan that we discussed Saturday when the FBI intercepted my call to Dr. Vickers. They have a tap on his phone. Agent Walters had me under surveillance when I left Vickers' office. I realized I was being followed and decided it was best to make contact with him before it went any further. He's a conscientious young fellow who won't compromise his professional ethics by lying about me."
Cliff was impressed. Then he heard his dad said, "They only know I talked with Vickers about computer hackers. It looks like the Bureau is onto him for the same thing."
After a few moments, Burke covered the mouthpiece. "He wants to talk to you."
Cliff took the phone. "This is Agent Walters."
"I assume you know who I am, Walters?" growled General Thatcher, sounding like a bear ready to start up a tree after his victim.
"Yes, sir."
"Well, Mr. Burke Hill is involved in a project for the President that is classified about as high as you can imagine. It concerns a grave matter of national security. Only a very small circle of people even know of its existence. You weren't intended to be one of them, but you've stumbled into it. The Director of the FBI isn't one, either, and right now we don't plan to expand the circle to include him. The President has given me full authority to do whatever is necessary to safeguard this operation. I hope you're going to tell me that I won't need to have the Director order you to disassociate Mr. Hill from whatever you're investigating."
The National Security Advisor paused for a reply, and Cliff Walters bit at his lower lip. He was greatly relieved to know that the father he had just discovered was not involved in any criminal activity. And he knew that it wouldn't enhance his career to defy the White House. But he still wasn't willing to file a misleading report without a direct order.
"Sir, I'm willing to report whatever you say, as long as I get it officially, in writing."
"Damn!" The word carried a note of disbelief. "On the battlefield, I'd probably have you shot. I might anyway, but the President wouldn't approve of it. All right. I'll have a letter marked Top Secret delivered to you by military courier. I'll expect you to keep it buried somewhere until I give you permission to exhume it, or should you have to produce it to get the Bureau off your ass. Meanwhile, you report whatever Burke Hill tells you to, then you forget you ever ran into him, and you never talked to me. Clear?"
"Yes, sir."
"Good night."
Cliff turned to Burke and grinned. "He told me to forget I ever ran into you."
Burke grimaced. "He can be a real bastard. I'll countermand that order. Next time I see him, I'll tell him you're my son. One last thing. What exactly did Dr. Vickers do?"
"We haven't wrapped up the case yet, but he apparently hired a hacker to break into the classified computer of a ballistic missile manufacturer and stole some plans."
"I was told you couldn't do that without knowing the codes and passwords."
"You were told correctly. And he did."

Chapter 55

Seoul, South Korea
Although Captain Yun hadn't joined in her conversion to Christianity, his wife thought he should have a proper sendoff into the next world. She asked her pastor to handle the funeral. It was blessedly brief. Se-jin and his fiancee, Han Mi-jung, resplendent in their dress blue uniforms, accompanied the solemn-faced widow. A police honor guard took part. Despite that gesture, Lieutenant Yun was unhappy that the director of the Seoul Metropolitan Police Bureau was not present to demonstrate the bureau's respect for his father's long and distinguished service. The reasoning behind the low-key approach had been explained to him, and he agreed nothing should be done that might stir harmful passions against the North at a time when unification appeared a genuine prospect. Nevertheless, it left him with a gnawing sense of resentment, a feeling that Captain Yun Yu-sop was being shunned almost as though he had died as the result of something acutely embarrassing, like a venereal disease.
The senior officer at the service was the head of the Special Security Group, Superintendent General Choi, Yun's old high school classmate. Afterward, he came over with the flag that had covered the coffin and presented it to the Captain's widow.
"Captain Yun's death was particularly saddening to me," said Choi, "since I was the one who arranged for him to make the trip to Pyongyang. He was a talented and dedicated officer. I probably had greater respect for him than any other officer in the bureau."
Se-jin's heart swelled with pride. "Thank you, sir. I know my father thought very highly of you. He once told me that you shared many of his concerns."
The Supterintendent General smiled. "Your father was not a man easy to get close to, Lieutenant. But we shared a few interesting discussions. We agreed on several sacred cows we thought should be put out to pasture, particularly the NSP. One thing I particularly admired about him, he never let political considerations sway his judgment regarding a criminal case." He pulled an envelope from his pocket and handed it to Se-jin. "Apparently your father intended to mail this to you. It was found with a newspaper he had left behind. I presume it was meant to be a memento. Most of the men who went up there sent letters home to get the Pyongyang postmark. One of my people found it and turned it over to Superintendent Pak, who was in charge of the police delegation. I don't know why he didn't go ahead and mail it to you."
"Thank you, sir," said Se-jin, stuffing the envelope into his pocket. Whatever its contents, it would be a valuable keepsake, his father's last words.
Another missing mourner whose absence he questioned was Prosecutor Park Sang-muk. Surely Park was aware of Captain Yun's death and the funeral. When they got back to his mother's house, he called the prosecutor's office. An assistant answered.
He identified himself and asked to speak with Prosecutor Park.
"I'm sorry," said the assistant, "but Prosecutor Park has been granted a leave of absence."
"Really? When did that happen?" Se-jin didn't recall his father mentioning anything of the sort being planned. They hadn't discussed the specifics of his cases, but the elder Yun had vented his displeasure over the prosecutor's often high-handed and bullying ways.
"Just last Friday," the man said. "I didn't know anything about it until I came in yesterday. They said he had a problem with nervous exhaustion. I can't vouch for that. If he'd gone somewhere for a weight cure, that I could understand."
Se-jin silently agreed as he hung up the phone. He had once met Prosecutor Park and was left somewhat aghast at his elephantine build. But aside from his weight, what could have caused his "nervous exhaustion," Se-jin wondered?
"What's the prosecutor's problem?" asked Han Mi-jung, coming over to knead his shoulders in a gentle massage. Her future mother-in-law had given her a few instructions in that soothing art.
Se-jin rolled his head from side to side and relaxed his puzzled frown. "He took a leave of absence. Nervous exhaustion, they said. I don't know why. Dad said Park always left him the hard work." He gave a long sigh. "That feels great. Have you been moonlighting in a massage parlor?"
"Smarty," she said, giving him a playful slap on the cheek.
Mi-jung had smooth, flawless skin, large, bright eyes and gently molded features that had always drawn men's stares. "I got a glimpse of my high-flying neighbor this morning," she added. "He gave me the evil eye as usual, but this time he smiled. I'll bet he'd like a massage."
Se-jin knew the "evil eye," as she called it, was her term for the typical chauvinist Korean male's reaction, delight at her shapely figure, but disapproval of the police uniform that adorned it.
"I didn't know the guy was back," he said with a look of mild distaste.
"He must have just stopped in for a change of clothes, maybe to leave his laundry. He was on his way out carrying a small suitcase."
They often joked about the man from the neighboring apartment. He was there so infrequently they speculated that he might one day forget where he lived. He had occupied the unit less than a year. The building manager had told Mi-jung the apartment was paid for and kept up by Reijeo Electronics, for whom the man named Min worked as a traveling technical representative. Apparently he traveled all over the Far East maintaining or consulting on Reijeo systems.
"What did you do with that letter Superintendent General Choi gave you?" Se-jin's mother asked.
"Got it right here," he said, pulling the envelope from his pocket. He slit it open and took out the single sheet of paper. As he read the brief note, he glanced up wide-eyed, his look part consternation, part puzzlement. But mostly he looked as though he'd just encountered some sort of apparition. It was as though his father were speaking from the grave.
"What's wrong?" his mother asked.
His voice filled with bitterness. "This letter, he was expecting something to happen to him. He said if it did, I should contact that American, Burke Hill, in a search for the culprit."
"The man who came here to dinner?"
Se-jin nodded. "It sounds like he thought Hill would have something to do with it. Maybe he hired whoever drove the car. It could have been murder, not an accident."
Mi-jung leaned over to read the letter still clutched in his hand. "Could he have meant for you to ask Burke Hill about the culprit?"
Se-jin was not interested in considering any alternatives. His father had been taken away from him. The possibility of it being murder had made him furious. "If he had meant for me to ask Burke Hill, why didn't he write 'ask Burke Hill'?"
Mi-jung shrugged.
Se-jin and his father had had their differences, but he was as devoted as any Korean son. Further, he had the utmost regard for Captain Yun as a professional. This would be a vindication of his father's position. He had died in the line of duty, pursuing his assignment, not as the result of some random, freakish accident that could be simply sloughed off as a regrettable misfortune.
He stared at the letter with a tormented frown. He had picked up hints from discussions with his father that Captain Yun was investigating some kind of multiple murder conspiracy, and that it dealt in some way with Americans. But how did Burke Hill figure into it? And why had his father been killed in Pyongyang? Was there some duplicity between the Americans and the communists? With Park gone, there was no easy way to check into the facts. He knew his father was not one to confide in other people except when absolutely necessary, or when a case was ready for prosecution. Who should he tell about the letter? Se-jin worked out of the Tongdaemun Police Station, which was located a few blocks east of Pagoda Park. Would it be best to show the letter to his superiors or take it to Captain Yun's boss, Supervisor So? Because of its explosive nature, he thought, the letter would quickly wind up at Police Bureau Headquarters.
His fiancee seemed to be reading his mind. "What are you going to do?"
"I'm not sure. If I took it to the Bureau, they would probably sit on it until things are worked out with Pyongyang. The government doesn't want to do anything that might upset anybody up north. I wish I knew how my father's investigation involved Burke Hill."
"Maybe you should talk to him, without letting him know about the letter," Han Mi-jung said.
He pondered that for a moment. "Might be worth a try." He looked around for Hill's business card, which he had noticed among Captain Yun's papers. The Captain had written the Seoul office number on it. He called and asked for Burke Hill.
"I'm sorry, Lieutenant Yun, but Mr. Hill has gone back to Washington," said the young woman who answered. "Would you like to speak with Mr. Chan? He's our local manager."
The disappointment was obvious in his tone as he said, "Yes, please."
After a moment, a friendly voice came on the line. "You must be Captain Yun's son. I was expecting a call from him. Is he back in town?"
Why would he be expecting a call, Se-jin wondered? Was this merely a ruse? Was the man really unaware of his father's death? "I thought you had probably heard," he said. "My father died in an automobile accident in Pyongyang Saturday."
"Oh, no! That's terrible."
It sounded like genuine grief, Se-jin thought. But, then, this man may not have been involved, personally. "It was a hit-and-run accident," he said. "They haven't found the driver."
"I'm awfully sorry," Mr. Chan said. "I know it'll be a blow to Burke. He was very fond of your father."
I'll bet he was, Se-jin thought, twisting his face into a scowl. Murderously fond. "When will Mr. Hill be coming back to Korea?" he asked.
"He doesn't have any plans to be back anytime soon. I'll call him tonight and tell him about this. I must have missed it in the newspapers."
"It was covered in a very small story," said Se-jin, his voice betraying his disappointment. "The funeral was today."
"Did they give you any details of what happened?"
Se-jin told him what the North Korean police reported. He explained the reasoning given him for keeping the story practically under wraps.
"I can see their point," Chan said. "You probably know Burke was assisting him in the investigation that took him to Pyongyang. I wonder if he might have talked to any of the other officers up there about what he had accomplished?"
So Hill was "assisting" him, Se-jin thought. No doubt it was Hill's suggestion that sent his father to his rendezvous with death. "I'm not aware that he talked to anybody," he said. If he had, no one had mentioned it. "Look, if Mr. Hill should come back anytime soon, please ask him to call me."
"Be happy to. I'm sure he'd want to talk to you, anyway."
* * *
When the mail arrived that afternoon, Ji-young brought a large brown envelope into Jerry's office.
"This is for Mr. Hill," she said. "Should we forward it to him? It has a Pyongyang postmark."
"Let me have it," he said. "I have to call Burke tonight. I'll see what he wants to do about it."
She went back out to her desk, and Jerry stared intently at the envelope. It couldn 't have aroused his curiosity more if it had contained a map bearing the location of buried treasure. Surely it had been sent by Captain Yun, or by someone acting in his behalf. The name in the return address was unfamiliar, but they had no other contacts in North Korea. Could it be a treasure, indeed? The treasure they had sought, the solution to the Poksu puzzle? He decided to go ahead and open it.
Carefully, he slit open the envelope and slipped out a photograph and a brief note. He stared at them with obvious disappointment. The faces in the photo were dim and indistinct. One was Young Tiger Lee, who was not further identified. The other was Ahn Wi-jong, his friend. Jerry concentrated a moment on a nagging thought from the past. Ahn. There had been an Ahn who was a big shot in the Korean drug-smuggling ring that operated out of Chiangmai, Thailand. Could there be any relation?

Chapter 56

Washington, D.C.
"You just missed a freebie, boss," a smiling Evelyn Tilson said as Burke walked in carrying his heavy briefcase, having driven straight to the office from Dulles. It was around noon.
"A freebie?"
"Yes, sir. As in free lunch. The Chief came by a little while ago with a visiting fireman in tow. Was going to invite you to his club for lunch. He left a file for you to look at post haste. How was your trip?"
"Interesting," he said with a grin. "You might even say exciting. I ran into my son."
That brought an expression of shock. "Little Cameron, not two weeks old?"
"No, no. My son by my first marriage. I hadn't seen him in twenty years."
"I didn't know you had a son by your first marriage," she said. "In fact, I barely knew you had a first marriage. Look, it's fine to keep company secrets. That's the law. But family secrets are something else." She followed him into his office. "Sit down and start at the beginning. Tell me all about this long missing sibling."
He shook his head. "It's too long a story for now, Evelyn. I'll tell you about it in due course. You'd better bring me that file now."
"Slave driver," she said, exhaling a deep sigh as she headed for her desk.
She was back a few moments later with an amber folder. It contained a memo from Nate. Jerry Chan had called and informed him about Captain Yun's death. Also about the envelope from Pyongyang containing the photograph.
The news of Yun's death hit him a stunning blow. He sat there for a moment almost in shock, then studied the memo again. There were no details, just the stark statement that Yun had been killed in an accident in Pyongyang. What kind of accident? When had it happened? Were there witnesses? He thought of his father-in-law's death in Hong Kong. Could it have been something other than accidental? He felt a slight annoyance that the piece of paper would reveal nothing further.
Then he re-read the part about the envelope from Pyongyang. Faxed copies of the photograph and note were attached. It had to have been sent by Captain Yun. Did that mean he anticipated something might happen to him? The note was as bare of detail as the surface of a 100-watt bulb, but lacking its quality of enlightenment. Evidently he had made contact with the old partisan. Why hadn't he included an explanation of what he had learned about the Young Tiger's identity? Recalling the letter from Dr. Lowing that came with the manuscript, he speculated that Ahn Wi-jong was the man Dr. Lee had planned to visit in Chiangmai, Thailand. He was apparently Young Tiger Lee's childhood friend and could confirm the Poksu leader's real name. The photograph offered some intriguing prospects, though Jerry seemed to think it was too dark to be of help. You couldn't tell much from the faxed copy.
He checked his watch. It would be after two a.m. in Seoul, but there were too many unanswered questions. Furthermore, he needed to get someone on the way to Thailand. That had to be where the final answers lay, and with the way people bearing crucial information had been dropping like insects from a bug zapper, he knew it was necessary to track down Ahn Wi-jong without delay. He tried to remember if he had told Jerry about the Chiangmai angle.
He dialed the number for Jerry's apartment and was surprised to hear it answered on the first ring.
"Don't tell me you were sitting up waiting for my call?" Burke asked half-seriously.
"Actually, I've been up about thirty minutes," Jerry said. "I wasn't sleeping too well."
"I didn't know you were bothered with insomnia."
"I'm not. Normally. I guess I've been stupidly worrying about what the doctor said yesterday morning."
"What did he say?"
"He thinks I have some artery blockage problems. He wants to do an arteriogram today. Hell, I can't believe this, Burke. I run four-to-six days a week. I've got an appetite like a horse, though I try to stay in bounds on my eating. I should be as healthy as a linebacker for the Forty-Niners."
"Is this doctor any good?" Burke asked.
"Got his degree from Johns Hopkins."
"Sounds good to me."
"He was recommended by a doctor at the Embassy. Of course, he says it may not be all that bad. Probably clear it up with that balloon they run through your arteries. Balloon angioplasty, or something like that."
"Let's hope so," Burke said. Then his voice took on a note of agitation as he changed the subject. "Now tell me, for God's sake, what happened to Captain Yun?"
Jerry told him about the call from Lieutenant Yun Se-jin. Afterward, he had looked back in the newspaper and found the article, so small he had missed it at first.
"They didn't find the driver, huh?" Burke asked. "Did he give any hint that it might have been other than accidental?"
"No. Are you thinking it might have something to do with this character Hwang?"
"That's a definite possibility. Why would Yun have mailed the photograph unless he suspected something might happen to him?"
"Good question. Incidentally, I put the photo on a flight to the States before I came home last night. You should have it first thing in the morning. I'm afraid it's too dark to tell you much, though."
"Glad you sent it on, Jerry. You'd be surprised what they might be able to coax out of it. I'll send it to Langley. They'll put it through a digital enhancement process like the astronomers use on those TV images from the space probes. It'll magnify subtle differences in tone that the naked eye can't detect. If we're lucky, we could wind up with digitized pictures that'll be as detailed as close-up shots."
"Really? I wasn't aware of that. Tell me, do you have any ideas on this Ahn Wi-jong? The only Ahn I've ever heard of was a guy who helped run a drug operation in Thailand. I ran across him when I was working with the DEA in Chiangmai."
Burke nearly shouted. "You just said the magic word."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"Chiangmai. I guess I neglected to mention earlier something I read in that letter from Dr. Cabot Lowing. When Dr. Lee called him the day before he died, he said he planned to visit Chiangmai, where he intended to confirm the facts he'd received from Pyongyang with the number two Poksu survivor. I took that to mean the Young Tiger's old friend."
"Wonder if he might be related to the younger Ahn?" Jerry said. "I don't think I'd have any problem making contact with him."
"Would you be in shape to go?" Burke asked.
Jerry gave a brief chuckle. "I'm feeling better already. I'll let you know after the arteriogram."
"What about your old buddy, Moon Chwa? Have you talked to him?"
"He came by this afternoon. The Blue House is now denying they know anything about Dr. Shin or his whereabouts."
"Could it be the NSP acted without President Kwak's knowledge?"
"Possibly," Jerry said. "But not likely."
"Didn't the rumors have the NSP upset with the president's decree on this Japanese language thing? As best I recall, Colonel Han Sun-shin, the NSP director, was the one who ordered Prosecutor Park to get Captain Yun off the trail of Hwang Sang-sol. Makes you wonder."
"The one I'm wondering about now is Prime Minister Hong Oh-san," Jerry said. "He's moved out of the president's shadow recently. Yesterday I heard that relations between the two had become pretty strained. He spoke to a big student rally and promised unification with the North was just around the corner. He said he was determined that the government would do things to make all Koreans proud."
"Like a missile firing and an atomic test?"
"That's the thought that hit me. By the way, Moon Chwa enlightened me on the Reijeo PR problem at Chuwangsan," Jerry said. "He's been in contact with another dissident from the plant. Seems the company has cancelled all leaves and days off until January. No more outings to Andong. For all practical purposes, it's a lock-in until time for that bomb test."
Jerry said he would have Song Ji-young check on flight schedules to Bangkok while he was at the hospital for his tests. He would tell her he had to go to Bangkok on behalf of the Coalition for Nuclear Freedom. Once there, he could book a flight to Chiangmai with no problem.
After he had finished talking to Jerry, Burke called Langley for Kingsley Marshall. The director was out, but he got Jarvis Breedlove, the Deputy Director for Intelligence, a former NSA whiz kid whose people were involved with the esoterics of technical intelligence. Burke explained what he needed done with the photograph.
"No problem," Breedlove said. "Get it to us and we'll take care of it. Kingsley said to give you guys priority on this HANGOVER operation."
"Thanks. I'll have it delivered to Clipper Cruise & Travel soon as I get it in the morning. Your courier can pick it up there. If I could get the results by late tomorrow, I'd be grateful." Using the travel agency was a convenient way to avoid direct contact with the CIA. Lori would provide the proper instructions for her people.

Chapter 57

Seoul, South Korea
The day was bright and cold. The sky over Seoul seemed to have been bleached out like a pair of stone-washed jeans. In the Worldwide Communications Consultants office on Taepyong-ro, the mood was quite the opposite. Jerry had left for his hospital appointment after announcing to the staff that the doctor had suspected a heart problem. He tried to make it sound routine and unimportant, but the weary look that stemmed from his lack of sleep had given his words a hollow ring.
Jerry and Ji-young had endeavored to keep their relationship on a strictly professional level at the office, but the others knew she enjoyed more than a casual aquaintance with the manager outside business hours. Duane Elliston pressed her for more details.
"What's the real story, Miss Song?" he asked. "How bad is it?"
She shook her head somberly. "I don't know any more than you do, really. The doctor said he couldn't tell much until they did the arteriogram. He thinks it's an artery blockage. Jerry's worried, I know. But who wouldn't be?"
Brittany Pickerel looked around. "I suggest the best thing we can do for Jerry is get to work and keep things moving as smoothly as they would if he were here."
Miss Song nodded her approval.
"An has been working on this radio copy, Duane," Travis Tolliver said. "Want to come over and take a look?"
An Kye-sun, the former reporter, had picked up quickly on the art of writing radio and TV spots.
Duane glanced around with a look of veiled displeasure. "Bring it into my office," he told Travis and walked away.
"I'm going to the restroom, An," Travis said, raising an eyebrow. "Get your stuff and I'll meet you in His Majesty's throne room."
When the Korean rumpled his brow, Brittany grinned. "I think he mean's Duane's office."
An hesitated beside Miss Song's desk until the others had moved on. "What's this I hear about an envelope from Pyongyang?" he asked.
She frowned. "It was for Mr. Hill. I gave it to Jerry. I think he sent it on to Washington. You shouldn't be asking such questions."
He gave her a knowing look. "Yeah, don't talk about the anti-terrorist stuff, huh? Do you believe all that bullshit?"
"You've no cause to talk like that, Mr. An."
"Are you going to tell your Chinese boyfriend on me?" he said. "Rat on one of your own people?"
The look she gave him was cold enough to freeze the blood in his veins. She started to turn back to her typewriter, then reached down to grab her note pad off the desk. He had begun to stare at it where she had written Jerry's instructions to call about flights to Bangkok. Damn the nosy rat, she thought.
* * *
When he heard the phone ring in the nearby family room, Burke looked around at the glowing red figures of the timer control unit on the bedside table. Five-ten a.m. He had just contorted himself into a comfortable position after putting a now silent little bundle named Liz back into her crib. It was his turn since Lori had been up earlier with young Cam. A glance at the immovable object beneath the covers beside him showed that his wife, exhausted after a day and night of non-stop mothering, had managed to achieve a state just short of mummification. The ringer had been silenced on the telephone next to the bed, and the sound coming from the room across the way might as well have been at the South Pole as far as she was concerned.
He dragged himself out of bed and slipped his feet into the fuzzy brown scuffs made of kangaroo fur. He padded silently past the matching cribs and across to the family room. As he glanced momentarily at the now-quiet little forms, he realized with a twinge of guilt that he was beginning to question the wisdom of committing to fatherhood at this stage of his life. But he had known when he married Lori that she wanted passionately to become a mother. He would have to accept it as part of the price he had to pay for loving her. Of course, he loved the twins, too. He only hoped he could manage to survive the torment of interrupted sleep until they settled down to a routine of napping through the night.
The thoughts distracted him from consideration of what he might find on the phone at this raw hour of the morning. He was somewhat shocked to hear Nate's voice.
"Sorry to wake you, Burke," he said with a note of apology.
"I was already awake. Just got little Liz back to sleep and in her crib."
"You've got more guts than I have." Nate's voice was filled with admiration. "I love youngsters, but I prefer dealing with the genus grandchild. You can love on them, play with them awhile, then send them home to mother and dad."
"I can sympathize with that. But you're up mighty early today. What's going on?"
"Bad news, I'm afraid."
"Oh, God." Burke sighed, frowning. "What now?" After the death of Captain Yun and Jerry Chan's artery problem, more bad news was about as welcome as a new strain of bacteria in an operating room.
"Duane Elliston called a little while ago. Jerry Chan just spent six hours in surgery. He had five blocked arteries, including the two big ones in front and back of his heart. They were ninety-five and ninety-seven percent blocked."
"Damn!" Burke dragged it out into two syllables. "Is he okay?"
"According to Duane, the doctor says he should be as good as new. Or better. But he'll be in the hospital at least a week, probably out of commission a couple of months."
"Right at the crucial point of this operation."
"Exactly. Duane is the only one there who could take over, but I'm a little hesitant to saddle him with this complex predicament. He doesn't know all the facts and where all the bodies are buried."
No, not Duane, Burke thought. Not when we're on the verge of nailing down the elusive character who's responsible for all this. "I'll go," he said. It was a gut reaction, with no thought given to the consequences.
If he read anything into it as a rejection of Duane's fitness for the job, Nate gave no indication. He said, "Thanks. I appreciate your willingness to make the sacrifice. This is a terrible time to ask you to go, but the President suggested I send you."
"The President said that? When did�?"
"I called General Thatcher right after I talked to Duane. Thatcher was giving an early briefing just before the President left for Andrews. He's flying to London for a quick visit. With less than three weeks until that test date, the President wanted to know how close we were to tracking down the final answers. When I told him the situation, he said, 'Why don't you send Burke Hill?' He's got a lot of confidence in you."
For a brief moment after he had hung up the phone, Burke sat in the recliner, his favorite reading spot, and basked in the warm glow that came with knowledge of the President's trust and confidence. And then the enormity of the decision he had just made so flippantly began to sink in. He walked into the kitchen, opened the cabinet at the end of the counter and pulled out a canister of filter packs. Dropping two of them into the plastic basket, he poured water through the grating in the top and switched on the coffee maker. He was attempting to concentrate on the simple act of making coffee, but his thoughts kept getting in the way.
It was a good thing he kept his pistol locked away in a drawer upstairs. When she found out what he had done, Lori would kill him for sure. The twins wouldn't be two weeks old until tomorrow. Christmas was less than two weeks away. And here he had volunteered to pop up and fly off halfway around the world to Korea. Then he would have to make the trip to Chiangmai, and God knows what he might encounter there.
He heard a rustling noise and looked around to see Lori shuffling through the doorway, hugging her bare arms close to her chest. He marveled at the way she had regained her trim figure after months of bulging like a plastic grocery bag full of cabbage heads. She blinked her eyes like two large question marks.
"I thought I heard somebody talking. Have you been on the phone?"
He nodded. "It was Nate."
She waited in silence as the coffee maker stopped its gurgling. "That's all? Just 'it was Nate?'"
He sighed, took a mug off a hook and poured the coffee. "Want a cup?" he asked.
"I think I'd better," she said.
There was a serving bar that opened between the kitchen and the family room. It had stools on both sides. He placed her coffee on the bar and took one of the stools.
She sat down beside him and pulled the cup toward her. "Okay, Mr. Hill. Out with it. What's the problem?'
"Who said there was a problem?"
"Any time you act this way, there's a problem. What did Nathaniel Highsmith have to say?"
He shrugged and sipped at his coffee. "Duane called. Jerry underwent six hours of heart surgery. Five bypasses."
"My God," she said in a hushed tone. "How is he?"
"He'll be in the hospital at least a week, probably out of the office a couple of months. The doctor says he should be in great shape after he gets over the surgery. He can still run if he wants to. Do everything he did before."
"And Nate is sending you back to take his place?"
He couldn't bring himself to admit that he had volunteered. "He said he realized it was terrible timing, but the President suggested that I go."
Frowning, she said in a sarcastic voice, "Well, now, wasn't that generous of him?"
"This investigation is at a critical point, Lori. If it isn't resolved by the end of the month, all hell could break loose. We can't take any chances now. Which means we can't leave it up to Duane. Anyway, as Nate pointed out, I'm the only one who knows all the facts, where all the bodies are buried. It looks like I don't have any choice."
She twisted the cup in her hands, as though attempting to coax forth some bottled up genie that might intercede in this madness. "I don't want you to go," she said. "You belong here with Cam and Liz and me, especially now. Tell Nate to send someone else."
He gave her a pained look. "There isn't anyone else, Lori. There isn't time to bring someone else in cold." He hadn't told her exactly what was at stake in this operation. He decided it was time. "You know what Ben Shallit told us in Budapest. What he didn't know was the real urgency of the situation. South Korea has built a bomb. They plan to test it in about three weeks. Unless we can find the man responsible for what's going on and somehow bring him to his senses, the whole Far East could be thrown into turmoil. Needless to say, when a major region like that gets pneumonia, we'll suffer the chills and the fever."
"I still don't like it," she said. "I'm scared. You believe that Korean killer got to Captain Yun. If he doesn't already know you were Yun's contact, he probably will soon."
He tried to reassure her, and himself. "Not necessarily. Anyway, I can take care of myself."
"I'm sure the Captain told his wife the same thing. You said yourself the man is probably the most dangerous assassin in the world today. I have the greatest confidence in you, Burke. In your ability to unravel complex schemes and match wits with the best of them. But let's face it, in a physical encounter, you'd be no match for a man like that."
He couldn't argue that point. But his voice softened as he recalled a poignant moment at the hospital. "The other day, when I first saw the twins through the nursery window, I thought about what kind of world they might have to grow up in. It made me realize that what I was involved in wasn't just a job. It wasn't just a game of matching wits, either, or just a struggle between competing governments. I felt it on a personal level, as a way I could really make a difference to our kids' future. Be part of an effort to create a more peaceful, more rational kind of world that will allow them to reach their potential without fear as a driving force. You see my point, don't you, Lori? If I duck out on this now, I'd be letting them down. A guy has to do what he can."
A large tear trickled down her cheek. She looked across at him with torment in her dark eyes. "I don't want to lose you, Burke. I know, I'm selfish. I'll just have to live with that. But if I were to lose you, I'd be losing a big part of myself. I remember Grandmother Szabo telling me how we had made her much more than what she was before we came. She said what we are is not so much what we make of ourselves, but what our friends and our loved ones cause us to become. When we lose somebody close, a part of us is chipped away. The more important they are, the greater we're diminished. Lose all and you become nothing. She said that's what happened to prisoners under the communists, or to anyone who's a prisoner of his own mind. I like what I've become with you and our family, Burke. I don't want to be changed."
He reached across to take her hands in his. "Jerry can tell me how to find the guy I need to see in Thailand. He should be able to clear up the whole thing. Then it'll just be a matter of confronting the guilty party with all the pressure we can bring to bear." He knew he was oversimplifying, but he mustered all the sincerity he could bring to bear when he said, "'I'll be back for Christmas. That's a promise."

Chapter 58

Nate Highsmith stuck his head in Burke's office around 3:30. "Kingsley Marshall wants to see us out at Langley. Bring your bags along. Somebody from the Agency will get you to the airport. We're to meet our contact in a garage around Dupont Circle in twenty minutes. I'll see you downstairs."
He was booked on an early evening flight and had already gone through a tearful farewell with Lori. He stuffed what he needed in his briefcase, grabbed the two hefty bags that sat beside the door and walked out to Evelyn's desk. His assistant carefully pushed an errant blonde lock back in place and gave him a puzzled look.
"It's a bit early yet, isn't it? You taking a slow boat to Dulles?"
Burke grinned. "Nate and I are due for a little command performance at Langley. If anyone asks, we're checking in with a client before he takes me to the airport."
"Got your Christmas shopping done?"
He frowned. "Are you kidding? I haven't had time to think about it."
"Then take my advice, Mr. Boss Man. Give it some thought and let me know what you want when you call in from Seoul. I'll see what I can do for you."
"Thanks. You're a lifesaver, Evelyn. What would I do without you?"
"That you don't need to think about. Have a safe trip."
He hurried out to the elevator and punched the button for the garage level. He found Nate waiting beside the sleek, blue Lincoln. Burke shoved his bags into the back seat, and they headed out into the afternoon traffic. It was a cold, clear day, and pink-cheeked Washingtonians were rapidly gearing up for the holidays. With Congress already adjourned and nobody looking over their shoulders, the higher-ups and lower-downs of the bureaucracy had begun an unconscious slowdown that would grind the wheels of government to a virtual halt by Christmas Eve.
Nate wheeled into the parking garage and circled down one level to a designated parking slot. Just as Burke was retreiving his bags from the back seat, a long black limousine pulled up behind Nate's car and stopped. The heavy rear door swung open and a familiar face smiled at them.
"Just stuff your bags in here, Mr. Hill," the trim, dark-haired young man told him.
Burke shoved his bags toward the front and climbed in after Nate. He recognized their host as one of General Palmer's assistants, a man with the height and the lithe moves of an NFL wide receiver. He had been introduced only as "George," which could have been one of several pseudonyms used by CIA officers.
The limousine with its tinted windows looked no different from the dozens of others that whisked government officials and VIPs around the capital. While George carried on a meaningless conversation with Nate, Burke watched in admiration as the driver, a tall, black man with large, powerful hands, skillfully maneuvered the stretched-out vehicle through the late-afternoon traffic. They sped about the area on several false tracks before heading across the Potomac and onto the parkway toward Langley. Burke caught George taking occasional glances through the rear window. Apparently he had detected no surveillance.
Normally, the CIA Headquarters was completely swallowed up by the forest of green that surrounded it. But with the leaves gone from the trees, Burke could make out the indistict lines of the building as they glided off the parkway. They stopped at the ten-foot-high fence for the guard to check their credentials, then drove back into the compound. Instead of using the main front, or "public," entrance, they entered through a doorway used by those who preferred a more anonymous approach.
George escorted them to the Director's seventh floor suite. When Kingsley Marshall welcomed them into his attractively furnished office, they found his two chief deputies, General Palmer, the DDO, and Jarvis Breedlove, the DDI, seated at a small conference table.
"I believe you all know each other," said the Director of Central Intelligence. "We don't have a lot of time if Burke's going to make his flight, so let's get on with it."
As he took his seat at the table, Burke glanced over at two framed color photographs on the wall. One showed a sleek, brown mink posed alertly beside a mountain stream. The other pictured a black bear standing on his hind legs, reaching high into a tree to claw at the bark, like a hunter blazing a trail. They were just two of thousands of frames he had shot during his five years as a nature photographer in the Smokies.
Breedlove took several prints out of a large envelope and handed them to Burke. "Here are the two people you're interested in. I thought the digitizers did a pretty fantastic job."
Burke spread them out, close-ups of the faces and full-length shots to show the relative size of the two young men. The one identified as Young Tiger Lee was much taller than his friend. He had a handsome face with just a hint of a smile. Ahn Wi-jong appeared in a bit of a quandary, evidently not too sure he wanted to be photographed that day.
"The photography people estimate the picture was made around 1940," Breedlove added.
"That squares with the information in Dr. Lee's book," Burke said. "I agree. These are fantastic. If I can't find Ahn Wi-jong in Thailand, maybe I can locate some oldtimers in Seoul who could identify our Young Tiger."
"Burke plans to fly to Chiangmai the first thing and look for Ahn," Nate Highsmith said.
"Do you know the territory?" Marshall asked.
"No," Burke said. "But Jerry Chan should be in shape to fill me in by the time I get to Seoul. He worked in Chiangmai with DEA a few years back."
"We have a couple of new pieces of information you should be aware of," said the Director, opening a folder in front of him. "First, our overhead imagery has finally confirmed the new missile. They literally took the wraps off of it, giving us a perfect profile." He passed copies of the satellite image to Burke and Nate. "It's too damned close to our cruise missile to be a coincidence. Undoubtedly those Korean-American engineers who migrated back had a big hand in it. Not to mention the computer thievery you uncovered, Burke."
Nate studied the missile closely. "Apparently they're about ready to give it a try."
"That's confirmed," said General Palmer. "The South Koreans put out the word today that they plan to fire a test missile January first. A little New Year's Day pyrotechnics."
Kingsley Marshall nodded. "The impact area will be in the Sea of Japan, about a hundred miles east of Ullung-do. That's a small island some hundred and sixty miles off the Korean coast. They made no mention of a warhead, or a nuclear test, however."
Burke frowned. "You don't suppose they'd test the missile and a nuclear warhead at the same time?"
"I don't discount anything," Marshall said. "I think we're dealing with a massive ego, someone very persuasive with those under him."
"I think you're right," said Nate. He looked around at Burke. "And I hope you can track him down in short order."
"The other piece of new information impacts directly on you, I'm afraid." The DCI leveled his eyes on Burke. "I believe you met Vincent Duques at the Embassy."
Burke nodded. "I figured he was your station chief."
Marshall gave him a humorless smile. "He suspected as much. Anyway, he has turned up a new source fairly high in the bureaucracy. He's not prepared to vouch for him a hundred percent, but he considers the fellow reliable enough to pay close attention to what he says. According to this source, there's talk around the Blue House of some American PR people trying to stir up trouble for the government. He says they represent an obscure anti-nuclear group and have been in contact with dissidents."
"I'll bet they broke Dr. Shin," Burke said, "and found out about Jerry. He didn't get any indication they had penetrated our cover?"
As soon as Jerry had contacted Dr. Shin at the Hongsansa Temple, the Coalition for Nuclear Freedom had blossomed from a figment of Chan's imagination into a full-blown organization with offices, albeit small, in Washington and New York, the latter in the vicinity of the United Nations Headquarters. The Agency had called on a few friends to help legitimize the organization, and brochures were quickly printed for distribution to several UN delegations and to the New York Consulate of the Republic of Korea.
"No," said Kingsley Marshall. "Duques himself doesn't know what you are. I doubt the Koreans would have any inkling. But Vincent followed proper procedure and advised the Ambassador. When you get there, you may have a summons from the Embassy."
Nate Highsmith had listened with growing concern. He was not at all pleased with what he was hearing. "I don't like the sound of this, Kingsley. After what happened to Captain Yun, Burke could be seriously at risk. I'm not too keen about letting anyone else in on our secret, but maybe you should bring Duques into this and provide Burke some backup."
"Sorry, Nate. The President has vetoed all my efforts to expand our little circle. I get the impression that he has some definite ideas about how to handle this thing in the end, but he hasn't confided in me. I'd suggest you brief Duane Elliston as fully as possible and use him for backup. My advice to you, Burke, is to take no unnecessary chances."
Gee, thanks, Burke thought. No "unnecessary" chances. That would be drawing a pretty thin line. If they put Hwang Sang-sol on his case, it would not likely make any difference what kind of chances he took. And depending upon Duane Elliston as his backup sure didn't add much of a thrill. He was beginning to get some particularly bad vibes about this trip.

Chapter 59

Seoul, South Korea
It was nearly time for breakfast when Burke checked in at the Chosun. The clerk remembered him and asked if he'd like to be on the same floor as before. In his room, he debated about calling Duane, who had moved out into an apartment. He finally decided Miss Song would likely know more about Jerry's situation.
"Mr. Hill," she greeted him brightly. "I'm glad you're back. Jerry� uh, Mr. Chan was asking about you last night."
"How's he doing?"
"His heart and circulation are fine, but he is beginning to have very bad back pains."
"Back?"
"Yes. The doctors had to spread his ribs apart with some kind of clamp when they did the surgery. Apparently it caused his back to become very sore. Other than that, he seems to be fine. I told him you were coming. He wants to see you."
"I'll get by the hospital after I see where everything stands," he told her. "I'm going to grab a bite to eat and then head over to the office. I don't have a key to get in. Could you meet me there a little early?"
"Of course. Whenever you would like."
"Make it about forty-five minutes."
* * *
Song Ji-young was radiant in a dark blouse with white dots and a flowered jacket. Burke didn't wonder that Jerry had fallen for her. She was quite pretty. She let him into the manager's office.
"Let me know if you need anything," she said, walking back out to her desk.
Burke sat in Jerry's chair and looked around. Mail from the past couple of days lay in a basket at one side of the desk. Except for the fax machine, the rest of the top was clear. Burke remembered Jerry was one of those office neatness freaks. A place for everything and everything in its place. He opened the large middle drawer and looked in. Surprisingly, several pencils were scattered about haphazardly. A stack of business cards lay in a jumble at one side. He opened another drawer and found things in similar disarray. It looked like some amateur had made a hasty search.
"Miss Song," he called.
She stepped into the doorway. "Yes, sir?"
Burke looked up with a frown. "Have you noticed anyone messing around in here?"
"Messing around?" She had a puzzled expression.
"You know, going through things. Like Jerry's desk."
He caught a brief flash of alarm in her eyes. "No, sir. I haven't seen anyone going through Mr. Chan's desk."
There was an unaccustomed note of caution in her voice. He had a feeling she was holding something back. Duane would have loved to take over Jerry's position. Had he been nosing about in here? He could be pretty intimidating. Perhaps he had told her to say nothing about it. But Duane wouldn't have left such a mess.
"Are you sure nobody was in here looking for something?"
"An Kye-sun was looking for a book yesterday," she said. "He told me it was on the shelf." She pointed to a row of books and bound reports on a shelf beside the desk. "I told him to go ahead and get it."
"You didn't see what he did while he was in here?"
"No, sir," she said. "He said he would just sit in here and look up what he needed. He closed the door."
Now he was genuinely concerned. "Was anyone else around at the time?"
"No, sir. It was while the others were gone to lunch."
He had questioned many a spectator around a crime scene, and he knew a reluctant witness when he saw one. He got up and came around to sit on a corner of the desk, pointing to a chair across from him. "Sit down, Miss Song," he said.
She sat down slowly and crossed her hands in her lap. Distress clouded her eyes.
"You're not telling me the whole story," he said. "I don't think Jerry would approve."
At that, the tears welled up in her eyes. She pulled a Kleenex from her pocket and dabbed at them. "I'm sorry," she said, shaking her head. "I should have told Jerry." She made no pretense of calling him Mr. Chan. "I was afraid it might make him wonder about me."
"Tell him what?"
"Mr. An has been asking lots of questions. He wanted to know about the envelope that came from Pyongyang."
Burke took a deep breath. "What did you tell him?"
"I told him it was for you and I presumed Jerry sent it on to you. And I told him it was none of his business. I suspect he was told to do it by that investigator, Mr. Yoo Hak-sil."
"Yoo? What makes you think that?"
"He came to see me after I was hired. He said he suspected some strange things were going on around here and as a loyal Korean I should report anything I saw or heard to him. I told him I couldn't do that, it wasn't proper. He finally gave up, but he warned me if I said anything about it, my mother would be in for real trouble."
"Your mother?"
She nodded. "She was just getting her emotions straightened out after my father's death. I was afraid of what might happen." She looked down at her hands and twisted the tissue into shreds.
Yoo, the glib, sporty dresser. Evidently he had fooled Captain Yun as well. Was he spying on them that night at the Dokjo Restaurant? He was no longer a policeman. Who was he reporting to, the NSP?
"You should have told Jerry about the threat," Burke said. "He could have taken measures to guard against any problems for your mother."
She nodded, tears trickling down her cheeks.
Watching her, he was reminded of Lori when he had told her he was being sent back to Korea. Lori could be as tough as any woman he knew, yet when somebody started tinkering with those she deeply loved, she found it difficult to maintain her composure. He walked over and patted Song Ji-young on the shoulder.
"I understand why you didn't tell him," he said. "And I appreciate your being candid with me now. You'll need to act like nothing has happened, like we hadn't talked. I imagine the others have wondered about An's questions but just thought he was being curious. I'll say I'm leery of him and ask them to keep a close watch on him."
After Miss Song had returned to her desk, he pondered the extent of the leak. Was the An-Yoo connection the source of the talk around the Blue House that Vincent Duques had reported? No doubt they knew that Jerry had talked with Moon Chwa. And now they were aware that a mysterious envelope had come to Burke from Pyongyang. That was troubling. He walked out to the secretary's desk.
"Did Jerry ask you to check on flights to Bangkok for him?"
"Yes, sir." She took a sheet of note paper from her desk and handed it to him. "These are the direct flights from Seoul."
"I'll have to make the trip for him," Burke said. "It's in connection with the Coalition for Nuclear Freedom."
She nodded. "That's what he told me."
Burke raised an eyebrow. "Did An know about this?"
"He saw where I had written down to call the travel agent, but I'm not sure he knew what it was about."
"Then let's make sure he doesn't find out."
Brittany Pickerel arrived a few minutes later and greeted Burke with a hug. "Congratulations on the twins," she said. "I know you hated to leave them. How's your wife?"
"Unhappy," he said.
"I'm not surprised. Wasn't this a shocker about Jerry? Your wife may not like it, but I'm glad you're here."
He brought her into Jerry's office, closed the door and explained that there had been a small leak, for which he suspected An Kye-sun. She agreed he was overly curious and promised to keep an eye on him. He advised her of his planned trip to Thailand and that An was to know nothing about it.
When he opened the door for Brittany to leave, he found Duane talking to Miss Song.
"What time did you get in?" Duane asked. "I thought you would probably call."
"It was early," Burke said, smiling. "I didn't figure you'd want any phone calls that time of day. Come on in and let's talk a minute."
He closed the door and returned to Jerry's chair.
"You going over to see Jerry this morning?" Duane asked.
"Yeah. Soon as I get through here."
"You should probably call the Embassy first. Ambassador Shearing called yesterday, asking for you or Jerry. We told him you would be in today."
Burke nodded. "I was expecting that." He stared across with a troubled expression. "I'm going to level with you, Duane. I'm sure it's no big news to you, you're a sharp guy. I've no doubt about that. But I haven't been too happy with your overall attitude. In fact, I was against bringing you over here, but Nate overruled me. As you know, we had our disagreements early on. But I'll grant you this, except for that unfortunate experience with the drinking game, which Jerry took responsibility for, you've performed pretty well.
"Frankly, I wasn't too thrilled about coming back over here right before Christmas, but Nate was insistent." He refrained from saying the President suggested it. That sounded a bit too self-serving. "The government apparently knows about our involvement with Dr. Shin. And there may have been a leak around here. It has the potential for real trouble. I could wind up being the target of a hired gun. In short, I need you to keep an eye on my flanks."
Duane took it all in with a skeptical look on his face. "Thanks for the lefthanded compliment. That's all well and good, but I don't even know what the hell's going on around here. You and Jerry have held onto this thing like a personal secret."
"That was on orders from the President," Burke said. "He wanted the smallest possible group clued in on the whole operation. Nate and I met with Kingsley Marshall and his top deputies just before I left. I was authorized to brief you from A to Z."
For the next thirty minutes, he did exactly that. When he had finished, Duane shook his head. "I might have been of more help if I'd known all this back early in November."
"Sorry. That wasn't the way the White House wanted it played. The important thing is we can't afford to slip up now. You'd better come along with me to see Jerry. I'll book the flight to Bangkok that leaves a little before noon tomorrow. Hopefully I can get the job done there and get back here the next evening. I want you to study the photos and background on Hwang Sang-sol. If we're right about An Kye-sun, the NSP or whoever's behind this will probably know I'm back before the day's over."
"You want me to tail you on the trip to Thailand?"
"I don't think that'll be necessary. But I want you ready to move the minute I get back from Bangkok. If they're planning any surprises for me, they should have somebody in place by then."
When Duane had gone back to his office, Burke called the Embassy.
"Mr. Hill," said Ambassador Shearing pleasantly, "I understand you have been back to Washington."
"That's right. I intended to check on Damon Mansfield while I was there but didn't get a chance to."
Shearing knew he was being needled and his voice turned cold. "The purpose of my call, Mr. Hill, was to give you a friendly warning. The Korean government is apparently concerned about some of your firm's activities, particularly in relation to the Coalition for Nuclear Freedom. You told me you would be working to improve relations with the Koreans. Surely you don't think getting involved with dissident factions will endear us to the Blue House?"
"No, sir," Burke said. "But it might make us a lot more popular with the people."
"You may not be aware of it," said the Ambassador, "but the people elected Kwak Sung-kyo their president by an overwhelming majority. I feel it my duty to warn you that the government does not take kindly to foreigners interfering in their internal politics. If you run afoul of their laws governing political activity, you're on your own."
Yeah, hanging out to dry, Burke thought, just like Damon Mansfield. "Thank you, Mr. Ambassador," he said. "I appreciate your concern. I'll certainly keep it in mind."

Chapter 60

Jerry occupied a private cubicle in the hospital's Cardiac Care Unit. Identical green angular lines marched like goose-stepping soldiers across the heart monitor, and beside his bed a colorless fluid dripped incessantly through an IV tube that trailed down to his left hand. Otherwise, he appeared relatively unscathed for the ordeal he'd been through.
"You scared the hell out of us, Jerry," Burke said with a sympathetic grin. "But you're looking good."
"Thanks. If that character would quit shoving knives in my back when I move around, I'd be in great shape. Sorry I caused you to have to run back over here."
Burke shrugged. "Just so we wind this thing up in a hurry. I promised Lori I'd be back for Christmas."
Jerry smiled. "Good luck. I hope to be lounging around my apartment by then." He glanced about the room at all the fancy electronics. "I can't vouch for these things. They may be listening to us, maybe not. Just keep your voice low and we'll hope for the best. Where do we stand?"
"For one thing, you should know I've brought Duane up to date on the whole situation," Burke said. "He'll be my backup. Tomorrow I go to Thailand. What can you tell me about contacting this Ahn guy you mentioned?"
Jerry said the man's name was Ahn Pom-yun. To set up a contact, he should go to a gem shop on the second level of the Chiangmai Night Bazaar, a big mall-like open air complex of shops and stalls and eating places that didn't open for business until around six p.m. He should ask for the proprietor, Yves Caron, a Frenchman who was an old Indochina hand.
"You'd do well to keep a low profile," Jerry added. "I'd suggest you stay at a cheapie place I used in Chiangmai called Top North Guest House. I heard about it from some Army guys. They have a few airconditioned rooms, but you won't need one this time of year. It won't be like anything you ever saw in the States, though. It ain't a Hilton. Hell, it ain't even Motel 6, but it's livable. You'll find a lot of trekkers heading out of there for the hill country."
"If Ahn's involved in narcotics traffic, wouldn't I run into a problem snooping around after him?"
"You won't be snooping. Just come right out and tell Caron what you want. Ahn likes to see and be seen. He's a Mafia-style character, one of the town's better-known citizens, contributes to good causes and all that. It'll just make things quicker and simpler to work through Caron."
"I guess a taxi driver can find the Top North Guest House for me."
Jerry started to laugh but choked it off with a grimace. "Damn those knives. Forget the taxi. You won't find anything but tuk tuks and trishaws around Chiangmai. Call Top North from the airport. They have a van that'll pick you up."
"How do I get around?"
"You'll be in walking distance of the business district. If you need to travel any farther afield, you can take what in Thai is called a samlor, a three-wheeled motorcycle with a canopy and a bench seat in back. The slang term is tuk tuk. Just hang on and be ready for a wild ride."
He gave Duane a few instructions on things to be done around the office, then turned back to Burke. "I almost forgot. You'll find a phone number in my middle desk drawer for Lieutenant Yun. He wanted you to call him if you came back to Seoul."
* * *
Burke had instructed Miss Song to make his plane reservation while An Kye-sun was out of the office. He also arranged a little disinformation campaign with the rest of the staff. After he left for Thailand, if An should want to know his whereabouts, they would tell the inquisitive Korean writer that Burke was making a call on the Bartell Engineering manager at the Taesong Nuclear Power Plant near Pusan. Duane reinforced the deception with a call to Mitch Steele, advising him that an agency bigwig from Washington would be in the area and "might" drop by to see him.
It was early afternoon when Burke got around to calling the number for Yun Se-jin.
"I was really shocked to hear about your father," he told the Lieutenant. "We had become very good friends in the short time I knew him."
The young man seemed strangely distant. "Did you know what my father was doing in Pyongyang?"
"Yes. He had asked me to help him out on a few of the cases he was working. I had managed to get him a copy of a missing book manuscript co-authored by Dr. Lee Yo-ku, one of the murder victims. I'm a former special agent with the FBI, and we found we had a mutual friend in Quantico, Virginia."
"You were with the FBI?" Lieutenant Yun's voice sounded perplexed and uncertain.
"Yes. It's been some years back. But your father seemed to feel the need to confide in someone. For whatever reasons, he chose me. I know he was reluctant to tell his prosecutor everything he knew. Actually, I guess I talked him into discussing some of the critical points with the guy. What was his name, Park? Now I'm not so sure I did the right thing."
"Why do you say that?" Se-jin asked.
Burke debated a moment whether he should go any further. It was like dipping a toe into a swimming pool and wondering whether to take the plunge. Finally he decided to dive in. The young man deserved to know the shady circumstances surrounding his father's death. Maybe he could do something about it. "He mailed me a photograph and a note from Pyongyang, disguised with the return address of an old World War II soldier who apparently gave him the picture. I can't imagine him doing that unless he had reason to believe someone might interfere with his plan to bring it back here."
There was a long pause before the young policeman replied in an apologetic tone. "I think I have done you an injustice, Mr. Hill."
"What?"
"I believed you had something to do with my father's death, because of a letter he wrote me from Pyongyang. Now I understand what he meant. I think we had better meet somewhere and talk."
A letter to Se-jin. He hadn't thought of that. What had Yun said? "When will you be avaiable?" he asked.
"This evening after I get off duty. Should I come to your office?"
Burke doubted anyone would be watching him at this juncture, but he decided to take no chances. "No, I'd rather make it some out-of-the way place. Could you hold on a moment?"
He called Miss Song into the office.
"Do you have a key to Jerry's apartment?" he asked.
Her face colored slightly as she stammered, "He thought� he said I should have one in case� "
Burke smiled. "No explanations needed. I have a man I'd like to meet somewhere private. I thought that might be a good place."
"I'm sure Jerry wouldn't mind," she said.
"Thanks." He waved her out. "Lieutenant, could you meet me at our manager's apartment, not in uniform, say around eight?"
Yun Se-jin said he would be happy to and asked for the address.
* * *
Burke arranged to visit Jerry Chan at the hospital early in the evening with Brittany Pickerel. An undauntable young lady with an iron constitution, she had bought a car and was gamely learning to do battle with the Seoul traffic. On leaving the hospital, he instructed her in the slippery ways of shaking off surveillance. Although it was hardly a performance worthy of the CIA limousine driver in Washington, it was good enough for the task at hand. He had her deliver him to the Hyatt Regency on the slopes of Mt. Namsan. After a careful check of traffic in the area, he caught a cab outside the hotel and had the driver let him out a block from Jerry's apartment. He stood a few minutes in a sheltered doorway but found nothing unusual either in the street or along the sidewalk. Then he hurried through the frigid evening down to the apartment building, arriving shortly before time for the appointment.
The knock at the door sounded precisely at eight. Punctuality always made a good first impression on Burke. He found the young man's face almost an image of his father. Like Captain Yun, he was compactly built but perhaps a bit taller. And he lacked the metal framed glasses and the slowly receding hairline. Those would probably come with age.
When Burke noticed how stiffly Lieutenant Yun sat on Jerry's sofa, he realized he had already forgotten his Korean manners. A little softening up, get acquainted talk was needed. He told the young officer a bit about Worldwide Communications Consultants and the reason for his rather sudden return to the States after Captain Yun's departure for Pyongyang.
"You have a new set of twins?" Se-jin said in obvious surprise.
Burke grinned. "Even old men get lucky sometimes."
"I didn't mean�"
"Don't worry, I'm not sensitive about it." It was not entirely true, though he made a point of shrugging it off whenever the subject of age came up. "We've only been married a couple of years. I understood from your father that you're engaged to a young policewoman."
Yun nodded. "Lieutenant Han Mi-jung. My father was not too happy about it, though. He held to the old ways of arranging marriages."
"I know. He told me about it."
Yun had a slightly puzzled look. "Frankly, Mr. Hill, I am quite surprised at the way he confided in you. It wasn't at all like him."
"I suspected as much. But we thought a lot alike. And I was someone unaffected by the politics over here, a complete neutral. By the way, what did he say in that letter he wrote you from Pyongyang?"
Lieutenant Yun took a sheet of paper from his pocket and handed it across.
Burke glanced at the sheet and shook his head. "Sorry. I don't know your language."
"It says, 'If anything should happen to me, look to Burke Hill for the answer.' That's all."
"So you thought it meant look to me as the murderer?"
Yun's eyes narrowed. "You think he was murdered?"
"One man, Dr. Lee, had already been killed to keep the information he was after in Pyongyang from getting out. And he had been trying to track down a professional assassin involved in the murders. Judging by his letter to you and the photograph mailed to me, he must have seen something that really worried him. That hit-and-run accident looks like a bit too much of a coincidence."
"You mentioned the prosecutor," said Se-jin, his face suddenly a mask of steel. "Are you sure my father told him what he was doing?"
"Yes. He called me afterward about something the prosecutor had said."
Se-jin's eyes narrowed. "I have learned that Prosecutor Park departed for a leave of absence the day after my father went to Pyongyang. They said he suffered from 'nervous exhaustion.'"
Burke's face became pinched in thought. "Captain Yun told me that Colonel Han Sun-shin of the NSP had made Park very nervous. I wonder if Colonel Han might have been responsible for the sudden leave of absence?"
When they had finished talking, Lieutenant Yun drove Burke back downtown. Saying he had some thinking to do, Burke asked to be dropped off a couple of blocks from the Chosun. He turned up his coat collar against the biting wind and walked rapidly along the broad sidewalk. What had been a lively, bustling promenade during the day now appeared as a pale, anemic concrete strip beneath the yellow glow of the streetlights. It was not so crowded now, although an occasional Christmas shopper still hurried past, burdened down with a heavily laden bag. A flurry of snow began to swirl before the headlights along the street. It was a damned cold night to be out, he thought, particularly for shopping. Then he remembered Evelyn's offer to do his gift-buying for him. He would go up to his room, make out a list and call her. It would soon be eight a.m. in Washington.
He wasn't sure how clearly he would be able to concentrate on the subject of shopping, considering what he now knew about Captain Yun's fate. He had become totally convinced that Yun had been murdered. He was also convinced the NSP had a hand in it. And that did not auger well for the future of his stay in Seoul.
* * *
Lieutenant Yun was assigned to a quick response unit whose cars were dispatched in answer to calls received on the 112 emergency phone line. It had been a hectic morning, allowing him little time to think about his meeting with Burke Hill. However, he had sat up late the night before, attempting to puzzle out just what was going on. His girl friend, Mi-jung, who lived in the next apartment building, had spotted his light still blazing and called to see if he might be ill. He was taking her to dinner tonight and promised to explain all about the problem that had caused him such concern.
When he took a break for lunch, he decided to call the head of his father's division, Superintendent So, and find out if it would be possible to take a look at the files of the cases Captain Yun had been working on. From their conversations, he knew his father had collected quite a store of information. Burke Hill's theory that the Captain's death was related to his investigations had a certain logic to it, though there seemed to be too many loose ends. The files should help clear that up, he thought. And if Hill's supposition had merit, the files would give him something to take to the higher-ups in the bureau.
His question drew a quick response from the Superintendent. "You'll have to contact the office of Prosecutor Park Sang-muk. They called and wanted to review the files. Somebody from over there came by and picked them up."
"When was that?" Se-jin asked.
"Let's see, it must have been Monday."
That was odd, the Lieutenant thought. Park had gone on leave of absence the Friday before. He called the prosecutor's office and got the assistant who had told him about Park's leave.
"Who will be working with the files from my father's cases?" he inquired. "I understand someone from over there took them for review."
"I'm sorry, Lieutenant, but you've gotten some erroneous information. Nobody from over here has asked for the Captain's case files."
Se-jin hung up the phone and stared at it. What the hell was going on here? Nearly a year's worth of his father's investigatory efforts had just disappeared down a black hole, and he hadn't the slightest idea where in the governmental galaxy to start looking for it.

Chapter 61

Chiangmai, Thailand
As the Boeing 737 made its approach, Burke saw Chiangmai spread out across the flat plain like a trinket-laden picnic blanket tucked against the foot of Doi Suthep, the mountain that soared to some 4,000 feet on the west toward the Burmese border. He could see the outline of the old city, a square kilometer formed by a moat and walls that had crumbled away in places and were restored in others. But the town had spread far beyond its original borders, with the business section mostly to the east, along both sides of the Ping River.
The van brought him in past an array of motley looking shacks, lumberyards, a supplier of spirit houses, with models in virtually every size, "instant antique" factories, tree-shadowed wats, Buddhist temples, where bells and chimes could be heard, and more substantial homes surrounded by flowering shrubs. They finally turned into a narrow side street, inside the old city near the wall, and suddenly there was the guest house nestled among the palm trees, an L-shaped three-story concrete building that resembled a rather plain American motel from the era when motels first came into vogue. The rooms opened off a balcony that ran the length of the building.
Burke checked in and was given a second-floor room in the short end of the L, which faced the restaurant, an open-air pavilion featuring small tables covered with plastic tablecloths. Casement windows opened on front and back sides of the small room, furnished with two single beds. A large ceiling fan provided cool air. The bath consisted of a toilet flanked by a sink and a shower head that projected from the wall. Beneath it lay only the bare concrete floor and a drain. Rather spartan, he thought, but he had never paid so little for a room. Only a few dollars American.
After freezing in the frigid streets of Seoul, he found the warmth of Chiangmai a pleasant change. He had brought a lightweight jacket, which Jerry assured him would be quite adequate at night. After a quick meal of something that tasted like barbecued chicken but had a name sounding oddly Chinese, he picked up a map and directions, provided in halting English, to the Chiangmai Night Bazaar.
Lights were on in the shops, though it wasn't quite dark as yet. Walking toward the business section, he saw a procession of noisy tuk tuks buzzing through the streets. He found the bazaar easily enough. It had a large, brightly illuminated sign with "Chiangmai Night Bazaar" in both Thai and English.
As he strolled along the crowded corridor, he found stalls featuring Thai dolls, silk, laquerware, jewelry, every kind of clothing from shoes to dresses to jeans, some of it designer brands made in Thailand. There was a variety of hill tribe handicrafts, and on the second level he found the gem shop that traded in precious and semi-precious stones. A young Thai with bushy black hair and a thin mustache approached him with palms together prayerlike, a gesture of greeting called wai.
"I'm looking for Yves Caron," Burke said.
The man smiled. "Monsieur Caron be here soon. You like look at stones?"
"Thanks," Burke said, nodding. He knew little about gemstones, except that some of them looked beautiful mounted in rings and bracelets.
He was closely admiring some sapphire rings when a slightly accented voice spoke behind him. "Ah, my friend, you like the sapphires, oui?"
Burke turned to see a slender man with dark hair slicked straight back, his upper lip adorned with a more classic mustache than the young Thai's. He had a wordly look about him, a penetrating gaze at once intimate and dispassionate, almost clinical. It made Burke feel he had just been dissected, categorized, pigeonholed and left to dry out like an insect in an entomological collection.
"You must be Yves Caron," Burke said.
He smiled. "And you are the unknown farang my young colleague said had asked about me."
"Farang?'
"It is what the Thais call us round-eyed, fair-skinned Westerners. Europeans and Americans. Are you interested in gemstones, Mr�?"
"Hill. Burke Hill." He reached out to shake the Frenchman's hand. "I'm interested in gems, but not stones."
Caron raised an eyebrow. "And what kind of gem would you be looking for?"
"A friend of mine named Jerry Chan said you might be able to put me in touch with Ahn Pom-yun."
"Ah, Mr. Chan. It has been a few years. But I disappoint myself. I did not take you for one interested in the poppy business."
Burke grinned. "You were right the first time. I'm not the least interested in the drug trade."
"As Jerry Chan well knows, Monsieur Ahn is a central figure in the narcotics traffic through this area."
"How did a Korean manage to achieve such prominence here?" Burke asked.
"The most powerful drug lord, as you Americans like to put it, the top man in the Golden Triangle is the head of a Shan army just across the border in Burma. He controls the movement of opium and operation of the jungle refineries. He wholesales the heroin out of Thailand. His sister is married to Ahn Pom-yun.
"Who are the Shans?"
"They are a Burmese tribe from the Shan Mountains. The army leader is actually half-Shan, half-Chinese. Various Chinese factions have been competing in Northern Thailand for years. If you're not interested in drugs, Monsieur Hill, why did you want to meet Ahn Pom-yun?"
"I was hoping Mr. Ahn might lead me to an older man with a similar name, Ahn Wi-jong."
Caron crossed his arms and reconsidered Burke with a wary expression. "You know, of course, that Ahn Wi-jong is Monsieur Ahn's father."
"I suspected as much. I understand he's here in Chiangmai. I'd like to talk with him."
"Very few people are aware of Ahn Wi-jong's presence. He has been here only a short time, and it has been kept quite confidential. Would it be an imposition to ask how you knew?"
Burke considered it for a moment. If it would help pave the way to an audience with Ahn, why not? "I received the information in a roundabout way from a man in Pyongyang."
"Pyongyang," Caron repeated thoughtfully. "Yes. I have heard there might be efforts to send heroin to North Korea with the changed climate there. But you are not interested in the drug trade."
"Correct. And while we're about it, how did you happen to know about Ahn Wi-jong, if it's so confidential?"
"I deal in gems other than stones, Monsieur Hill. Information is a gem, n'est-ce pas?"
Burke nodded. "Indeed, it can be. Right now, the information I need is can you set up the contact with Ahn?" He was tired from the long flight and getting a bit weary of playing games.
Caron gave Burke his price and told him to go to a bar located a couple of blocks away, buy a drink and wait. Someone should contact him shortly.
"If you wait an hour and no one comes for you, I will return half of your money," said the Frenchman in a businesslike voice.
"Damned decent of you," Burke said. "Why not return all of it?"
"I do the same amount of work whether you are contacted or not. Unfortunately, I cannot guarantee the results."
Burke paid him and headed off toward the bar, a place called The Watering Hole. He found it dark and smoky with colored lights flashing overhead. The juke box played country music, of all things. He thought he was back in Tennessee. In fact, the place was awash with farang. There were several Americans seated at the bar, a bevy of bar girls stuck to them like Garfield dolls suction-cupped to a car window.
Burke took a table and ordered a glass of wine, drawing a strange look from the waitress. Evidently it wasn't a big seller here. A couple of bar girls came over but he waived them off. "I'm waiting for someone," he said. He wasn't sure they understood, but they went looking for greener pastures.
He had been there almost an hour and was beginning to despair of anything happening when a large, stocky Chinese came through the door, swept the room with a cold stare and walked toward his table. He looked like he should have been the bar's bouncer. He pulled the chair out opposite Burke, planted a large foot in it and leaned forward.
"Why do you want to see my boss?" he said coldly, his face expressionless.
"I want to ask him about another man," Burke said.
Bigfoot shoved the chair back in place and said, "Come with me."
Burke followed him out to the parking lot and over to a black Mercedes Benz, where a younger, more trim Chinese stood. Bigfoot ordered him to spread eagle against the car and patted him down. As Burke straightened up, he was hit with a sudden shock. His wrists were seized behind his back and handcuffed together.
"What the hell?" Burke blurted.
He was caught by a backhanded slap across the face that stung as if he had encountered a wasp. "Shut up! You were sent here by the Narcotics Suppression Center. Why?"
"You're crazy," Burke said in angry voice. "I only wanted to talk to Mr. Ahn about his father."
He was suddenly confronted with the business end of a 9mm Walther semiautomatic.
"Farang liar," said the big man. "If you do not come from the police, you must be a Kuomintang spy or a communist agent."
Burke had the unhappy feeling of a soldier caught in the crossfire between four competing forces. There was the Shan network, represented by these thugs; the Thailand National Police Department, which had been making headway against the drug trade, though too many influential officials still stood in the way; the remnants of Chiang Kai-Shek's defeated forces chased out of mainland China by Mao and ousted from the opium trade by the Shan; and the Burmese communists, who had turned to narcotics for funds when Beijing became an unreliable source. He had to convince them that he wasn't a combatant.
"Look," he said earnestly, "I don't give a damn about your opium or your heroin. My business with Ahn is something entirely different. Would I have come here alone, unarmed, if I was involved with one of these other groups? I'd have had my own army standing by."
The younger man said something in what Burke presumed to be Thai. Then Bigfoot jerked open the rear door and said, "Get in."
Burke obeyed and found himself sharing the back seat with the burly Chinese. Where were they taking him, he wondered? And what did they plan to do? He hadn't counted on this kind of reception. He knew there was a possibility the drug kingpin would doubt his motives, but he was prepared to reveal enough to justify his request. Now he wondered if he would even get to see Ahn Pom-yun. These two were obviously not out to do their good deeds for the day.
They drove across town and out the road toward Doi Suthep. Before reaching the foot of the mountain, the car swerved off the road and through a gate in a white wooden fence. Moving quickly back between lines of palm trees, the car glided to a stop beside a large, two-story white house with a gently sloping roof. Above about waist high, the walls appeared almost solid windows, a succession of tall, narrow panes. Burke was led into a parlor furnished with dark, lustrous teak wood furniture.
A man of medium height with obvious Korean features came into the room. He wore a black, pajama-like outfit with a large black sash at the waist. Dressed as he was, he might have been a Taekwondo master, but he didn't appear particularly menacing. What he did have was a certain presence, an unstated distinction that said this man was "somebody" to be reckoned with. "Gentlemen," he said, "please remove our guest's shackles."
Bigfoot unlocked the cuffs and Burke slowly rubbed his wrists where they had been binding.
"My assistants tend to be a bit over-protective at times, though not without good reason," said the Korean with a smile. "Please overlook their heavy-handedness. You are Mr. Burke Hill, I believe. I am Ahn Pom-yun. Please sit down."
Burke took a chair facing his host. "Your men seemed to think I had something to do with the police, or with some rival narcotics group," he said. "I can assure you I have no connection to any of them."
"I'm not sure what you mean by a rival narcotics group, Mr. Hill. I am in the import-export business."
And I sell words by the pound, Burke said to himself. "Your business is really no concern of mine. I work for an American public relations firm with an office in Seoul. I flew into Chiangmai today hoping to talk with Ahn Wi-jong, your father."
"There have been others from Seoul here in search of my father," said Ahn. "Unfortunately, they did not wish him well. Why do you wish to speak with him?"
"I'm a bit surprised to hear somebody else was looking for him. Would they have been connected with the current South Korean government?"
"Most likely. But you haven't answered my question."
"I learned from an old soldier in Pyongyang that your father was a partisan fighting the Japanese in Manchuria during World War II. He said that during the latter part of the war, your father was part of a guerrilla group inside Korea called Poksu. I want to talk to him about a friend of his who was in that group."
Ahn was frowning. "My father has talked about the war in Manchuria, but I have never heard him mention a Poksu group."
"Why do you think someone is after him now?" Burke asked.
"He has been living in America for the past twenty years. About two months ago, someone shot at him while he was driving down the street in a suburb of Chicago. The police said it was a gangland style shooting. He was lucky they missed. But my father has never been involved in anything to warrant such an attack. He is an accountant who worked in Pusan before emigrating to Canada, and then to the United States."
Burke smiled. "I'm an accountant myself," he said, pulling a business card from his shirt pocket and handing it to Ahn. "And since you brought him to Thailand, someone has pursued him here?"
"About two weeks ago."
"The Coalition for Nuclear Freedom is a client of our firm," Burke told him. "I've been working with them to try and track down a possible conspiracy involving the proliferation of nuclear weapons. We think it involves some faction in the Kwak government. I suspect it's the same people who are looking for your father. I think he could help me track them down. Would you ask him if he'd talk to me?"
Ahn studied him thoughtfully. "You came unarmed. You appear to be alone, and you went about your business quite openly. Perhaps you are what you say you are. I shall make an inquiry. But my father is not here. I can't reach him before morning. I will call and let you know if he is willing to meet with you."
Burke enjoyed a more congenial ride back into the city, although his escorts were sullenly silent. He thought they enjoyed their bullying tactics more than the simple role of chauffeur. It was late when he reached his room at the guest house, and he fell into bed as soon as he undressed. The air had just enough chill for fine sleeping. But his dreams were as troubling as his waking hours. He was riding a giant ferris wheel in an amusement park in Seoul. Ahn Wi-jong sat next to him. Each time they reached the top, Hwang Sang-sol, who occupied the adjacent airplane ride, fired a shot at them. The shots kept coming closer and closer. Despite the cool air in the room, he woke up sweating. It took him awhile to get back to sleep. Like Captain Yun before him, he was now reconciled to the inevitability of a confrontation with the elusive assassin.

Chapter 62

The call came while Burke was shaving. He had just noted the rather haggard look on his face and realized he would have to manage a little more rest somewhere along the way. To start with, he had neglected to take the time difference into account. When he'd gotten to bed at one a.m., it had been three o'clock in Seoul. To make matters worse, he still felt a tad muddled from the lingering jet lag of the long flight across the Pacific. Maybe he could catch a few winks on the flight back to Seoul, he thought.
He gave the troubled reflection in the mirror a wry grin. Hope seemed to be what he was existing on these days. Hope and rice.
"My contacts verify your connection with Worldwide Communications Consultants, Mr. Hill," said the businesslike voice of Ahn Pom-yun.
How had he managed that overnight, Burke wondered? Surely not through anyone in Seoul. Most likely he had a contact in the U.S., where the business day would have been in full swing, making a discreet inquiry relatively simple.
"My father has agreed to meet with you," Ahn added.
That served to buoy Burke's spirits, sending a new surge of hope to fire up his lagging confidence. "Hey, that's great. Can I see him this morning?"
"Are you familiar with Wat Prathat Doi Suthep?"
"Sorry." Burke thought a moment, then his map of the area began to come into focus. "Isn't Doi Suthep the big mountain west of town?"
"Yes. The temple is located near the summit. You should be there at nine-thirty. Stand beside the large bell that hangs between two posts at the right side of the courtyard. I'm sure someone at the guest house can give you directions."
Would someone meet him at the temple and take him to another location for the rendezvous with Ahn Wi-jong? He hoped whoever it was proved a bit more hospitable than last night's welcoming committee. But why meet at a remote temple high on a mountain top? He recalled reading that Bhuping Palace, the king's summer residence, was hidden away somewhere in that area. Evidently it was a scenic locale.
Chiangmai nestled on the edge of the hill country, approximately a thousand feet above sea level, giving the morning air a crisp, fresh feel that helped rejuvenate him. As he ate breakfast, he looked across at the tour counter that flanked the restaurant and noted a gathering of trekkers, probably American, late teens and early twenties, some of the boys sporting beards to lend themselves a more rugged look. Heavily-laden backpacks were lined up nearby, awaiting their chance to turn the youths into beasts of burden, little different from the working elephants that could be seen toting teak logs about the mountains to the north and west. A large map behind the counter showed various trails leading toward the borders with Burma and Laos. He wondered if the youthful trekkers' motivation was the scenery, a curiosity about the hill tribes, or a convenient route to experience drugs straight from the source? If it were the latter, they were playing a dangerous game. Thai law decreed death or life imprisonment for possession, manufacture or transportation of more than 100 grams. Death was by firing squad.
Burke had his own trek to worry about and stopped by the registration area to consult a dazzling young beauty with black, shiny hair. Chiangmai was noted for its wealth of pretty girls. When he asked the best way to reach Wat Prathat Doi Suthep, she told him to locate an area just outside the Changpuak Gate where he could hire one of the red song taow, literally "two benches," for the ride up the mountain. These were pickup trucks with open-sided tops and passenger benches on either side.
After about twenty minutes of rocking around the twists and turns, the baht bus finally pulled into a parking area across from the entrance to Wat Prathat. Getting from there to the temple was an equally spectacular trek. It required ascending 290 steps flanked by the undulating forms of naga, or serpentine, balustrades. Dragon-like multiple heads reared up at the base of the stairway. Weekend crowds swarmed up and down the steps as though it were Disneyland in the sky.
He reached the bell a few minutes early and paused to examine the Chinese characters that adorned it.
"Mr. Hill?" inquired a heavily accented voice behind him.
Burke turned to face an old monk in a tattered orange robe, a thin man with knobby elbows. "Yes, I'm Burke Hill," he said.
"Come with me, please," said the monk, and guided him around to a stairway that led down to the lower level. He was escorted into the monastery's living quarters, to a small cubicle where he encountered a short, grizzled, white-haired man with wrinkles around his narrow eyes, as though entertaining the beginnings of a smile. Burke had seen similar looks on white-hatted old men around Seoul, though most of them had sported scraggly gray goatees. This man was clean-shaven.
"I am Ahn Wi-jong," he said, rising from his chair, thrusting out his wrinkled hand. "Late of Chicago. I understand you're from Washington. I've visited there, but never spent much time. More politicians per square mile than any place on earth, so I'm told."
"Pleased to meet you, Mr. Ahn," Burke said, shaking his hand. He noted the lack of harshness in the Midwestern flavor of Ahn's Korean-accented English. He smiled. "I understand you've had some pretty notorious politicians in Chicago."
The old man shrugged. "I think the late Mayor Daley was of a dying breed, Mr. Hill. Won't you have a seat? Tell me about this anti-nuclear crusade you're on."
Although the quarters of the Buddhist monks were quite spare, they had provided the old Korean with a couple of chairs. Burke took the other one and looked across at the weathered face. He appeared to be in good health and mentally sharp. Since Ahn had lived in the States for twenty years, Burke hoped there might be a reservoir of patriotism he could tap into.
"I wouldn't call it an anti-nuclear crusade exactly," he said. "The difficulty is that any new atomic weapons anywhere around the world would increase the threat to America, to Thailand, to every country that's trying to live in peace."
"I understand you think somebody in the government of Kwak Sung-kyo is plotting to develop nuclear weapons."
"That's right, Mr. Ahn. I believe it's this man." Burke pulled a photograph from the large envelope he carried and handed it to Ahn.
The old man's face opened like a morning glory and he grinned broadly, his teeth gleaming with numerous patches of dental work. "Son of a bitch! Where'd you get this?"
"It came from a man in Pyongyang named Chung Woo-keun. You recognize the Young Tiger? The Poksu leader?"
"Hmm, you know about that?" Ahn frowned. "Of course, I recognize the bastard. I spent enough years with him. We agreed to keep our role in Manchuria and with Poksu a secret. As far as I know, neither of us ever told a soul. How did you find out about it?"
"Actually, an officer with the Seoul Metropolitan Police Bureau tracked it down. He's now dead because of it. The same thing happend to a historian at Seoul National University. He received identical information and was murdered. I'm wondering if that attempted ambush in Chicago wasn't part of the same plot? It seems anybody who knows anything about the identity of Young Tiger Lee winds up dead."
Ahn lifted a wrinkled brow. "You look pretty healthy."
"After what happened just before I left Seoul, I don't know how healthy it's going to be for me when I get back."
Ahn looked thoughtful. "I never related the Chicago incident with anything like this. The hoods that came looking for me over here, hell, I thought it was some old grudge from ages ago. I was an accountant in Pusan for several years, did some work for the prosecutor's office. I helped send some pretty powerful guys to prison. But this." He stared at the photograph, then shook his head. "He's capable of it, all right. He's as hard-assed as they come. If he's caught in some shady deal and thinks I might compromise him, he'd do anything to prevent it. What do you want to know?"
"Everything about him," said Burke.

Chapter 63

Seoul, South Korea
It was around eight that evening when two security men at Kimpo International Airport strolled through the international arrivals area as part of their routine patrol. Ostensibly, their job was to provide protection for those who used the airport's facilities. But their main task was to monitor the comings and goings of airline passengers. They were briefed regularly on individuals of particular interest to government agencies, such as known terrorists, foreign intelligence agents, international criminals, troublesome dissidents, and certain people who were identified as being of immediate concern. It was one of the latter who attracted the ever alert eyes of the security man named Seo.
"I have a make," he said to his partner, Kim. "Coming through the gate. The flight from Bangkok."
Kim stopped to make a perfunctory adjustment of his tie and casually glanced toward the gate entrance. "He's on the 'hot sheet,' all right. Do we need to follow him?"
"No," said Seo. "They know where he's going. It's where he's coming from they're interested in."
As Burke Hill headed for the passport control booths, Seo lifted the portable transceiver from his belt and reported his observation.
* * *
As soon as he arrived at the Chosun, Burke went to a public phone and called Duane Elliston's apartment. He no longer trusted his room phone. "I'm back," he said when Duane answered. "We hit the jackpot this time."
"Any problems?"
"Not of any consequence. But I'm sure it's only a matter of time. I need to brief you and Nate as soon as possible. Can you get a taxi and meet me in front of the hotel in about forty-five minutes? We'll go over to the office."
"Whatever you say," Duane replied.
A bit surprised that Duane sounded so agreeable, Burke stopped to get his room key, then took the elevator up. When he entered his room, he pushed the door all the way open to make sure no one was hidden behind it. He propped a bag against the door before stepping inside to switch on the lights, first in the bedroom, then the bath. Satisfied, he retrieved his bag and latched the door.
He had left a few threads in strategic places, drawers where his clothes were stored and among a stack of books and papers that should not have been disturbed by the maid. Every single thread had been moved. Someone had searched his room. Now he had no doubt that he was a marked man. He put together a few things he needed to take to the office, placed a new telltale thread in the closed door and went back down to the lobby.
With about fifteen minutes to kill before time to meet Duane, he found a seat at one side of the busy lobby and studied the people who milled about. There was a constant stream of assorted humanity heading in and out of the hotel's restaurants and bars, smiles flashing as friends recognized one another. Some chatted animatedly, while others, like himself, sat alone, solitary ships anchored in a bustling harbor. He saw no one with any resemblance to Hwang Sang-sol. But he knew the "Man of a Thousand Faces" would not be easy to spot. He was obviously a pro at this deadly game.
The shock of Seoul's frigid wind had provided a chilling welcome back to the real world after that brief flirtation with Thailand's endless summer. He tightened the scarf about his neck as he strolled out front and found Duane waiting in the taxi. It was only a five-minute ride to the office through the cold starlit night.
* * *
Sunday morning dawned on an uncertain note in Washington. Ominous, dark gray folds of cloud hung over the capital, giving credence to a disc jockey's prediction of snow, though the weather bureau forecast called for something else. Nate Highsmith had just finished breakfast when the phone rang. He kept a small supply of "Sierra" floppy disks at home for such occasions. After giving Burke the identification, he activated his scrambler.
"I'm glad to hear you're back," Nate said with relief. "I worried about you. How did it go?"
"Fantastic!" Burke said. "I got the full pedigree on our 'old tiger.' He had apparently sent somebody after Ahn Wi-jong recently, but Ahn's son has an army of his own. When I made contact with the old guy, he was ready to bare his soul."
Burke laid out the details the old Korean had provided, provoking Nate to observe, "You've undoubtedly found our man, but some of it still doesn't make sense. How do you plan to approach it from here on?"
Burke outlined what he had in mind.
"I'd better pass it by Kingsley and General Thatcher," Nate replied. "The General will want to brief the President and get his blessing."
"Fair enough. I won't be ready for another day or two. I hope Duane can pick up on Hwang Sang-sol if they bring him into the game."
"Evidently you were right about An Kye-sun, Burke," Duane said on his extension. "As soon as he found out you were gone yesterday, he started asking questions. Then this morning Mitch Steele called me. Said you hadn't showed up down there but somebody had called looking for you. Wouldn't leave a name or number, just said they would contact you later."
"Must have been An Kye-sun's handler," said Nate.
Burke agreed. "Probably one of Colonel Han's NSP types. I think we could dispense with Mr. An's services."
"You'll have to find some good pretext," Nate said. "Could you engineer some sort of heated disagreement, Duane? Maybe give Burke an excuse to fire him?"
Duane chuckled. "You know me, Chief. I could stir up a steamy dispute with the Devil himself."
"Since the Agency can't give us any help on this," Nate said, "I'm sending a couple of other people over there. They can share the burden with Duane. Colonel Han might decide to use some of his domestic forces as well as Hwang."
"Who's coming?"
"I'll discuss it with some of the others first. But I think one will be Rudy vanRoden. He practically wrote the book on counter-surveillance."
"Rudy's good," Duane said.
"Since it's Sunday, it may be tomorrow before I can get them on the way," Nate said. "They should be there by Tuesday evening, your time, at the latest."

Chapter 64

It didn't take Duane Elliston long to pick a fight with An Kye-sun. He hadn't been especially enamored of the brash young Korean writer anyway. Their personalities were too much alike. It was early on Monday when Duane stormed into Burke's office shouting, "I refuse to work with that sonofabitch any longer!"
Burke summoned An and Travis Tolliver into the office, where Duane proceeded to tick off a list of imaginative grievances. An did not understand the necessity for handling the Funland USA campaign as Duane wanted it; he objected to copy changes Duane insisted on making; An wanted to re-focus parts of the campaign based on his own preconceptions rather than the research findings. And on and on and on.
Travis took An's side and attempted to gloss over the differences.
Burke finally asked the two Americans to leave and announced his "most difficult" decision in face-saving privacy.
"In a small operation like this, Mr. An, it's vital that everyone fit in harmoniously." He spoke with the gravity of a judge pronouncing sentence. "Since it appears you and Duane have irreconcilable differences, I'm afraid it will be necessary to terminate your services. I'm sorry it's come to this. I had hoped things would work out differently. We'll give you two months' salary as severance pay. I think it would be best to go ahead and clear out your desk now."
Sober-faced and silent, his bravado gone, An Kye-sun gathered up his belongings and departed sullenly, not unlike a baseball player banished to the dressing room for brawling.
Afterward, Burke left word for Lieutenant Yun to call. The young policeman got back to him during his lunch hour.
"I just returned from Thailand last night," Burke told him. "I picked up some information I think you'll find quite revealing."
"What kind of information?" Yun Se-jin asked.
"It has to do with the man I believe ordered your father's death."
"When can we talk?"
"Would you be available for dinner this evening?"
"Yes, certainly."
"By the way, have you ever been to a kisaeng house?" Burke asked.
"Once," said Se-jin. "As a guest. At the Jang Jung Gak. It's quite expensive."
"So I understand. Duane Elliston and I would like to give it a try. He has a businessman friend who promised to make the arrangements for us. We'll pay for it if you'll sort of guide us along. Neither of us speaks Korean."
"It sounds fine with me, Mr. Hill. My fiancee might not be too thrilled. I'll assure her it's in line of duty." He gave a slight chuckle, then added, "A kisaeng house is hardly the place for a serious private conversation, though."
"You have a point. Why don't you meet us in the lounge at the Chosun and we can chat before going to dinner."
* * *
Han Mi-jung, who had a lively curiosity and not the slightest sense of insecurity about her boyfriend, thought the kisaeng house idea was great. She relished the thought of going there herself, but Se-jin assured her that was not possible. He had merely called when he got home from work to tell her about it.
"Then I guess I'll have to go knock on Mr. Min's door and see if he'd like company for dinner," she said.
"Is he back again already?"
"Is or will be shortly. My artist friend on the other side said the Reijeo cleaning crew was out this afternoon." They had learned the cleaning crew's appearance was a sure sign of Mr. Min's impending arrival. She enjoyed needling Se-jin but knew he'd take it as a joke. The man sported long hair and a mustache.
"I'll tell you all about the Jang Jung Gak when I get back," he said.
"Just don't bring a kisaeng home with you. I might have to practice my yudo on her."
* * *
Burke and Duane Elliston were waiting in the Ninth Gate bar, where Duane was engaged in his usual clowning act with the waitress, when Lieutenant Yun arrived. As soon as they had ordered drinks, Se-jin wasted no time in getting to the point.
"Tell me about the man who ordered my father's death," he said, his voice cold as the night outside.
"I think it might be well to give you a little background first," Burke said.
He outlined briefly the course of Captain Yun's investigation and told him about the hired assassin his father believed responsible for the murders. Then he explained what the Captain was doing in Pyongyang and how he had followed up Yun's lead with the trip to Chiangmai.
"I have a plan to unmask the Young Tiger," Burke said. "He's hardly young any more, of course. But I need your help. Hopefully, it will lead to the man who killed your father."
Se-jin sat there for a moment, looking numbed by the enormity of what he had just been told. His father's death was no longer an inexplicable, senseless act but a cold, calculated murder, ordered from the top levels of the government. "I'll help," he said. "What do you want me to do?"
When Burke had finished detailing his plan, it was time for their reservation at the Jang Jung Gak. Se-jin was quite familiar with the place, since it lay within the jurisdiction of the Tongdaemun Police Station.
Burke found the atmosphere somewhat similar to that of the Dokjo Restaurant, a slice of traditional Korea wedged inside the modernistic canyons of downtown Seoul. The famed kisaeng house was much larger and more elaborate than the Dokjo, however. It was located in a walled compound and contained large dining rooms plus smaller, individual pavilions arranged in a garden setting.
The kisaeng, like Japan's geisha, were a dying breed. They had their beginnings in the royal court during the Koryo Kingdom, rulers from 918 to 1392. They flourished in a male-dominated society with an elite class composed of the very wealthy. Selected on the basis of charm, beauty, and talent, they were trained from childhood to become elegant, highly skilled and refined consorts. The kisaeng were the best educated women in Korea. They were companions to kings, scholars, artists, the top officials. They could sing, dance, paint, play various musical instruments and carry on intelligent conversations with the high and the mighty. The demise of the kisaeng and their employers actually began around the turn of the twentieth century and was accelerated in recent years by two factors. The modernization and democratization of Korea had eroded the former elite class and brought disfavor upon some of its more discriminatory practices. But even more important, the cost of operating a kisaeng house had become prohibitive. With the availability of factory and office jobs, few young girls chose the rigors and isolation of the kisaeng. And the high standards of food and service and the ever-growing cost of labor had served to steadily deplete the dwindling ranks of the houses. At a price of several hundred dollars per person, the clientele had become quite limited.
Burke was glad to be the one charged with scrutinizing extravagant expense vouchers. He would have had serious questions for anyone turning in an entertainment expense account with this sort of tab on it. But if it produced the desired results, it would be worth it.
As they were ushered through the labyrinthine structure toward their private room, Burke noticed a young girl watching from one of the doorways. "Did you see that one?" he asked Se-jin. "She couldn't be much more than early teens."
"Some may be older than they look," said the Lieutenant. "But she's undoubtedly a trainee. They aren't allowed to work that young now."
There were more than enough others to do the job, though. As soon as they arrived in their tastefully furnished room, a bevy of young beauties dressed in colorful hanbok began to ply them with such attention that Burke was left shaking his head in wonder. Duane loved it. He had grown up among the country club set, but this beat anything that group had ever experienced. The girls served them drinks and a vast array of food. They did lots of smiling and giggling, particularly at the Westerners' attempts to follow Korean customs. Lieutenant Yun stayed busy explaining what was going on, translating their comments and attempting to keep Burke and Duane informed on the proper way to handle various dishes.
While some of the girls sat with them, doing everything from pouring drinks to mopping their brows, others played various instruments and sang or danced. As the evening moved along, Burke noticed one girl in the background playing a twelve-string kayagum zither. She had a beautiful singing voice, but instead of the glued-on smiles of the other girls, she had a rather wistful, almost melancholy look about her. She also appeared somewhat older than the others, who seemed to generally ignore her.
When she began to sing one song, Burke grinned at Lieutenant Yun. "I recognize that one. Arirang, isn't it?"
"Yes," said Yun. Then his face turned sad. "It makes Koreans weep, you know. Do you know the words?"
"No."
"'Arirang, Arirang, Arariyo, we are going over Arirang hill. If you, my love, go along without me, before you have gone a few miles, you will have sore feet. "
Duane cocked his head with an I'm-not-believing-this expression. "It must lose something in the translation."
Burke nodded at the singer as he leaned toward Se-jin and spoke in a soft voice. "She's the one we want."
"Are you sure?" the Lieutenant asked. "She's older, more reserved."
Burke smiled. "Exactly."
When they were about finished with all they could handle in the eating and drinking department, Se-jin got up and approached the girl, as if to compliment her on her performance. He had been instructed to tell her that Burke was a writer who wanted to interview a kisaeng for a book he was working on. He would pay her well just to talk with him a short time.
After a short discussion, he came back to the table. "She gave me the address of a friend where she'll be available at eleven-thirty," he said. "She doesn't want the other girls to know anything about it. I told her they wouldn't."
* * *
Mr. Min, who was known in some circles as Hwang sang-sol, checked out the weapons and other supplies and information left in his apartment by the "Reijeo cleaning crew," whose real cleaning mission was something quite different than that presumed by his neighbors. Their normal job was to tidy up the scene of NSP operations that had turned messy. "Restoration specialists" was the euphemistic name by which they were sometimes known. They could quietly dispose of bodies and erase all evidence of violence, restoring an area to its former appearance. In the case of Hwang, they brought in whatever items he had requested for the job assignment. It allowed him to operate without resort to risky underworld connections, a fact that had served him well over the past year of frequent employment by the Agency for National Security Planning. There had been only one slip-up, which had necessitated the elimination of the old Namdaemun Market information peddler, Mr. Chon.
He went to the refrigerator and took out a bottle of maekju, Korean beer, and sat at the table to toast his good fortune. His contact had just informed him that the policeman he had eliminated in Pyongyang was the man who had put Mr. Chon on his trail. What a stroke of luck. He had removed an irritation that had been plaguing him with the persistence of a piece of gravel in a shoe. As he downed the bottle of Crown beer, he studied the material the "cleaning crew" had left on his new target. An American, he noted. This should be interesting.
A sharp, muffled noise outside in the hallway set off a mental chain reaction, causing his head to snap around, his ears tuned to catch the slightest warning sound. He heard nothing. Then he realized it had been the door slamming shut in the next apartment. The pretty policewoman. She would make a worthy chase, he thought. It would probably mean getting rid of the mustache. But he quickly discarded the idea. He had a firm rule against mixing business with pleasure. Furthermore, he realized he was becoming a bit too familiar around here, a little too complacent about his surroundings. In this business, a lack of vigilance was an invitation to disaster.
* * *
Koh Suk-cha, the kisaeng, was still attractive in a wistful way but more resembled a flower stripped of most of its petals without her makeup and hanbok. She sat nervously in the living room of her friend's apartment, dressed in rather nondescript brown blouse and slacks, and answered Burke's questions. He did most of the talking. Duane sat by in silence and Se-jin helped with the translation. Her English was not too good. Burke asked how she got started and what was done in the training period. Then he turned to her present role at the Jang Jung Gak.
"I am the oldest kisaeng there," she replied. "I am only allowed to play and sing now."
"Do you perform for President Kwak's party on Tuesday nights?" Burke asked.
"Oh, no," she said, frowning. "They use only the younger girls."
Burke raised an eyebrow. "It sounds like you're being discriminated against because of your age."
She looked down at her slender fingers. "Yes, it is true. I will probably lose my job soon. I am not sure what I will do then."
Burke led her on with questions and comments that revealed her unhappiness over the way she was being frozen out. By the time he admitted that they were interested in more than just information for a book, she was ready to cooperate. She had talent as a sketch artist, and she made precise drawings of the pavilion used by President Kwak and his cronies.
When they left well after midnight, Burke had everything he needed. Miss Koh had confirmed his suspicions and given them all the details necessary to carry out his plan.

Chapter 65

The morning dawned bright and sunny and seemingly not as cold as in recent days. But the news reports painted a much darker picture for the Japanese islands to the east. Brittany Pickerel informed Burke of the weather forecast on her arrival at the office. She had become his chief morning news source, since the shutdown of the Armed Forces Network radio and TV stations had forced him to rely solely on the English language newspapers. He couldn't seem to find the time for much newspaper reading. That was particularly true today, as he had a long list of materials to round up before noon.
"There's a really bad storm heading out of Siberia toward Honshu, the main island," Brittany said.
"Isn't that where Tokyo is?" Burke asked.
"Right. The forecasters say they might get the heaviest snowfall they've seen in decades."
Mid-December was when the frigid Siberian air masses began to descend on Japan from the northwest. Originally filled with cold, dry air, they would pick up moisture over the Sea of Japan and dump most of it as snow on the west side of the islands and the western slopes of the central highlands. Tokyo, on the east, usually escaped the snow. But this storm appeared so massive that the capital was unlikely to be spared.
"Let's be thankful it's not in Korea," he said. He was anxious that nothing interfere with the progress of his plan. "Ask Duane to come in here, please."
When Elliston had closed the door behind him, Burke held up a sheet torn from a ruled pad. "I think I have everything we need here. Take a look."
Duane checked it over, then jotted a couple of other items at the bottom. Maybe they were necessary, Burke thought, but it was more likely Duane's penchant for one-upmanship. Whatever you do I can do better. He shrugged it off, determined to make the best of what he had been forced to accept.
"Okay," Burke said. "You know where I'm going. I want you to stay well back so you can pick up on any surveillance."
"No problem. When are the guys due in from Washington?"
"Tonight. They couldn't get a direct flight, so it's taking a little longer."
* * *
Hwang Sang-sol, dressed for his old role as a telephone installer, had arrived early at the building on Taepyong-ro and found a convenient spot to observe the flow of people into and out of the lobby. He had seen the two American men, one his target, arrive and take the elevator up to the Worldwide Communications Consultants floor. It was not long before the target had returned to the lobby and departed.
Hwang waited. He did not like to rush things. The timing in Pyongyang had forced him to take risks he preferred to avoid. He didn't intend to have that happen here. When the other American got off the elevator a short time afterward, Hwang followed him at a discreet distance.
* * *
With the last item checked off his list, Burke had the boxes loaded into a taxi and told the driver to take him to Pagoda Park, the small island of green where reading of a Korean Declaration of Independence had launched the ill-fated freedom movement of 1919. He didn't bother looking through the rear window as they plowed through Seoul's late-morning traffic. He knew Duane would be well back in the pack, watching to see if anyone had picked up his trail.
He found Lieutenant Yun waiting at the rear of the park near the ten-story Wongak-sa Pagoda, modeled after one at the Wongak-sa Temple. In the summertime, the small area was a haven for elderly men, bearded and traditionally dressed, who would spend hours playing baduk or reading newspapers. Now the patrons were few, mostly tourists looking for the monuments to the independence movement. Burke helped transfer the boxes from the taxi to Yun's car.
"I'll go pick up my crew and get started," the Lieutenant said.
"Have any trouble recruiting them?"
"No. One is a classmate from the Police College. The other is his brother. He's a professional at electronic installations. We all went to the same high school."
"What did you tell them?" Burke asked.
"The truth," said Se-jin. "That it was part of an unsanctioned investigation regarding my father's death. They're both very discreet."
After Se-jin had left, Burke lingered around the park a few minutes, taking in the statuary and ten bas-reliefs that depicted the epic struggle for independence from the Japanese. One which the United States had failed to support, he recalled.
* * *
Lieutenant Yun and his friend were dressed nattily in their uniforms as they called on the manager of the Jang Jung Gak, wearing stern and officious looks.
"We are with the Presidential Security Force," said Se-jin. "The president wants some new wireless communications equipment installed in his pavilion, in case the need should arise for instant secure communications with officials of the government."
The manager, Chang Oh-san, a stocky man in dark glasses who had the dyspeptic look of a frequent fretter, asked with caution, "What will be required?"
"Nothing will be required of you. We have our own installer. The equipment will be completely hidden from view, so your normal patrons will never know it's there."
Mr. Chang's frown remained unmollified. "Will it take long?"
"No. We'll have it installed and be out of your way as quickly as possible. Well before your people will need to get ready for this evening."
"All right. Come with me."
"One moment," said the Lieutenant, staying him with a raised hand. "I must caution you that this is to be kept completely confidential. The equipment's presence must not be mentioned to anyone. I'm sure you know the penalties for divulging state secrets."
Chang's frown darkened. "My lips are sealed," he said.
* * *
The back of Yun's borrowed van was unheated, but the electronic gear generated enough warmth to make it tolerable. He had parked it on the next street over from the Jang Jung Gak around dark. Duane Elliston sat with Brittany Pickerel in her small car about fifty yards away on the other side of the street. Yun, his technician friend and Burke Hill were huddled around a small TV monitor attached to a videotape recorder. The signal came from a mini-dish antenna on top of the van, camouflaged to look like a box strapped to the roof.
"Good picture," said Burke, grinning. "Just like the eleven o'clock news."
"We tested it before leaving this afternoon," Se-jin said.
The picture showed a wide-angle view of the interior of the president's pavilion at the kisaeng house. Floor cushions surrounded a low table, which was being set with a variety of dishes. The girls could be heard chattering through the speaker.
"You're sure the security people won't sweep the room for electronic devices?' Burke asked.
"According to Miss Koh, they take the place apart periodically, but the normal check is just a visual one. We'll soon know. Here comes security."
Two muscular men in business suits grinned at the girls. "Out, ladies," one of them said with a nod toward the door. "The president is on his way."
One of them started to protest. "But we're not�"
"We won't be long� scoot� out!"
The men quickly went through the pavilion, checking under the table, moving the cushions, looking behind pictures, in vases, running their fingers along projecting surfaces.
"Somebody ought to tell them there's a light out over there," said one of the probers, pointing to a fixture high in the center of one wall. He was pointing directly at the small surveillance camera, which had been mounted in a hollowed-out post behind the fixture. The small transmitter and beamed antenna was mounted in the eaves of the roof just outside.
"They're coming," said one of the girls from the doorway.
The security agents left in a hurry.
A few moments later, the stooped figure of President Kwak came into view on the monitor, followed by the strapping, immaculately attired Prime Minister Hong. Colonel Han marched in ramrod straight. Kwak pulled off his tie and tossed it aside.
"Gentlemen," he said, "let's relax."
With that, a horde of smiling kisaeng descended upon them.
* * *
Burke had left a message at the hotel for Rudy vanRoden and his partner, Brad Gore. But when he stopped by the Chosun front desk on his return, he found the two reinforcements from Washington still hadn't arrived. He called the airline office and inquired about the flight.
"I'm sorry, sir, but all flights from Tokyo have been cancelled because of the snowstorm," the woman said.
"When do you expect the flights to resume?"
"Probably not before morning."
Well, he wouldn't be going anywhere before morning, he thought. He'd be happy to have the reinforcements although, so far, Duane had been unable to pick up any indications of surveillance. There had been a question about a possible tail on Duane, himself, but the evidence appeared rather nebulous and he thought it more likely the result of coincidence. Burke thought it strange that he had encountered no interference up to this point. However, he was well aware that his comfort zone was subject to being breached without warning.
He took the videotape up to his room and checked the telltale thread he had left in the doorway. Finding it still in place, he knew there had been no anonymous visitors. He locked the door, hung his heavy jacket on the clothes rack and reached into a pocket to retrieve the short-barrel Smith & Wesson revolver Lieutenant Yun had reluctantly provided him. It hadn't been easy overcoming the Lieutenant's apprehension at violating bureau rules, but Burke had argued the case they were building wouldn't be worth a hill of soybeans if somebody got to him before the final presentation was ready.
He laid the pistol on the bed and called Lori.
"Good morning, or whatever it is over there," she said.
"Did I wake you?" he asked.
"No, but I haven't been up long. Just finished feeding the kids. They asked about you. Wanted to know if they really had a father."
He laughed. "And what did you say?"
"I told them you'd be flying in most any day now, that you might even land on the roof and come down the chimney."
"Ho, ho, ho." he said. "Things are going fine at the moment. If it all works out, I should be wound up here in a couple of more days." If it all works out. In his mind, he put the emphasis a bit differently than his voice had said it.
"You're not just making that up for my benefit?"
"Nope. It's a fact."
"Well, you'd better be telling me the truth. We have a visitor coming for Christmas."
Burke frowned. A visitor? Surely not Grandma Szabo. She wasn't up to traveling that far. "Who's coming?"
"I had a call yesterday from Cliff Walters. He wanted to know if it would be all right to come visit us at Christmas."
"What did you tell him?"
"I told him we'd be delighted to have him. After all, I want to meet my step-son. He has some leave coming and said he would be here on the twenty-fourth. So you'd better be here, too."
He crossed his fingers. "Didn't I tell you you could count on it?"
Afterward, he considered what lay ahead. He had one more crucial piece of the plan to cement in place. With that taken care of, he would contact Nate Highsmith for final clearance, then set up the inevitable showdown. Put that way, it sounded naively simple, a pushover, a piece of cake. But a piece of cake could take on many different looks depending upon the color and shape of the icing. He had a disturbing feeling that this icing could well have a dark side to it, a bitter taste.
He wedged a chair against the doorknob. If anyone tried to get to him tonight, they'd not accomplish it quietly. No surprises. He placed the Smith & Wesson on the bedside table and got ready for bed.

Chapter 66

Editor Kang Han-kyo's desk at Koryo Ilbo remained as cluttered as it had on Burke's first visit several weeks before. But Kang, thick black hair combed neatly, shirt and tie looking right out of the box, appeared unharried. Burke knew the editor's job was one that could never be called "finished." There was always another big story in the wings, awaiting his judgement on how it should be played. The briefcase Burke carried contained, without doubt, as startling a piece of news as the editor had encountered in awhile.
"I appreciate your agreeing to see me this morning, Mr. Kang," Burke said. "It concerns something very disturbing that's going on in the government here. The proposition I have for you is not one I enjoy making. But when I give you the background, you'll understand the necessity for it."
Kang's eyes narrowed behind the large spectacles. "That certainly sounds ominous, Mr. Hill. Might it have something to do with President Kwak's surprising decision to switch the emphasis in language education from English to Japanese?"
"Not directly. That's still a considerable enigma from my standpoint."
"Yes, there are many opinions. All the way to traitorous accusations that the president is in some way planning to deliver us over to another Japanese occupation. I find that rather far-fetched."
"Well, I hope you won't find what I have to tell you too far-fetched, because I know it to be absolutely true. You are aware, of course, of the plan to test a new intermediate range missile on January first."
"We have questioned the need for such a weapon," Kang said firmly, "now that there appears to be no threat from the North."
"I'm happy to hear that, but I hate to tell you the rest of the story. They won't be just testing a new missile. They'll also test an atomic weapon."
Kang's brow rumpled and his eyes stared in disbelief. "You can't be serious?"
Burke told him briefly about Dr. Shin Man-ki and Operation Pok Su at the Reijeo Chuwangsan Explosives Plant.
"I knew about the monks from Pulguksa protesting Dr. Shin's disappearance," said Kang. "The government, of course, denied any knowledge of it. But this Pok Su business is shocking."
"I agree," Burke said. "We got onto it through following up a request for information from a client, the Coalition for Nuclear Freedom. It was also tied in with a murder conspiracy being investigated by Captain Yun Yu-sop of the Seoul police. He had requested some assistance from me, since I once served as a special agent for the Federal Bureau of Investigation."
Kang appeared impressed. "Captain Yun Yu-sop? That name sounds vaguely familiar."
"He was killed a couple of weeks ago in Pyongyang. A hit-and-run accident while he was there with the delegation for the North-South talks."
"Yes, I remember. The Ministry of Culture and Information asked us to play the story down. They were afraid it might inflame passions against the North."
"If the truth be known, it certainly would have," Burke said. "I believe the driver was hired to kill him."
"Kill him? Why?"
Burke quickly sketched out Captain Yun's conspiracy theory, which included the death of Kang's predecessor as editor of Koryo Ilbo. He told how Yun was called off the Hwang Sang-sol investigation and the strange disappearance of the Captain's files on the case.
The editor leaned forward on his desk, looking stunned by the enormity of what he had heard. "You mentioned a proposition, Mr. Hill. What did you have in mind?"
Burke opened his briefcase, took out the materials he had brought and explained his plan.
When he had finished, Kang's face was a mask of concern. "You realize what you're asking? You know what could happen if your calculations prove to be incorrect?"
Burke nodded in sympathy. "It's a risk. No question about it. But with less than two weeks to go, it looks like our only chance. Unless you have a better idea?"
Kang's phone rang. He had told his secretary to hold his calls except in an emergency. "Yes, what is it?" he asked.
After listening a few moments, he glanced at his watch and said, "I'll be right there." He looked across at Burke. "The Editorial Board has been awaiting my appearance for thirty minutes. I must go. Can you leave this with me?" He indicated the material that lay on his desk.
"Of course."
"I'll let you know this afternoon," Kang said.
Burke looked at the small man with the dark, troubled eyes. He projected a sense of deep distress, a distress born of concern for what might come of his newspaper as well as what fate lay ahead for his country. Others had categorized him as a man of unquestioned integrity. Burke could only hope they were right. He knew he had bet the farm on this one. If Kang wasn't all he appeared to be, the game was over.
When Burke walked out of the Koryo Ilbo building, he was shocked at what he saw. Snow covered the streets and sidewalks, and the damp, white stuff continued to flutter down in profusion. A stiff wind blew it like soft polka dots onto the shoulders of people who scurried along toward the shops and tabangs. It had been cloudy when he entered the newspaper building, but this was not in the forecast that Brittany Pickerel had given him earlier. The slippery streets had begun to snarl traffic. It was only the second snowfall of the season for Seoul, and the city's manic drivers had not yet accepted the need for caution.
With less than a handful of shopping days until Christmas, Burke found himself virtually surrounded by women with one hand bearing packages, the other tugging smiling cherubs branded with wind-reddened faces. He knew he would be cutting it close to get home by Christmas Eve as he had promised Lori. He could only hope Evelyn had found everything on his shopping list.
When he stopped at an intersection, he glanced around casually to see if he could spot Duane, but couldn't, mainly, he thought, because of all the confusion generated by the foul weather. He had stayed longer at the newspaper than he had intended. No doubt Duane had been fuming over the delay. Hopefully the guys from Washington would have made it in from Tokyo by the time he got back to the office.
When he started to cross the street, he heard the frantic sound of a policeman's whistle nearby. He jerked his head around in time to see a truck that had obviously been moving too fast skid toward him in the wrong lane, its brakes apparently locked. He sprinted out of its path just before the truck crashed into a lamp post, toppling the metal shaft. He had not been touched, but the near-miss left him shaken as he recalled what had happened to Captain Yun in Pyongyang. He didn't tarry to check on the driver or his condition. He'd leave that to Duane.
Burke had to negotiate a pedestrian underpass before reaching the building on Taepyong � ro, and this time he took pains to survey the crowd behind him, searching for a face or a figure that might resemble Hwang Sang-sol. He found none.
He could have sworn it had snowed another inch just during his walk back from the newspaper. The huge flakes fell heavily, cascading down like petals from some celestial rose bush. When he arrived at the office, he pulled off his coat and scarf and asked Song Ji-young if she had heard from Rudy vanRoden.
"Yes, sir. He called before they left Tokyo, said they should get here around noon." She glanced at her watch. "It's almost noon now."
Burke walked to the window and looked down toward the street, where the snow appeared to fall at an angle, driven by the snarling winter wind. "I had planned to go visit Jerry at the hospital," he said. "But the way that traffic looks at the moment, I don't know if a taxi could get me there anytime soon."
Miss Song smiled. "Jerry called while you were gone. The doctor said he could probably go home tomorrow. He was quite excited. I told him he should be more calm."
As Burke reached for the phone, Duane burst in. He closed the office door.
"Did that damned truck nearly get you?" Duane asked, frowning.
"It was pretty close. I had to scramble out of the way. Did you get a look at the driver?"
"A little short character," Duane said, nodding. "Looked like he was scared shitless. I don't think it was intentional. He appeared completely out of control."
"Spot anything else out of the ordinary?" Burke asked.
"Nothing. I'm inclined to believe they aren't as aware of what we're doing as we think. We've had pretty good discipline around the office. I doubt if An Kye-sun could have told them much."
"Maybe you're right," Burke said. "But I'm not ready to let down our guard."
It was about an hour later when Rudy vanRoden called.
"Are you at Kimpo?" Burke asked.
"Hell, no," he said in disgust. "We're at Pusan. When we got to Seoul, the pilot said they had closed the airport. More snow and ice than they could cope with. I thought we'd left that damned stuff in Tokyo. How does the snow look now? Brad's insisting we take a train up."
"It's still coming down like crazy."
"They say we can get a train out of here in about an hour. It's a five-hour trip, but that may be our best shot. I'd be willing to wait, but there's no telling how long we'd be stranded here. Looks like it'll be at least eight before we get there."
"Just grab a cab and go on over to the Chosun. Call my room when you get in."
"We'll be ready for the bar," vanRoden said. "Brad says these damned airplanes and terminals are beginning to give him the willies."
No sooner had Burke hung up than he had another call. This one was from Kang Han-kyo.
The editor's message was terse. "I'll do it," he said.
"Thanks." Burke felt like an Alaskan huskie just unhitched from a loaded dogsled. A heavy burden had been lifted.
"I talked with the owners," Kang said. "I asked if they trusted me to do something I thought more important from a moral and philosophical standpoint than most anything we'd ever done. I warned that it could mean getting closed down should things go wrong. They said to use my best judgment."
"I wish there was an easier way out, but I haven't found it."
"I know. I'll send you a copy of everything in the morning. My production manager will handle it personally, so there won't be any leaks."
Burke checked his watch. It would be nearly midnight in Washington, but he knew Nate Highsmith was awaiting his call. He had contacted Nate as soon as he arrived at the office that morning, giving him the full details of the plan. Nate was to discuss it with the White House and give him the President's reply when Burke called to confirm Editor Kang's participation.
"How did it go at the newspaper?" Nate asked.
"Kang was a bit hesitant, as I expected. But he cleared it with his owners, without giving any detail on what he planned to do. He's in."
"Great. The President gave us the go-ahead. According to Kingsley Marshall, South Korea has confirmed our worst suspicions. They expanded the danger zone for their missile test. It will involve a powerful new explosive, according to their warning."
"Yeah," Burke said. "You can translate that 'nuclear.'"
"Right. Meanwhile, the President is dispatching a courier by Air Force jet. You're to pick up an envelope from Ambassador Shearing first thing in the morning. Good luck with it."
"I damned sure hope we're luckier than Rudy vanRoden and Brad Gore," Burke said.
"What's happened?"
Burke told him about the snow delays.
"They won't be there until tonight?" Nate said in disbelief.
"Fortunately, we haven't had any problems so far."
Afterward, he reflected for a moment on good fortune and good luck. They made about as unreliable a pair of bedfellows as he could imagine. The plain facts were that you made your own breaks, and you made your own mistakes. And in this business, you weren't allowed too many of the latter.
He received another call late that afternoon that sounded like a definite break.
"Mr. Hill," said a Korean-accented voice, "I must remain anonymous for the present, but I have some information I think you would find highly beneficial."
"What kind of information?" Burke asked.
"About a project called Pok Su and Captain Yun Yu-sop's investigation."
Who the hell was this guy and where did he get my name, Burke wondered? Could it be some kind of probing operation? An attempt to get him to throw a little light on something better kept in the shadows? Or was it the man Captain Yun was chasing, Hwang Sang-sol? "I don't know what you're talking about," he said, stalling.
"Don't worry, Mr. Hill. I'm no government spy. I know you have been working with Captain Yun. I have some details he was unable to purchase from his informer."
If it were bait, it was too juicy for Burke to avoid biting at. "What sort of details?"
"Things like who was responsible for several murders and who is running Pok Su."
"What about who murdered Captain Yun?" Burke asked.
"Yes, not only who did it, but who hired the man who did it."
Burke remained skeptical. "How do you know these things, and why tell me?" he asked.
"Ah, yes. What do I get out of it? I'm close to one of the prime organs of power in this country, Mr. Hill, and I am increasingly unhappy with actions of the Kwak regime. Let's just say I owe them a payback. That's what poksu means in Koean. For Dr. Lee, for Yun Yu-sop, for Ahn Wi-Jong."
To know all this, the man definitely had to be on the inside. He even knew about Ahn. Had they managed to track down Ahn Wi-jong at Wat Prathat Doi Suthep?
"I will meet you tonight at eight o'clock," the man added.
"No need for that,"Burke said. "Just tell me now."
"I have documents to show you, also, and I cannot be seen in public. Come to the Namyong Iron and Metal Company. The gate will be unlocked. Come around to the back entrance to the building."
Burke jotted down the address. "And how do I know this isn't some sort of ambush?"
The man's voice became agitated. "You Americans, always suspicious, always looking for the dark side. It is I who will be at your mercy. How do I know who you might bring with you? It would be better for me if you came alone, but� " His voice trailed off.
"All right," Burke said. "Eight o'clock."
He would not be alone. He would have Duane Elliston in reserve. Rudy vanRoden and Brad Gore also, if they arrived in time, though he wasn't counting on it. The information promised would give him a measure of insurance for tomorrow's showdown. There was, of course, one troubling aspect. He would be taking a big risk, walking blind into the Namyong Iron and Metal Company. He'd prefer to check the place out, but there wasn't time for that. He wondered again if the caller could have been Hwang? That didn't seem likely, though, when he considered the circumstances. Hired guns were not usually briefed on the inside workings of an operation. Anyway, with Duane backing him up and with the gun he had picked up from Lieutenant Yun in his pocket, it made the risks a bit more acceptable.
Burke called Duane and Brittany into the office and told them about the mysterious caller.
"I want you to drive us over there," he told Brittany. "We'll let Duane out down the block and you can drop me off at the company gate. Then you go straight home and wait for us to call."
"How long will you be there?" she asked.
"Thirty� forty-five minutes, I'd think."
"What if I don't hear from you, like in an hour?"
Burke rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "Call Lieutenant Yun Se-jin, tell him what happened. I'll give you his number." Burke had managed to clutter up Jerry's desk a little more to his liking, and he toyed for a moment with a round plastic container filled with paperclips. He looked up at Duane. "It might be a good idea to bring the Lieutenant into this thing ahead of time, see if he would provide us a little reinforcement. Just in case Rudy and Brad don't make it in time."
Duane frowned, shaking his head. "We can handle it without any outside interference. I'll check the area carefully as I move in, then make sure you're having no problems."
Burke reacted physically as well as verbally, giving the container a savage twist, spilling paperclips onto the desk. "Damn it, Duane, we don't need any heroics. The more safeguards we can build into this situation, the better."
"Heroics, hell. Be practical. Nate warned us to protect our cover. Ask some Korean cop to help us move in on this guy like the charge of the Light Brigade and you think he's going to believe we're just a PR agency? Tell me another joke, man."
The look on his face reflected the simmering inside as Burke jammed the paperclips back into the plastic cylinder. There was no use arguing with Duane Elliston. If he didn't have all the answers, he'd damn sure make you think he did.
"All right," he said, spitting out the words like darts. "I'll meet you two at the Chosun at seven-thirty."
After they left, Burke closed the door and called Lieutenant Yun. He got his answering machine. Burke left a message about the caller and the plan to meet at the Namyong Iron and Metal Company. He asked Se-jin to call him if he got the message before seven-thirty.
* * *
This would be the closest Brittany had come to being involved in a real covert operation. She had never said anything, but she had secretly dreamed of taking part in some kind of cloak-and-dagger deal. Now that it was about to happen, she found herself concerned enough about the disagreement between her co-conspirators that she detoured by the hospital on her way home and asked Jerry's advice.
"Duane's headstrong, but he's competent," Jerry said. "Just remember, Burke's in charge. Whatever he says goes. But you're not trained for operations. As soon as you let them out, get the hell out of there in a hurry and wait for the phone call. Good luck."

Chapter 67

As it turned out, the maverick snowfall ended in Seoul about the time Rudy vanRoden and Brad Gore boarded the Blue Train in Pusan. Had they waited another hour, they could have taken a flight that would have put them in the capital the latter part of the afternoon. VanRoden, a veteran of long, endless days and nights spent on stake-outs, possessed a patience worthy of a microbiologist who stared for hours at the infinitesimal movements that took place under the lens of a microscope. His partner was the opposite. A tall, ugly, muscular man whose appearance was enough to discourage most people from tangling with him, Gore had an overactive thyroid, or some such imbalance, that encouraged activity on a grand scale. He had convinced vanRoden they would be better off moving toward Seoul by some means rather than sitting around the Kimhae Airport terminal hoping things would change for the better.
* * *
There was still no sign of the pair from Washington when Burke met Duane and Brittany in front of the Chosun, where the snow had been shoveled into levee-like piles. Lieutenant Yun had not returned his call either. There appeared to be no choice but to go with a lone backup. The heavily-traveled streets were mostly clear, with only occasional patches of slush to give drivers second-thoughts about the need for caution. Brittany let Duane take the wheel, though Burke had to call him down a time or two when the evasive maneuvers he took to shake off any would-be followers got a bit out of hand. Burke could see the company getting stuck with a big repair bill if they wound up wrapped around a light pole or skidding into someone cruising in the opposite direction.
Along the street where the Namyong Iron and Metal Company was located, the snow had been packed down to form a soft cushion that deadened the sound of the small car. Brittany had resumed her seat behind the steering wheel, and she drove slowly along the darkened street. Though Burke had been given landmarks to help find the location, she could read the name printed in hangul on the sign out front.
"There it is," she said in a hushed voice.
A few small lights dotted the scrap metal yard, giving just enough illumination for someone to find his way back to the rear of the building.
"Drive down to the end of the block and turn around," Burke said. "That'll give Duane a chance to slip out without being seen."
"Take your time walking around back," Duane said. "Give me a chance to work my way up there. I'll move in as quickly as I can, once I determine there's nobody else around. By the way, don't forget to switch on your recorder."
Burke carried a small, voice-actuated microcassette recorder in his coat pocket to tape the mystery man's revelations. He gave a thumbs-up signal, and Duane hopped out as Brittany slowly backed around. He slipped to his knees on the snowy surface, but quickly recovered. Brittany continued at a slow pace back up to the gate in the high fence, where she stopped for Burke to get out.
"Please be careful, Mr. Hill," she said.
He gave her a confident smile, a lot more confident than he felt. "Don't worry, Brittany. Just get the hell out of here and head home. Don't stop for anything or anybody."
Burke looked around the area to be sure he was alone, then opened the gate and stepped inside. The cold night seemed to seep through his coat and send a chill down his body. Reaching into his pocket, he pressed the switch that would turn on the small recorder.
The building stood in the darkness on his left. It was tall enough for a two-story structure, but without windows for an upper floor, he thought it more likely a high-ceilinged warehouse type. He watched Brittany's car disappear down the street, then looked around. The city's lights reflected off the cloudy sky, giving a ghostly iridescence to the white blanket that covered the ground. Dim pools of light formed by the small, dust-coated bulbs put a sparkling sheen on objects nearby. He saw a few pieces of heavy equipment, one a bulldozer, another a small crane. There were whitish piles of what appeared to be various types of scrap metal stacked about the yard.
With his hand gripping the small automatic in his coat pocket, Burke walked slowly alongside the frozen tire tracks that flanked the building.
He saw no lights inside until he had reached the rear, where he noticed a yellow glow that filtered through a barred window in the back door. He stopped and stood rigid, like a soldier at attention, for what was only seconds though it seemed ages. Only his head moved as he listened for any unusual sounds, straining to catch any kind of movement, any sight that resembled part of a human figure. He saw nothing and heard only the random sounds of night in a large city � a dog barking in the distance, the faint rumble of a train heading downtown, the metallic clank of a lid being slammed on a garbage can.
With the gun out of his pocket now, he moved toward the door. When he was almost there, he turned suddenly and dropped into a crouch, scanning the area again for unannounced company. He had an eerie feeling that he was not alone, but he could detect nothing tangible to support it.
Finally, he stepped up to the window and looked in. He saw a room with a few desks and chairs and a service counter. There was no one in sight.
He turned the doorknob and gave a gentle pull. The door came open. As he paused before entering, he heard a calm voice.
"Please come in, Mr. Hill."
Cautiously, Burke stepped inside.
After a moment, the voice continued. "I'm sorry I cannot be with you just yet." He recognized it as the man on the telephone. "I had some most pressing business to take care of first. However, I did not want you to waste your time, so I recorded this message to enlighten you until we can meet in person."
Burke looked around the room as he listened and saw the small tape player sitting on the counter. A wire had been run across from it and rigged so that opening the door would throw a switch, turning on the recorder. "Please have a seat and make yourself at home, Mr. Hill, while I give you a few facts regarding this poksu business."
Burke sat in one of the chairs as the voice droned on.
"Captain Yun was a very diligent investigator. He came to realize that the deaths of several prominent Koreans were related to their common interest in promoting close relationships between the Republic of Korea and the United States of America."
As the man talked on, Burke realized that so far it was all information he had heard before from Captain Yun. He felt like a captive audience of one and had the urge to check the door and make sure he hadn't become strictly a captive, period. As soon as Duane arrived, they would find a phone in here and call Brittany, then get the hell out of the place.
* * *
With no sidewalk, Duane kept close to the buildings that hugged the roadway as he watched Burke enter the gate to Namyong Iron and Metal Company. There was no way to hide against the background of the snow. He moved his head constantly, checking in all directions, but detected no one. Burke had disappeared behind the building by the time he reached the gate.
Drawing the Beretta he had acquired illegally, he slipped through the gate and started toward the rear of the structure. He moved with caution through the deeper snow to mask the sound of his steps. Once in back of the building, he checked the area again and noted no movement, no sign of anything threatening. As he approached the door where the light shone through, he heard a voice from inside, but he couldn't make out what was being said. It didn't sound like Burke.
As he glanced around, he noticed another door a little farther down the rear wall of the building. It was a solid door and it appeared to have been left slightly ajar. Inside was complete darkness. Damn, he thought, I should have brought a flashlight. There was no safe way to approach it, but with the voice coming from inside the building, he reasoned that the mystery caller was with Burke and any danger would likely come from that quarter.
He turned back toward the door with the barred window, listening intently to try and pick up what was being said. As a result, he failed to hear the slight movement in the darkened storage room. The muted plop of the first silenced shot registered in his brain about the same time the bullet struck him in the back. He felt a sharp pain that caused him to squeeze his eyes shut and grit his teeth. The second shot erased all feelings and he fell into the elongated strip of yellow light that came through the barred window.

Chapter 68

As Burke sat absorbed in the taped monologue, the door abruptly burst open behind him and a flat voice said, "Don't move, Mr. Hill, we have work to do."
Burke had laid the Smith & Wesson, along with his topcoat, on the chair beside him. He didn't even bother to look at it. It was useless now.
The black-clothed figure moved around in front of him.
"Hwang Sang-sol," Burke said, recognizing the eyes, the forehead, the face behind the familiar mustache. Of course, he should have known. The voice on the tape had been detailing the murders Hwang had committed, right up to that of Captain Yun.
"Very good, Mr. Hill," Hwang said with a faint smile, more a sneer. Continuing to point the gun at Burke, he reached his other hand over to shut off the tape, then slipped it out of the recorder. "I trust you found my descriptions entertaining?"
"You didn't keep your word," Burke said. "You promised information on who hired you, who killed Captain Yun."
"I was coming to that. But just in case you might hold any hopes about using what you have heard�" He dropped the cassette on the concrete floor and proceeded to pulverize it with his heel, then walked over and kicked the chair beside Burke. The topcoat and gun fell to the floor.
The tape certainly would have been nice to hold in reserve, but right now Burke was more concerned about how he might extricate himself from this trap. And at the moment he knew his only hope was Duane Elliston. Depending upon how fast he had moved up the street and across the junk yard, he should be getting here about now. Burke decided to keep Hwang occupied, his attention drawn away from the door.
"Were you driving the army vehicle that struck Captain Yun?" he asked.
"It was quite simple," Hwang said. "I used a phone call to lure him back to the hotel by himself, much as I did to get you here. And you are alone now, Mr. Hill. You may walk over to the door and see for yourself. Slowly, please."
Burke stood and walked toward the door, a new sense of dread crushing down on him. Hwang kept his distance. There was nothing in reach that might serve as a weapon. Besides, the trim, muscular man was at least twenty years his junior, no doubt in excellent physical condition, an expert in the Eastern ways of hand and foot fighting. No matter, the cool assassin would fire that silenced automatic the moment he made the slightest threatening move.
"Look out the window," Hwang said as Burke reached the door.
He leaned close to the dirty pane and saw a crumpled heap in the glow cast by the light behind him. Shifting his head to eliminate its shadow, he stared again and recognized Duane's coat, his sandy-colored hair. His face was buried in the snow.
Though their disagreements had been legion, this was the last thing he would have wished for Duane Elliston. The sight of the lifeless body came as a shock, a high-voltage jolt that momentarily stilled his heart and took his breath. It also ended any hope of a rescue. Brittany would wait an hour before attempting to contact Lieutenant Yun, and by the time he could get out here, it would be too late. Hwang Sang-sol did not impress him as a man of great patience.
"Your watchdog will bark no more," said Hwang. "I have followed your movements the past few days. He was always lagging back, searching for someone like me. I understand you might have had other helpers, but one was sent to the hospital."
That left Travis Tolliver, strictly a blue employee and about as much help in circumstances like this as a pork barbeque caterer at a bar mitzvah. Burke decided it might be worth mentioning, however. Maybe give Hwang second thoughts. He turned to face his tormentor.
"There is one other you didn't take into consideration," he said with a jaunty look that didn't match how he felt.
"Mr. Tolliver," said Hwang, nodding. "Not involved in your protection. I called his apartment shortly before your arrival, just to make certain. He is there with his wife."
Burke frowned. "An Kye-sun was apparently more diligent than I gave him credit for." Too bad they hadn't fired him sooner, before all the damage was done. He must have given the private investigator, Yoo Hak-sil, a complete rundown on everybody in the office.
"I don't know who provided the information," said Hwang with a shrug. "Only that it was available when I needed it."
"No doubt you dealt much higher in the ranks. Perhaps all the way to the top, with Colonel Han?"
Hwang smiled. "Ah, yes, Colonel Han. A very interesting old gentleman. Very knowledgeable. I could have made a nice living just off of the work he provided. But enough chit-chat, Mr. Hill. Return to your chair and place your arms behind it."
Burke looked at the cold eyes and at the pistol aimed at his chest. He had no choice but to obey. The alternative was instant death. He told himself that as long as he took whatever measures were necessary to stay alive, there was always a chance of finding an opening, a disruptive sound like an auto horn, a momentary lapse of attention, an awkward position that might be exploited. But it sounded more like a fairy tale, a child's wish list for Christmas. He crossed slowly to the chair and sat down.
Hwang took a small roll of gray duct tape from a pocket, moved behind Burke, and taped his wrists. Burke glanced around enough to see his captor appeared adept at taping with one hand while the other gripped the pistol.
"You mentioned Ahn Wi-jong on the phone," Burke said as he felt any opportunity for retaliation quickly slipping away. "What happened to him?"
"Mr. Ahn is next on my list. The Colonel realized his mistake in sending amateurs after him earlier. Seoul this time of year is a bit too cold for my tastes. I'm sure Chiangmai will be much more enjoyable."
When Hwang walked back around in front of him, Burke saw the gun had been laid aside. His feet and legs were still free. If the man would only come close enough that he could swing a hefty kick, perhaps aimed at the groin. That should cause him to double over, then he would proceed to kick with all his might at any target, head, stomach, kidneys. He could look for a sharp edge to work at the tape.
As though reading his mind, Hwang moved to one side of the chair, grabbed Burke's leg and taped it to the chair leg. When he moved to the other side, Burke attempted to kick at him with the remaining leg. Hwang dodged with a deft move, then seized his leg and taped it with care.
Burke took a deep breath and tightened his jaw in frustration. He had never felt so helpless. Or hopeless. Remembering Hwang's opening remark, "We have work to do," he knew he was a prisoner on trial. Undoubtedly there would be some questions, and whatever his answers, the sentence would be the same � death.
From somewhere beneath the black garments he wore, Hwang produced a shiny, thin-bladed, razor-sharp knife. He waved it slowly in front of Burke's face.
"I have a few questions, Mr. Hill. If you refuse to answer, or reply untruthfully, I will be forced to rearrange your features. I assure you, it will be very bloody, and very painful."
Burke recalled Captain Yun's description of the corpse of Mr. Chon, the old fruit vendor.
"I heard what you did to Mr. Chon," he said, showing no emotion.
"The old man was a fighter, a master of self-hypnosis. He resisted to the end. I've never seen an American with Mr. Chon's type of toughness. I think you will be wise enough to cooperate. What my employers want to know is who you are working with in this effort to subvert the Korean government?"
Hwang was right, of course. Burke knew there was no way he would be able to withstand all the pain Hwang could inflict. He would have to give some answers. Then he had an idea. If he was going to die, why not send a message that might convince these people that the odds were against them. They faced a formidable, implacable foe. They would never get away with their audacious plan.
"You want to know who I'm working with? I'll tell you. I'm working with the President of the United States. He knows what's going on here and he's determined to stop it. You might kill me, Hwang, but that won't end this country's problems. They're just beginning."
Hwang frowned at him, eyes narrowed. "Enough of this, as you say, bullshit. There must be other Koreans working with you. Names, please?"
Burke shook his head. The sonofabitch didn't believe him.
Hwang deftly flicked the knife across Burke's forehead, bringing a stream of blood that trickled down his nose and into the corner of one eye. He blinked and lowered his head, seeing the bright red drips falling into his lap.
"Names!" barked Hwang, waving the knife beneath his chin.
The only names he had were Lieutenant Yun and his two friends, who had helped out at the kisaeng house. Maybe he could make up some names, stall for time.
"Captain Lee of the Seoul Police Bureau," Burke said almost in a whisper, hoping it would sound as if uttered in despair.
"Full name."
"I don't know his full name. Just Captain Lee."
"Liar!" Hwang slashed at his neck, drawing blood again.
Burke shut his eyes and tried to visualize Lori. This would be a hell of a Christmas present for her. She had lost her father to vicious killers, and now her husband. That was his only real regret, what it would do to her. He didn't want to die, of course, but somehow he thought he could take that but for what it would do to Lori. And the twins. And his son, Cliff.
His eyes suddenly blasted open at the crashing sound of glass breaking. Then he realized it had been caused by a shot and looked toward the door, where the window had shattered. He saw the barrel of a gun in the opening and heard the crack of another shot.
The first bullet struck near Hwang, who immediately sprang back, then reached for an ankle holster. As he started to pull out a small gun, the second shot rang out, striking the floor beside his foot. He jerked his hand and the weapon slipped from his fingers. He ducked aside and darted toward the darkened interior of the building as the door behind Burke swung open and Lieutenant Yun Se-jin burst through. His face seemed frozen in a hardness that Burke had not seen before.
"Is that the man who killed my father?" he asked, pointing his pistol in the direction Hwang had fled.
"Yes," Burke said, "but be careful. He may have other weapons."
The Lieutenant glanced at Burke and saw the blood on his face and neck. He rushed over and grabbed the knife Hwang had dropped.
"What has the bastard done to you?" he asked as he slit the tape that bound Burke's hands and feet.
"Not nearly as much as he planned to," Burke said with a deep sigh. He looked around and found Hwang's gun, shoving it beneath his belt, then grabbed the Smith & Wesson off the floor. He pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed his neck and forehead. It was smudged red with blood.
"I'm going after him," Lieutenant Yun said, starting toward the darkened interior.
"Wait!" Burke held up a hand. "He may get away out the front. Why don't you run around the building? If you don't see him, break into the front entrance and I'll keep him from getting out this way. Maybe we can find a light switch and get him in the open."
"All right. Be careful, Mr. Hill."
The young officer sprinted to the door and disappeared outside.
Burke decided he was too much of a target standing there beneath the light of the office area. The opening to the main part of the building, through which Hwang had darted, was about six feet wide. Burke moved over to the wall where he was hidden from the opening. Looking around the room, he spotted what appeared to be a circuit breaker box with a row of switches beneath it.
Blood had trickled into his eye again, and he held the handkerchief against his forehead, trying to stem the flow.
Keeping his gaze on the darkened opening, he darted behind the counter where the circuit breakers were located. With his head down, he moved beneath the electrical box and reached for the switches.
The first one turned on flood lights in back of the building. Burke saw the light through the shattered window. The next two produced nothing he could see, but the one after that brought a flash of light in the front section of the building. Looking through the opening beyond the counter, he saw a row of bulbs along one side of the high ceiling.
About that time he heard a crash toward the front, which he took to mean Lieutenant Yun had forced his way in. It was followed by a shout in Korean and a gunshot. Burke flipped the last of the switches, which turned on a bank of lights on the other side of the open ceiling.
As he started through the opening that led into the cluttered open bay, jammed with stacks of boxes, mounds of rags and other scrap materials, he suddenly confronted the black-suited Hwang, no more than fifteen feet away. The Korean had no gun, but his right hand was drawn back, holding what appeared to be a knife. His hand thrust forward in an odd snapping motion aimed at Burke.
Instinctively, Burke dropped behind a row of boxes as the blade whizzed just above him and struck the wall with a loud thunk.
Burke shifted to one side and jumped up, gripping the Smith & Wesson in both hands, aiming at the dark figure with the hand drawn back, gripping another weapon.
Multiple sharp cracks echoed through the open bay as Burke fired repeatedly. One of the slugs caught Hwang Sang-sol just above the bridge of his nose and he slumped to the floor. At that moment Lieutenant Yun sprang out from between two rows of shelving ready to fire his own gun. Yun lowered the weapon when he saw the blood on the assassin's face.
He looked around at Burke. "I'm sorry it was you instead of me, but thanks for avenging my father."
Burke shook his head slowly and dropped the gun on the counter. "It wasn't vengeance, Lieutenant. It was plain old self-defense." He pointed back to the metal blade buried in the wall. "That one almost got me."
When he looked down at the floor beside Hwang's body, he saw the object the assassin had been about to hurl at him. It was a sharp-pointed shuriken, or "thowing star," similar to a weapon used by the old Japanese samurai.
Yun leaned down to check the limp form. "He's committed his last homicide." He tilted the face up and looked at it. "Damn! I know this man. He has an apartment next door to my fianc�e. They knew him as Mr. Min, a technical representative with Reijeo Electronics who traveled all around the region."
"Great cover," Burke said. "Ties right in with everything else."
"Did you learn anything about the murders?"
"He had a tape that was playing when I came in, but he smashed it with his heel. I wish to hell I had�"
He stopped in mid-sentence and rushed over to where his coat lay on the chair. Reaching into a pocket, he pulled out the microcassette recorder and checked it. It was still recording. He pressed the rewind button for a few moments, then switched it to play. Hwang's voice demanding "names" came clearly through the small speaker.
Burke grinned. "I've got it all here. I forgot about this thing. It was running the whole time."
He sat down on the chair and reached a hand up to gently touch where his forehead had begun to hurt, almost as though it had been scorched by fire.
"We need to get you to a doctor to check those cuts," Lieutenant Yun said. "Did you know your friend was lying out back, dead?"
Burke nodded, then looked up, frowning. "How the hell did you happen to come here?"
"In going through some papers and things my father had at home, I came across a small notebook with a lot of odd entries in it. Names and dates, money amounts, some cryptic notes. Dad had written 'Mr. Chon' in the front of it."
Burke's face lit up as he remembered. "I was with him when he got it over at the Namdaemun Market from the widow of Mr. Chon's grandson."
"When I looked through the notebook, I saw where he had written 'Hwang' with a question mark beside an entry for So Chi-ho. I checked out the name yesterday and found he is the owner of Namyong Iron and Metal Company. I intended to question him, but hadn't had time. Then I got the message that you were going out there."
"And you figured we were in trouble," Burke said.
"I knew you were in trouble. I rushed out here and found the body beside the door. Then I looked in the window and saw the man threatening you with a knife. I fired at him through the window, but the shot was deflected enough that it missed."
"It was close enough to save my neck, literally," Burke said, suddenly feeling overcome with exhaustion. The adrenalin was gone, and the thought of Duane Elliston lying out in the snow left him with an emptiness inside. He knew how an army commander must feel after the loss of one of his troops. Was it the result of something he had done wrong, or something he hadn't done? Should he have waited to reach Lieutenant Yun before they started out tonight? It was something he would have to live with.
"What are we going to do about Hwang's body, and Duane out back, and all the blood around this place?" Burke asked, looking around the room. "With what we have to do tomorrow, we damned sure don't need anybody asking a lot of questions about this."
"I agree," the Lieutenant said with a worried look. Then his frown softened. "Superintendent General Choi, my father's old friend who arranged for him to go to Pyongyang, might be able to help. The men under his command have been involved in special operations. Perhaps they could clean up the place and dispose of Hwang's body. Choi may have some connections who could get your friend quietly to a hospital or morgue. I'll turn in the Smith and Wesson and take responsibility for using it when the time comes to make a report."
* * *
An hour and a half later, Burke was back at the office with Lieutenant Yun. Superintendent General Choi, after a judicious bit of explanation by Se-jin that the dead Korean was his father's murderer, had sent a trusted squad over to clean up the place and dispose of the bodies. Duane was in a hospital's temporary morgue, listed as an accidental death, where his body would await instructions from the American Embassy.
After they had finished discussing plans for the following morning, Lieutenant Yun asked if there was any way to make him a copy of the cassette tape with Hwang's voice on it. "It might be a good thing to have more than one copy around, just in case."
"Good idea," Burke said. "We have all sorts of recording equipment around here. I'll make you a copy."
After the Lieutenant left, Burke placed a dreaded call to Washington.
"I have some bad news," he said when he got Nate on the line.
"Not Jerry again?" Nate asked.
"No, it's Duane. He's been shot."
"Bad?" Nate asked.
Burke breathed a sigh. "He's dead."
He told Nate what had happened.
"Oh, God," Nate said softly. "I hate to have to call his father. Josh Elliston has already had enough disappointments for one lifetime. I guess it's some consolation that you got his killer."
"It's no consolation for me," Burke said. "I shouldn't have let him talk me into going that way."
"Don't blame yourself, Burke. There are too many other things that could have gone wrong either way. You'd better go back to the hotel and get some rest. It wouldn't be putting it in the extreme to say the job lying before you is one of epic proportions. The rest of the world has no idea of the vital importance of what we're asking you to do in the morning. Let's hope they never have to find out."
After he had hung up, Burke sat behind Jerry's desk and stared at the flowered panels of the folding screen that stretched across one end of the office. But his thoughts were concentrated on what Nate had said. Oddly, it had never entered his mind to consider the task that lay before him on anything other than a personal level. He had viewed it as a difficult confrontation between himself and another man, his chief worry being the possible danger it posed for his personal safety. Now he was being cast as the key player in an epic encounter with global ramifications. He wasn't sure he was ready to shoulder a load of that magnitude.
Burke had never been guilty of harboring any illusions of grandeur. He was quite happy with who he was and what he had. Particularly happy right now, since a couple of hours ago he thought he had lost it all. His desires were simple. He had been looking forward to his first real family Christmas in years, relaxing with Lori and the twins, and now with Cliff as well. The trappings of fame held no interest for him. TV and newspaper interviews, ticker-tape parades, congressional appearances, speaking engagements. Yet that was the kind of image he saw emerging from Nate's comments.
Fortunately, he needn't worry about any of those eventualities. On this assignment, he would succeed or fail in anonymity.
Nevertheless, he slept fitfully, burdened by the bandages on his neck and forehead.

Chapter 69

With all the solemnity of a military courier, the Koryo Ilbo production manager personally delivered a large brown envelope shortly after Burke arrived at the office. Burke placed the envelope in his briefcase and went immediately to the American Embassy. He was promptly ushered into Ambassador Shearing's office.
A patrician from the Ivy League/Eastern Establishment ranks, Shearing was near retirement age after a long and distinguished career in the diplomatic corps. He had been posted to Seoul because of his reputation for handling difficult situations. Burke interpreted the scowl on his handsome face this morning as the result of feeling he was being sabotaged, undermined, subverted, for reasons that were entirely unclear.
Shearing held the envelope with the embossed White House return address in both hands as he stared at Burke.
"I have no idea what has possessed the President and the Secretary to do this. Had I had the opportunity to counsel against it, you can be certain that I would have."
Burke masked his discomfort with a noncommittal look. "I'm sorry I can't help you, Mr. Ambassador. I've been sworn to secrecy."
"I had no doubt you would be. The letter that accompanied this envelope explained briefly what was in it, though it was woefully short of details on the purpose behind it. Have you ever negotiated with a foreign leader before?"
"No, sir, I haven't," said Burke.
Shearing shook his head. "What time is your appointment?"
"I don't have one. We thought it best to go in cold."
"God help us!" The Ambassador groaned. "This may set the practice of diplomacy back into the nineteenth century." He looked down at a folder on his desk bearing a red Top Secret stamp. "I also received a highly classified message from Washington this morning. It directs me to arrange for the pickup and transportation of the body of an employee of your company. All to be accomplished with utmost discretion. It appears he died under mysterious circumstances. I presume you know what this is all about?"
"I'm afraid I can't tell you anything about that, either. Other than the arrangements to take his body to a hospital morgue were made by a high official in the Seoul Metropolitan Police Bureau."
Ambassador Shearing handed over the envelope, an ambivalent look on his face. "I wish you luck in whatever the hell you're doing, Mr. Hill. I have a hunch that if you don't succeed, my life is going to become very complicated."
"Thank you, sir," Burke said, slipping the envelope into his briefcase. "I'm afraid you're right."
* * *
Rising temperatures and a bright red ball in the eastern skies combined to reduce yesterday's snowfall from a heavy blanket to a thin sheet. But there was still plenty of white background to readily show the beefed up security strung out along the chain-link fence that surrounded the Blue House grounds. Camouflage-suited troops armed with automatic weapons were stationed all along the perimeter.
A pair of guards at the entrance inquired about the business Burke and Lieutenant Yun had in mind.
"We would like to see President Kwak," Burke advised. "Please tell him we want to talk to him about Lee Horangi-chelmun. I think he'll want to see us."
One of the security men glanced at the other with a "who-are-these-nuts" look on his face. Burke understood. Their job no doubt brought them in contact with all kinds of kooks and weirdos. A decently dressed American and a Seoul police officer talking about a "Young Tiger Lee" probably ranked high on the list.
Burke watched as the guard spoke on the telephone, then returned with a puzzled look on his face.
"They're sending someone to escort you to the president's office," he said in obvious disbelief.
Burke smiled inwardly, but only until the escorts arrived. They were two gun-toting, uniformed security men, neither of whom appeared capable of reciprocating a smile. It didn't strike him as a favorable sign. The Lieutenant was told to check his service pistol at the guard post and it would be returned when he left. Burke's briefcase was checked and run through a metal detector.
They were led to a reception room where they were told President Kwak would see them shortly. As they sat beneath the watchful stares of the uniformed contingent, Burke turned to Lieutenant Yun.
"Do you think this is the usual treatment for Blue House guests?"
Yun Se-jin shrugged. "I've never been here before. But apparently they're taking no chances in the current political climate."
Burke looked around. There was reading material on a table, but it was all in Korean. He clutched the briefcase in his lap and waited, glancing frequently at his watch. Had they allowed enough time? The editor had indicated that he possessed a certain amount of discretion in delaying the deadline, but there was a limit, of course.
He wondered if Kwak was really that busy or if they were merely being put on ice to show that he wasn't being intimidated. Whatever, it seemed an endless wait until they were ushered into the president's large office. Kwak Sung-kyo stood behind his desk, his stooped shoulders and sharp beak of a nose giving him somewhat the look of a gray-maned buzzard. Seated at one side of the desk was a white-haired man Burke recognized from photographs. The man appeared to stare with some odd fascination at the bandages that covered the stitches on Burke's forehead and neck.
"My name is Burke Hill, Mr. President," he said by way of introduction. "I am controller and chief financial officer of Worldwide Communications Consultants, which is headquartered in Washington, D.C. My colleague here is Lieutenant Yun Se-jin of the Seoul Metropolitan Police Bureau."
His face solemn, Kwak nodded, and in much better English than Burke had expected, recognized the man at his side. "This is Colonel Han Sun-shin, one of my closest advisors and director of the Agency for National Security Planning. Please be seated, gentlemen. I'm told you wish to speak with me about a Lee Horangi-chelmun. It sounds like a rather fanciful name. I must warn you I have a heavy schedule this morning. I can give you only a few minutes. What is this all about, and what does it have to do with the Lieutenant?"
"Lieutenant Yun's father was Captain Yun Yu-sop, who was killed by a hit-and-run driver in Pyongyang during the talks two weeks ago," Burke said.
The president gave the young officer a condescending look. "I regretted to hear of your father's death. I'm sure you understood the necessity for playing down the circumstances."
"We understood them much better," Burke said, "after considering what Captain Yun learned from one of your old Northeast Anti-Japanese United Army comrades in Pyongyang. His name was Chung Woo-keun."
"My old comrades?" said Kwak, a hint of anger in his voice.
"Yes, sir. Ahn Wi-jong confirmed it when I spoke with him in Chiangmai last weekend. He told me all about the Poksu band and your role as its leader."
Kwak obviously realized there was no use in further denial. He gave an indifferent shrug. "So you know about my wartime activities. Then you know I have been falsely accused of working for the Japanese. I kept my Manchurian service secret at first to prevent charges of cooperating with communists. My sole purpose was always to fight the invaders."
Burke opened his briefcase and took out the Koryo Ilbo envelope. "I have no quarrel with your wartime service. I'm concerned with your more recent use of the Poksu symbol and use of the name in Operation Pok Su.'
"You're speaking of things I know nothing about," said Kwak.
"I'm sorry, but I'm afraid you do, Mr. President." He looked around at Colonel Han. "And your good friend, the Colonel, personally orchestrated the murders of several prominent Koreans, including Lieutenant Yun's father and your own half-sister's son-in-law, Yi In-wha."
Colonel Han's green eyes turned to chunks of jade. "Such false accusations will land you in jail in this country, Mr. Hill," he said.
Burke took a cassette tape out of his briefcase. "If you're wondering about my bandages, Colonel, they cover cuts made last night by your hired assassin, Hwang Sang-sol. While he had the upper hand, he told me what he had done for you. What he didn't know was I had a tape recorder running in my coat pocket. I wouldn't be here today if the Lieutenant hadn't come along and saved me."
"I think we've heard enough." Colonel Han looked around at the president.
"On the contrary, Colonel," said Kwak, "I'd like to hear what else these gentlemen think they know. I'm not unfamiliar with your activities, Mr. Hill. I understand you and your people have been trying to stir up trouble for us with some dissidents around Kyongju."
"More properly around Reijeo's Chuwangsan Plant, Mr. President. And the nuclear power station at Kanggu. We know you're planning to test an atomic weapon on New Year's Day. We know the work that's been going on at the Chuwangsan Plant for the past several years, and about Israel's help under the secret nuclear agreement."
"Some bastard has been talking too damned much," said Colonel Han. "I told you Yi wouldn't be the last."
Burke lifted an eyebrow. "Yi In-wha?"
"Yes, Mr. Hill," said President Kwak. "I regretted the necessity of eliminating my half-sister's son-in-law, but he threatened me. During my tenure with Reijeo, I had encouraged establishment of Operation Pok Su. Yes, I chose the name. Ironic, don't you think? When Yi became head of his division, he got too eager to know what others were doing. He learned about the work at Chuwangsan. He didn't understand the Republic's need for a nuclear arsenal. He was too international minded, you might say. He threatened to reveal the operation unless I called it off. When I learned he had made an appointment to meet with your Ambassador Shearing, I knew it was time to act."
"So Colonel Han called in Hwang to do the job," Burke said, nodding. "I hate to have to inform you that he won't be available anymore, Colonel."
The NSP director sat stiffly in his chair, hatred in his eyes. "The same may be said of you, Mr. Hill."
Burke ignored the remark. "What puzzles me, Mr. President, is why you stirred up all this pro-Japanese speculation, when it appears you have every reason to hate them?"
Kwak's partially paralyzed face relaxed into what passed for a smile. "It's too bad you won't be around to see my plan played out, Mr. Hill. After we shock the world with a successful missile and nuclear warhead test, I shall present the Japanese prime minister with an ultimatum. It will be the reverse of what they did to us early in the century with their Twenty-One Demands. Japan will become a protectorate of Korea. We will control their foreign relations, their police and justice system. We will merge their economy with ours and become the superpower of the East. With our nuclear weapons arsenal, no one, not even your vaunted United States of America, will dare to challenge us."
For a moment, Burke sat in stunned silence. It was the President and Nathaniel Highsmith's nightmare scenario, but with a different twist. Korea, not Japan, would be the transgressor.
"Now you understand my call for the study of Japanese," Kwak continued. "We need people to exercise authority over the vassals in Tokyo. It also provides a small disinformation campaign, a softening up operation. The Japanese are fawning over us now. It should make it that much easier to press our demands."
"You don't really think you can get away with something like that?" Burke said, shaking his head. The man was out of his mind. This was the dawn of the twenty-first century, not 1905. The world was an entirely different place now. You couldn't jab an atomic warhead into somebody's back and say give me your money and your country. You'd be looking down the barrel of World War III.
"We shall, Mr. Hill. You can count on it."
"Call in your security people," Colonel Han told the president. "I'll take charge of them."

Chapter 70

"You'd better read this first," Burke said, handing over the White House envelope.
Kwak tore it open, unfolded the paper inside and stared with narrowed eyes at the letterhead, the signature and the embossed Seal of the United States of America. He looked up at Burke.
"So your President has appointed you a special ambassador."
"Yes, sir. I have diplomatic immunity. I should add that the President is aware of everything I have said this morning."
"Diplomats have been known to disappear, Mr. Hill," said the Colonel, his look colder than the snow and ice on the streets. "You never arrived here to present your credentials. We have people quite as capable as Hwang Sang-sol at handling your type of case."
"I'm sure you do. No doubt men like Ko Pong-hak, the goon who caused the ruckus at the American Embassy press party." Burke turned to the president. "There's one other thing you should know." He opened the Koryo Ilbo envelope, took out a proof of the front page of the next edition of the newspaper, along with several photographs, and laid them on the desk.
President Kwak glanced down the page, then looked up, eyes blazing, his face puffed out like a crimson cloud at sunset. "Damn you!" he shouted.
Colonel Han jumped up to look. He read the headlines about the president of the Republic being caught seducing a teenager, about his weekly tryst at the Jang Jung Gak kisaeng house. The story told how he would dine with Colonel Han and other close associates. Then they would leave him alone to relax, meditate on the problems of state and gain a fresh outlook for the days ahead. However, in actuality, a teenage girl would enter the room and perform various sex acts with the still vigorous, sexually at least, old philanderer. The newspaper showed a clear photograph of Kwak, stripped to his underwear, undressing the girl. Prints of other, more graphic, pictures lay on the president's desk.
"That story will never see the light of day," Colonel Han said. "I'll have that newspaper closed down so quick it will make their heads swim."
"If you'd prefer to see it on TV, we have the whole sorry affair on videotape." Burke glanced at his watch and glared back at the Colonel. "Unless I call Editor Kang Han-kyo in the next ten minutes, the presses will roll at Koryo Ilbo, and pre-positioned couriers will deliver copies of the story and photographs to every daily newspaper in the country, plus every foreign news outlet."
Han drew a pistol from beneath his coat and pointed it at Burke. "Make the damned call!"
"Sure. But Kang and I agreed on the exact wording I would use. If I say anything different, it means I'm being coerced. He's to go ahead with the story."
Han stood there like a smoking volcano on the verge of eruption. Burke wondered if after surviving the vicious assault by Hwang Sang-sol, he would now end up being a victim of this raging security officer. Then Kwak, who sat behind his desk breathing hard, his eyes blinking as if attempting to penetrate a fog, spoke softly.
"What will it take for you to make the proper call?"
Burke took two other sheets from his briefcase, one in English, the other in Korean. Each had a place for a signature at the bottom.
"You must sign these and follow through immediately with verbal instructions to the appropriate officials."
The president quickly scanned the document, which ordered the Minister of Defense to cancel the planned missile and atomic weapons test. He was instructed further to halt all operations involving the production of nuclear weapons and to enter into negotiations with American representatives on verifiable procedures for dismantling the Korean nuclear project. All officials involved were ordered to take immediate steps to comply fully with provisions of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and account for all fissionable material with the International Atomic Energy Agency.
Kwak's scarred face showed little emotion as he stared at the blank line at the bottom with his name printed beneath it, but his quickened breathing said volumes about the turmoil within. "And if I sign?"
"You have the President's word that everything we have discussed will remain completely secret, so long as you follow through with the provisions of the document."
* * *
Kwak had spent most of his life serving his country as a military leader. He had been highly successful. Except for the bombing incident in Rangoon perpetrated by that damnable Kim Il-sung, and Kwak had exacted a terrible retribution for that one, he had always been on the winning side.
But he knew that fate was a fickle master. All the glory and all the successful campaigns of the past meant nothing when you encountered an enemy who held all the high ground and had you outnumbered and outgunned. He had misread the Americans, thought them too soft to put up this kind of fight. They knew all about his past and how to use it as a rapier-like weapon, pricking him where he was most vulnerable.
All he had left was his pride, and that was the most important thing to him. He had wanted to be remembered as the man who had vindicated Korea against the Japanese. Now that was virtually impossible. If the Americans spread the story of his nuclear intentions, it would not only put Japan on the defensive, it would alienate the Republic of Korea with most of the remaining nations of the world. His plan had been to shock everyone by his audacity, to catch them completely off guard and freeze them into immobility. By the time they managed to recover, he would have grabbed off Japan with no more effort than a kid looting a candy store. His nuclear arsenal would have been growing rapidly, assuring that other members of the nuclear club would honor his membership with deference, offering pledges of non-interference in exchange for guarantees against a first strike.
"Five minutes to presstime, Mr. President," Burke Hill said.
Kwak had never waived the white flag, but he knew instinctively what he had to do now. He would not have his name blackened. He could not stand to have his proud and distinguished record of service laid waste before his eyes, like a fertile field of grain ravaged by birds and insects. He took a gold pen from its holder.
"No!" Colonel Han protested.
"I regret it, my friend." Kwak's voice took on a plaintive note. "But we have lost."
At that moment the intercom on his desk buzzed insistently. He had given instructions not to interrupt except in a dire emergency. He lifted the phone, listened a moment. His face began to glow with the beginnings of a smile.
"Maybe all is not lost," he said. "It appears our National Police have discovered the erring ways of one of their own. They have come to arrest Lieutenant Yun and rid us of his conspiring American friend. Send them in," he said into the phone.
* * *
Burke's mood plunged from euphoria to despair. He had known highs and lows in his time, but this was his first brush with victory instantly plunged into oblivion. What had happened? Had the top brass learned about their deceptive tactics at the kisaeng house, the slightly irregular tidying up operation last night at the Namyong Iron and Metal Company? After coming so close, was HANGOVER being cut down by the same people who had agreed to hush up the murder of Yun Yu-sop?
The door opened and in walked a ranking officer of the Metropolitan Police Bureau, accompanied by half a dozen heavily armed policemen in riot gear. The officer approached the NSP director.
"Colonel Han," he said, "I am Superintendent General Choi. I have a warrant for your arrest signed by the Seoul Chief Prosecutor. You are charged with murder and conspiracy in connection with several homicides, including Yi In-wha, Dr. Lee Yo-ku, and Captain Yun Yu-sop."
Recovering quickly from the shock of Choi's appearance, Burke looked at his watch, then down at Kwak Sung-kyo, who seemed to have lost all capacity for speech. "Sixty seconds, Mr. President."
Kwak lowered his head and began to sign his name.
"I'd better call Mr. Kang," Burke said. "Then you need to get the Minister of Defense and alert him to the change in plans." He lifted the phone on the president's desk and punched in the number for the editor's private line. When Kang answered, he said, "Kill the story, Mr. Kang. Mission accomplished."
As the policemen were snapping handcuffs on the still-bewildered Colonel, Burke turned to Lieutenant Yun, a puzzled look on his face. "This wasn't part of the plan."
Yun smiled. "I know. But after I left your office last night with the tape, I got to thinking about what might go wrong. I decided to invite Superintendent General Choi to the Blue House for a little insurance. When he heard the tape of Hwang, he decided it was time to do something about Colonel Han."
"I figured it was the least I could do for Captain Yun," said Choi. "He would have really enjoyed this."
Burke looked back at President Kwak, who was quietly hanging up the phone. "Did you reach the minister?" he asked.
"Yes. He will notify the various international agencies that the test is being cancelled."
"What about Chuwangsan?"
"He is notifying them to cease operations. I suggested they issue Christmas leaves for everyone."
Burke nodded. "I'll notify Washington that you've complied with the agreement."
"It is a bit late for me to change, Mr. Hill. I'm an old man. I've lived all these years for a chance to get back at the Japanese for what they did to us, particularly to my father. My real plan for vengeance began thirty years ago. The man my mother married was the founder of Reijeo. He died after the economy really begun to boom and my stepbrother took over. Because of my position in the army and close friends in the government, I was able to make suggestions that fit in with my plan. During one troublesome period with the North, I convinced my stepbrother to launch Operation Pok Su." He shook his head, a pained look on his face. "I have let my countrymen down. Please complete your mission, gentlemen, and let me gather my thoughts."
Should he be left alone, Burke wondered? But this was not Japan, which had a tradition of suicide in cases of dishonor. He followed the others through the door.
Two burly policemen led a handcuffed Colonel Han into the outer office. Burke set his briefcase on the table where he and Se-jin had waited and looked over the signed documents. Everything seemed to be in order. He turned to Superintendent General Choi and asked how he managed to get his armed band past the Blue House security.
"It took quite a bit of talking. I finally convinced them that it was our responsibility to go after one of our own. I told them that Lieutenant Yun was unstable and had committed some serious breeches of bureau policy. I said we were shocked to learn that he had come to see the president." He gave a brief chuckle. "They said they were somewhat concerned about you in the first place."
They were still talking several minutes later when President Kwak's secretary looked up with a worried frown and spoke to Superintendent General Choi. After exchanging a few words with her, Choi turned to Burke.
"She can't get him to answer his intercom."
The officer knocked on Kwak's door and listened. Apparently hearing nothing, he knocked again, then opened the door slightly. He rushed inside.
Burke followed to see what was going on. He saw Kwak slumped over with his head resting on his desk. When Choi walked over to check on him, he exclaimed, "Eom-ma-ya!"
Burke frowned. "What's wrong?"
Choi pushed the president's shoulders back against the chair and Burke stared in alarm. His earlier fear had proved correct. A short sword, the ceremonial type used by the Japanese samurai for hara kiri, had been plunged into Kwak's stomach and cut to the side. His clothes were covered with blood.
Choi shouted something to his subordinates that caused a clamor in the outer office.
"They will call for a doctor and an ambulance," he said to Burke. "He may have lost too much blood already. Apparently the defeat was more than he could take. But as much as he hated the Japanese, it's odd that he would choose this way to go."
Burke recalled reading in Dr. Lee's book a story, thought to be legend, of Lee Horangi-chelmun taking the sword of a Japanese official who had committed suicide after several failures to capture the Poksu group. Could this be the trophy he had kept all these years?

Chapter 71

Falls Church, Virginia
Burke arrived back in Falls Church three days before Christmas. He made it with only a couple of hours to spare before time for Duane Elliston's funeral. The lady who had been helping Lori had gone home to Florida for the holidays, but Maggie Arnold volunteered to babysit so Lori could accompany him. The service was held at a large, formal-looking church that appeared as sterile as a hospital, except for the massive bank of flowers arrayed about the sanctuary. It reminded Burke of Lori's room on the obstetrics floor. He made a habit of avoiding funerals like the plague, except where attendance was mandatory, as in this case. He thought the Irish had probably put the best face on it with their wakes. Make it a celebration.
At the cemetery, Nate introduced them to Joshua Elliston, Duane's father. Though a contemporary of the Chief, he looked at least fifteen years older. Burke wished he could offer some sort of comforting words, such as the fact that Duane gave his life in an effort to protect one of his fellow men. But he couldn't even hint that they had been involved in anything other than a public relations campaign. The cover story they had come up with to satisfy the needs of officialdom was that Hwang Sang-sol � they used his real name, Suh Tae-hung � had attempted to rob the two Americans, assaulting Burke with a knife. Lieutenant Yun had intervened and shot Suh, but in the scuffle Suh's gun had accidentally discharged and hit Duane.
After the elaborate bronze casket had been lowered into the waiting chasm, Nate walked back to the car with Burke and Lori. "I talked to General Thatcher this morning," he said. "Prime Minister Hong Oh-san has taken control of the government after Kwak's death and sacked those involved in the Pok Su operation. He sent a message to President Giles inviting American nuclear experts to help safely dismantle the Reijeo facility at Chuwangsan. He thanked the President for making no public outcry about the affair."
"I presume they won't mention any of that at Colonel Han's trial," Burke said.
"That would be a safe assumption."
"I don't think I told you, but I'll have to go back to Seoul to testify against him," Burke added.
Lori stopped dead in her tracks. "You what?"
"Don't worry." He took her hand and squeezed it. "It won't be anytime soon. I underwent a long interrogation after we left President Kwak's office the day before yesterday, or whenever it was. My timing is all screwed up. Anyway, I had to tell everything I knew about Captain Yun's cases and Hwang's activities. I was told I would be needed to testify in Han's trial, to corroborate the story on Hwang's tape, among other things. The prosecutor didn't want to let me leave the country, but Superintendent General Choi came to my rescue. He personally guaranteed my appearance and said it would be criminal not to allow me to return home to my family for Christmas."
"Thank God for Choi," Lori said with a sigh. "I'm glad somebody appreciates what you've done, and the sacrifices you've made, enough to show some compassion."
"Speaking of appreciation," Nate said, "you can expect a call from the President."
* * *
The following day was mostly a blur for Burke. Worldwide Communications Consultants would be closed on Christmas Eve, so the obligatory party was held that afternoon. He was suffering the aftereffects of jet lag, and a couple of glasses of spiked punch left him thinking nap time.
Evelyn Tilson had all the gifts from his list neatly wrapped and stashed in green plastic bags.
"When I throw these over my shoulder," he said deadpan, "they'll think Santa has traded his sleigh for a garbage truck."
"Never happen, Boss. They'll say there goes Scrooge, hauling the office silver home for the holidays."
He shook his head. "I'll let you figure how to get this home." He signaled a couple of boys from the mail room, who brought in a large box with a huge red bow around it.
Her blue eyes widened like a pair of Delft saucers. She pried at the box, ignoring a torn fingernail, until she had one side torn open to reveal a laquered Oriental chest with mother-of-pearl inlays and large brass ornaments. She grabbed Burke, hugged him and planted a wet kiss on his cheek.
"All is forgiven," she said with a smile as broad as her face. "I've always wanted one of these."
* * *
Cliff Walters arrived on Christmas Eve. He said he had a reservation at a nearby motel, but Burke and Lori would have none of that. He was given a guest room far enough away from the twins to avoid middle-of-the-night serenades.
Burke and Cliff sat up late in the evening talking. Cliff told him that apparently the White House had blocked any effort to move in on Dr. Kim Vickers after their encounter that night in San Francisco. Instructions had come down from FBI Headquarters the following day to maintain the surveillance but take no action that might raise any suspicion on the part of Dr. Vickers. Then, two days ago, they received word to close in and make the arrest of both Vickers and his hacker. The foundation director had been a nervous wreck and promptly confessed to working on behalf of the Korean government.
"Turns out he had been recruited by the late President Kwak back in the sixties," Cliff related. Then he eyed his father with a quizzical grin. "That sudden decision to go ahead with the arrest wouldn't have had anything to do with your winding up your business in Seoul, would it?"
Burke shrugged. "One of these days I hope I'll be able to tell you."
Christmas morning brought a blanket of fresh snow that turned their lawn into a Currier and Ives print. Burke put a large log on the fire in the family room and they opened packages around the tree. Afterward, he made waffles for breakfast, his lone culinary claim to fame these days. They were sitting at the table finishing their coffee when the phone rang.
"This is the White House operator," a voice said. "Could I speak with Mr. Burke Hill, please?"
A few moments later, the President's jovial voice came over the line. "Merry Christmas, Burke. If anybody deserves one, you sure do. I want to thank you on behalf of all those people who will never know why they owe you such a massive debt of gratitude."
"Thank you, Mr. President," Burke replied. "Happily, it's turned out to be a great Christmas for me. And I appreciate the praise, but I'm sure others could have done the job better. At least we accomplished what we set out to do."
"Indeed we did. There won't be any Rose Garden press conference this time, of course, but you and your wife are invited to join me and my wife for dinner one evening soon. I'll have someone get back to you on the details. Say, I don't want to keep you from your family any longer, but you have our best wishes. Enjoy the holidays, my friend."
Lori was beaming when he looked around at her.
"Well, what did he say?" she asked.
"What kind of dress will you wear to the White House dinner, dear?" he asked.
* * *
It was two months later when Burke was summoned back to Seoul for the trial of Colonel Han Sun-shin. They assured him that his testimony would take no more than a couple of days and then he would be free to return to the States. Lori went with him. The day after he completed his testimony, they attended the wedding of Jerry Chan and Song Ji-young. It was a traditional Korean ceremony at a wedding house, with both bride and groom dressed in colorful regalia. A surprise guest was Damon Mansfield. The new regime had apologized for Mr. Ko's actions at the Embassy party, and Mansfield had been reinstated as Cultural Attach�.
They ate lunch afterward with the newlyweds and a group of Song Ji-young's friends. It was a lively, noisy affair. When they were about ready to leave, Jerry asked them to wait a moment. He had something to show them. He went out to his car and came back with a box that contained a wedding gift from one of his Korean acquaintances.
"I thought you'd enjoy this, Burke," he said, opening the box.
He pulled out a framed print of Taoist ideographs and held it up.
Burke smiled and Lori gave him a puzzled look.
"Isn't that what I saw at Dr. Lee's house?" Burke asked.
"Probably," said Jerry. "Pok Su. Chinese for happiness and longevity."
Burke nodded. "I believe I like that better than poksu in a square."
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