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All the gadgets mentioned in the text were developed and/or deployed by various intelligence services from the World War II era through the 1960s. Some devices were slightly modified to fit the story, but maintained the technology available during the period.
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  Chapter one

The melodic rhythms of bossa nova drifted through the air, providing background music for the Ipanema area of Rio de Janeiro. The sun hung high, casting a golden glow and warming the afternoon to a toasty 88 degrees. An occasional sea breeze swept in from the nearby beach, offering a refreshing break from the heat. From the front door of a brightly painted youth hostel, two young men emerged. They stopped for a second to cinch their backpacks. 
The taller of the two gave every bit the appearance of a stylish traveler in his crisp white linen pants and loose, blue shirt. His blond hair caught the sunlight, turning it into a halo that framed his boyish face. The other had an olive hue to his skin, high cheekbones, and dark eyes, scanning the area from beneath the brim of a battered hat. His black hair reached his shoulders. In contrast to the tailored look of his companion, he wore western boots, jeans and a T-shirt.
Two girls draped over the hostel’s balcony, their voices floating down like a summer song. “Hello, James,” one called in a French accent. “Are you running away without saying goodbye?”
James Vagus turned back to the building, offering an exaggerated shrug and a lopsided smile. “I leave that sort of thing to the professionals.”
“Oh? You seemed very professional during our moonlight stroll and swim last night,” the girl teased.
The second girl spoke, also with a French accent. “I think Monsieur Dakota was just as professional.”
Dakota Walker removed his hat and bowed with a flourish. “I thank you, madam.” The Cherokee teen straightened up and put his hat on again. “Which one of us would you say was the more professional?”
“How should I know? I did not have a chance to find out,” the second girl pretended to pout, crossing her arms and nodding toward her friend. “She was most selfish and did not share.”
The first girl laughed. “True. I know, let us have James and Dakota take us to dinner, and we will change partners. We will discuss the matter after.”
“That is a very attractive idea, but we must catch a plane. I’m afraid our visas are expiring.” James gave a shrug of regret.
“Not to mention our expense account,” Dakota put in under his breath.
James shot Dakota a glance, then turned his attention back to the girls. He blew a kiss and performed a grand, theatrical wave. “Au revoir. Je vais penser à toi.”
The first girl blew a kiss back. “Alors pense à moi très fort.”
“Je le ferai.” James bowed.
“Show off,” Dakota squirted out of the corner of his mouth.
“Jealous,” James returned fire.
The second girl waved at Dakota. “J’espère vous voir bientôt.”
Dakota nudged James. “What did she say? My French isn’t that good.”
“Oh, only that she hopes to see me again,” James said.
Dakota held one hand in the air. “Whoa, whoa, there, pardner. Hold your horses. ‘Vous’ is the plural ‘you’, isn’t it? She hopes to see both of us again.”
James gave a grin and a shrug. “Well, if you insist on splitting hairs…”
Dakota rolled his eyes. The young women waved, leaning over the railing as though they might follow. James and Dakota returned the wave, slipped on their sunglasses and set off. A band played from a nearby restaurant, its lively beat mingling with the low hum of conversations that washed over the two as they passed.
James checked his watch. “We have some time before we have to head to the airport. Let’s walk down the beach for a while. It’s only a couple of blocks away.”
Impanema Beach sprawled out along a vast expanse of white sand, its gentle curve embracing the blue sweep of the Atlantic Ocean. In the distance, the majestic silhouette of the Two Brothers Mountains provided a striking backdrop, their rugged peaks touching the sky. Through the throngs of sunbathers and beachgoers, vendors walked on the sand, shouting while they sold their refreshing coconut water, tangy caipirinhas, sizzling grilled cheese, and colorful bikinis. The air was alive with the rhythmic thud of volleyballs, the agile leaps of footvolley players, and surfers riding the foamy crests of the waves.
“Not everyone gets job perks like this. I never dreamed I would get to visit Rio de Janeiro, and be paid a salary while I did it.” James waved a hand around the area as the two walked down the distinctive black-and-white wave-patterned mosaic sidewalk, dodging cyclists and runners. “I could get used to this. Easiest assignment ever.”
“Well, Eastern Bloc agents haven’t infiltrated the hostel,” Dakota said. “No opening of another front in the Cold War between the West and the East here.”
“Just evenings wrapped in conversations about saving the world, and singing folk songs,” James said.
“I never want to hear ‘Michael Rowed the Boat Ashore’ again.” Dakota made a face.
“Nevertheless, I did appreciate your attempt to start a round of ‘99 Bottles of Beer on the Wall’.” James adjusted his backpack. “I think we’re finally getting some recognition.”
Dakota looked puzzled. “Recognition? That’s not good in our line of work. What do you mean?”
James turned to his partner. “Don’t you see? After two weeks of surveillance, our assignment turned out to be nothing more than a paid vacation in the sun. Smith likes us enough to give us a break.”
Dakota shrugged. “I’d rather be on a mission that wasn’t straight out of a Boy Scout manual.”
James nudged Dakota. “It’s your youthful glow. Smith figured you fit right in.”
“I’m nineteen, not nine.” Dakota gave his partner a sidelong glance. “And you’re the same age. Don’t forget.”
“That’s my secret, Dakota.” James leaned toward his friend, as though about to spill something he didn’t want overheard. He lowered his voice. “I’m not actually a teenager. I look that way because of the plastic surgery. I’m really 49.”
“Oh, shut up.”
James laughed.
The burst of static from their backpacks stopped their banter. The noise was faint at first, then insistent enough to break their stride.
“What’s that?” James halted in mid-step.
Dakota swung his backpack off and rummaged through it. He pulled a small transistor radio from the depths, its sound growing louder as though relieved to be found. James checked his own pack, extracting a matching device.
The static stopped. After a second, it repeated in three short bursts. Then the radios fell quiet.
“Sounds like we’re being summoned. To the US consulate.” Dakota replaced his radio. He stood and shrugged on his pack. “What do you think it is about?”
“Don’t know.” James also put his radio in his backpack. “It may mean we won’t be playing summer camp much longer.”
“You think it’s really big this time?”
“No clue. The world doesn’t let us know when it’s about to blow up.” James looked around and then pointed. “There’s a bus stop.”
Their footsteps picked up speed as they headed for it. A cluster of street performers drummed on paint cans, the makeshift percussion echoing off the buildings and mirroring the rapid thump of their hearts. James and Dakota slipped through the crowd, moving with an efficiency that belied their casual appearances. Their conversation faded, the silence of purpose taking over as they made their way toward the consulate.

      ***The US consulate was a bland, multistory office building. Other than the United States seal hanging on the wall next to a photo of President Lyndon Johnson, the lobby could have been from any corporation. At least the air conditioning was keeping the Brazilian heat at bay. The young woman working at the desk gave the teens her best professional smile. “How can I assist you, gentlemen?”
James and Dakota presented their passports. The receptionist examined James’ and glanced up at him. She repeated this when she reviewed Dakota’s documents as well. With another smile, she stood up.
“Please wait a moment. Somebody will be out at once.” She disappeared down a hallway, passports in hand.
“How long do you think it will be?” Dakota asked.
“She said—”
“No, no,” Dakota cut James off. “Not what she said. How long before we get the line?”
“Oh, that.” James thought for a second. “Five minutes.”
“I vote four.”
A high-pitched voice spoke to them. “Mr. Vagus? Mr. Walker?”
The two turned around to see a short, thin, balding man whose face appeared to be completely hidden by his glasses. Somehow, James thought a cartoon owl stood in front of them. The man returned their passports.
“I have arranged an office for you.” The man gestured down the corridor. “This way, gentlemen.”
The hall stretched out, cold and institutional, its pale walls boring compared to the vibrancy they’d left behind in the streets. Their footsteps made no noise on the carpet as they walked to the briefing room.
James tried to make conversation. “I’m glad your receptionist understood the code on our passport numbers. Most of the time, we have to work our way through several secretaries to reach the appropriate party.”
“I will tell her that.” The man pushed his glasses up. “She will appreciate it.”
They stopped outside a room at the end of the hall, the man scanning the empty corridor behind them. He unlocked the door, opened it and motioned them inside.
“You can never be too careful.” His voice was a warble of tension.
“We understand,” James assured, winking at Dakota as they passed through the threshold.
The secure room resembled nothing more than a plain, windowless interior office. The walls were bare, stripped of any decorations or embellishments. A single fluorescent light flickered, casting a cold, harsh glow over the round conference table beneath it, with four chairs huddled around it. A speakerphone sat in the middle of the tabletop.
“I have to admit, you both appear too young to be…” the man looked quickly from side to side, as though to make sure that they were alone, “… secret agents.”
“That’s the point.” Dakota checked his watch. James suppressed a smile.
“MIS-X is a small agency consisting of young operatives,” James recited, almost as if reading a brochure. “This permits us to infiltrate situations and settings where an older agent might look out of place.”
“It must be exciting, your line of work.” The man examined James and Dakota as if they were movie stars.
“Well, nothing blew up and nobody tried to kill us today,” Dakota drawled. “So everything’s groovy.”
James gave a dismissive wave at his partner. “Never mind him. The truth is, frequently this job is very tedious and routine.”
“Were you in Rio for an assignment?” The man asked eagerly before bringing his hand to his mouth. “Oh, I’m sorry. You probably can’t discuss it.”
“No sweat,” James said. “But you’re right; we couldn’t talk about it.”
Dakota completed the thought. “If we were on a job, that is, but we’re not. We were here for a two-week paid vacation.”
The man gestured toward the chairs. “Please be seated. I’ll put the call through. It will be scrambled.” He looked pleased he could use an espionage term and left, softly closing the door behind him.
James and Dakota took off their backpacks, dropping them by the door, then each took a chair in front of the speaker.
“Four and a half minutes before he mentioned our age,” Dakota said. “You said five, I said four.”
“I guess it’s a toss-up,” James shrugged. He imitated an overenthusiastic kindergarten teacher and threw up his hands. “We’re both winners!”
Dakota chuckled, and the two sat in quiet for a minute. “I wonder what this is all about? Do you think Smith wants a report on the hostel right now? It doesn’t seem like it required a summons to the consulate.”
“Maybe he checked the expense accounts you talked about.” James waved a ‘naughty-naughty’ finger at Dakota.
Dakota returned a sour look. The phone in the center of the table crackled to life, and a sudden burst of static. “Smith here.” The voice belonged to the head of MIS-X, John Smith — a name both James and Dakota were positive was fake. That was what he called himself when he recruited James, just out of high school, into the agency a little over a year ago.
“The gardenias are blooming in Georgia.” James’ tone was steady, almost playful.
“But the soil’s still cold in Vermont,” Smith responded.
James nodded. Smith had provided the correct countersign.
“Mr. Vagus,” Smith said. “You still keeping that dog-eared copy of Treasure Island under your bunk?”
“Only if Long John Silver’s got the next clue.” James tilted his head toward Dakota. It was his turn now.
“Mr. Walker, did you ever fix the left brake on that old Indian motorcycle?” Smith asked.
“Still drifts on corners — just like me,” Dakota said.
After confirming their identities through the series of challenges and countersigns, James and Dakota eased back into the leather seats.
“The youth hostel is clean,” Dakota reported. “Neither James nor I could find any indications that it is being used for espionage purposes by the Eastern Bloc.”
“Good.” Smith’s voice crackled like distant thunder over the secure line. “However, that is not why you were called in. We’ve got a situation. The Cold War just heated up. Top priority. Could make the Cuban Missile Crisis seem like a picnic.”
James and Dakota exchanged curious glances and shifted in their chairs. “We’re ready, sir,” James said.
“Launch Authorization Codes for our nuclear missiles, our ICBMs, have been stolen,” Smith continued. “The crews use these sealed code cards or booklets to verify incoming messages. With the authentication codes in their hands, enemy states could potentially forge an order or create confusion during an actual alert.”
“Have they been duplicated?” Dakota folded his arms, cocking his head to one side.
“To the best of our knowledge, no. There is only one set compromised,” Smith responded.
“Can’t the codes be changed?” James asked.
“Of course they can, Mr. Vagus, and will be, but it is not as simple as that!” Smith erupted. “A reconfiguration of the codes requires physical access to each weapon system.”
Dakota leaned forward in his chair. “Does the system hardware have to be altered?”
“Yes, either by modifying the Permissive Action Link device in the silo or onboard an aircraft or submarine. The code module stored at a missile silo would have to be replaced. Even then, once the codes have been updated, they still have to be securely distributed to all personnel authorized to receive launch orders,” Smith said.
“That sounds like it would take time,” Dakota said.
“It could take days to weeks, depending on various factors,” Smith answered.
“How many weapons are we talking about?” James leaned forward and stared at the speaker, as though looking the MIS-X boss in the eye.
“We have over a thousand ICBMs, plus another 600 missiles on submarines, in our arsenal. The Soviet one is as large,” Smith responded.
“The Soviets?” James sat up straight. “How are they involved?”
“CIA has picked up whispers that similar codes have been stolen from the USSR,” Smith said. “That, however, has not been substantiated.”
“So the USSR may be in the same situation as we are,” Dakota pointed out. “Or not. We don’t know.”
“A bad actor with these codes could blackmail world leaders, neutralize nuclear deterrence, throw the world’s balance of power off,” James said.
“Not to mention maybe even trigger a nuclear war.” Dakota let out a long breath. “Wow. That’s heavy.”
“There’s only a short time for any mischief to occur, isn’t there?” James said. “Until the code updating process is completed.”
“Exactly, Mr. Vagus. We have a limited time to act,” Smith confirmed.
“Well, if they don’t make a move within a week, the codes are changed. They won’t work. Whoever took them is left out in the cold with a useless piece of paper.” Dakota shrugged. “Doesn’t that end the danger?”
“Immediate danger, yes, Dakota,” James said. “But I bet through careful study of the codes, a foreign power could infer information about the US launch sequence, code format, and other data about our ICBMs. And other data may have been taken at the same time.”
“You are correct, Mr. Vagus.” Smith gave a weary sigh of somebody who hadn’t had much rest in the last twenty-four hours. “We do not know the full extent of the breach.”
“Any idea how it happened?” James asked.
“It started with a bunch of peace activists. Idealists. Their goal was to make atomic weapons useless, thought they could change the world with one grand gesture. They could force the major powers into disarmament talks.” Smith’s pause was like a held breath. “Communists got to them. Infiltrated them, played on their naïve intentions. Convinced them to steal the codes.”
“The Reds wanted to make the peace group do their dirty work,” Dakota said. “The group then realized they were being manipulated. Perhaps stole the USSR codes to double-cross the Soviets.”
“That is the supposition we are working off,” Smith said.
James shook his head. “There are a lot of unknowns here.”
“The intelligence world is full of unknowns, Mr. Vagus,” Smith snapped. “Things got messy. The organization fractured, some still following the original plan, others taking sides with the infiltrators. And now it’s chaos. Pure chaos.”
James and Dakota exchanged worried glances.
Smith’s voice pulled the two back. “The different groups went underground. Each faction believes they’ve got the moral high ground. They don’t trust the other ones, and you can bet they sure as hell don’t trust us. And we’re not the only ones searching.”
“The Russians?” Dakota leaned forward.
“Yes. The Soviets know what’s at stake if they were victimized as well. They want their codes back, and if they can get their hands on ours at the same time, well, that’s a bonus,” Smith said.
“The same goes for our side, I expect,” James ventured.
“Of course, Mr. Vagus!” Smith barked. “We also suspect there’s a third party involved. Identity unknown at this point. It’s a mess, and it’s getting worse by the hour.”
James sighed and ran his fingers through his blonde hair. “Soviets and someone else. That’s a lot of competition.”
Dakota nodded. “And whoever that unknown party is, they might be closer than we think.”
“The last thing we need is another player on the field. Especially if they’re in the lead.” James and Dakota exchanged another look, one that said more than words ever could. “Where do we fit in, sir?”
“The whole American intelligence network is activated, investigating every clue and attempting to track down each individual involved with the peace organization,” Smith stated. “One of these is a man named Eduardo Figueroa.”
“I assume he’s in Rio,” James said.
“Correct. In your backyard,” Smith replied. “You’re the only assets in the immediate vicinity. And you two are close to Figueroa’s age as well. That may help you gain his trust. After all, isn’t the saying among the youth ‘never trust anyone over thirty’?”
“Any idea where we can locate him?” Dakota shifted in his chair.
“The last known address is Travessa da Esperança, 45 – Realengo, Rio de Janeiro,” Smith answered.
“Travessa da Esperança, 45—Realengo. Got it,” James repeated.
“Find him, see if he knows anything about those codes before the enemy does.” The urgency in Smith’s voice was tangible, as if he were in the room with them, standing over them with the weight of a nuclear threat hanging over everybody. “We’re counting on you two. Good luck, Mr. Vagus, Mr. Walker.”
The line went dead. The two agents sat in silence for a minute, absorbing the enormity of the situation.
“In 1962, the Cuban Missile Crisis brought the world to the brink of atomic war. Here we are, only four years later, and we’re back running in the same groove. I guess we’ll never learn.” James slumped back in his chair and tossed a glance toward Dakota. “Well, this one isn’t out of a Boy Scout manual.”
Dakota gave a rueful smile. “You can say that again.” He stood and headed for his backpack, James following.
As James bent down to grab his pack, Dakota suddenly stiffened and extended a cautious hand, signaling James to stop. James immediately obeyed. He had become convinced that Dakota was part feline. His friend could navigate pitch-black rooms with ease, glide across surfaces without a whisper, and pick up on the faintest sounds that eluded others. Right now, Dakota’s senses were on high alert, his head tilted slightly as if tuning into a frequency only he could detect.
With one swift motion, Dakota opened the office door. On the other side stood the bespectacled man, anxiously shifting his weight from foot to foot. He seemed taken by surprise at Dakota’s sudden presence.
“Can we help you?” Dakota asked politely.
“I… I just wanted to check on you. Is everything in order, gentlemen?” The man adjusted his glasses with a nervous gesture.
“Yes, thank you,” James replied with a practiced grin. He picked up his backpack. “We’ll be on our way. We still have some vacation time left.”
The man flashed them a weak smile and escorted them back through the sterile corridors to the lobby. When they stepped outside, the humid Rio air hit them like a wall, a contrast to the coolness of the consulate. The two adjusted the straps on their backpacks in silence. James’ thoughts were on their new mission. He was positive that Dakota was as well.
Dakota jerked his head toward the building. “What do you think about our friend in there?”
James thought for a moment. “I think he’s harmless. He just wants to be part of the exciting espionage life.”
“I hope you’re right,” Dakota said. “We don’t need any more complications with this. Let’s go.”






  
  Chapter two

The Hotel Miranda occupied that peculiar region between tourist accommodation and hourly rental. The walls bore water stains that resembled continents. A ceiling fan rotated with creaky reluctance, barely disturbing the hot air. 
“At least Smith won’t complain about the rate,” Dakota said as he cast his eyes around the room. James noted, as usual, his friend claimed the bed nearest the window and the breeze.
“It’s all we can afford with what cash we have on hand,” James said, unzipping his backpack and dumping it on the other bed. He unbuttoned and slipped out of his tailored shirt, letting it slide off his shoulders. The slacks came off next, replaced by a pair of faded jeans. He reached for a plain gray t-shirt, the fabric soft and worn, and pulled it on. He grabbed a navy windbreaker from the backpack, not because of the weather, but for its handy inside pocket.
James noticed Dakota, lounging on his bed, watching with a half-smile as he meticulously hung each garment in the closet, smoothing out any wrinkles. “Old habits.”
“Orphanage or training?”
“Orphanage,” James stepped back from the hung clothes with a satisfied nod. “I didn’t have many clothes, so I had to take care of the ones I had.”
Dakota sprang up. “Now that your transformation from a well-dressed tourist to a slob is complete, let’s get going.”
The taxi maneuvered through the streets that grew narrower as it ventured deeper into the city’s long-forgotten districts. The buildings stood like ancient, tired soldiers, their weary and worn exteriors leaning heavily against one another. Their once-proud plaster facades bore the ravages of time, many crumbling away to reveal the weathered concrete block skeletons beneath. Power lines weaved overhead in a black rubber web.
Dakota lowered his window. Inhaled. “Grilled meat. Cilantro. Motor oil.” His nostrils flared. “Garbage. Three-day-old fish.”
James envied his partner’s senses. “Hungry?”
“Not now.”
The taxi pulled to a stop. “Travessa da Esperança.” The driver waved a hand around the area. “Not tourist place. Careful.”
James paid the cabbie, and the two continued on foot. The narrow street had enough width to allow two cars to drive past each other. Several houses burst with vibrant hues of blues, greens, and other bright colors, popping out from the muted, drab facades of their neighbors. Children darted about with unrestrained energy, chasing a well-worn soccer ball that bounced erratically over the uneven pavement. Their gleeful shouts reverberated off the closely packed walls.
A boy no older than seven executed a perfect slide tackle, sending the ball ricocheting toward Dakota.
“Desculpa, moço!” the child called.
Dakota trapped the ball with his instep, then flicked it back with an expert move that earned appreciative whistles from the players.
“Making friends?” James asked.
“Information flows where trust exists,” Dakota proclaimed, raising his index finger in the air like an old-fashioned orator.
“I bet you read that in the training handbook,” James said
“Chapter four.”
The kids’ game continued behind them as James and Dakota tallied the doorways. They halted at an archway, where the number “45″ in blue paint was flaking off like a snake’s skin. Beyond the arch, a staircase led up. After a brief look around, James and Dakota made their way up to the top, arriving at a door.
Dakota paused, head tilted. “Someone’s home.”
James nodded and knocked. Three quick taps.
There was no answer. James rapped again.
A weak voice came from inside: “Pode entrar. Tá aberto.”
“It’s unlocked,” James said as he turned the knob and swung the door open. He and Dakota stepped in.
The apartment could not have measured more than 12 by 12 feet. The floor consisted of bare cement, smooth in some spots and cracked in others. A single small window, lacking glass and fitted with wooden shutters, allowed daylight and air to filter in, offering a view of entangled wires and rooftops through the slats. The walls may have been painted white at one time, but now resembled the color of weak tea. A curtain on a rope, currently pulled to one side, divided the sleeping area from the rest of the space.
Against one wall stood a narrow bed with a sagging mattress. A crate, serving as a nightstand, supported a lone lamp and an ashtray. In one corner, a two-burner gas stove was next to a counter created from reclaimed wood. Pots and utensils dangled from nails hammered into the wall above. A plastic basin on a shelf seemed to be for washing both dishes and clothes. Nearby, a small, worn refrigerator emitted an occasional hum. A fan oscillated noisily on a stand, pushing warm, humid air around the room. Other than a rosary pinned above the bed, there were no personal touches.
James addressed a young man, perhaps in his mid-twenties, lying on the bed. “Eduardo Figueroa?”
The man nodded. He looked to be of average height, his slender frame clothed simply in shorts and a patterned shirt. His black hair, tousled and unkempt, framed sharp features that drew attention to his piercing brown eyes. The man could be described at one time as handsome, but the pallor of his skin, beads of sweat on his forehead and the occasional tremor hinted at an illness consuming him. Despite his condition, the man pointed a gun directly at James and Dakota. They raised their hands.
“Ingles? Español?” James added, “Eu não falo português.”
“You said you didn’t speak Portuguese with an excellent accent,” Figueroa spoke in lightly accented English. “Although Spanish is my mother tongue, we can use English. To make everybody feel united as one people.”
James nodded toward the weapon Figueroa held and put his hands out to his sides. “We’re not armed.”
Eduardo gave a weak smile. “Either you two are very brave… or very stupid.”
“Just confident,” James said. “We didn’t bring guns. I mean, that’d be rude, considering you’re the host.” He examined Eduardo. “You’re ill.”
“I’m poisoned,” Eduardo corrected.
“We’ll get you to a hospital,” James said, gesturing to the door.
Eduardo waved a dismissive hand. “It is too late.”
“Who did it?”
“The list of possible suspects is long,” Eduardo said. His laugh was dry. “One of the communist governments, former members of my peace organization, who knows? It could have even been your side.”
“We did not do this,” James flatly stated.
Another humorless chuckle from Eduardo. “So young, so naïve. Nevertheless, you are the first to arrive, so to the victor belong the spoils.”
“We represent—” James started.
“The good old US of A, I presume,” Eduardo interrupted. “I would sing ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’, but all national anthems make me nauseous. More than I am now.”
James sensed Dakota tensing as he stood next to him. Eduardo’s type of attitude irritated his friend; he knew. He threw a “calm down” look at Dakota. Dakota gave a slight head tilt as if saying, “He’s all yours.” James spoke to Eduardo. “Then you are aware of our purpose.”
“Lock the door.” Eduardo pointed to it. “We do not want to be disturbed.”
“Are you expecting some more visitors?” James asked as Dakota slid the latch and returned to James’ side.
“Of course. Spies, which I assume you are, travel in packs. Like jackals.” Eduardo’s words dripped with scorn. He slipped the gun under the mattress.
James crossed his arms over his chest. Dying or not, Eduardo was beginning to tick him off as well. But if the peace activist wanted to play this game, James could too... if it meant getting the codes. So it was time for round one. “If Dakota and I are jackals, what does that make you? The shepherd?”
Eduardo smirked. “The fire alarm. The prophet. The oracle. I’m trying to wake the world up before it burns down.”
“And yet you allowed a pair of government jackals into your room. Interesting,” James said. “That smells more like desperation than revolution.”
“Oh, do not make that mistake. I’m not desperate,” Eduardo replied. “I’m disgusted. Disgusted watching empires pretend they’re guardians of peace while waving missiles in each other’s faces like children playing with matches in a field of dry grass.”
James tried a direct approach. “We’re here to ask—”
Eduardo held up one hand to stop him. “The whereabouts of a certain set of data. I know.” He chuckled. “It seems that as long as I know the location of those codes, I’ll never be lonesome.”
“I then can take it you do know where they are?” James asked.
Eduardo smiled and nodded his head. He said nothing more.
James worked at controlling the irritation in his voice. “You have knowledge of the whereabouts of launch codes that, in the wrong hands, have the potential to slaughter millions. That doesn’t sound like waking people up. Sounds like cold-blooded
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