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Chapter 1

Tuesday, 4: 10 P. M., Seoul

Gregory Donald Took A Sip Of Scotch And Looked Across the crowded bar.

»,Do you ever find yourself thinking back, Kim? I don‘t mean to this morning
or last week, but-way back?“

Kim Hwan, Deputy Director of the Korean Central Intelligence Agency, used a
red stirring straw to poke at the slice of lemon floating in his Diet Coke. ,To me,
Greg, this morning is way back. Especially on days like these. What I wouldn‘t
give to be on a fishing boat with my uncle Pak in Yangyang.“

Donald laughed. ,Is he still as feisty as he used to be?“

yFeistier. Remember how he used to have two fishing boats? Well, he got rid
of one. Said he couldn‘t stand having a partner. But sometimes I‘d rather be
fighting fish and storms than bureaucrats. You remember what it was like.“
From the corner of his eye, Hwan watched as two men sitting beside him paid
their tab and left.

Donald nodded. ,I remember. That‘s why I got out.“

Hwan leaned closer, looked around. His eyes narrowed, and his clean-cut
features took on a conspiratorial edge. ,I didn‘t want to say anything while the
Seoul Press editors were sitting here, but do you realize they‘ve actually
grounded my helicopters for today?“

Donald‘s brow arched with surprise. ,,Are they crazy?“

~wWorse. Reckless. The press monkeys said choppers crisscrossing overhead
would make too much noise and ruin the sound bites. So if anything happens,
there‘s no aerial recon.“

Donald finished his scotch, then reached into the side pocket of his tweed
jacket. It‘s upsetting, but it‘s like everywhere else, Kim. The marketers have
taken over from the talent. It‘'s that way in intelligence work, government, even
at the Friendship Society. No one just jumps in the pool anymore. Everything‘s
got to be studied and evaluated until your initiative is colder than Custer.“

Hwan shook his head slowly. ,I was disappointed when you quit to join the
dip corps, but you were smart. Forget about improving the way the agency does
business: I spend most of my time fighting just to maintain the status quo.“



,2But no one does it better.“

Hwan smiled. ,Because I love the agency, right?“

Donald nodded. He had withdrawn his Block meerschaum pipe and a packet
of Balkan Sobranie tobacco. , Tell me—are you expecting any trouble today?“

»Weve had warnings from the usual list of radicals, revolutionaries, and
lunatics, but we know who and where they are and are watching them. They‘re
like the kooks who call in to Howard Stern show after show. Same cant,
different day. But they‘re mostly talk.“

Donald‘s brow arched again as he tapped in a pinch of tobacco. ,You get
Howard Stern?“

Hwan finished his soda. ,No. I heard bootleg tapes when we cracked a pirate
ring last week. Come on, Greg, you know this country. The government thinks
Oprah is too risque most of the time.“

Donald laughed, and as Hwan turned and said something to the bartender,
his blue eyes once again moved slowly across the dark room.

There were a few South Koreans, but as it always was in the bars around the
government building, it was mostly international press: Heather Jackson from
CBS, Barry Berk from The New York Times, Gil Vanderwald from The Pacific
Spectator, and others whom he didn‘t care to think about or talk to. Which was
why he‘d come here early and tucked himself in a far, dark corner of the bar,
and why his wife Soonji hadn‘t joined them. Like Donald, she felt the press had
never given him a fair shake—mot when he was Ambassador to Korea twenty
years ago, and not when he became the adviser on Korean affairs for Op-Center
just three months before. Unlike her husband, though, Soonji got angry about
negative press. Gregory had long ago learned to lose himself in his vintage
meerschaum, a comforting reminder that, like a puff of pipe smoke, a headline
is just for the moment.

The bartender came and went and Hwan turned from the bar, his dark eyes
on Donald, his right forearm lying flat and stiff on the counter.

»50 what did you mean by your question?“ Hwan asked. ,About thinking
back?“

Donald put in the last of the tobacco. ,Do you remember a fellow named
Yunghil Oh?“

ysvaguely,“ Hwan said. ,He used to teach at the agency.“

,He was one of the founding fathers of the psychology division,“ Donald said.
»A fascinating old gentleman from Taegu. When I first came here in 1952, Oh
was just leaving. Being booted out, really. The KCIA was trying hard to
establish itself as a U. S.-style, state-of-the-art intelligence group and, when he
wasn‘t lecturing on psychological warfare, Oh was busy introducing aspects of
Chondokyo.“

yReligion in the KCIA? Faith and espionage?“

»,Not exactly. It was a kind of spiritual, heavenly way approach to deduction
and investigation he had developed. He taught that the shadows of the past and
future are all around us. He believed that through meditation, by reflecting on
people and events that were and will be, we could touch them.“

>And?“

»~And they would help us see today more clearly.
wonder they dismissed him.“

,He wasn‘t for us,“ Donald agreed, ,and frankly, I don‘t think Oh had all ten
toes on the ground. But it‘'s funny. More and more I find myself thinking he was

«©

Hwan snickered. ,No



on to something—that he was in the neighborhood, if not knocking on the
door.“

Donald reached into his pocket for matches. Hwan watched his one-time
mentor closely. ,Anything you can put your finger on?“

»No,“ Gregory admitted. ,Just a feeling.“ Hwan scratched his right forearm
slowly. ,You always did have an interest in unusual people.“

»Why not? There‘s always a chance you can learn something from them.“

»,Like that old tae kwon do master. The one you brought in to teach us
naginata.“

Donald struck a wooden match and, cupping the bowl of the pipe in his left
hand, he put the flame to the tobacco. ,That was a good program, one they
should have expanded. You never know when youll be unarmed and have to
defend yourself with a tightly rolled newspaper or a—*

The steak knife flew swiftly from under Hwan‘s right forearm as he slid from
the bar stool.

In the same instant Donald arched back and, still holding the bowl of the
pipe, his wrist twisted and swung the straight stem of the meerschaum toward
Hwan. He parried the lightning thrust of the knife and, bringing the pipe
around it counterclockwise, so the stem was pointing straight down, a
counterparry of quarte, he knocked the blade to the left.

Hwan pulled the knife back and thrust forward; Donald flicked his wrist and
batted it left again, and then a third time. His young opponent went low this
time, slashing toward the right; Donald‘s elbow cocked to the side, brought the
stem down to meet the knife, and parried the thrust again.

The delicate clack-click-clack of their sparring drew the attention of the
people nearest them. Heads turned as the men dueled, forearms moving in and
out like pistons, wrists pivoting with precision and finesse.

,Is this for real?“ asked a techie with a CNN T-shirt.

Neither man said anything. They seemed oblivious to everyone as they
fought, their eyes locked together, expressions flat, bodies motionless save for
their left arms. They were breathing fast through their noses, their lips pressed
tightly together.

The weapons continued to flash as the crowd closed around the combatants
in a thick semicircle. Finally, there was a blinding series as Hwan lunged,
Donald caught the knife in octave, bound it up to sixte, and then used a prise-
de-fer move to roll Hwan‘s hand slightly. Donald followed up by releasing the
blade briefly, then giving it a hard spank in septime, sending the blade to the
floor.

His eyes remained fixed on those of Hwan; with a slight move of his right
hand, Donald extinguished the match that was still burning there.

The crowd burst into applause and whoops, and several people moved in to
pat Donald on the back. Hwan grinned and extended his hand and, smiling,
Donald clasped it between both of his.

,YouTe still amazing,“ Hwan said.

»You were holding back—*

,Only on the first move, in case you were slow. But you weren‘t. You move
like a ghost yourself.“

sLike a ghost?“ said a sweet voice from behind Donald.

Donald turned as his wife made her way through the disbursing spectators.
Her youthful beauty drew stares from the men of the press.



slhat was a shameless display,“ she said to her husband. ,It was like
watching Inspector Clouseau and his manservant.“

Hwan bowed at the waist as Donald hooked his arm around his wife‘s waist.
He pulled her close and kissed her.

»lThat wasn‘t meant for your eyes,“ Donald said, striking a new match and
finally lighting his pipe. He glanced at the neon clock above the bar. ,I thought I
was supposed to meet you at the grandstand in fifteen minutes.“

»lhat was ago.“

He looked at her curiously.

yFifteen minutes ago.“

Donald‘s eyes fell. He ran a hand through his silver hair. ,Sorry. Kim and I
got to comparing horror stories and deeply held personal philosophies.“

,Many of which turned out to be the same thing,“ Hwan noted.

Soonji smiled. ,I had a feeling that after two years you would have a lot to
talk about.“ She looked at her husband. ,Honey, if you want to continue talking
or fence with other utensils after the ceremony, I can cancel that dinner with
my parents—*

»No,“ Hwan said quickly. ,Don‘t do that. Ill have the post-event analysis to
do, and that will run till late in the evening. Besides, I met your father at the
wedding. He‘s a very large man. Ill try and come to Washington soon and spend
some time with you both. Maybe Il even find myself an American wife, since
Greg took the best woman in Korea for himself.“

Soonji gave him a small smile. ,Someone had to show him how to lighten

«©

up.

Hwan told the bartender to put the drinks on the KCIA tab, then retrieved
the knife, laid it on the bar, and regarded his old friend. ,Before I go, though, I
do want to tell you this: I've missed you, Greg.“

Donald gestured toward the knife. ,I‘m glad.”

Soonji smacked him on the shoulder. He reached around and brushed her
cheek with the back of his hand.

»,1 mean it,“ Hwan said. ,I‘ve been thinking a lot about the years after the war,
when you looked after me. Had my own parents lived, I could not have had a
more loving family.“

Hwan bowed his head quickly and left; Donald looked down.

Soonji watched him go, then placed a slender hand on her husband's
shoulder. ,There were tears in his eyes.“

,] know.“

»He left quickly because he didn‘t want to upset you.“

Donald nodded, then looked up at his wife, at the woman who had showed
him that wisdom and youth are not mutually exclusive... and that apart from it
taking a helluva long time to stand up straight in the morning, age really was a
state of mind.

»That‘s what makes him so special,“ Donald said as Hwan stepped into the
bright sunlight. ,Kim‘s soft side, hard outside. Yunghil Oh used to say that was
armor for every eventuality.”

»yunghil Oh?“

Donald took her hand and led her from the bar. ,A man who used to work at
the KCIA, someone I‘m beginning to wish I‘d gotten to know a little bit better.“

Trailing a thin tester of smoke behind him, Donald escorted his wife onto
broad, crowded Chonggyechonno. Turning north, they strolled hand-in-hand



toward the imposing Kyongbok Palace, at the back of the old Capitol Building,
first built in 1392 and rebuilt in 1867. As they neared, they could see the long
blue VIP grandstand, and what promised to be a curious blend of boredom and
spectacle as South Korea celebrated the anniversary of the election of its first
President.

Chapter 2

Tuesday, 5: 30 P. M., Seoul

The basement of the condemned hotel smelled of the people who slept there
at night; the musky, liquor-tinged scent of the poor and forgotten, those for
whom this day, this anniversary, meant only a chance to get a few extra coins
from the people who were coming to watch. But though the permanent
boarders were gone, begging for their daily bread, the small brick room wasn‘t
empty.

A man lifted the street-level window and slid in, followed by two others. Ten
minutes before, the three had been in their own hotel suite at the Savoy, their
base of operations, where each man had dressed in nondescript street clothing.
Each man carried a black duffel bag without markings; two handled their bags
with respect while the third man, who wore an eyepatch, took no care. He
walked to where the homeless had collected broken chairs and torn clothing,
placed his bag on an old, wooden school desk, and drew open the zipper.

Pulling a pair of boots from within, Eyepatch handed them to one of the men;
a second pair went to the next man, and Eyepatch kept the third.

Working quickly, the men removed their own boots, hid them among a pile of
old shoes, and slipped on the new pair. Reaching back into the bag, Eyepatch
removed a bottle of spring water before stowing the duffel bag in a dark corner
of the room. The bag wasn‘t empty, but right now they didn‘t need what was
inside.

Soon enough, Eyepatch thought. If all went well, very soon.

Holding the water in his gloved hand, Eyepatch returned to the window,
raised it, and looked out.

The alley was clear. He nodded to his companions.

Squeezing through the window, Eyepatch turned and helped the others out
with their bags. When they were back in the alley, he opened the plastic bottle
and the men drank most of the water; with nearly a quarter of a bottle still
remaining, he dropped the container and stepped on it, splashing water
everywhere.

Then, with the two bags in hand, the men crossed the dirty alley, making
sure they walked through the water as they headed toward Chonggyechonno.

Fifteen minutes before the speeches were to begin, Kwang Ho and Kwang
Lee—K-One and K-Two, as they were known to friends at the government press
office—were making a final test of the sound system.

Tall and slender, K-One stood at the podium, his red blazer a stark contrast
against the stately edifice behind him.



Three hundred yards away, behind the grandstand, the tall and large K-Two
sat in the sound truck, hunched over a console and snuggled beneath
earphones that picked up everything his partner was saying.

K-One stepped before the leftmost of the three microphones.

slhere's an extremely fat lady sitting on the top of the grandstand,” he said.
»1 think the seats may collapse.“

K-Two smiled and resisted the urge to put his colleague on loudspeaker.
Instead, he pressed a button on the console before him: a red light went on
under the microphone, indicating that the microphone was on.

K-One covered it with his left hand and moved to the center microphone.

»,Can you imagine what it would be like making love to her?“ K-One said. ,Her
perspiration alone would drown you.“

The temptation grew stronger. Instead, K-Two pressed the next button on the
console. The red light went on.

K-One covered the middle microphone with his right hand and spoke into the
third.

,Oh,“ said K-One, ,I‘m terribly sorry. That‘s your cousin Chun. I didn‘t know,
Kwang. Truly.“

K-Two punched the last button and watched as K-One walked toward the
CNN truck to make sure their feed from the press truck was secure.

He shook his head. One day he‘d do it. He really would. He‘d wait until the
esteemed sound engineer said something really embarrassing and—

The world went black and K-Two slumped over his console.

Eyepatch shoved the big man to the floor of the sound truck and stuffed the
blackjack in his pocket. While he began unscrewing the top of the console, one
man gingerly opened the duffel bags while the third stood inside the door, a
blackjack in hand in case the other man returned.

Working quickly, Eyepatch lifted the metal faceplate, leaned it against the
wall, and examined the wires. When he found the one he was looking for, he
looked at his watch. They had seven minutes.

yHurry,“ he snarled.

The other man nodded as he carefully removed the brick of plastic explosive
from each duffel bag. He pressed them to the underside of the console, well out
of sight; when he was finished, Eyepatch removed two wires from the duffel
bags and handed them over. The man inserted the end of a wire into each
brick, then handed the other ends to Eyepatch.

Eyepatch looked out the small one-way window at the podium. The
politicians had started to move in. The traitors and patriots both were chatting
amiably among themselves; no one would notice that anything was amiss.

Punching off the three switches that controlled the microphones, Eyepatch
quickly knotted the end of the plastique wires to the wires of the sound system.
When he was finished, Eyepatch replaced the metal plate.

His two men each grabbed an empty duffel bag and, as quietly as they had
entered, the three men departed.

Chapter 3

Tuesday, 3: 50 A.M., Chevy Chase, MD



Paul Hood rolled over and looked at the clock. Then he lay back and pushed
a hand through his black hair.

Not even four. Damn.

It didn‘t make sense; it never did. There was no catastrophe in the offing, no
ongoing situation, no crisis looming. Yet most nights since they moved here, his
active little mind had gently nudged him from sleep and said, ,Four hours of
sleep is enough, Mr. Director! Time to get up and worry about something.“

Nuts to that. Op-Center occupied him an average of twelve hours most days,
and sometimes-during a hostage situation or stakeout-exactly double that. It
wasn‘t fair that it should also hold him prisoner in the small hours of the night.

As though you‘ve got a choice. From his earliest days as an investment
banker through his stint as Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Treasury to
running one of the world‘s most bizarre and intoxicating cities, he had always
been a prisoner of his mind. Of wondering if there was a better way to do
something, or a detail he might have overlooked, or someone he forgot to thank
or rebuke... or even kiss.

Paul absently rubbed his jaw, with its strong lines and deep creases. Then he
looked over at his wife, lying on her side. God bless Sharon. She always
managed to sleep the sleep of the just. But then, she was married to him and
that would exhaust anyone. Or drive them to see an attorney. Or both.

He resisted the urge to touch her strawberry-blonde hair. At the very least
her hair. The full June moon cast her slender body in a sharp white light,
making her look like a Greek statue. She was forty-one, NordicTrack slim, and
looked ten years younger—and she still had the energy of a girl ten years
younger than that.

Sharon was amazing, really. When he was the Mayor of Los Angeles, he
would come home and have a late dinner, usually talking on the phone between
salad and Sanka, while she got the kids ready for bed. Then she would sit down
with him or snuggle on the couch and lie convincingly—tell him nothing
important had happened, that her volunteer work at the pediatrics ward of
Cedars went smoothly. She held back so that he could open up and dump his
day‘s troubles on her.

No, he remembered. Nothing important happened. Only Alexander‘s terrible
bouts with asthma or Harleigh‘s problems with the kids at school or hate calls
and mail and packages from the radical right, the extreme left, and, even once,
Express Mail from a bipartisan union of the two.

Nothing happened.

One of the reasons he opted not to run for reelection was because he felt his
kids were growing up without him. Or he was growing old without them... he
wasn't sure which disturbed him more. And even Sharon, his rock, was starting
to push him, for the sake of all of them, to find something a little less
absorbing.

Six months before, when the President offered him the directorship of Op-
Center, a largely autonomous new agency that the press hadn‘t quite
discovered, Hood had been preparing to go back into banking. But when he
mentioned the offer to his family, his ten-year-old son and twelve-year-old
daughter seemed thrilled by the idea of moving to Washington. Sharon had
family in Virginia—and as Sharon and he both knew, cloak and dagger work
had to be more interesting than check and dollar work.



Paul turned onto his side, stretched a hand to just an inch above Sharon‘s
bare, alabaster shoulder. None of the editorial writers in Los Angeles ever got it.
They saw Sharon‘s charm and wit, and watched her charm people away from
bacon and doughnuts on the half-hour weekly McDonnell Healthy Food Report
on cable, but they never realized how much her strength and stability enabled
him to succeed.

He moved his hand through the air, along her white arm. They needed to do
this on a beach somewhere. Someplace where she wouldn‘t worry about the
kids hearing or the phone ringing or the UPS truck pulling up. It had been a
while since they‘d gone anywhere. Not since coming to D. C., in fact.

If only he could relax, not worry about how things were going at Op-Center.
Mike Rodgers was capable as hell, but with his luck the agency would score its
first big crisis while he was on Pitcairn Island, and it would take him weeks to
get back. It would kill him if Rodgers ever handed him a win like that, neatly
wrapped.

There you go again.

Paul shook his head. Here he was, lying next to one of the sexiest, most
loving ladies in D. C., and his mind had wandered to work. It wasn‘t time for a
trip, he told himself. It was time for a lobotomy.

He was filled with a mixture of love and need as he watched Sharon‘s slow
breathing, her breasts rising-beckoning, he fancied. Extending his hand past
her arm, he allowed his fingers to hover over the sheer fabric of her teddy. Let
the children wake. What would they hear? That he loved their mother, and she
loved him?

His fingers had just brushed her silken teddy when he heard the cry from the
other room.

Chapter 4

Tuesday, 5:55 P.M., Seoul

»,You really ought to spend more time with him, Gregory. You‘re glowing, do
you know that?“

Donald tapped out his pipe against the seat of the grandstand. He watched
the ashes fall from the top row to the street below, then put the pipe back in its
case.

»Why don‘t you visit for a week or two at a time? [ can run the Society alone.“

Donald looked into her eyes. ,Because I need you now.“

»sYou can have both. What was that Tom Jones song my mother was always
playing? My heart has love enough for two...»“

Donald laughed. ,,Soonji, Kim did more for me than he‘ll ever know. Taking
him home from the orphanage each day helped keep me sane. There was a kind
of karmic balance to his innocence and the mayhem we were planning at KCIA
and when I worked at the Embassy.“

Soonji‘s brow knit. ,What does that have to do with seeing more of him?“

~When weTre together—I guess it‘s part cultural, and part Kim, but I was
never able to instill in him that trait American kids embrace so easily: forget
your folks and have a good time.“



,2HOW can you expect him to forget you?“

»,1 don‘t, but he feels as though he can‘t do enough for me, and he takes that
very, very personally. The KCIA doesn‘t have a tab at that bar. He does. He
knew he wouldn‘t win our fight, but he was willing to accept a public drubbing
for me. When were together, he carries his sense of obligation with him like a
millstone. I don‘t want that eating at him.“

Soonji hooked an arm through his and pushed back her hair with her free
hand. ,You‘re wrong. You should let him love you as he needs—* She froze for a
moment and then shot erect.

»Soon? What is it?“

Soonji fired a look toward the bar. ,The earrings you gave me for our
anniversary. One of them is missing.“

»Maybe you left it home.“

,No. I had it in the bar.“

»Right. I felt it when I brushed your cheek—*

Soonji shot him a look. ,That had to be when I lost it.“ She stood and hurried
to the end of the grandstand. ,I‘ll be right back!“

»Why don‘t I call them?“ Donald shouted. ,Someone here must have a
cellular—“

But she was already gone, making her way down the steps and, a moment
later, hurrying down the street toward the bar.

Donald slumped forward and rested his elbows on his knees.

The poor girl would be devastated if it was lost. He‘d just had the earrings
custom-made for their second anniversary, with two small emeralds, her
favorite stones.

He could have it made over, but it wouldn‘t be the same. And Soonji would
carry her guilt around.

He shook his head slowly. How was it with him that every time he showed
someone love, it came back as pain? Kim, Soonji—

Maybe it was him. Bad karma or sins in a previous life or maybe he was a
black cat with a resume.

Leaning back, Gregory turned his eyes toward the podium as the President of
the National Assembly stepped to the microphone.

Chapter 5

Tuesday,6:01 P.M., Seoul

Park Duk had the face of a cat, round and unworried, with eyes that were
wise and alert.

As he rose from his seat and moved to the podium, the people in the
grandstand and the crowd standing below erupted into applause. He raised his
hands in acknowledgment, framed majestically by the stately palace, with its
walled grounds and collection of old pagodas from other parts of the country.

Gregory Donald clenched his teeth, caught himself, then returned his
expression to neutral. As President of the U.S./Korean Friendship Society in
Washington, he had to be nonpolitical as pertained to matters in South Korea.



If the people wanted reunification with the North, he had to go along with that
in public. If they didn‘t, he had to go along with that in public.

Privately, he yearned for it. North and South both had a great deal to offer
each other and the world, culturally, religiously, and economically, and the
whole would be greater than the sum of its parts.

Duk, a veteran of the war and a fierce anti-Communist, was opposed to even
talking about it. Donald could respect his politics, if he tried—but he could
never respect anyone who found a subject so distasteful it couldn‘t even be
debated. People like that were tyrants in the making.

After too-long applause, Duk put his hands down, leaned toward the podium,
and spoke. Though his lips moved, nothing came out.

Duk drew back and, with a Cheshire grin, tapped the microphone.

y,Unificationists!“ he said to the politicians seated in a row behind him, and
several applauded lightly. There were cheers from nearby members of the crowd
who had heard him.

Donald allowed himself a little frown. Duk really bugged him, as much for his
smooth manner as the growing size of his following.

A red flash caught Donald‘s eye as, from somewhere behind the august
gathering, a figure in a red blazer went racing to the sound truck.

They‘d have this fixed in no time. From the 1988 Olympics, Donald
remembered just how good the focused, savvy South Koreans were at
troubleshooting.

He lost the frown as he turned to look back toward the bar and saw Soonji
running toward him. Her arm was raised in triumph, and he thanked God that
at least something went right today.

Kim Hwan sat in an unmarked car on Sajingo, south of the Palace, two
hundred yards behind where the podium had been erected. From here, he had
a complete view of the square and of his agents on rooftops and in windows. He
watched as Duk approached and then stepped back from the podium.

No sound from a bureaucrat: now there was his definition of a perfect world.

He raised the field glasses sitting beside him. Duk was standing there,
nodding to acolytes in the crowd. Well, like it or not, this was what democracy
was all about. It was better than the eight years that they had General Chun
Doo Hwan running things as head of the martial law command. Kim didn‘t like
his successor, Roh Tae Woo, any better when he was elected President in 1987,
but at least he was elected.

He turned the glasses toward Gregory and wondered where Soonji had gone.

If any other man had won his former assistant, Hwan would have hated him
to his last breath. He had always loved her, but KCIA policy forbid relationships
among employees; it would be too easy for infiltrators to get information by
placing a secretary or researcher on staff and having her court an official.

She was almost worth quitting for, but that would have broken Gregory‘s
heart. His mentor had always felt that Hwan had the mind and soul and
sensitive political instincts of a KCIA man, and had spent a small fortune
educating him and preparing him for that life. Even as thick as the red tape got
at times, Hwan knew that Gregory was right: this was the life for him.

There was a beep to his left, and Kim lowered the glasses. A wideband radio
was set in the dashboard of the car; when anyone needed to talk to him, a tone
sounded and a red light flashed above the button accessed their station.

A light came on from the operative stationed atop Yi‘s Department Store.



Hwan punched the button. ,Hwan here. Over.“

»oir, we have a lone figure in a red blazer running toward the sound truck.
Over.“

,Will check. Over.“

Hwan picked up the portable phone and called the office of the event
coordinator at the Palace.

A harried voice said, ,Yes-what is it?“

»This is Kim Hwan. Is that your man going to the sound truck?“

st is. In case you didn‘t notice, our audio is down. Maybe one of your men
did it when they were checking the stage for explosives.“

L1f they did, we‘ll take away their bones.“

There was a long silence.

»,Lheir dog bones. We had the sniff squad out.“

»lhat‘s great,“ said the coordinator. ,One of them might have urinated on a
wire.“

yPolitical commentary, Hwan said. ,I] want you to stay on the line till you
hear something.“

Another long silence. Suddenly a faraway voice crackled through the phone.

»My God! K-Two—*

Hwan was alert. ,Turn up your radio. I want to hear what he says.“

The volume rose.

»,K-One, what‘s wrong?“ the coordinator asked?

»oir—K-Two is on the floor. His head‘s bleeding. He must have fallen.

,Check the console.

There was a tense silence. ,,The microphones are off. But we checked them.
Why would he have done that?“

,lurn them back on—“

»All right.“

Hwan‘s eyes narrowed. He squeezed the receiver tightly and was already
starting out the door. ,Tell him not to touch anything!“ he shouted. ,,Someone
may have gotten in there and—*

There was a flash, and the rest of his sentence was drowned out by a massive
blast.

Chapter 6

Tuesday, 4:04 A.M., the White House

The STU-3 secured phone on the nightstand rang. The console had a
rectangular, lighted screen on top with an LED display giving the name and
number of the person calling, and whether or not the line was secure.

Not quite awake, President Michael Lawrence didn‘t look at the screen as he
reached for the receiver.

»yes?“

»Mr. President, we have a situation.

The President climbed to an elbow. Now he looked at the screen: it was
Steven Burkow, the National Security chief. Below his phone number, it said
Confidential—not Secret or Top Secret.



The President dug the palm of his free hand into his left eye. ,What is it?“ he
asked as he rubbed his palm into the other eye and looked at the clock beside
the phone.

»9ir, seven minutes ago there was an explosion in Seoul, outside the Palace.“

»lhe celebration,“ he said knowingly. ,How bad?“

»1 just took a quick look at the video. There appears to have been hundreds of
casualties, possibly several dozen deaths.“

»<Any of our people?“

,] don‘t know.“

,lerrorism?“

»lt appears to be. A sound truck was obliterated.“

,Has anyone called to claim responsibility?“

yKalt is on the phone with the KCIA right now. So far, no one.“

The President was already on his feet. ,Call Av, Mel, Greg, Ernie, and Paul
and have them meet us in the Situation Room at five-fifteen. Was Libby there?“

»sNot yet. She was en route from the Embassy—wanted to be late for Duk’s
speech.

»,Good girl. Get her on the phone; Il take it downstairs. And call the Vice
President in Pakistan and ask him to come back this afternoon.

Hanging up, the President tapped the intercom beside the phone and asked
his valet to take out a black suit, red tie. Power clothes, in case he had to talk
to the media and didn‘t have time to change.

As he hurried across the soft carpet to the bathroom, Megan Lawrence
stirred; he heard her call his name softly, but he ignored her as he shut the
bathroom door.

Chapter 7

Tuesday, 6:05 P. M., Seoul

The three men walked calmly down the alley. When they reached the window
of the old hotel, the two men slid in while Eyepatch watched the street. When
they were inside, he followed quickly.

Eyepatch hurried to the duffel bag he had left behind and pulled three
bundles from inside. He kept the South Korean captain‘s uniform for himself,
and tossed the noncom uniforms to the others. They removed their boots,
stuffed them in the bag with their clothes, and quickly donned the uniforms.

When they were finished, Eyepatch went back to the window, climbed
through, and motioned for the others to join him. Bags in hand, they quickly
crossed the alley and walked away from the Palace, toward the side street
where a fourth man waited in an idling jeep. As soon as they were seated, the
jeep pulled onto Chonggyechonno and headed away from the explosion, toward
the north.

Chapter 8



Tuesday, 4:08 A.M., Chevy Chase, MD

Quietly shutting the bedroom door, Paul Hood walked over to his son‘s bed,
lay a hand over his eyes, and switched on the lamp beside his bed.

,Dad—" the boy wheezed.

»,1 know,2 Hood said softly. He cracked his fingers to admit the light slowly,
then reached under the night-stand and took out the Pulmo Aide. Flipping the
lid of the lunchbox-sized unit, Hood uncoiled the tube and handed it to
Alexander. The boy put one end in his mouth while his father eyedropped the
Ventolin solution into the slot on top.

»1 suppose you‘ll want to kick my butt while you do this?“

The boy nodded gravely.

»,1‘m going to teach you chess, you know.“

Alexander shrugged.

sIt's a game where you can kick mental butt. That‘s a lot more satisfying.“

Alexander made a face.

After switching on the unit, Hood walked over to the small Trinitron in the
corner of the room, turned on the Genesis unit, then returned with a pair of
joysticks as the Mortal Kombat logo blazed onto the screen.

»2And don‘t put in the password for the bloody version,“ Hood said before
handing one to the boy. ,I don‘t want my heart being torn out tonight.“

His son‘s eyes went wide.

»lhat’s right. I know all about the A, B, A, C, A, B, B sequence on the Code of
Honor screen. I watched you do it last time, and 1 had Matt Stoll tell me what it
was all about.“

The boy's eyes were still saucers as his father sat on the edge of the bed.

sYeah ... you don‘t mess with Op-Center techno-weenies, kid. Or their boss.“

With the nebulizer mouthpiece held firmly between his lips, Alexander made
a point of pressing just the Start button. Soon, the room was filled with grunts
and sharp slaps as Liu Kang and Johnny Cage battled for supremacy on the
video screen.

For the first time, the elder Hood was beginning to hold his own when the
phone rang. At this hour, it could only be a wrong number or a crisis.

He heard the floorboards creak, and a moment later Sharon poked her head
in. ,It's Steve Burkow.“ Hood was instantly energized. At this hour, it had to be
something big.

Alexander had used the distraction to hit his father‘s proxy with two quick
flying kicks, and as Hood rose Johnny Cage fell backward, dead.

»At least you don‘t get to rip out my heart,“ Hood said as he set the joystick
down and headed toward the door.

Now his wife‘s eyes were wide.

,auv talk.“ Hood said as he hurried past her, giving her a loving pat on the
behind when he was behind the door.

The bedroom phone was a secure line, not a portable. Hood was on it for only
as long as it took for the National Security Adviser to tell him about the
explosion and to come to the meeting in the Situation Room.

Sharon sauntered in. From the bedroom, Hood heard the sounds of combat
as Alexander battled the computer.

»o0rry I didn‘t hear him,“ she said.



Hood stepped from his pajama bottoms and pulled on his pants. ,It‘s okay. I
was up anyway.“

She cocked her head toward the phone. ,Is it big?“

,lerrorism in Seoul, a bomb blast. That‘s all I know.“

She rubbed her bare arms. ,,By any chance, were you touching me in bed?“

Hood snatched a white shirt from the closet doorknob and half smiled. ,I was
thinking about it.“

»Mmmm ... mustve come through in my dream. I could swear you did.“

Sitting on the bed, Hood slid into his Thorn McCanns.

Sharon sat down beside him and stroked his back as he tied his shoes.
,Paul, do you know what we need?“

»A vacation,“ he said.

»Not just a vacation. Time away—alone.“

He stood and grabbed his watch, wallet, keys, and security pass from the
nightstand. ,I was just lying here, thinking that.“

Sharon didn‘t say anything; her twisted mouth said it all.

»,1 promise, we‘ll have it,“ he said, gently kissing her on the head. ,I love you,
and as soon as | save the world, we‘ll go and explore some part of it.“

»,Call me?“ Sharon said, following him out the door.

»1 will,“ he said as he jogged down the hall, took the stairs two at a time, and
flew out the front door.

As he backed the Volvo from the driveway, Hood punched in Mike Rodgers‘s
number and put him on speaker.

The phone barely rang once. There was silence on the other end.

»Mike?“

»,Yeah, Paul,“ Rodgers said. ,I heard.”

He heard? Hood scowled. He liked Rodgers, he admired him a great deal, and
he depended on him even more. But Hood promised himself that if the day ever
came that he caught the two-star General off-guard, he would retire. Because
his professional life just wouldn‘t get any better than that.

»Who told you?“ Hood asked. ,Someone at the base in Seoul?“

»,No,“ said Rodgers. ,I saw it on CNN.“ The scowl deepened. Hood himself
couldn‘t sleep, but he was beginning to think Rodgers didn‘t require sleep.
Maybe bachelors had more energy, or maybe he‘d made a deal with the devil.
He‘d have his answer if one of his twenty-year-old girlfriends ever landed him,
or when another six and a half years passed, whichever came first. Since the
car phone wasn‘t secure, Hood had to couch his instructions with care.

»Mike, I'm on my way to see the boss. I don‘t know what he‘s going to say,
but [ want you to get a Striker team on the field.“

»,Good idea. Any reason to think he‘ll finally let us play abroad?“

sNone,“ Hood said. ,But if he decides he wants to play hardball with
someone, at least we‘ve got a head start.“

»1 like it,“ Rodgers said. ,As Lord Nelson put it at the Battle of Copenhagen,
Mark you! I would not be elsewhere for thousands.“

Hood hung up, feeling strangely uneasy about Rodgers‘s remark. But he put
it from his mind as he called night-shift Assistant Director Curt Hardaway and
instructed him to have the prime team in the office by five-thirty. He also asked
him to track down Gregory Donald, who had been invited to the celebration-and
who he hoped was all right.



Chapter 9

Tuesday, 6:10 P.M., Seoul

Gregory Donald had been knocked down three rows from where he'd been
sitting, but he‘d landed on someone who had cushioned his fall. His benefactor,
a large woman, was struggling to get up and Donald rolled off, taking care not
to land on the young man beside him.

»l'm sorry,“ he said, bending close to the woman. ,Are you all right?“

The woman didn‘t look up, and only when he asked again did Donald become
aware of the loud ringing in his ears. He touched a ringer to his ears; there was
no blood, but he knew it would be a while before he heard anything clearly.

He sat there for a moment, collecting his wits. His first thought was that the
grandstand had collapsed, but that clearly wasn‘t the case. Then he
remembered the crashing roar followed an instant later by the hit in his chest,
a rolling impact that knocked him down and out. His head cleared quickly. A
bomb. There must have been a bomb. His head snapped to the right, toward
the boulevard.

Soonjil!

Rising unsteadily, Donald waited a moment to make sure he wasn‘t going to
pass out, then hurriedly picked his way down the grandstand to the street.

Dust from the explosion hung in the air like a thick fog, and it was
impossible to see more than two feet in any direction. As he passed people in
the grandstand and then in the street, some were sitting in a state of shock,
while others were coughing, moaning, and waving their hands in front of their
faces to clear the air, many trying to get up or down or out from under debris.
Bloody bodies lay here and there, riddled with shrapnel from the blast.

Donald hurt for them, but he couldn‘t stop. Not until he knew that Soonji
was safe.

The muffled sound of sirens tore through the ringing in his ears, and Donald
paused as he searched for their flashing red lights: that would be where the
boulevard was. Spotting them, he half walked, half stumbled through the
powdery mist, sometimes stepping suddenly and awkwardly around victims or
large pieces of twisted metal. As he neared the street he could hear muffled
shouts, see hazy figures in white medical coats or blue police uniforms moving
this way and that.

Donald stopped cold as he nearly walked into the wheel rim of a truck. The
massive metal disk was turning slowly, shards of rubber hanging from it like
dark seaweed from a galleon. Looking down, Donald realized that he was
already on the boulevard.

He stepped back and looked to the right—

No. The other way. She‘d been coming from the direction of Yi‘s.

Donald tensed as someone grabbed his arm. He looked to his right and saw a
young woman in white.

»9ir, are you all right?“

He squinted and pointed to his ear.

»1 said, are you all right?“



He nodded. ,Take care of the others,“ he yelled. ,I‘m trying to get to the
department store.“

The woman looked at him strangely. ,Are you sure you're all right, sir?“

He nodded again as he gently removed her fingers from his arm. ,I‘m fine. My
wife was walking there and [‘'ve got to find her.“

The medic's eyes were strange as she said, ,This is Yi's, sir.“

As she turned to help someone leaning against a mailbox, Donald stepped
back several steps and looked up. The words had hit him like a second blast
and he struggled to draw breath into his tight chest. He could see now that the
truck had not only been knocked on its side, but blown into the facade of the
department store. He squeezed his eyes shut and clutched the sides of his head
as he shook it vigorously, trying not to picture what might be on the other side.

Nothing happened to her, he told himself. She was the lucky one, they‘d
always known that. The girl who won door prizes. Who picked winning horses.
Who‘d married him. She was all right. She had to be.

He felt another hand on his arm, and turned quickly. The long black hair was
flecked with white, and the fawn-colored dress was smudged with dirt, but
Soonji was standing beside him, smiling.

sThank God!“ he cried, and hugged her tightly. ,I was so worried, Soon!
Thank God you‘re all right...“

His voice trailed off as she suddenly went limp. He moved his arm to catch
her around the waist, and the sleeve of his jacket stuck to her back.

With a mounting sense of horror, he knelt with his wife in his arms. Carefully
shifting her to her side, he looked at her back and choked when he saw where
the clothing had been burned away, the flesh and fabric both soaked with dark
red blood, white bone peeking through. Clutching his wife to him, Gregory
Donald heard himself as he screamed, heard clearly the wail that rose from the
bottom of his soul.

A flashcube blazed, and the familiar face of the medic bent close. She
motioned to someone behind her, and soon there were other hands pulling at
his, trying to wrest Soonji from him. Donald resisted, then let them have her as
he realized that his love was not what this precious girl needed now.

Chapter 10

Tuesday, 6:13 P.M., Nagato, Japan

The pachinko parlor was a smaller version of the ones made famous in the
Ginza district of Tokyo. Long and narrow, the building was nearly the length of
ten railroad boxcars laid end to end. The air was thick with cigarette smoke and
the clattering of ball bearings as men played the games that lined the walls on
both sides.

Each game was comprised of a circular, upright playing surface a yard high,
nearly two feet wide, and a half-foot deep. Under a glass cover, bumpers and
metal flippers jutted out from a colorful background; when the player inserted a
coin, small metal balls dropped from the top, banging pinball-like against the
arms and falling this way and that. The player spun a knob in the lower right in
an effort to see that each ball reached the bottom; the more balls that were



collected in the slot, the more tickets the player won. When the player collected
enough tickets, he took them to the front of the parlor where he was given his
choice of stuffed animals.

Though gambling was illegal in Japan, it was not against the law for a player
to sell the animal he‘d won. This was done in a small room in the back, small
bears earning twenty thousand yen, large rabbits fetching twice that, and
stuffed tigers selling for sixty thousand yen.

The average player spent five thousand yen a night here, and there were
typically two hundred players at the parlor‘s sixty machines. While they enjoyed
winning, few men came here to turn a profit. There was something addictive
about the way the balls poured through the irregular maze, about the suspense
of luck going for you or against you. It was really the player against fate,
determining where he stood in the eyes of the gods. There was a widespread
belief that if one could change their luck here, it would change in the real world
as well. No one could explain why this was, but more often than not it seemed
to work.

The parlors were scattered throughout the Japanese islands. Some were run
by legitimate families, whose ownership went back centuries. Others were the
property of criminal organizations, principally the Yakuza and the Sanzoku—
one a league of gangsters, the other an ancient clan of bandits.

The parlor in Nagato on the west coast of Honshu belonged to the
independent Tsuburaya family, which had run it and its predecessors for over
two centuries. The criminal groups made regular, respectful overtures to buy
the parlor, but the Tsuburayas had no interest in selling. They used their
earnings to set up businesses in North Korea, potentially lucrative toeholds that
they hoped to expand whenever unification became a reality. Twice a week, on
Tuesdays and Fridays, Eiji Tsuburaya sent millions of yen to North Korea
through two trusted couriers based in the South. Both men arrived on the late
afternoon ferry, carrying two empty, nondescript suitcases, walked directly to
the back room of the parlor, left with full ones, and were back on the ferry
before it turned about and left for the 150-mile trip to Pusan. From there, the
money was smuggled north by members of PUK—Patriots for a Unified Korea, a
group comprised of people from both the North and the South, everyone from
businessmen to customs agents to street cleaners. It was their belief that profit
for entrepreneurs and greater prosperity for the North Korean public in general
would force the Communist leaders to accept an open market and, ultimately,
reunification.

As always, the men left the parlor, climbed into the waiting cab, and sat
quietly for the ten-minute ride to the ferry. Unlike other days, however, this
time they were followed.

Chapter 11

Tuesday, 6:15 P.M., Seoul

Kim Hwan saw Donald sitting on a curb, his forehead in his hands, his jacket
and pants covered with blood.
»,Gregory!“ he shouted as he jogged over.



Donald looked up. There was tear-streaked blood on his cheeks and in his
disheveled silver hair. He tried to rise but his legs shook and he fell back; Hwan
caught him and hugged him tightly as he sat down. The agent pulled away just
long enough to make sure none of the blood was Donald‘s, then embraced him
again.

Donald‘s words were swallowed by his sobs. His breath was coming in gasps.

ysDon‘t say anything,“ Hwan said softly. ,My assistant told me.“

Donald didn‘t seem to hear him. ,She ... she was a ... blameless ... soul.”

~She was. God will care for her.“

,Kim ... He shouldn‘ have her ... I should. She should be here...“

Hwan fought back tears of his own as he pressed his cheek to Donald‘s head.
,] know.“

,Who did she ... offend? There was ... no evil in her. I don‘t understand.“ He
pressed his face into Hwan‘s breast. ,I want her back, Kim ... I want ... her...“

Hwan saw a medic turn toward them and motioned him over. Still holding
Donald, Hwan rose slowly.

,Donald, I want you to do me a favor. I want you to go with someone. Let
them make sure you‘re all right.“

The medic put a hand on Donald‘s arm but he wrested it away.

»,1 want to see Soonji. Where have they taken ... my wife?“

Hwan looked at the medic, who pointed toward a movie theater. There were
body bags on the floor, and more were being carried in.

~She‘s being cared for, Gregory, and you need care yourself. You may have
injuries.“

»l‘m all right.“

»oir,“ the medic said to Hwan, ,there are others—*

»,Of course, I‘m sorry. Thank you.“

The medic hurried off and Hwan took a step back. Holding Donald by the
shoulders, he looked into the dark eyes, always so full of love but now red and
glazed with pain. He wouldn‘t force him to go to the hospital, but leaving him
here, alone, was not an option.

,aregory, would you do me a favor?“

Donald was staring through Hwan, weeping again.

»,1 need help with this case. Would you come with me?“

Donald looked at him. ,I want to stay with Soonji.“

77Gregor_y—“

,] love her. She ... needs me.“

»,No,“ Hwan said softly. ,You can do nothing for her.“ He turned Donald
around and pointed to the theater a block away. ,You don‘t belong there, you
belong with those of us you can help. Come with me. Help me to find the people
who did this.“

Donald blinked several times, then absently patted his pockets. Hwan
reached into Donald‘s pocket.

»1s this what you want?“ he asked, handing him his pipe.

Donald took it, his movements awkward and halting, and Hwan helped him
put it in his mouth. When he didn‘t reach for his tobacco, Hwan took him by
the elbow and walked him away, through the settling dust and increasing
activity in the square.



Chapter 12

Tuesday, 5:15 A.M., the White House

The White House Situation Room was located on the first sublevel, directly
below the Oval Office. There was a long, rectangular mahogany table in the
center of the brightly lit room; there was a STU-3 and a computer monitor at
each station, with slide-out keyboards underneath. Like all government
computers, the computer setup was self-contained; software from outside, even
from the Department of Defense or State Department, was debugged before it
was allowed into the system.

On the walls were detailed maps showing the location of U.S. and foreign
troops, as well as flags denoting trouble spots: red for ongoing and green for
latent. There was already a red flag in Seoul.

Paul Hood had arrived at the west gate of the White House and, after passing
through a metal detector, took the elevator down one floor. When the door
opened, his ID was checked by a Marine sentry, who escorted him to a small
table that sat beside a door with no handle. Hood pressed his thumb lightly on
a small screen that sat on the table: a moment later there was a buzz and the
door popped open. Hood entered, walking past a guard who had checked his
thumbprint against the print on file in the computer; if the two hadn‘t matched,
the door would not have been opened. Only the President, the Vice President,
and the Secretary of State were not subject to this security check.

The door to the Situation Room was open, and Hood walked in. Four other
officials were already there: Secretary of State Av Lincoln, Defense Secretary
Ernesto Colon, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Melvin Parker, and CIA
Director Greg Kidd were talking in a corner, away from the door; a pair of
secretaries sat at a small corner table. One was there to take notes, in code, in
a Powerbook, the other to bring up any data on the computer that might be
called for. A Marine was putting out coffee butlers, pitchers of water, and cups.
The men acknowledged Hood with nods and salutes; only Lincoln walked over
as soon as Hood entered. He stood just under six feet, powerfully hewn, with a
round face and thinning widow'‘s peak. A former Major League pitcher and Hall
of Famer, he moved from the baseball diamond to the Minnesota state
legislature to Congress quicker than his blinding fastballs. He was the first
politician to get behind the candidacy of Governor Michael Lawrence, and the
State Department was his reward; most agreed he lacked the diplomatic skills
the job required, loved to treat the obvious like a revelation. But Lawrence was
nothing if not loyal.

,How‘ve you been?“ Lincoln asked, extending his hand.

,Passing fair, Av.“

»slhat was a good job your people did at Independence Hall on the Fourth.
Very impressive.“

»Thanks, but it‘s never really a good job when hostages are hurt.“

Lincoln waved a hand with disgust. ,No one was killed. That‘s what matters.
Hell, when you‘ve got to coordinate efforts between local police, the FBI, and
your own Striker personnel, with the media looking over your shoulder, that's a
goddamn miracle.“ He poured himself a cup of coffee. ,It‘'s like this situation,
Paul. Already on TV, experts flapping their lips in the media—there‘ll be opinion



polls before breakfast telling us why seventy-seven percent of the American
public doesn‘t think we should even be in Korea or anywhere else.“

Hood looked at his watch.

ysBurkow rang down, said they were running late,“ Lincoln said. ,The
President‘s on the phone with Ambassador Hall. He doesn‘t want Americans
moving into or being turned away from the Embassy unless he okays it, or any
statements or actions that show any kind of panic.“

,Of course.“

»sYou know it‘s easy for these things to become self-fulfilling prophesies.“

Hood nodded. ,Any word yet on who did it?“

sNone. Everyone‘s condemned it, including the North Koreans. But the
government doesn‘t talk for the extreme hard-liners, so who knows?“

The Defense Secretary said from across the room, ,,The North Koreans always
condemn terrorism, even their own. When they shot down that stray KAL jet,
they condemned it even as they were combing the wreckage for spy cameras.

~And they found them,“ Lincoln said behind his hand as he wandered back
toward the others.

Hood reflected on the shoot-first policy of the North Koreans as he poured
himself coffee. The last time he was here was when the Russians shot down a
Lithuanian spy plane and the President decided not to press them hard on it.
He would never forget the way Lincoln literally stood up and said, ,What do you
think world leaders would say if we ever shot down a foreign aircraft? We‘d be
crucified!”

He was right. For some reason, the rules were different for the U.S.

Hood took a seat at the northwest side of the table, as far from the President
as possible. He liked to watch as the others jockeyed for authority, and this was
the best seat in the house. Op-Center‘s Staff Psychologist, Liz Gordon, had told
him what to look for in body language: hands folded on the table was
submissive, sitting erect showed confidence while sitting forward was
insecurity—,Look at me, look at me!“—and the head angled was patronizing.
»t‘s like a fighter showing you his chin,“ she said, ,daring you to hit it because
he thinks you can‘t.”

No sooner had he sat down than Hood heard the outside door pop open,
followed by the resonant voice of the President of the United States. During the
campaign two years before, one columnist had said that that voice was what
won over the crucial undecideds: it seemed to start from somewhere around the
knees, and by the time it reached his mouth it was full of Olympian grandeur
and power. That, plus his six-foot-four-inch height, made him look and sound
presidential, though he had spent a lot of that capital explaining two foreign
policy fiascos. The first was sending food and arms to Bhutanese rebels
opposing an oppressive regime, a revolt that ended with thousands of arrests
and executions and left the regime stronger than ever. The second was kid-
gloving a border dispute between Russia and Lithuania, which ended with
Moscow not only taking land from the small republic but placing soldiers there
as well. That forced a massive exodus to the city of Kaunas, which resulted in
food riots and hundreds of deaths.

His credibility in Europe was damaged, his clout on the Hill was hobbled,
and he couldn‘t afford another misstep—especially with a longtime ally.



National Security Adviser Burkow did everything but pull out the President‘s
chair for him as they walked in. He poured coffee for them both as they sat
down, the President speaking even before everyone else was seated.

,Gaentlemen,“ he said, ,as you know, an hour and fifteen minutes ago a
sound truck exploded in front of Kyongbok Palace in Seoul. Several dozen
spectators and politicians were killed, and so far the KCIA hasn‘t a clue as to
who, what, and why. There was no advance warning, and no one‘s called to
take credit. Ambassador Hall has made no request other than that we reiterate
our support for the government and people of South Korea, and I have
authorized Press Secretary Tracy to do just that. Ambassador Hall will
immediately issue a statement condemning the act in general.“ He sat back.
y,Ernie, in the event that it is North Korea, our standard operating policy would
be what?“

The Defense Secretary turned to one of the secretaries and said, ,File NK-
AS.“ By the time he turned back to the table, the NORTH KOREA-ALERT
SITUATION file was on the screen. He folded his hands.

»,T0o summarize, Mr. President, our policy is to go to Defcon 5. We put our
bases in the South and in Japan on High Alert and begin flying over troops
from Ft. Pendleton and Ft. Ord. If intelligence picks up any sign that Korean
troops are mobilizing, we go immediately to Defcon 4 and start moving in our
ships from the Indian Ocean, so the Rapid Deployment Forces will be in
position. If the North Koreans match our movements with further deployments
of their own, the dominos fall fast and we move quickly through the accelerated
deployment of Defcon 3, 2, and 1.“ He glanced at the screen and touched his
finger to the chapter heading WAR GAMES. ,When we reach the point of no
return, we have three possible scenarios.“

Hood looked from face to face. Everyone was calm, save for Lincoln who was
leaning forward and tapping his right foot quickly. This was his kind of
situation, his kind of big stick response. At the opposite end of the spectrum
was Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Melvin Parker. His face and posture
were subdued, like Ernie Colon‘s. In situations like these, it was never the
military men who advocated force. They understood the price of even a
successful operation. It was always the politicians and appointees who were
frustrated or impatient and wanted to get themselves a victory, however quick
and dirty.

The Secretary of Defense pulled on reading glasses and studied the monitor.
He ran his finger down the menu and touched the screen where it said
DEFENSE WHITE PAPER UPDATE.

Sf there‘'s a war and the U.S. assumes a support role only, South Korea falls
to the North in a matter of two or three weeks. You can see the matchup
between the North and ROKA for yourself.“

Hood studied the figures. They looked as bad for the Republic of Korea Army
as Colon had said.

Military Balance of the North and South is as follows:

Army 540,000 900,000
Navy 60,000 46,000
Air Force 55,000 84,000

Total 655,000 1,030,000



Tanks 1,800 3,800

Armored Vehicles 1,900 2,500
Artillery 4,500 10,300
Combatants 190 434
Support Vessels 60 310
Submarines 12 6
Tactical Aircraft 520 850
Support Aircraft 190 480
Helicopters 600 290

After a few seconds, Colon brought up the menu again and touched u.s. STH
ARMY UPDATE.

»The second scenario has our forces in the South becoming involved. Even
then, the odds are not in our favor.“

Hood looked at the new screen.

United States Forces in South Korea, Number of Personnel

Number of Troops

Army: 25,000
Navy: 400
Air Force: 9,500
Tanks: 200
Armored Vehicles: 500
Tactical Aircraft: 100

»sThe only value of us joining the South Koreans on the battlefield is the
deterrent factor: does North Korea really want a war with the United States?“

CIA Director Kidd asked, ,Isn‘t that same deterrent present if we‘re in a
strictly support mode?“

ysunfortunately, no. If Pyongyang thinks we haven‘t got the belly for a scrap,
hell push to Seoul the same way Baghdad went after Kuwait when they
thought we‘d sit on the sidelines.“

»2And wasn‘t he surprised,“ Lincoln muttered.

The President said impatiently, ,And the third scenario is a preemptive
strike?“

»,Right,“ Colon said. ,We and the South Koreans together take out
communications centers, supply lines, and nuclear reprocessing plants with
conventional weapons. If the war games simulations are correct, the North
Koreans go to the negotiating table.“

»Why wouldn‘t they turn to China and retaliate?“ asked CIA Director Kidd.

Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Parker said, ,Because they know that since
the aid cutbacks of 1968, and the inability since 1970 of the twelve ROK and
two U.S. divisions to successfully stave off an attack, our defense plans have
been keyed almost entirely to the early use of nuclear weapons.“

,Did we leak that information?“ the President asked.



»,No, sir. They read it in military journals. Christ, in 1974, Time or Rolling
Stone or someone who hated Nixon did an article on our nuclear plans for
Korea.“

Kidd leaned back. ,That still doesn‘t give us any kind of assurance they won‘t
turn to China, and that Beijing won‘t support them with nuclear weapons.“

»We just don‘t see that as happening.“ Colon went to the menu and touched
the heading CHINA OPTION. ,Mel, the CONEX games are your area—*

»,Right.“ Despite the comfortable air-conditioning in the room, the diminutive
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was perspiring. ,We ran a Conflict Exercise of a
scenario similar to this a while back, after Jimmy Carter went to North Korea
for his little chat with Kim II Sung. Given the military situation in China and
psychological profiles of its leaders—which your people provided, Paul—we
found that if we loosened restrictions on business investments in China, and
concurrently authorized the shipment of arms to anti-Chinese factions in Nepal
through India, the Chinese would be unlikely to become involved.“

ysHow unlikely?“ the President asked.

,Eighty-seven percent chance of sitting on the sidelines.“

»We came up with a slightly different percentage in our own SAGA
simulations,“ Colon said, ,about seventy percent. But the Studies, Analysis,
and Gaming Agency didn‘t have up-to-date psych profiles, so I‘m inclined to go
with Mel‘s findings.“

Though Hood was listening intently, his expression impassive, he found
himself somewhat anxious about Liz‘s findings. He had a great deal of respect
for his Staff Psychologist, just as he held his Operations Support Officer Matt
Stoll in high regard. But he put computer analyses and psychology in the place
and show slots, respectively, after good old-fashioned intuition. His Press
Officer Ann Farris joked that he never met a gut feeling he didn‘t like, and she
was right.

The President glanced at the clock on the bottom of the monitor, then
steepled his hands. Colon motioned to the secretary to clear the screen, and
Hood watched as screen saver missiles flew left and right across the monitor.

,aentlemen,“ the President said after a long silence, ,I would like all of you to
serve on the Korean Task Force for the duration, and Paul“—he looked squarely
at Hood—,I want you to head it up.“

He caught the Op-Center Director off-guard—as well as everyone else in the
room.

,Youll bring me an Options Paper in four hours. Barring further acts of
terrorism or aggression, youll proceed under the assumption that there will be
some level of graduated deployment but no military action for the first twenty-
four hours. That should give your people and the rest of the Task Force time to
evaluate intelligence and write me an addendum.“ The President rose. ,Thank
you all. Av—meet me in the Oval Office at six so we can discuss the situation
with our allies. Ernie, Mel—we‘ll brief the cabinet and members of the Armed
Services Committee at seven. And, Paul, Ill see you at nine-thirty.“

The President left, trailed by the Secretary of Defense and the Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Av Lincoln walked over to Hood.

,Ccongratulations, Paul. I sense an ass-kicking.“ He leaned close. ,Just make
sure it isn‘t your ass that gets kicked.“

He was right. The President had never given Op-Center a foreign crisis, and
doing so now meant that he intended to strike hard and decisively, if given the



chance. Should anything go wrong, he could pin it on the new kids on the
block, shut down the agency, and suffer only minimal political damage. Then
Hood could take a low-paying position at the Carter Center or the United States
Institute of Peace, a convert to pacifism, a reformed sinner trotted out for public
scourgings at dinners and symposia.

Av gave him a thumbs-up as he left, and after collecting his thoughts, Hood
followed him to the elevator. In addition to having to take the fall for any failure,
Hood wasn‘t keen on having to spend the next four hours playing ringmaster to
a bureaucratic turf war as he teleconferenced with everyone who had been in
attendance, formulating a cohesive strategy from six people with six very
different agendas. It was part of the job, and he did it well, but he hated the
way people did what was best for party and agency first and second, and for the
country a distant third.

Still, there was the bright side to look at, the chance that he might just pull
all this off. And as he contemplated that, the adrenaline began to flow. If the
President was willing to take risks with Op-Center, Hood had to be willing to
take greater risks to make sure that Op-Center earned its international
credentials once and for all. Like one of his heroes, Babe Ruth, when you got
your turn at bat you swung for the home run, not the double, and you didn‘t
think about striking out. Even if, like the Babe, you did that sixty percent of the
time you stepped to the plate...

Chapter 13

Tuesday, 5:25 A.M., Quantico Marine Corps Air
Station, VA

The battle was long and hard-fought, bodies falling everywhere, faces twisting
in anguish, commands and cries shattering the early morning silence.

»They‘re such assholes,“ Melissa Squires said to the other wives around the
picnic table. She tapped the back of her husband‘s pager. ,You‘d think they
could just have fun with this.“

»lhe kids are,“ said one woman, wincing as she watched her daughter fall
from her father‘s shoulders in the middle of the in-ground pool. ,,Oooh ... thatll
leave David in a bad mood today. He and Veronica were out there at four forty-
five practicing their moves.“

The eight women watched and picked at the bacon, eggs, and mulffins that
were fast becoming cold. The daily pool war had run over, but they knew better
than to call their husbands to the table before it was through. They‘d only get
pissed off, and they wouldn‘t come anyway: not with their honor at stake.

There were just two chicken fighters left: lean Lt. Col. Charlie Squires and his
spindly son Billy and pumped Private David George and his son Clark. The kids
pushed hair from their eyes as their fathers circled each other slowly, each
watching for an opening, for a kid who lost his balance, made a clumsy
offensive maneuver, shivered and broke his concentration.

Sgt. Grey‘s wife Lydia said, ,Last week, when we were visiting my folks in
Alaska, Chick and I got stuck in a snowbank and he refused to call for a tow.
He told me to put the car in neutral, then he got behind and lifted it out. He



walked bent over for two days after, but he wouldn‘t admit he was sore. Not
Hercules.“

There was a shout from the pool as Clark lunged at Billy. Instead of stepping
back, as he usually did, Lt. Col. Squires moved in: while Clark was leaning
forward, Billy grabbed his outstretched arm, pulled down, and the boy flopped
back-first into the water. Private George stood there, aghast, as he looked from
his son to Squires. There was a smattering applause from the side of the pool,
where the other defeated chicken fighters had been watching the showdown.

»lhat’s it, sir?“ George said to Squires. ,Lot-dee, that was shorter than the
first Clay-Liston fight.“

»S0r1ry, Sonny,“ Squires winked. He reached up and high-fived his son.

»<And when did you work that one out, sir?“

»While we were suiting up. Made sense, don‘t you think? Guy expects a
retreat, gets an advance—he‘s gotta be surprised.

,He was, sir,“ George mumbled, wading toward the shallow end of the pool,
his son in his wake.

»Nice fight,“ Clark said to Billy as he dog-paddled after his father.

yspon‘t talk like that,“ George muttered as he lumbered up the steps with the
bearing and disposition of Gorgo. ,You'll lose your edge for tomorrow.“

Squires followed him out, his eyes drawn to headlights shining through the
living-room window of his home in the base family quarters. He snatched a
towel from a chaise lounge as the lights snapped off, then watched as a lone
figure walked around the one-story cottage, silhouetted by the light blue
horizon. No one could have gotten to this quarter without passing through the
gate that separated his crew from the FBI Academy, and no one could have
gotten through the gate without a call to him directly.

Unless they were from Op-Center.

Draping the towel over his shoulders and slipping on his sandals, the
Lieutenant Colonel walked quickly toward the house.

»,Charlie, your eggs are getting cold!“

»,Be right there, Missy. Set ‘em next to George, they‘ll stay warm.“

Squires‘s Striker team of twelve full-time men and their support crews was
established six months before, the same time as Op-Center. They were the so-
called ,black® side of the agency, their existence a secret from outsiders except
those who needed to know: the heads of the other military and spy agencies,
and the President and Vice President themselves. Their charter was simple:
they were sent onto the field when offense was needed. They were an elite
squad that could be counted on to strike hard and fast. Though all the Striker
members belonged to the military and drew pay from their respective branches,
they worked in nondescript camouflage pants and shirts without markings of
any kind. If they screwed up, there was no way for anyone to trace them ... or
place blame.

Squires smiled as Mike Rodgers came around the side of the building. The
tall man‘s arched nose—broken four times in college basketball—high,
intelligent forehead, and light brown eyes that seemed almost golden were a
welcome sight.

»,1 hope I'm glad to see you,“ Squires said, saluting the two-star General.
When Rodgers returned the salute, the men shook hands.

»That depends on whether or not you were getting bored.“

y,Does diet Coke fizz? Yes, sir, we‘re ready for action.



»,Good. Because I radioed the chopper: get one through eleven ready and have
Krebs bring an extra grip. We leave in five minutes.“

Squires knew not to ask where to or why only eleven men instead of the full
Dirty Dozen were going—not while they were out in the open where their wives
or children might hear. Innocent remarks, made over unsecured lines to friends
or relatives, could be disastrous. He also knew not to ask about the small black
bag Rodgers carried, or why there was a sewn-on design of what looked like a
weed growing out of concrete. When and if the General wanted to tell him about
it, he would.

Instead, Squires said, ,Yes, sir,“ saluted again, and jogged back to the picnic
table. The dozen other men were already on their feet and ready to go, the
hostilities and disappointments of the morning's sport quickly forgotten.

After a word with Squires, eleven of the twelve men jogged to their homes to
get their gear, none of them stopping to say good-bye to their wives or children:
a sad face or teary eye might come to them when they were called on to risk
their lives, cause them to hesitate. It was better to leave cold and make up later.
The one man who hadn‘t been picked sat and hunkered down over his paper
plate: this was not Private George‘s morning.

Like each man, Squires kept his grip handy and within four minutes they
were running across the field beyond the fence, toward the Bell Jetranger that
was being fired up for the half-hour ride to Andrews Air Force Base.

Chapter 14

Tuesday, 7:30 P.M., Seoul

The sound truck looked like a gutted avocado, blasted panels peeled back by
the force of the explosion, with only scraps and slag in the center.

For over an hour, Kim Hwan'‘s team had picked over those scraps, looking for
any leads. There were traces of plastic explosives stuck to the bottom of what
used to be the sound panel, and those had been sent to the laboratory for
analysis. Other than that, there was nothing. Nothing but the increasing
numbers of victims being moved from the ranks of the injured to the list of the
dead. The men on the rooftops had seen nothing unusual, one of the two video
surveillance cameras they had placed on a rooftop was destroyed by shrapnel,
and the other had been trained on the podium, not the crowd. TV cameras were
being collected, their tapes studied, to see if they had recorded anything
unusual. Hwan doubted they would help, since it seemed as though all of them
had been facing in the same direction: away from the truck. And his computer
expert doubted that any of them had caught a useful reflection of the truck in a
window, one large and complete enough to be enhanced and studied. While he
worked, Gregory Donald stood close by with his back against a charred
streetlight, his unlit pipe still clenched in his teeth. He hadn‘t said a word and
hadn‘t looked up from the ground; he was no longer crying and he didn‘t seem
to be in shock, though Hwan couldn‘t begin to imagine the thoughts that had to
be going through his mind.

$OIT!“

Hwan looked up as his assistant Choi U Gil came trotting over.



»,Ri thinks he‘s found something.“

»Where?“

»In an alley beside the Sakong Hotel. Shall I radio the Director? He asked to
be told everything.“

Hwan stepped down from the chassis of the exploded truck. ,Let‘s wait and
see what we‘ve got. I'm sure he has his hands full.“ Explaining the corner-
cutting to the President, no doubt.

Hwan followed Choi toward the National Museum on the southern side of the
Palace, surprised to see Donald walking after them slowly. Hwan didn‘t wait for
him: he was happy that something was getting through to his friend, and he
didn‘t want to put any pressure on him. Staying busy was all that kept Hwan
himself from dwelling on the shattering loss they had suffered.

The wide-W ripple pattern in the dry dirt belonged to a North Korean army
boot. There was no doubt about it. ,Professor® Ri had suspected as much, and
Hwan had confirmed it.

»They lead away from the abandoned hotel,“ the slight, white-haired chemist
said.

,1ve sent a team inside,“ Choi told Hwan.

»Llhe perpetrators appear to have drunk from this“—the Professor pointed to
the crushed and empty water bottle on the floor—,and then walked toward the
sound truck.

The dirt in the alley was dry, but the hot air was still and the residue hadn‘t
moved. Hwan knelt and studied the four complete prints and two partial ones.

»,Has everything been photographed?“ Hwan asked.

Choi nodded. ,The footprints and the bottle. We‘re photographing the hotel
basement now, as there seems to have been some activity there.“

,Good. Send the bottle over for prints, and also have them check the mouth
for any kind of residue—saliva, food, anything.“

The young assistant ran to the car, removed a large plastic bag and metal
tongs from a case, and brought them over. Lifting the bottle carefully, he placed
it in the bag and marked the time, date, and place on a white strip at the top.
Then he took a work order form from the case, filled it in, put both items in the
case, and climbed into the window where a military policeman stood guard.

Hwan continued to study the boot prints, noting that the impression wasn‘t
heavier in front, which meant that the terrorists hadn‘t been running. He was
also trying to determine how much wear there had been on the soles and
whether the markings belonged to one boot or many. There seemed to be at
least two different right feet, and it struck him as odd that neither showed any
wear in the ripples. The North Koreans tended to issue new boots after the
winter, when they took the most wear—hot during the summer.

»1f the bottle was used by the terrorists, you won‘t find any fingerprints.“

Hwan looked up at Donald. The voice was a barely audible monotone; his
pipe was unceremoniously stuffed into his vest pocket and his flesh was the
color of chalk. But he was here and he was alert, and Hwan was happy to see
him.

»,No,“ Hwan said. ,I don‘t expect we will.“

»1s that why they didn‘t take the bottle with them? Because they knew it
couldn‘t lead you to them?“ The Professor said, ,,One would so conclude.



Donald took a few steps into the shadowy depths of the alley. His arms hung
limp at his sides and his shoulders were rounded beneath his awful burden.
Watching him move with such pain, Hwan had never felt so helpless.

»,LThis alley, so near to the hotel,“ Donald said. ,I would imagine it‘s picked
clean by the poor. A clean bottle like that was sure to be noticed in your
sweep—and, seeing it, you would also see the boot prints.“

»,1 was thinking that myself, Hwan said. ,We‘d recognize the pattern and
would jump to a conclusion about who was behind it.“

»LThis is possible.“ The Professor shrugged. ,But it‘s also possible that an
inconsiderate jogger threw it there and the perpetrators never even noticed it.“

»,In which case someone‘s fingerprints will be on it,“ Hwan said.

»lhat is correct,“ said the Professor. ,So I had best get to the matter. Ill see if
there‘s anything to look at in the hotel, and then I‘ll return to the laboratory.“

When the diminutive Professor left, Hwan walked to Donald‘s side.

»Thank you for what you did back there,“ Donald said, his voice tremulous,
his eyes on the ground. ,I heard you, but—I couldn‘t get a grip.“

,2How could you?“

»‘m not sure I have, even now.“ Tears spilled from his eyes as he looked
around the alley. He breathed heavily and wiped his eyes with his fingers. , This
thing, Kim—it isn‘t their way. They‘ve always used incidents at the DMZ or
assassination to send us messages.“

»1 know. And there‘s something else.“

Before Hwan could continue, a black Mercedes with diplomatic plates
screeched to a stop in front of the alley. A clean-cut young man got out on the
driver‘s side.

,Mr. Donald!“

Donald stepped from the darkness. ,I‘m Gregory Donald.“

Hwan moved quickly to his side. He didn‘t know who else might be a target
today, and was taking no chances.

»9ir,“ said the man, ,there‘s a message for you at the Embassy.“

,2EFrom?“

»An enemy of the Bismarck, I was told to say.“

,2Hood,“ he said to Hwan. ,I was expecting that. Maybe he has some
information.“

As the men approached the car, the young Embassy official reached down
and popped the electric door lock.

»oir, I was also told to see to Mrs. Donald. Is there anything she needs?
Perhaps she‘d like to come with us?“

Donald pressed his lips together and shook his head; then his knees gave out
and he fell against the side of the car, his arms folded beneath his chest.

Hoir!“

,He‘ll be all right,“ Hwan said, and waved for the young man to sit. He put an
arm around his friend‘s waist and helped him up. ,You will be, Gregory.“

Donald nodded as he stood.

»,11l notify you there when we come up with something.“

A somber Hwan opened the door and Donald slid into the car.

,Do me a favor, Kim?“

»Anything.“



»oo00nji loved the Embassy and she admired the Ambassador. Don‘t—don‘t let
her go there. Not the way she was. Ill phone General Savran. Would you see
that“—he breathed deeply—,that she gets to the base?“

»1 Will.“

Hwan shut the door and the car drove off. It was quickly swallowed by the
confusion of honking cars, buses, and trucks, the thick evening rush hour
made worse by vehicles detoured from around the Palace.

»,God be with you, Gregory,“ he said, then glanced toward the red sun. ,I
can‘t be with him, Soonji, so please—look after him.“

Turning, Hwan walked back into the alley and looked down at the footprints.
The shadows were more pronounced now in the slanting rays of the setting
sun.

But there was one thing more, and it bothered him more than the too-
convenient presence of the bottle and boot prints.

After telling the guard at the basement window to inform Choi that he‘d gone
to his office, Hwan hurried back to his car, wondering just how far Director
Yung-Hoon would be willing to go to break this case...

Chapter 15

Tuesday, 5:55 A.M., Washington, D.C.

As soon as he was in his car, Hood phoned Op-Center and told his Executive
Assistant, Stephen ,Bugs“ Benet, to start the countdown clock at twenty-four
hours. That was something Liz Gordon had suggested: studies showed that
most people work better with deadlines, something to shoot for. The clock was a
constant reminder that although you had to run a marathon, really pour it on,
there was an end in sight.

It was one of the few things on which Hood and Liz agreed.

As Bugs was telling Hood that Gregory Donald had been located and was
being brought to the Embassy on Sejongno, just two blocks from the Palace, the
Director‘s personal cellular phone rang. Telling Bugs he‘d be there in fifteen
minutes, Hood hung up and answered the phone.

y,Paul, it‘s me.“

Sharon. He heard a ping in the background and muffled voices. She wasn‘t at
home.

,2Honey, what is it?“

Ht‘s Alexander—“

»1s he all right?“

SAfter you left, he started wheezing worse than Ive ever heard him. The
nebulizer wasn‘t helping, so I brought him to the hospital.“

Hood felt his own chest tighten.

»lhe doctors have injected him with epinephrine, and are watching him,“
Sharon said. ,I don‘t want you coming here. Il call as soon as we know
something.“

,You shouldn‘t have to do this alone, Sharon.

»,1'm not alone—I know that. And what would you do here?“

»,Hold your hand.“



»,Hold the President‘s hand, I‘ll be fine. Look, I want to call Harleigh and make
sure she‘s all right. I think I scared her out of a year‘s growth when I went
running through the house carrying Alex.“

ysPromise you‘ll beep the minute anything happens.“

», promise.“

,2And tell them both I love them.“

»1 always do.“

Hood felt like hell as he drove through the early-morning traffic to Andrews
Air Force Base, home of Op-Center. Sharon had had to shoulder a lot in
seventeen years of marriage, but this was the capper. He could hear the fear in
her voice, the trace of bitterness in her remark about the President, and he
wanted to go to her. But he knew that if he did, she would only feel guilty for
having pulled him away. And when she felt like that she got angry at herself,
which wasn‘t what she needed now.

Unhappy as he was, there was nothing to do but go to Op-Center. But it was
ironic, he thought. Here he was, the head of one of the most sophisticated
agencies in the world, able to eavesdrop on hostages a mile away or read a
newspaper in Teheran from Earth orbit. Yet there was nothing in the world he
could do to help his son ... or his wife.

His palms were damp, his mouth dry, as he swung off the highway and raced
toward the base. He couldn‘t help his family because of whoever was behind the
explosion, and he fully intended to make them pay.

Chapter 16

Tuesday, 8:00 P.M., the Sea of Japan

The boat was pre-World War II vintage, a ferry that had been turned into a
troop transport and then back into a ferry again.

As night fell over the sea, the two North Koreans sat on the foredeck benches,
playing checkers with metal pieces on a magnetic board. The cases of money
were laid flat between them, serving as a makeshift table.

A strong wind had begun to blow across the deck, misting them with
seawater and rattling the heavy board. It drove most of the passengers into the
cabin, where it was warm, dry, and light; one of the two men looked around.

»We should go in, Im,“ he said. It wasn‘t good to be alone: crowds dissuaded
thievery.

Without finishing the game, one of the men began packing it up while the
other stood, his hands on the handles of the cases.

,2Make sure you don‘t jostle the board, Yun, and cost me my—*

A spray of red fell across the suitcases. Yun looked up and saw a dark figure
standing behind his partner; the gleaming tip of a stiletto was protruding from
the front of Im‘s throat.

Yun opened his mouth to scream, but he was cut short as a blade tore
through his windpipe from behind. He scratched at his throat as his blood
poured over his fingers, mingling with that of his companion. Both pools were
softened by falling drops of sea and stirred by the wind.



The two assassins withdrew their blades and one of them bent over the dying
men while the other walked aft, to the railing. He began shining his flashlight
on and off in ten-second cycles while his associate severed the pinkie finger of
each man. Only Yun managed a gurgled scream as the blade cut through his
flesh.

His dark gray greatcoat flapping in the wind, the killer threw the fingers over
the side; the signature of the Yakuza was upon the victims, and the authorities
would spend weeks looking for the killers. By the time they realized they were
chasing shadows, it would be too late.

Going back to retrieve the suitcases, the assassin made sure they were
secure and then glanced toward the cabin. There were no faces in the circular
windows, and the darkness and sea spray would have made identification
impossible in any event; the bridge was set well back, atop the cabin, leaving
the crew without a clear view of the deck. With luck, no one would come
outside and no one else would have to die.

His companion was still flashing his light. By the time he rejoined him, the
hum of the distant engine was already audible, and they could see the dim
outline of the amphibious plane, all but the running lights turned off. The LA-4-
200 Buccaneer came up beside the rear transom door, pacing the ferry, prop-
wash turning the sea spray into thousands of tiny darts. The killer shined his
flashlight on the cockpit, and the pilot threw open the gull-wing hatch and
tossed out an inflatable raft, the bow ring attached to several yards of steel
cable. It landed heavily in the water, bucking against the wind.

By now, there was activity on the bridge as the crew saw the plane.

SHurry,“ the man with the flashlight told his companion.

Setting the cases down, the man jumped toward the raft. Landing in the
water beside the inflatable, he grabbed the safety line, pulled himself in, then
turned to face the ferry. Picking up one of the suitcases, his associate swung it
toward the raft and released it. The other man caught it, then held out his arms
for the second. He caught that too, then pulled his companion aboard when he
jumped from the ferry.

Even as crew members reached the deck and found the bodies, the pilot was
reeling the raft into the seaplane. Within moments, the men were on board, the
aircraft‘s lights had flared on, and the plane and money were airborne, headed
north. Only when it was out of view from the ship would it turn west—not to
Japan and the Yakuza but to North Korea.

Chapter 17

Tuesday, 6:02 A.M., Op-Center

The evening and day shifts at Op-Center met at six A.M., at which time Paul
Hood and Mike Rodgers took charge from Curt Hardaway and Bill Abram.
Policy prohibited Hardaway and Abram from remaining in command after their
shift: important decisions were best made by fresh minds, and at rare times
when neither Hood nor Rodgers was available, duties were pre-assigned to
different members of the prime day team.



Political Officer Martha Mackall had arrived minutes before and, after
passing through the keycard and keypad entry and greeting the somber armed
guards behind the Lexan, she replaced her own evening team counterpart, Bob
Sodaro. Sodaro briefed her on what had happened since 4:11 that morning,
when Op-Center first became involved in the Korean crisis.

Her stride confident, posture ramrod-straight, the handsome, forty-nine-
year-old daughter of legendary soul singer Mack Mackall walked through the
hub of Op-Center-the bullpen, with its maze of cubicles and operatives hurrying
here and there. Since Hood‘s code hadn‘t been posted on the computer duty
roster where she checked in upstairs, on ground level, she knew she‘d be sitting
in for him until he arrived. Passing through the bullpen to the action level
offices that ringed the hub of Op-Center, she heard her name on the intercom:
there was a call from Korea for Hood. She paused, snatched a phone from the
wall, and told the operator she would take the call for the Director in his office.

Hood‘s office was just a few steps away, in the southwestern corner. Located
beside the Tank, it was the largest office in the building: he hadn‘t taken it for
that reason, however, or for the view, since there were no windows anywhere.
The fact was, no one else wanted it. The Tank was surrounded by walls of
electronic waves that generated static to anyone trying to listen in with bugs or
external dishes. There was some concern among the younger members of the
team that the waves might affect their reproductive systems; Hood said that for
all the use he got from his equipment anymore, he might as well have the leg
room.

Unknown to him, Liz Gordon had noted the comment in his psych profile.
Sexual frustration could impair his effectiveness on the job.

Martha entered her access code on the keypad of his office door.

Poor Pope Paul, she thought, reflecting on the latest nickname Ann Farris
had given him. Martha wondered if the Director realized that all he had to do
was crook his finger at his sexy Press Officer, and she‘d do more to him than
shower him with epithets. And he would have a reason to change office.

The door clicked open and Martha walked into the wood-paneled office. She
perched herself on the corner of the desk and snatched up one of the two
phones on the desk, the secure line; the LED ID at the bottom of the unit read
07-029-77, telling her that the caller was in the U.S. Embassy in Seoul. The
prefix ,1“ instead of ,0“ would have indicated that the call was from the
Ambassador. A third line, for teleconferencing, also secure, was integrated in
the computer system.

Before she spoke, she switched on the digital tape recorder that translated
words to type with amazing speed and accuracy. An almost simultaneous
transcript of their talk appeared on a monitor on the desk beside the phone.

,Director Hood is unavailable. This is Martha Mackall.“

y,Hello, Martha. Gregory Donald.“

At first she didn‘t recognize the slow, soft voice on the other end. ,Sir, yes—
Director Hood isn‘t in yet, but he‘s been anxious to hear from you.“

There was a short silence. ,I was ... there, of course. Then we were looking at
the blast site, Kim and I.“

»Kim—7?

ysHwan. Deputy Director of the KCIA.“

,Did you find anything?“



»~A water bottle. Some boot prints, North Korean military issue.“ His voice
cracked. ,Excuse me.“

There was a much longer silence. ,Sir, are you all right? You weren‘t injured,
were you?“

»1 fell—nothing broken. It was my wife ... she was the one that was hurt.“

»,Not seriously, I hope.“

His voice broke again as he said, ,They murdered her, Martha.“

Martha‘s hand shot to her mouth. She had only met Soonji once, at Op-
Center‘s first Christmas party, but her charm and quick mind had made an
impression.

»1‘m so sorry, Mr. Donald. Why don‘t we talk later—*

»sNo. They‘re taking her to the army base, and I'm going over when I finish
here. It’s best we talk now.“

,] understand.“

He took a moment to collect himself and then continued, his voice stronger.
slhere ... were footprints in an alley, made by a North Korean army boot or
boots. But neither Kim nor I believe that North Koreans were wearing them. Or
if they were, that they were operating with the sanction of their government.

»Why do you think that?“

»The clues were out in the open, no effort made to conceal them. A
professional wouldn‘t have done that. And the North Koreans have never
attacked blindly like this.“

As he was speaking, Hood walked into his office; Martha touched a button on
the screen, scrolled the transcription back several lines, and pointed for Hood
to see. After he read the passage about Soonji, he nodded gravely, then sat
quietly behind the desk and rubbed two fingers against his forehead.

»lhen you feel that someone wants to make this look like a North Korean
attack,“ Martha said. ,, They‘ve denied having had a hand in it.“

LM saying it‘s an option we must explore before rattling any sabers at
Pyongyang. For once, they may be telling the truth.“

»Thank you, sir. Is—is there anything we can do for you?“

»1 know General Norbom at the base, and Ambassador Hall has promised to
do ... whatever she can here. I appear to be in good hands.“

»All right. But if you need help—*

»,111 call.“ His voice became stronger as he said, ,,Give Paul my best, and tell
him—tell him that however Op-Center becomes involved in this, [ want a part of
it. I want to find the animals who did this.“

»111 tell him,“ she said as Donald hung up.

As soon as it heard the dial tone, the computer filed the conversation,
marked the time, and cleared itself for the next call.

Martha placed the receiver in the cradle and slid off the desk. ,,Shall I call
Ambassador Hall and make sure they give Donald whatever he needs?“

Hood nodded.

»sYou‘ve got eye bags. Rough night?“

»Alex had a bad asthma attack. He‘s in the hospital.“

»,000—sorry to hear that.“ She took a step forward. ,You want to go to him?
[ll watch things here.“

»,No. The President wants us to prepare the Options Paper on this thing, and I
need you to get me the latest data on North Korea‘s financial ties to Japan,
China, and Russia-black market as well as legitimate. If we‘'ve got a real



situation, my feeling is that the President may want a military solution, but let‘s
see what we can do with sanctions.“

»,Will do. And don‘t worry about Alex. He‘ll be fine. Kids are tough.“

,They‘ve got to be to survive us,“ Hood said, reaching for the intercom.
Buzzing his aide Bugs, he told him to have Liz Gordon report to the Tank.

As she left, Martha hoped that she hadn‘t been too forward by offering to sit
in for Hood. She felt bad for the way she jumped on Alexander‘s misfortune to
improve her resume, and made a mental note to have her secretary send him
some balloons; but while Ann Farris had her heart set on the Director, Martha
had her heart set on the directorship. She liked and respected Hood, but she
didnt want to be Op-Center‘s Political Officer forever. Her fluency in ten
languages and understanding of world economies made her more valuable than
that.

Co-managing an international crisis like this would have been a major notch
in her portfolio, setting her up for advancement here or, if she were lucky, a
move to the State Department.

There‘s always tomorrow, she told herself as she traversed the narrow
corridor between the bullpen and the executive offices, passing Liz Gordon who
looked like she had a serious head of steam and was in desperate need of a
place to vent it...

Chapter 18

Tuesday, 6:03 A.M., Andrews Air Force Base

»You really don‘t care if the boss blows a gasket, do you, sir?“

Lt. Col. Squires and Mike Rodgers were jogging across the field. It was less
than a minute since the Jet-ranger had touched down and already it was
airborne again, headed back to Quantico. The two officers were leading the line
of Striker men toward the C-141B, which was revving up on the airstrip ahead.
In addition to his gear, Squires was carrying a Toshiba Satellite portable
computer with a specially designed side-mounted laserjet printer, which
contained flight plans for 237 different locations, along with detailed maps and
possible mission profiles.

sNow what would Hood blow a gasket about?“ Rodgers asked. ,I‘m a quiet
sort of guy ... listen a lot. I voice my opinions politely and deferentially.“

»,Begging your pardon, sir, but Krebs is your size, and you had him bring an
extra set of togs. Our play-books are all designed for a twelve-man squad.
You‘re taking George's place, aren‘t you?“

»lhat‘s right.“

»~And Ill bet a month‘s pay that Mr. Hood hasn‘t okayed it.“

»Why trouble him with details? He‘s got a lot on his mind.“

»Well, sir—right there are two very good reasons why gaskets blow. Pressure,
and a piece o‘something where it doesn‘t belong. In this case, you ... here.“

Rodgers shrugged a shoulder. ,Sure, hell be pissed. But Hood won‘t stay that
way. He‘s got a perfectly capable team back at Op-Center and, hell, we don‘t
agree on much anyway. He won‘t miss me.“

»Which brings up another point, sir. Permission to speak freely?“



»Shoot.“

»1've got a perfectly capable team here too. Are you going to be running the
show, or are you taking Private George's place?“

»I won‘t be wearing my stars, Charlie. Youre in command, and I1l do
whatever job needs to be done. You and your little laptop will have twelve hours
to bring me up to speed.“

»50 this jaunt is just your idea of a good way to start the week. A chance to
get out from behind the desk.“

sSomething like that,“ Rodgers said as they reached the huge, black
transport plane. ,You know how it is, Charlie. If you don‘t use the equipment, it
gets rusty.”

Squires laughed. ,You, sir? Rusty? I don‘t think so. This kind of action is in
the Rodgers'‘s genes way back to—was it the Spanish-American War?“

»slhat‘s the one,“ Rodgers said. ,Great-great-granddad Captain Malachai T.
Rodgers.“

The officers stopped on either side of the hatch, and as Squires shouted, ,Go!
Go! Go!“ the men climbed through without breaking stride.

Rodgers‘s heart swelled as the men went aboard, beat as proudly as it always
did when he saw American soldiers running to do their duty. Young, afraid, and
varying shades of green they went anyway, it was a sight that never failed to
stir him. He was one of them during his first tour in Viet Nam and, after getting
his Ph.D. in history from Temple University while he was stationed at Ft. Dix,
he went back and led battalions of them in the Persian Gulf War.

Tennyson once wrote that Lady Godiva was a sight to make an old man
young, and women did do that to him. But so did this. Twenty-six years slipped
away in less than a minute, and he felt nineteen again as he followed the last
enlisted man into the plane, allowing Squires to bring up the rear.

Despite his own somewhat glib assessment, Rodgers knew that the
Lieutenant Colonel was right. Hood definitely would not be happy that he was
going. For all his smarts and his often astounding skills as a mediator, Hood
hated letting anything out of his control. And by going into the field, half a
world away, Rodgers would effectively be out of his control. But above all, Hood
was a team player: if it was necessary for the Striker team to go in and perform
any covert actions, the Director wouldn‘t let ego stop him from letting the
team—and Rodgers—do the job and grab the glory ... or play the goat.

As soon as they were aboard, the men took their seats along the sides of the
bare cabin while the ground crew finished prepping the massive plane. First
introduced in 1982, the Lockheed C-141B Starlifter, with its 159-foot 11-inch
top-mounted wings, was heir to the laurels of the earlier C-141A, introduced in
1964. That plane distinguished itself with year after year of daily nonstops to
Viet Nam—its performance record one of the many unheralded benefits to come
from the war. No other army had a troop transport that reliable, and that gave
the U.S. an edge.

At 168 feet 4 inches in length, the C-141B—longer than its predecessor by 23
feet 4 inches—could accommodate 154 troops, 123 paratroops, 80 stretchers,
and 16 sitting casualties or cargo. Flight refueling equipment located in the
back added 50 percent to its normal range of 4,080 miles—longer if, like now, it
was carrying less than its 70,847-pound payload. The jet would make it to
Hawaii without any trouble, where it would be met and refueled in flight by a



KC-135 tanker. From there, it was an easy run to Japan, and then a rapid half-
hour chopper ride to North Korea.

While the crew finished up their preflight checklist, the Striker men went
through their own inventory. In addition to his own gear—camouflage uniform,
otherwise unmarked, a nine-inch knife, and one Beretta 92-F 9-mm automatic
pistol, also unmarked—each man was responsible for bringing items the team
would require, from the cardboard-box meals of ham sandwiches and candy
bars to the field phones to the all-important TAG SAT radio with a parabolic
antenna that unfolds for a satellite uplink.

Leaving the men, Squires and Rodgers headed for the cockpit followed by Sgt.
Chick Grey. The Striker team had no special needs for the flight, but it was up
to the Sergeant to find out if the flight crew required anything of the men, from
weight distribution—not a problem on this mission, where they‘d be rattling
around the cabin—to the use of electronic equipment.

»sYou want to brief him?“ Squires asked Rodgers—with a bit of an edge, the
General thought. Or maybe he was just yelling to be heard over the four loud
21,000-pound st Pratt & Whitney TF33-P7 turbofan engines.

»,Charlie, I told you—you‘re the head chef. I'm just here for dinner.“

Squires smirked as they made their way down the ribbed cabin to the open
door of the flight deck and introduced themselves to the pilot, copilot, first
officer, navigator, and communications officer.

,Captain Harryhausen?“ Sgt. Grey repeated the name as the Lieutenant
Colonel booted the computer, the navigator looking over his shoulder. ,,Sir, are
you by any chance the same Captain Harryhausen who flew a United DC10 to
Alaska last week?“

»1'm that very same Captain Harryhausen, U.S. Air Force Reserves.“

A grin tore across the Sergeant‘s beefy face. ,Now if that ain‘t one for Robert
Ripley. My family and me were on that plane, sir! Jeez-what were the chances?“

ysActually very good, Sergeant,“ said the Captain. ,I've had the Seattle-to-
Nome route for seven months now. I put in for this assignment so I could finally
fly into someplace with warm sunshine and no ice, unless it was in iced tea.”

As the Captain proceeded to tell Sgt. Grey what he already knew—that his
men should refrain from using Disc-mans and Game Boys until he gave the
word—Squires pulled a cable from the laptop, plugged it into the navigator‘s
console, pushed a button on his keyboard, and dumped the data into the C-
141B‘ navigation computer. The process took six seconds; even before he‘d
closed the Toshiba, the onboard computer had begun matching the flight path
with weather reports that would come in every fifteen minutes from U.S. bases
along the route.

Squires faced the Captain and patted the computer. ,Sir, I'd appreciate your
letting me know the minute we can fire this up again.“

The Captain nodded and returned the Lieutenant Colonel‘s salute.

Five minutes later they were taxiing down the runway, and two minutes after
that they were banking away from the rising sun, heading southwest.

As he sat beneath the swinging light bulbs inside the wide, nearly empty
cabin, Rodgers found himself reluctantly contemplating the downside of what
he was doing. Op-Center was just half a year old, its modest twenty-million-
dollar annual budget skimmed from CIA and Department of Defense budgets.
On the books they didn‘t exist, and it would be an easy matter for the President
to erase them if they ever screwed up big-time. Lawrence had been satisfied, if



not impressed, with the way they handled their first job, finding and defusing a
bomb onboard the space shuttle Atlantis. Their technoweenie, Matt Stoll, had
really come through on that one—much to the pride and frustration of Director
Hood, who had a deep and abiding distrust of technology. Probably because his
kid was always whipping him at Nintendo.

But the President had been furious that two hostages had been shot in
Philadelphia—even if the gunfire did come from the local police, who mistook
them for terrorists. The President saw that as a failure of Op-Center to
completely control the situation, and he was right.

Now they had a new mission, though how much of it would be theirs
remained to be seen. He‘d have to wait for Hood to brief him on that. But this
much he knew was true: if the Striker team veered so much as one step past
their orders, and the number two man at Op-Center was there, the agency‘s
plug would be pulled so fast Hood wouldn‘t have time to get pissed off.

Cracking his knuckles, Rodgers was reminded of the immortal words of
Mercury astronaut Alan B. Shepard as he waited to be launched into space:
,Dear God, please don‘t let me fuck up.“

Chapter 19

Tuesday, 8:19 P.M., Seoul

The U.S. Army base in Seoul was a source of annoyance to many of the
locals.

Sitting on twenty acres of prime real estate in the heart of the city, it housed
two thousand troops on four acres, with ordnance and equipment stored in
another two. The remaining fourteen acres existed for the amusement of the
troops: PX‘s, two first-run movie theaters, and more bowling alleys than most
large U.S. cities. With most of its effective military strength at the DMZ, thirty-
five miles to the north, where a total of one million soldiers stood toe-to-toe, the
base was a modest support system at best. Its role was part political, part
ceremonial: it signified enduring friendship with the Republic of Korea, and it
provided us with a base from which to keep an eye on Japan. A DOD long-term
study indicated that remilitarization of Japan was inevitable by the year 2010;
if the U.S. ever lost its bases there, the base in Seoul would become the most
important in the Asia-Pacific region.

But the South Koreans were more concerned about trade with Japan, and
many felt that a few hotels and upscale stores on that site would serve them
better than a sprawling U.S. base.

Major Kim Lee of the ROK was not among those who wanted the land
returned to South Korea. A patriot whose late father was a top general during
the war, whose mother was executed as a spy, Kim would have been happy to
see more U.S. troops in South Korea, more bases and airstrips between the
capital and the DMZ. He was suspicious of North Korean overtures over the
past four months, in particular their sudden willingness to allow inspections by
the International Atomic Energy Agency and a willingness to abide by the
Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty. In 1992, they had allowed six inspections of
nuclear facilities, then threatened to withdraw from their obligations under the



NPT when IAEA asked to inspect their nuclear waste disposal sites.
Investigators believed that the Democratic People‘s Republic of Korea had
accumulated at least ninety grams of plutonium through the reprocessing of
irradiated reactor fuel, with the goal of using them to produce weapons. The
North Koreans were using a small, twenty-five-megawatt thermal graphite-
moderated reactor for this purpose.

The DPRK denied that, pointing out the U.S. wouldn‘t need IAEA to tell them
whether the North had tested nuclear weapons; the U.S. said it wasn‘t
necessary to conduct such tests to determine if a payload was in a deliverable
state. Denials and accusations flew back and forth as the DPRK suspended its
withdrawal, but the standoff continued for years.

And now it was over. The North Koreans recently surprised the world by
agreeing to open their nuclear reprocessing facility at Yongbyon to the long-
requested ,special inspections®, but while Russia, China, and Europe hailed the
concession as real progress, many people in Washington and Seoul took a
different view: that the North had simply erected small, lead-lined ,hot room*
facilities elsewhere—virtually anywhere—and terminated all weapons research
in Yongbyon. Like Saddam Hussein and his milk factory, which the U.S.
bombed in the Gulf War, the North Koreans probably built them under schools
or churches. IAEA officials would be blissfully unaware of their presence and
unwilling to push the matter: how unfair would they seem pressing for
additional ,special inspections“ now that North Korea had fully complied with
their initial request.

Major Lee didn‘t care about hurt feelings in North Korea or effusive praise
and vigorous handclapping that had come from Moscow, Beijing, and Paris
within minutes after Pyongyang made what they called their ,great concession
for peace and stability.“ The North Koreans couldn‘t be trusted, and he took a
perverse satisfaction from the explosion at the Palace: if the world didn‘t
understand that before this afternoon, they did now.

The question that bothered Major Lee and the other officers in Seoul was how
would the government choose to respond. They‘d wag a finger and rebuke the
terrorists, and the U.S. would be prepared to move more troops into the region,
but that was likely to be the extent of the response.

Lee wanted more than that.

After printing out the requisition order in the South Korean command center
in the northern sector of the base, the Major and two junior officers went to the
U.S. supply depot, while a third officer went to collect a truck. After passing
through two checkpoints, where their IDs were examined and the day‘s
password requested, they reached the HMV—Hazardous Materials Vault. The
rubber-lined room had walls eighteen inches thick, and a door that was opened
by a dual key system. Inside the unmarked room, and unknown to most of
those on the base, the U.S. stored the agents for chemical weapons: if the
people of Seoul weren‘t happy about the bowling alleys and movie theaters,
they‘d go nuts over the chemical weapons. But the North was known to have
them and, in the event of a shootout, U.S. and South Korean policy was not to
be the loser who fought fair.

The Major's requisition order was marked ,Eyes Only“ and was shown only to
the officer in charge of the HMV. Major Charlton Carter rubbed his chin as he
sat behind his desk down the hall from the HMV, and read the request for four



quarter-sized drums of tabun. Major Lee stood watching him, his hands
clasped behind him, his aides standing a step back on either side.

sMajor Lee, I confess to being surprised.“

Lee tensed. ,About—?“

»,D0 you know that in my five years sitting here, this is the first requisition
['ve had.”

,But it‘s all in order.“

yPerfectly. And I suppose I shouldn‘t be surprised. After what happened in
town today, nobody wants to get caught with their jockeys around their ankles.“

»~Well spoken.“

Major Carter read from the requisition. ,There exists a state of high alert in
the southwestern corner of the DMZ.“ He shook his head. ,And I thought
relationships were improving.“

»lhat, apparently, is what the North wanted us to believe. But we have
evidence that they‘re in the process of digging up the chemical drums they‘ve
kept buried there.“

ysReally? Damn. And these quarter-size drums are going to do the trick?“

»1f used efficiently. You don‘t need to hammer the enemy with it.“

»youTe right about that.“ Major Carter rose. He rubbed the back of his neck.
»1 assume you‘ve been trained to handle tabun. It‘s not particularly volatile in
the drum—*

,But it‘s easy to disperse in vapor or spray form, has little smell, is highly
toxic, and works quickly when absorbed through the skin and even faster when
inhaled. Yes, Major Carter. I've got Grade One certification, Colonel Orlando‘s
class, 1993.“

»~And you have one of these?“ He patted his chest.

Lee undid a button under his tie. He reached beneath his undershirt and
withdrew the key.

Carter nodded. Together, the men removed the chains from around their
necks and walked to the vault. The keyholes were on opposite sides where one
man couldn‘t possibly reach them both: when the keys were inserted and
turned, the door retreated into the floor until a foot of the top remained: this
impediment was designed like a speed bump, to keep soldiers from rushing off
with the chemicals and having an accident.

Replacing the key around his neck, Major Carter returned to his desk to get
an order fulfillment form while Major Lee supervised the careful loading of the
two-foot-high orange drum onto a dolly. These dollies, specially designed to
cradle different sized containers, hung on a rack on the back wall: if an enemy
ever got through security and made it this far, they might not know that the
dollies contained chips that sounded an alarm when they were taken more than
two hundred yards from the HMV.

The drums were strapped to the dollies and taken outside, in turn, to the
waiting truck. As each was loaded, an armed guard from HMV stood watch; she
remained behind with the Korean driver each time Lee and his men returned to
get another.

When they were finished, Lee went back in and signed the fulfillment order.

Carter gave Lee his copy. ,You know to take this to General Norbom'*s office
for his stamp. Otherwise, they won‘t let you out the gate with this.“

sYes. Thank you.“

»,1 wish you luck,“ he said, offering Lee his hand. ,We need men like you.“



»~And you, he replied flatly.

Chapter 20

Tuesday, 6:25 A.M., Op-Center

Paul Hood and Liz Gordon arrived at the Tank at the same time. Hood
ushered her in with a sweep of his hand and then entered behind her. The
heavy door was operated by a button in the side of the large oval conference
table, and he pushed it when he was inside.

The small room was lit by fluorescent lights hung in banks over the
conference table; on the wall across from Hood‘s chair, the countdown clock
flashed its ever-changing array of digital numbers.

The walls, floor, door, and ceiling of the Tank were all covered with sound-
absorbing Acoustix; behind the mottled gray-and-black strips were several
layers of cork, a foot of concrete, and more Acoustix. In the midst of the
concrete, on all six sides of the room, was a pair of wire grids that generated
vacillating audio waves; electronically, nothing could enter or leave the room
without being utterly distorted. If any listening device did somehow manage to
pick up a conversation from inside, the randomness of the changing
modulation made reassembling the conversations impossible.

Hood sat down at the head of the table and Liz sat to his left. He turned
down the brightness on the monitor that sat beside a computer keyboard at his
end of the table; a tiny fiber-optic camera was attached to the top of the
monitor, and a similar setup was located at Mike Rodgers‘s position, across the
table.

Liz slapped her yellow pad on the table. ,Listen, Paul. I know what you‘re
going to say, but I‘'m not wrong. This wasn‘ his doing.“

Hood looked into the hazel eyes of his Staff Psychologist. Her medium-length
brown hair was pulled back by a black headband; a white streak on a lapel of
her smart red pantsuit was the residue of a carelessly brushed ash from one of
the Marlboros she chainsmoked in her office.

»1 wasn‘t going to say you were wrong,“ Hood replied evenly. ,But what I have
to know is precisely how sure you are. The President put me in charge of the
Korean Task Force, and I don‘t want to tell him his North Korean counterpart is
talking peace in our time while he‘s trying to egg us into crossing the DMZ.“

yEighty-nine percent,” she said in her raspy voice, ,that's how sure I am. If
Bob Herbert's intelligence is accurate and we factor that in, our confidence level
is ninety-two percent.“ She pulled a stick of Wrigley‘s from her pocket and
unwrapped it. ,The President of North Korea does not want a war. The short of
it is, he‘s thrilled with the way the lower class is growing and he knows that the
way to remain in power is to keep that class happy. The best way to do that is
end their self-imposed isolation. And you know what Herbert thinks.“

He did indeed. His Intelligence Officer believed that if the DPRK generals were
opposed to the President‘s policies, they‘d have thrown him out. The sudden
death of long-time leader Kim II Sung in 1994 left enough of a power void that
they could have moved in if they didn‘t like what was happening.



Liz folded the gum into her mouth. ,I know you don‘t think the psych division
is very scientific, and you‘d be happy as an elf if we were shut down. Okay. We
didn‘t figure on the police overreaction in Philly. But we‘ve worked on the North
Koreans for years, and I‘m sure we‘ve got this right!“

A computer monitor to his left beeped. Hood glanced at the E-mail message
from Bugs Benet: the other Task Force members were ready for the
teleconference. Hood pushed the ALT key to acknowledge, then regarded Liz.

»1 believe in first impressions, not in psychology. But I've never met the North
Korean leaders, so I have to rely on you. Here‘s what I need.

Liz uncapped her pen and began writing.

»1 want you to go back to your data and give me a fresh profile of the top
North Korean leaders factoring in the following: even if they didn‘t endorse that
attack, how will they react to a Defcon 5 mobilization on our part, to a possible
South Korean reprisal in Pyongyang, and whether any of the DPRK generals are
crazy enough to have authorized something like this without a presidential
okay.

»,1 also want you to recheck that study you gave the CONEX people about
China. You said that the Chinese wouldn‘t want to get into a war on the
peninsula, but that a few officials might push for it. Write up who and why and
send a copy to Ambassador Rachlin in Beijing so he can do whatever stroking
he feels is necessary.“

When they were finished—indicated, as always, by the Director‘s exasperated
exhaling, of which he probably wasn‘t even aware—Liz stood and Hood buzzed
her out. Before the door had shut again, Op-Center‘'s Interpol/FBI liaison
Darrell McCaskey stepped in. Hood acknowledged the short, wiry, prematurely
gray ex-FBI man and, when McCaskey was seated, Hood tapped the Control key
on his keyboard. As he did, the monitor divided into six equal sections, three
across and two down. Five of them were live television images of the other
attendees at that morning‘'s meeting; the sixth was Bugs Benet who would
monitor the transcription minutes of the meeting. There was a black bar at the
bottom for messages: if it was necessary for Hood to be updated on
developments in Korea, the Op-Center Situation Room would send a concise
message crawling across the screen.

Hood didn‘t understand why it was necessary to see the people he was
talking to, but wherever hi-tech was available it was used, whether it was
pertinent or not. The whole setup reminded him of the opening of The Brady
Bunch.

The audio for each image was controlled by the F buttons on the keyboard,
and before he turned on the others he hit F6 to talk to Bugs.

»sHas Mike Rodgers come in yet?“

»,Not yet. But the team has taken the field, so he should be here shortly.“

»Send him over when he arrives. Does Herbert have anything for us?“

»Also negative. Our intelligence people in the DPRK were as surprised as we
were by all this. He's in touch with the KCIA, and Il let you know when they
have something.“

Hood thanked him, then regarded the faces of his colleagues as he tapped Fl
through F5.

,Can everyone hear me?“

Five heads nodded.



»,Good. Gentlemen, it was my impression—and correct me if I‘m wrong—that
the President wants to be decisive in his handling of this crisis.“

»~<And victorious,“ Av Lincoln‘s little image added.

»2And victorious. Which means that the carrots we suggest may be a lot
shorter than our sticks. Steve, you have the policy files.“

The National Security Adviser turned slightly to look at another monitor in
his office. ,,Our policy on the peninsula is governed, of course, by treaty with
the South. Within that framework, we are committed to the following: to work
toward the stabilization of both sides, politically. To denuclearize the North and
promote the NPT; to maintain a North/South dialogue; to follow our historic
consultation procedure with Japan and China; to become immediately and
closely involved in any initiatives undertaken by either side; and to make sure
that no third party takes a more active hand in the foregoing than the United
States.

»ln short,“ said the Secretary of State, ,we keep all our fingers in the pie.“

Hood took a moment to look from face to face. There was no need to invite
further comment: if anyone had anything to say, they‘d say it.

sotrategies, then,“ he said. ,Mel, what do the Joint Chiefs of Staff feel we
should do?“

~We only spoke briefly,“ he said, using two fingers to smooth down his thin
mustache. ,But Ernie, Mel, Greg, and I were talking before you arrived at the
White House, and we‘re all of a mind about this. Regardless of whether the
bombing was an officially sanctioned act or not, we will seek to contain it
through diplomatic channels. The DPRK will be assured of continuing bilateral
talks, of increased trade, and of our help in maintaining the current regime.“

»The only caveat,“ said blond, youthful-looking CIA Director Greg Kidd, ,is
whether economic and political rewards will be enough to deter them from a
land grab. South Korea is the Holy Grail to them, particularly to some of the
generals, who may not settle for anything less. Taking the South would also
save them a fortune: the nuclear weapons program is a serious drain on the
economy, and they could ratchet that down if they didn‘t have to worry about
our nuclear presence in the South.“

»50 we may have a situation where it makes better fiduciary sense to unleash
a conventional war rather than pursue an all-out nuclear arms race.“

»,Correct, Paul. Especially when they have to play catch-up against the U.S.“

»If money is such a large part of this,“ Hood continued, ,what can we do to
put the screws to them financially?“

Av said, ,I've got the Deputy Secretary of State on the phone with Japan right
now, but it's a touchy situation. Both Koreas still harbor a great deal of
antagonism toward Japan for atrocities during the Second World War, but the
North and South are also trading partners with Japan. If they can‘t stay on the
sidelines, they‘re going to try very hard to maintain normal relations with both
sides.

»Llypical,“ Mel muttered.

sunderstandable,“ Av countered. ,The Japanese live in dread of war on the
peninsula and the possibility that it will spread.“

Greg Kidd said, ,There‘s something else to consider. Failing neutrality, it‘s
very likely that Japan will side with the North.“

S<Against us?“ Hood asked.

»<Against us.“



»lypical,“ Mel reiterated.

»lhe financial ties between Japan and the DPRK go deeper than most people
realize. The Japanese underworld has been investing drug and gambling profits
heavily in the North ... we think with the tacit blessings of Tokyo.“

»Why would the government sanction that?“ asked Hood.

,Because of their fear that the North Koreans have Nodong »Scud« missiles
capable of crossing the sea. If there were a war, and the North Koreans wanted
to play that trump card, the Japanese could take quite a pounding. Despite the
great PR, our Patriot missiles took out a very small number of Scuds during the
Gulf War. The Japanese will back us so long as they don‘t get their hair
mussed.“

Hood was silent for a moment. It was his job to pull threads and see where
they took him, regardless of how bizarre it seemed on the surface. He turned to
Deputy Assistant Director McCaskey.

yDarrell, what's the name of the super-nationalists in Japan, the ones that
blew up the Mexico City stock exchange when Bush started pushing NAFTA?“

»The Red Sky League.“

»lhat’s the one. As I recall, they oppose close Japanese ties with the U.S.“

slrue, though theyve always taken immediate credit for anything they do.
But you‘ve got a point: this may be a third party operation, maybe arms dealers
in the Middle East looking to make a killing selling to the North. Ill put some
people on it.“

The ex-FBI agent went to the computer on the other side of the room and
began E-mailing his sources in Asia and Europe.

»lhat‘s an interesting notion,“ Greg Kidd said, ,one I had as well. But arms
sales may not be what's behind this. I've got people looking into whether
someone is trying to draw us into a war while they go hog wild somewhere else,
Iraq or the Haitians, for example. They know the American public would never
stand for our soldiers fighting in two wars at the same time. If they can get us
waist deep in Korea first, that‘ll leave them free to fight their own war.“

Hood regarded Bugs Benet‘s small image. ,Put those in the Options Paper as
a footnote under PROBLEM. Whenever the hell Rodgers gets here, he and
Martha can hammer out an addendum.“ He looked back at the monitor. ,Av,
where do the Chinese stand in all this?“

»1 spoke with their Foreign Minister just before the meeting. They insist they
don‘t want war on their Manchurian border, but we also know they don‘t want
a unified Korea there either. In time, it would grow into a capitalistic
powerhouse that would spur envy and unrest among the Chinese. In the first
case, you have refugees streaming into China, and in the second, Chinese
trying to sneak into Korea for their bite of the apple.“

»,But Beijing is still providing money and military support to the North.“

»A relatively modest amount.“

»And if there‘s a war, will that increase or stop?“

Av flipped an invisible coin. ,Politically, it could go either way.“

ysuUnfortunately, we need a concensus on this for the President. Anyone care
to commit?“

»What do you say?“ Burkow asked.

Hood thought back to Liz Gordon‘s psych profile and took a leap of faith. ,We
assume theyll continue to support the North at present levels—even if war
erupts.



sThat would allow them to support their old allies without unduly
antagonizing the U.S.“

,That sounds reasonable,” said National Security Adviser Burkow, ,but—if
you'll forgive me—I think you‘re missing an important point. If the Chinese do
increase their support, and the President has relied on our paper, well all have
egg on our faces. If, however, we urge him to move substantial manpower into
the Yellow Sea—poised to strike at North Korea, but obviously keeping an eye
on China—then he‘ll be greatly relieved when Beijing does nothing.“

,sunless they perceive our sea power as a threat,“ said Defense Secretary
Colon. ,,Then they might be forced to become involved.“

Hood thought for several seconds. ,I suggest we downplay the China role.“

»1 agree,“ said Colon. ,I can see almost no circumstance that would cause us
to attack supply routes in China, so there‘s no reason to move guns into their
neighborhood.“

Hood was glad, but hardly surprised, that Colon agreed. Hood had never
served in the military—he lucked out on the draft lottery in 1969—and one of
the first things he learned about officers was how they‘re typically the last
advisers to advocate the use of force. If they did, they wanted to know very
clearly and explicitly the exit strategies for their troops.

S‘m with you on that, Ernie,“ said Av. ,The Chinese have lived with our
military presence in Korea for nearly half a century: theyll look the other way if
war erupts and we use it. They don‘t want to lose favored nation trade status,
not with their economy starting to percolate. And anyway, it will suit them to
play the role of Great White Father and try to settle this thing for us.“

Hood pushed F6 on the keyboard, then Control/Fl to see the current
document. As the transcription had scrolled by Bugs Benet, he had merged the
pertinent data with a blank Options Paper file. When the meeting was over,
Hood would be able to go over the rough draft of the form, add or detract as
necessary, and get it right over to the President.

His quick scan of the document revealed that they had everything they
needed—save for military options and the Task Force‘s opinion as to whether or
not they‘d be necessary.

LAll right,“ he said. ,Good work. Now let‘s hammer out the rest.“

Relying mostly on Defense Secretary Colon and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff Parker, and referring to on-file policy papers, the team recommended a
measured approach to full battlefield integration: continued slow deployment of
troops, tanks, artillery, and Patriots, with nuclear, chemical, and biological
depots on alert and ready to move.

Without new information from the KCIA and McCaskey'‘s incomplete check on
international terrorists, the Task Force recommended in addition that the
President work through diplomatic channels to contain and resolve the crisis.

Hood gave the team members thirty minutes to look over the rough Options
Paper and insert additional thoughts before he got to work on the final draft. As
he finished up, Bugs cleared his throat.

»9ir, Deputy Director Rodgers would like to speak with you.“

Hood looked up at the countdown clock; Rodgers had been out of touch for
nearly three hours. Hood hoped he had a good explanation.

»oend him right in, Bugs.“

Bugs looked like he wanted to loosen his collar; his round face grew red.

,] can‘t do that, sir.“



»Why? Where is he?“

,On the phone.“

Hood was reminded of the funny feeling he‘d had when Rodgers quoted Lord
Nelson. His features darkened. ,Where is he?“

»Sir—somewhere over the Virginia-Kentucky border.“

Chapter 21

Tuesday, 9:00 P.M., Seoul

Gregory Donald walked for a while after leaving the Embassy. He was
anxious to get to the base, to look after his wife, and to call her parents with the
awful news. But he needed time to compose himself for that. To reflect. Her
poor father and younger brother would be devastated.

He also had an idea he needed to mull over.

He made his way slowly down old Chongjin Way, past the markets with their
brightly colored lanterns, banners, and awnings, all of them alive under the
streetlights. The area was more crowded than usual, packed with the curious
who had come to look at the blast site, to take pictures and videos and collect
mementoes of scrap metal or shards of brick.

He bought fresh tobacco at an open-air stand, a Korean blend; he wanted a
taste and smell to associate with this moment, one that would always bring
back the aching love he felt for Soonji.

His poor Soonji. She gave up a college professorship in political science here
to marry him, to help expatriate Koreans in the U.S. He had never doubted his
wife‘s affection for him, but he had always wondered how much she was moved
to marry him by love and how much because it was easier for her to come to
the U.S. in his company. He didn‘t feel guilty thinking that, even now. If
anything, her willingness to sacrifice a career that was important to her, to take
a husband she barely knew, just to help others made her seem more precious
in his eyes. If he had come to realize anything about people in his sixty-two
years, it was that relationships between them shouldn‘t be defined by society,
but by the people involved. And he and Soonji had surely done that.

He lit the pipe as he walked, the glow of the flame playing off his tear-filled
eyes. It seemed like he should be able to turn around, pick up the phone at the
Embassy, and call her, ask her what she was reading or what she‘d eaten as he
did every night they weren‘t together. It was inconceivable to him that he
couldn‘t do that—unnatural. He wept as he waited to cross the street.

Would anything matter again?

Right now, he didn‘t see how. Whatever the level of love they shared, they
were also a genuine mutual admiration society. He and Soonji knew that even
when no one else appreciated what they were doing or trying to do, they
themselves did. They laughed and wept together, debated and fought and
kissed and made up together, and hurt together for the hardworking Koreans
who were being brutalized in American cities. He could carry on alone, though
he no longer seemed to have the desire. It would be his mind and not his heart
that drove him. His heart died at a little past six this evening.



Yet, there was still a part of him that burned, that flamed hotter as he
thought about the act itself. The explosion. He had known tragedy and loss in
his life, had lost so many friends and colleagues through car accidents, plane
crashes, and even assassination. But that was random or it was targeted: it
was fate or it was an act aimed at a specific figure for a particular deed or
philosophy. He simply couldn‘t comprehend the shocking impunity that drove
someone to commit a blind act like this, to snuff out Soonji‘s life along with the
lives of so many others. What cause was so urgent that the death of innocents
was the best way to get attention? Whose ego or ambition or singular world
view was so strong that it had to be satisfied in this way?

Donald didn‘t know, but he cared. He wanted the perpetrators captured and
executed. In ancient days, the Koreans decapitated murderers and left their
heads on poles for birds to feed on, their souls blind, deaf, and speechless as
they wandered through eternity. That was what he wanted for these people.
That, and for them not to run into Soonji in the afterlife: in her boundless
charity, she was liable to take them by the hand and lead them to a place where
it was safe and comfortable.

He stopped walking in front of a movie theater and stood for a minute,
thinking again about the footprints and the water bottle. He found himself
wishing that he could be a part of Hwan‘s team, not just to bring the bombers
to justice but to give himself something to focus on other than his grief.

Yet maybe there was a job for him, one that could get to the bottom of this
quicker than men at the KCIA. He would need General Norbom‘ help and
confidence to succeed, and he would have to know, somehow, that she would
have approved, his Soonji.

Thinking about Soonji again brought tears spilling onto his cheeks. Stepping
to the curb, Donald hailed a taxi and headed for the U.S. base.

Chapter 22

Tuesday, 7:08 A.M, Virginia-Kentucky Border

Rodgers pressed the radio headset to his ear and, though the volume was
turned way up, he was still having a tough time hearing what Paul Hood had to
say. Which was just as well: when he‘d pulled out his yellow earplugs to take
the call, he‘d known it wouldn‘t be warm and fuzzy-and it wasn‘t.

It would be better if he were screaming, because then he could have heard.
But Hood wasn‘t a screamer. When he got angry he talked slowly, measuring
his words with care as though afraid a wrong one might slip in on his wrath.
For some reason, Rodgers had this image of Hood wearing an apron and
holding a large pallet, feeding his words gingerly as though he were slipping
pizzas into an oven.

»---has left me dangerously understaffed,“ he was saying. ,I've got Martha as
my right-hand man.“

~She‘s good, Paul,“ he yelled into the microphone. ,I felt my place was with
the team, first time overseas.“

»lhat was not your decision to make! You should have cleared your itinerary
with me!“



»,1 knew you‘d have your hands full. I didn‘t want to bother you.“

»,You didn‘t want me to say no, Mike. At least admit that. Don‘t jerk me off.“

,=Okay. I admit it.“

Rodgers looked at Lt. Col. Squires, who was pretending not to listen. The
General drummed the radio, hoping that Hood knew when to stop: he was as
much a professional as the Director was, more so in military matters, and he
didn‘t intend to take more than a bare-bones, there-I've-had-my-say dressing
down. Especially from a guy who was busy fundraising with the likes of Julia
Roberts and Tom Cruise while he was leading a mechanized brigade in the
Persian Gulf.

S»All right, Mike,“ Hood said, ,you‘Tre there. How do we maximize your
effectiveness?“

Good. He did know when to stop.

ysFor now,“ Rodgers said, ,just keep me apprised of any new developments,
and if we have to go into action make sure my staff runs the simulations
through the computer.“

»1 copy on the sims, and the only new development is that the President put
us in charge of the Task Force. He wants to play hardball.“

,Good.“

~We'l debate that over pizza and beer when it‘'s all over. Right now, your
orders are to continue to your destination. We‘ll radio if there are any updates
or changes.“

»Roger.“

,2And, Mike?“

,Yes?“

sLet the kids do the heavy lifting, Middle-Aged Man.“

The men signed out and Rodgers sat back, chuckling over their favorite
Saturday Night Live character. Yet what really got him was the pizza reference.
Maybe it was just a coincidence, but Hood had an uncanny instinct for picking
up people‘s vibes about things. Rodgers often wondered if Hood had developed
those talents in politics or whether he‘d been drawn to politics because of it.
Whenever Rodgers felt like kicking Hood in the ass, he reminded himself that
the guy got the top spot for a reason ... however much he wished he‘d been
offered it himself.

He also wished Hood would join him at the track once in a while, instead of
doing the Family Man of the Year drill. They could probably make a fortune
together, and some of the girls he knew might loosen Hood up a bit—make
everyone's life a little less uptight.

Slipping off the headset, Rodgers lay back against the cold, vibrating
aluminum rib of the transport plane. He ran a hand over his graying black hair,
freshly buzz-cut the day before.

He knew that Hood couldn‘t help being what he was any more than Rodgers
could change himself, and that probably wasn‘t a bad thing. What was it that
Laodamas had said to Odysseus? ,Enter our games, then; ease your heart of
trouble.“ Where would any of them be without competition and rivalry to spur
them on? Had Odysseus not participated in and won the discus throw, he
would not have been invited to the palace of Alcinous and been given the gifts
that proved so important on his journey home.

»91r,“ said Squires, ,do you want to start going over our playbook? We‘ll need
a couple of hours.“



»~Absolutely,“ said Rodgers. ,Itll ease my heart of trouble.“ Squires shot him a
puzzled look as he scooted closer on the bench and looked down at the oversize
looseleaf binder.

Chapter 23

Tuesday, 7:10 A.M., Op-Center

Liz Gordon was sitting in her small office, decorated only with a signed
photograph of the President, a carte de visite of Freud, and, on the closet door,
a Carl Jung dartboard given to her by her second ex-husband.

Across the Spartan metal desk, Associate Staff Psychologist Sheryl Shade
and Assistant Psychologist James Solomon both worked on laptops that were
plugged into Liz‘s Peer-2030 computer.

Liz used her old Marlboro to light a fresh one as she stared at her computer
monitor. She blew smoke. It would appear that our data adds up to the
President of North Korea being a pretty solid citizen. What do you say?“

Sheryl nodded. ,Everything is right in the middle of the chart, or toward the
better adjusted. Relationship with his mother is strong ... long-term girlfriend ...
remembers birthdays and anniversaries ... no sexual aberrations ... diet
normal... drinks very moderately. We even have that cite from Dr. Hwong about
how he uses words that communicate ideas rather than trying to impress
people with his vocabulary, which is extensive.

»~And there‘s nothing in the files of any of his executive staff that suggests
they‘d go against him,“ Sheryl added. ,If we‘re dealing with a terrorist, he or she
is not a member of the President‘s inner circle.“

»Right,“ Liz said. ,Jimmy, whatve you got?“

The young man shook his head. ,We‘ve got a flat line on aggression in
Zhonghua Renmin Gonghe Guo. In private conversations monitored here and
by the CIA since we did our last report—the most recent at 0700 yesterday—the
President, Premier, General Secretary of the Communist Party, and other
leading figures in the People‘s Republic of China have all expressed a desire to
sit out any kind of confrontation on the peninsula.“

»Which all boils down to, we were right in the first place,” Liz said through a
stream of smoke. ,The methodology is right, the conclusions are right, you can
take our findings to the goddamn bank.“ She took another long drag, then told
Solomon to fax the names of the most militant Chinese leaders to Ambassador
Rachlin in Beijing. ,I don‘t think we have anything to worry about from them,
but Hood wants to cover all his bases.

Solomon flung her a two-fingered salute, unplugged his laptop, and hurried
to his office. He shut the door behind him.

»1 think that just about covers what Paul wanted,” Liz said. She drew hard on
her cigarette while Sheryl closed her computer and unplugged the cable. Liz
watched her carefully. ,What‘ve we got here, Sheryl—seventy-eight people?“

,You mean at Op-Center?“

»Yes. There are seventy-eight here, plus another forty-two support personnel
we share with DOD and the CIA, and the twelve Striker team members and the
people they borrow from Andrews. Figure a hundred forty in all. So why, with



all those people—so many of whom are friendly and open-minded and very, very
good at what they do—why do I give a fig what Paul Hood thinks about us? Why
can‘t I just do my job, give him what he asks for, and go have a double
espresso?“

,Because we seek the truth for its own sake, and he looks for ways to
manage it, use it for control.“

,You think so, huh?*

»slhat’s part of it. Youre also frustrated by that male mindset of his. You
remember his psych profile. Atheist, hates opera, never did mind-expanding
drugs in the sixties. If he can‘t touch it, assimilate it in his day-to-day
productivity, it‘s not worth the effort. Though that is a saving grace in one
respect.

,2How‘s that?“ Liz seemed tired as her computer beeped for attention.

»Mike Rodgers is the same way. If they didn‘t have that in common, they‘d
maul each other to death with looks and innuendo—worse than they do now.“

»IThe Bligh and Christian of Op-Center.“

The rail-thin blonde pointed a finger. ,I like it.“

»,But you know, Dr. Shade, I think it‘s something else—*

Shade looked interested. ,Really? What?“

Liz smiled. ,Sorry, Sheryl. Thanks to the magic of E-mail, I see that I'm
wanted at once by Ann Farris and Lowell Coffey II. Maybe we‘ll finish this later.“

With that, the Staff Psychologist turned the key in her computer, dropped it
in her pocket, and walked out the door-leaving a confused assistant behind her.

As she walked briskly down the corridor to the press office, folding more
gum, more pure chewing satisfaction, into her mouth, Liz had to suppress a
smile. It wasn‘t fair to have done what she did to Sheryl, but it was a good
exercise. Sheryl was new, fresh out of NYU and brimming with book learning—
kilobytes more than Liz had had at her age, ten years before. Yet she didn‘t
have very much life experience, and her thinking was much too linear. She
needed to explore some mental territory without a roadmap, discover routes of
her own. And a puzzle like Liz left her with—why does my boss care so much
what her boss thinks—will help take her there, make her go through the
process of ,Does she have a crush on him? Is she unhappy with her husband?
Does she want a promotion, and if so how will that affect me?“ A trail like that
could take her to any number of interesting places, all of which would be
beneficial to her.

The truth was, Liz enjoyed her espressos a great deal and didn‘t think about
Hood when she had them. His inability—or unwillingness—to grasp the clinical
soundness of her work didn‘t bother her. They crucified Jesus and locked
Galileo away, and none of that changed the truth of what they taught.

No, what frosted her was how he was the consummate politician before the
shit hit the fan. He courteously and conscientiously heard her out and
incorporated snippets of her findings into policy papers and strategies—albeit
not because he wanted to. That was what Op-Center‘s charter demanded. But
because he didn‘t trust her work, she was always the first one he called on the
carpet whenever something went wrong. She hated that, and swore that one
day she‘d leak his godless little psych file to Pat Robertson.

No you wouldn‘t, she told herself as she knocked on Ann Farris‘s door, but
fantasizing about it did keep her cool whenever he turned on the heat.



The Washington Times once deemed Ann Farris to be one of the twenty-five
most eligible young divorcees in the nation‘s capital. Three years later, she still
was.

Standing five-foot-seven, her brown hair bunched behind her and tied with
the designer kerchief-of-the-day, her teeth hardball-white, and her eyes a dark
rust, she was also one of the least understood women in Washington. With her
B.A. in journalism and M.A. in public administration from Bryn Mawr, the
Greenwich, Connecticut, blue-blood Farrises expected her to work on Wall
Street with her father, and then at some blue-chip firm as V.P., then Senior
V.P., then the sky was the limit.

Instead, she went to work as a political reporter for The Hour in nearby
Norwalk, stayed two years, landed the job of Press Secretary to the iconoclastic
third-party Governor of the state, and married an ultra-liberal public radio
commentator from New Haven. She retired to raise their son, then left two years
after that when funding cuts cost her husband his job and desperation sent
him into the arms of a wealthy Westport matron. Moving to Washington, Ann
got a job as Press Secretary for the newly elected junior Senator from
Connecticut—a bright, attentive married man. She began having an affair with
him shortly after arriving, the first of many intense, satisfying affairs with
bright, attentive married men, one of whom held an office higher than Vice
President.

That last part wasn‘t in her confidential psych file, but Liz knew because Ann
had told her. She also confessed—though it was obvious—that she had a crush
on Paul Hood and entertained some exotic fantasies about him. The statuesque
beauty was remarkably frank about her relationships, at least to Liz: Ann
reminded her of a Catholic schoolgir]l she once knew, Meg Hughes, who was as
careful and polite as she could be around the nuns, then uncorked her darkest
secrets when they were away.

Liz often wondered if Ann confided in her because she was a psychologist or
because she didn‘t perceive her as a rival.

Ann‘s husky voice told Liz to come in.

The smell of her office was unique, a blend of her pinelike, not-tested-on-
animals Faire perfume and the faint, musky odor of the framed, archivally
preserved newspaper front pages hung around her office, from before the
Revolution to the present. There were over forty in all, and Ann said it was an
interesting exercise to read the articles and ponder how she would have
handled the crises differently.

Liz gave a quick smile to Ann, and blinked slowly at Lowell Coffey II. The
young attorney stood when she entered; as always, he was fondling something
rich—one of his diamond culff links.

Masturbating the money, Liz thought. Unlike Ann, Coffey Percy Richkid had
bought into his attorney-parents‘ Beverly Hills life-style and Alpha Gamma
Crappa grandiloquence. He was always touching something that cost his family
more than his yearly salary—Armani tie, gold Flagge fountain pen, Rolex
wristwatch. She wasn‘t sure whether it was giving him pleasure, calling
attention to how big his wallet was, or some of both, but it was transparent and
annoying. So was the perfect, razor-cut dirty-blond hair, the manicured and
polished fingernails, and the perfect, gray, three-piece Yves St. Laurent suit.
She once begged Hood to put a spy eye in his office so they could settle once



and for all not if he hit the lint remover every time he shut the door, but for how
long.

»A cheerful good morning to you,“ Coffey said.

»,Hi, Two. Morning, Ann.“

Ann smiled and waved her fingers. She was sitting behind her big antique
desk instead of on the front edge, as usual—a body-language barrier against
Coffey, Liz imagined. The Yale grad was too smart or too chicken to indulge in
overt sexual harassment, but his come-hither approach to Ann made him less
popular than wage freezes among PR and psych personnel.

sThanks for coming, Liz,“ Ann said. ,Sorry to have to bring you in on this,
but Lowell insisted.“ She swung her computer monitor around. ,Paul wants a
press release out there by eight, and I need you to sign off on an assessment of
the North Korean leaders.“

Liz leaned stiff-armed on the desk. ,Isn‘t this Bob Herbert‘s area?“

slechnically, yes,“ Coffey answered, his voice like rolling skeins of velvet.
,But some of the vocabulary Ann has chosen flirts with libel. If I can‘t make
sure it's defensible, I want to ascertain whether the subject will seek relief.“

»Like the President of North Korea is going to sue?“

»Ariel Sharon did.“

»That was Time, not the U.S. government.“

»~Ah, but suing the government would be a marvelous way for beleaguered
North Korea to fan the flames of sympathy.“ Coffey sat back down, released his
cuff link, and fiddled with the knot of his black tie. ,Would you want to undergo
discovery, ladies, be forced to reveal sources, operating procedures, and the
like? I wouldn‘t.“

»sYouTe right, Two, though it wouldn‘t be a lawsuit; you can‘t sue a sovereign
government. Still, there is a risk.“

He put on a just-do-it expression and held a hand toward the screen. Though
she hated to comply, Liz studied the monitor.

»Thanks,“ Ann said, patting the back of her hand.

Liz chewed her gum hard as she read. The highlighted passage was short and
concise:

We do not believe that the Democratic People's Republic of Korea wants war,
and we condemn rumors that its President personally ordered the terrorist
attack. There is no evidence to suggest that he has been under pressure from
hard-line officers opposed to reunification and compromise.

Liz turned to Coffey. ,,So?“

»,1 searched. Those rumors have not been published or broadcast elsewhere.“

»That‘s because the explosion only happened three hours ago.“

ysExactly. This would make us the first to consign said rumors to print—
partly because Bob Herbert has been the only one voicing them.“

Liz scratched her forehead. ,But we‘re condemning the rumors.“

»That doesn‘t matter. By introducing the issue, even in a censorious manner,
we‘re at risk, legally. We must be able to show an absence of malice.“

Ann folded her hands. ,I need the paragraph, Liz, or something very much
like it. What we‘re trying to do is let the North Koreans know that if the
President and his military advisers are behind this, we‘re onto them. And if they
aren‘t, then our press release can simply be taken at face value: we‘re outraged
by the rumors.“

»<And you want me to tell you how he‘s going to respond when he reads this.“



Ann nodded.

Liz's chewing slowed. She hated to give Coffey an inch, but she couldn‘t let
that influence her. She reread the passage.

»The President is not so naive that he wouldn‘t expect us to think these
things. But he‘s also proud enough to take offense at the way you‘ve singled
him out.“

Ann seemed disappointed. Coffey puffed slightly.

souggestions?“ Ann asked.

»Iwo. In the line, «..and we condemn rumors that its President personally
ordered, I would change President to government. That depersonalizes it.“

Ann regarded her for a long moment. ,,Okay. I can live with that. Next?“

»LThis one‘s a little dicier. Where you wrote, There is no evidence to suggest
that he has been under pressure from hard-line officers opposed to
reunification and compromise, I would say something like, (We believe that the
President continues to resist pressure from hard-line officers opposed to
reunification and compromise.» That still tells the DPRK that we‘re aware of the
hard-liners while making the President look good.“

»,But what if he‘s not good?“ Ann asked. ,Don‘t we look green if it turns out
he‘s behind the whole thing?“

»,1 don‘t think so,“ Liz said. ,It makes him look like an even bigger rat because
we trusted him.“

Ann looked from Liz to Coffey.

»,1 approve.“ Coffey said. ,We send the same message with no downside.“

Ann thought a moment longer, then typed in the changes. She saved the
document, then handed the mouse to Liz. ,You‘re good. Want to swap jobs for a
while?“

»sNo thanks,“ Liz said. ,I prefer my psychos to yours.“ She shifted her eyes
clandestinely to and from Coffey.

Ann nodded as Liz used the mouse to access her password and switch it to
the margin of the document. Her code would become part of the permanent file,
right beside the changes, though it wouldn‘t appear on the printed press
release.

As Liz was about to save the annotated file, the blue screen went black and
the fan behind the computer fell silent.

Ann ducked her head under the desk to see if she‘d somehow kicked the plug
from the surge protector: the cord was right where it should be, and the green
light on the surge protector was on.

There were mulffled shouts from outside the office; Coffey strode to the door
and opened it.

LIt seems,“ he said, ,that we‘re not alone.

»What do you mean?“ Ann asked.

Coffey faced her, his expression grave. ,It appears that all of the computers
in Op-Center have gone down.“

Chapter 24

Tuesday, 9:15 P.M., Seoul



After the taxi deposited him at the front gate of the U.S. base, Gregory
Donald presented his Op-Center photo-badge to the guard. A call to the office of
General Norbom and he was admitted.

Howard Norbom had been a Major in Korea while Donald was Ambassador.
They met at a party celebrating the twentieth anniversary of the end of the war
and had hit it off right away. Their liberal-leaning politics were the same, they
were both looking for a wholesome little thing to marry, and both were devotees
of classical piano, Frederic Chopin in particular, as Donald discovered when the
honky-tonk pianist took five and the Major sat down and did a commendable
job on the Revolutionary Etude.

Major Norbom found his wholesome little thing two weeks later when he met
Diane Albright of UPI. They were married three months after that and recently
celebrated their twenty-fourth wedding anniversary. The General and Diane
had two great kids: Mary Ann, a Pulitzer Prize nominated biographer, and Lon,
who worked for Greenpeace.

After an orderly showed him into the General‘s office, the men embraced and
Donald‘s tears began again.

»l‘m so sorry,“ the General said, embracing his friend, ,so very sorry. Diane‘s
on assignment in Soweto or she would have been here. She‘s going to meet us
here.“

»Thanks,“ Donald choked, ,but I‘ve decided to send Soonji to the U.S.“

y,Really? Her father agreed—*

»1 haven‘t spoken to him yet.“ Donald laughed mirthlessly. ,You know how he
felt about the marriage. But I know how Soonji felt about the United States,
and that‘s where I want her to be. I think it‘s where she‘d have wanted to be.“

Norbom nodded, then walked around his desk. ,The Embassy will have to
take care of the paperwork, but Il see that that gets right through. Is there
anything else I can do for you?“

»Yes, but tell me—is she here already?“

Norbom pursed his lips and nodded.

,] want to see her.“

sNot-now,“ Norbom said, and looked at his watch. ,I'm having our dinner
brought over. We can talk for a while.“

Donald looked into his friend‘s steel-gray eyes. Set in the craggy face of the
fifty-two-year-old Base Commander, those eyes inspired trust, and Donald had