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Prologue
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April 16th 1961 

––––––––
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The invasion of Castro’s Cuba was underway.

An unmarked transport plane soared through the cloud cover at thirty-five thousand feet, off the west coast of Cuba. It was a reliable ‘Flying Boxcar,’ a Fairchild C-119, its signature twin-boom design instantly recognizable if anyone could see through the current air conditions. But no insignia or tail numbers would be visible even if someone had been watching. 

“Five minutes!” the jumpmaster called. 

“Five minutes!” the team of paratroopers called back.

Nerves were tight. Night had not yet begun to give way to morning, the black sky mirrored by the dark ocean below. 

The five other men in the transport stood and lined up as one.

The door of the C-119 slid open with a heavy metal grating, slamming into place as the wheels met the edge of its rails. Wind rushed past them and the sharp cold air filled the cabin.

“Check equipment!”

They began to check over each other’s gear in the dim red glow of the aircraft, making sure everything was as it should be. There wouldn’t be a second chance. 

The C-119 dipped into a new course and banked east, curving toward the upcoming coast and closing the distance. Seven thousand feet of altitude was lost as the transport neared the drop zone. It would be tight.

Corporal Tyler ‘Zeddy’ Christiansen finished checking the equipped gear of the man in front of him. Then the team turned in unison to inspect once more.

Parachute on proper. Helmet. Goggles. Rifle. Sidearm. Pack.

“ETA two minutes!” the jumpmaster called over the thumping propellers.

“Two minutes!” the team called back.

The transport continued its lazy bank before straightening out. It dipped another few thousand feet for good measure. 

One of the men kissed a metal cross hanging from his neck on a silver beaded chain. The sergeant behind him slapped his shoulder for reassurance, and the jumper tucked the cross under his shirt.

A knot of turbulence interrupted the pre-jump ritual and shook the aircraft, jostling the troopers. The man behind Zeddy tripped and the corporal turned to catch him, but he regained his balance. The rest of them held fast. Another team member cracked his neck. Someone else coughed.

“Thirty seconds!”

Zeddy focused on the open night in front of them.

“Ten seconds!”

The light in the aircraft turned bright green.

“Green light!” the jumpmaster yelled. “Go! Go! Go!”

He slapped the shoulder of each paratrooper as they ran forward, nodding to each of them. 

Zeddy kept his steps and pace focused as he followed his teammates, running down the aircraft’s length and toward the door. 

One by one they disappeared into the wind, dropping out of the aircraft and swept away by the deep black. It was as if they were plucked from the aircraft by a giant invisible hand and taken away into a void. Zeddy swallowed and followed the sergeant in front of him.

The cold wind smashed into his face as he felt the slap on his arm from the jumpmaster.

Zeddy approached the darkness with a bounding pair of steps...

He jumped.

The woosh of air pressed against him from all sides as he plunged feet first like a comet careening through space. His stomach flip-flopped as his body realized there was no more ground beneath the jump, and adrenaline spiked through his spine, invading his system with an electric current of energy that banished any possibility of distraction. Zeddy was of one mind, and one body, seized by gravity’s uncaring grip. 

He broke through the clouds and looked through his goggles to try and see where his team members were. They were nowhere to be found. Zeddy had the sudden feeling of being utterly alone in the darkness, falling to his doom as a solitary paratrooper, but he shook the thought out of his mind. He had trained for this. He had jumped out of a dozen planes before. This was a familiar feeling. He was descending on Cuba’s Western coast. He knew the drop zone. He knew the mission. There was nothing to do but complete the task at hand.

He forced himself to breathe steadily as the ground grew before him. Then, with a well-practiced movement, he spread his arms and legs and flipped himself onto his stomach.

The winds of the Gulf of Mexico blew into his face more forcefully, and the fabric of his outfit whipped loudly like sails on a boat. Zeddy had heard rumors of R&D developing certain material that would allow a paratrooper to spread his arms and glide like a flying squirrel. That sure would be an improvement to what they had now. 

He could make out the patches of different shades of darkness below now: the Gulf of Mexico, the narrow strip of land that was Cuba, the various small islands dotting the coast. As the earth grew closer, he saw whitecaps crashing on the surface of the gulf. The strip of land grew less narrow, filling his view. He mentally pictured the map they’d all painstakingly memorized in their training and briefings. 

He spotted the DZ...

Zeddy reached behind his back and felt the loop attached to his release cord. He gave the thing a hard yank.

He was suddenly lifted in the air like a marionette on a string, flip-flopping haphazardly as the parachute exploded from its pack. He withheld a cry even if no one would hear him; his commitment to their covert operation was unwavering even seven thousand feet up. The pressure around his chest and groin were immense as the harness pulled hard at his body with its grip. 

The parachute finished unfolding with a whipping pop, then everything seemed to succumb to silence. 

Zeddy found himself gliding at last. He was finally in control. He surveyed the land in front of him, down below, and pulled at the steering cords on the 'chute to edge him past the ocean. 

It wasn’t until he was another couple thousand feet lower that he realized the problem.

He was way off course of the designated DZ.

Fear began to pierce through the focus of adrenaline. He re-adjusted his cords, pushing his parachute to its maximum, trying to gain more lift and cruise at a shallow angle to get past the beach and inland. But there was no changing the basic trajectory. 

It wasn’t his fault, he realized. The C-119 had been too far out. He had heard the jumpmaster and pilot arguing earlier about getting close enough to the coast, but the pilot said he was ordered to stay clear a certain distance. No one could know Americans were landing in Cuba.

“Shit!” Zeddy hissed as he confirmed what he already knew. He managed to spot a team member — he couldn’t tell who it was at this distance and in the dark — but there was another parachuting figure falling gracefully through the early morning sky. He watched as his fellow man tried the same maneuvering Zeddy was desperately trying for, and failing just as spectacularly. 

The ground was rushing up now. Zeddy heaved on the cords, grabbing one last thrust and bounce before bracing his knees for impact.

Wham!

The ground dragged at his feet as he slid through mud, and then into water, splashing and chilling his legs to the bone. Gnarled black trees thick with moist bark and moss sprang out from the surrounding water. Zeddy felt his feet being sucked by the goop as his parachute landed neatly beside him. A sudden root caught his left foot and he went careening face-first into the muck. 

He’d landed in a swamp.

He coughed and picked himself up, unclipping his 'chute with grimy gloves, pulling them off when they proved too soaked to be useful. 

Shit.

He wrapped up the fabric and tucked it in an ugly looking shrub trying to grow alongside the trees. He unclipped his rifle and unslung it from his pack. 

Zeddy scoured through the gloom for the others. 

A splash nearby alerted him instantly, and he took off in the direction of the sound. 

He found Jem struggling to balance himself in the slippery mud when he turned past a pair of trees.

“Jem,” Zeddy whispered as loud as he dared. He bounded over and took the man by the shoulders, looking him over to make sure his team member was alright.

Jem nodded. “Present and accounted for. Is it just you and me?”

“So far.”

Jem nodded again. “Alright, I’ll take point.”

“Roger,” Zeddy said, looking over his shoulder and scanning the swamp with his rifle before turning back to follow Jem. 

They advanced in an ever-growing loop, like the spiral of a snail.  

“Drop was bad,” Jem said.

“Missions never go as planned,” Zeddy said idly. He kept his voice low, continuing to scan the swamp. Staying alert was the core of military tactics. The real crap happened as soon as one’s guard dropped. 

Zeddy unzipped a uniformed sleeve and pulled out a map tucked in a waterproof pocket within. He produced a compass from a cargo-pant pocket, and followed their directions as they moved. 

Twenty minutes of splashing through knee-high swamp and slippery mud brought them to the others. The dark figures of their team grew more defined as they approached and grouped up.

“Who’s that?” Sergeant McIlroy asked.

“Alpha three and five,” Zeddy said, trudging forward. 

“Hey, I told ya they’d survive the jump,” Corporal Sam ‘Tickers’ Toutonson said, slapping Zeddy on the shoulder. 

“Any problems?” McIlroy asked, ignoring Tickers. 

Jem shook his head, although it was hard to make out the gesture in the darkness. Zeddy couldn’t tell anyone’s expressions. 

“We’re fine, other than the drop zone.”

“Yeah, what the fuck was that?” Tickers asked. 

“We’ve got a bigger problem,” McIlroy said. He grew quiet and they all turned to the fifth man that had landed with them.

He didn’t wear the same uniform as the others. His outfit was darker and his pack smaller. He was like an eel among fish.

“The supply drop is missing,” the CIA operative said. The others didn’t even know his name. He didn’t turn to face them as he spoke. He seemed fixated on the distant fog before them. 

“Sank in the swamp,” McIlroy said darkly. He spat into the mud. 

Their supplies included the necessary equipment to carry out the demolitions they were specifically tasked with. Without the supplies the entire mission was botched.

“Get on the radio,” the CIA operative said. His voice had an airy quality to it, like he was talking in a dream. “Get in touch with the brigade and get a SITREP.”

Tickers shrugged off his pack and pulled out the radio, handing the phone piece to the sergeant. 

“Blindado, Blindado, this is Alpha Team. SITREP request, over.”

He waited, but no one replied. He began to repeat the message. “Blindado, Blindado, this is Alpha —”

“Radio’s busted,” Tickers interrupted. He gave the radio a shake, then dropped it on the ground, slumping next to it.

“Shit,” McIlroy said. 

The CIA operative pursed his lips. “Did it get wet?”

Tickers stood up and took two mean steps toward the operative. “Of course it got wet, look where we landed man!”

The CIA operative didn’t reply. He unholstered his pistol with a smooth and practiced motion and Tickers flinched. But the operative simply held it low, finally turning to the others. “The mission has changed.” He snapped his fingers at the map Zeddy still held in his hands.  

“No shit Sherlock...” Tickers grumbled. Sergeant McIlroy slapped the man over the head and he shut up. 

Zeddy passed over the map but the operative didn’t take it. He simply scanned it with pursed lips. 

“We’ll head around the coast and raise hell where we can.” 

“Raise hell where we can? We don’t have the C-4 for the anti-aircraft guns!” Tickers said. 

This time the sergeant didn’t rebuke him.

The CIA operative blinked. “We don’t need to take out the guns. We just need to create a distraction.”

“Hold on a minute,” McIlroy said, and everyone but the CIA operative whipped their heads around at that. “We have orders for Bahia Honda. We’ve got to scout the landing for the boys. I don’t envy us for having to hump it all the way there but we’ve got no choice.”

The CIA operative pursed his lips again. “We don’t have to scout for a landing. There is no landing.”

Jem took a step forward. “The fuck?”

“We’re leading an invasion, man,” Zeddy said. 

The CIA operative spoke as if he were explaining something to a young child. “The invasion is happening elsewhere. We’re the diversion.”

“That’s just great!” Tickers said, turning around in a circle and kicking up swamp water.

“And they couldn’t think to tell us that?” McIlroy asked.

The CIA operative began moving forward, seemingly unperturbed by this change of events and reaction from the team. “Need-to-know basis.”

“As if the Cubans don’t already know we’re coming...” Jem muttered.

Zeddy couldn’t help but agree. 

“¿Hola? ¿Quién está ahí?” Hello? Who’s there?

Everyone snapped their weapons up immediately, trained on the distance in front of them. They backed into a semi-circle, staying silent, moving weapons back and forth, eyes darting outward into the fog. 

“¿Hola?” came the voice again. It was soft, but nearby. 

McIlroy tapped Tickers and Jem on the head and pointed them forward. The two crept ahead. Zeddy turned around to watch their rear, occasionally darting his head over his shoulder to see if the others had spotted their enemy. 

“Civilians,” Jem called. 

McIlroy and the CIA operative moved quickly to meet the others, while Zeddy slowly backed his way through the swamp and onto a patch of land to meet them. 

When he turned around, he saw a small fishing boat with a man and woman spreading out nets into the swamp water. Their eyes were wide at the sight of troops in this isolated area. Their hands were raised, and the woman was shaking. Tears were beginning to run down her face. 

“Civilians,” Jem said again softly. 

“Damn,” McIlroy said. “Alright we’ll —”

Two hollow blasts of gunfire broke the air with their mighty cracks. The team began to duck for cover and set up defensive positions before they quickly realized the CIA operative had fired the shots. 

The man in the boat fell straight backward, flipping head over heels over the keel and into the water. The woman crumpled into an unnatural squat then fell over onto her side. Blood stained her shirt and pooled in the curve of the boat’s hull.

“Shit!” Jem said. 

“What the fuck did you do that for?” Tickers cried.

McIlroy dashed over and lowered the operative’s firearm with a hand, giving the man a glare as he did so.

“Nothing personal,” the operative said calmly. “We don’t know what they overheard.”

“We don’t kill civilians,” McIlroy said.

“You kill whoever the mission demands you kill,” the operative said.

The two stared each other down for a long moment. The body of the man in the swamp water bobbed up and down. 

“Let’s get moving,” McIlroy finally said. 

The team was more alert now than it ever had been, and made sure rifles and senses were at the ready.

“Nothing personal...” Zeddy whispered to himself, scanning the gnarled trees at their six and then turning and falling into the column. 

They didn’t bother to search the boat further. If they had, they would have found a young girl and boy hiding under the damp tarp at the stern, bundled under a seat. The girl held the boy tight, hand over his mouth, hardly breathing for fear of alerting the men. 

For her, it was personal. 
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Chapter 1
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Shit had officially hit the fan. 

Linda Kim, the head of the Special Operations Group had called for an early morning meeting. And when Linda called a meeting, her subordinates fixed figurative bayonets and prepared to leave the comfortable trenches of their offices. 

Meetings with Linda could go one of two ways. Someone was either getting one of her famous ‘talks,’ in which Linda took on the role of a medieval inquisitor and forced her subject to understand the error of their ways, or shit had hit the fan.

Barker figured it was the latter, because Linda had mentioned someone else would be joining them, and her lambasting talks were always one-on-one. 

Barker had gotten the call at six in the morning. It was a particularly bad time to get a call — he’d been in the middle of crushing an online opponent in his latest real-time strategy gaming obsession. But, alas, work called. And when the CIA called, its officers answered.

When Linda called, her officers ran. 

Seven a.m. was early for most people. In fact, it was borderline ludicrous for most people to be having a work meeting at that time. Linda called meetings when she was free, and when she wanted them, and seven a.m. was the time Barker was given. 

It was well enough for Barker. Not that he was an early bird. His sleep schedule was such a mess he hardly knew what time it was at any given moment. He was unaware of the last time he’d slept, or the last time he’d eaten for that matter. His mind simply buzzed with whatever was happening at the time, and a meticulous memory and efficient categorizing brain allowed him to show up at the places he was needed. 

In this case, it was a Starbucks.

Most people didn’t know about the Starbucks at Langley. Most wouldn’t think there was a Starbucks at Langley. But even spooks needed their coffee. It was known as ‘Store Number One,’ and its presence at Langley solidified their legacy of opening up anywhere.

Barker walked up to the counter. Behind, employees were bustling around, grinding beans and getting the store ready for the day. They weren’t unused to customers coming in this early — one or two had already popped in — but they were rare enough. 

A young girl with pigtails spotted Barker and was about to ask his order but stopped before she opened her mouth. Barker blinked his beady eyes and the girl nodded, then got to work on his order. 

The Starbucks at Langley didn’t take names. Employees weren’t allowed to ask for them, and had to undergo extensive background checks. But they didn’t need Barker’s name, or even to ask his order. He was a regular.

“Venti salted caramel mocha Frap, extra whip!” the girl called. 

Barker frowned. “With —”

“...a pump of caramel sauce, a pump of mocha, and double blended, yes sir,” the girl passed over the drink.

Barker beamed as he reached out to take it. “Perfect, thank you.” Barker’s system ran mostly on sugar. It was one of the secrets to his success, and somehow didn’t affect his snake-like frame. 

The girl flinched at the lanky man’s intense gaze and sporadic eye twitch and quickly returned to grinding beans. 

Barker found the only table with anyone sitting at it.

Linda was a thin Korean woman who could almost seem frail at first glance. But anyone who spent a single moment in her presence would be proven sorely wrong by her sharp mind and perfectionist competence. She also managed to rule with an even hand of respect and fear, which gave Barker the willies.

The other woman sitting at the table was unknown to him, she was a little older than middle-aged, with dark hair and slightly tanned complexion; she was attractive by conventional standards and seemed to have an air of friendliness mixed with business. She gave Barker a weak smile when he approached the table. 

Barker stood there for a moment in front of the two women sitting at the table, holding his Frappuccino between both his hands and slurping as much of the sugary drink as he could in one go. 

“I have to drink as much as I can to balance out the whip ratio,” he explained unprompted, and Linda nudged a chair forward with her foot as the other woman continued her small smile.

Barker fell into the seat offered, straw dangling from his mouth, ready to get on with things.

“I thought it would be good for you two to meet,” Linda said without preamble. “Lauren, this is Barker. He helps run one of our Latin American task forces for SOG and the desk.”

She stood and reached out a hand to shake Barker’s own. He stared at it for a moment, looked her in the eye — dark brown, intelligent — then took it in both of his own and gave it a little shake. 

“Barker?” she asked. “Do you have a first — or last name?”

“Just Barker,” he replied quickly. “People call me Barker.”

Barker knew he was socially awkward. He knew he saw the world differently and strangely than others. Barker preferred things and analysis and problem-solving to people. He didn’t really understand other people’s emotions and wasn’t great at empathizing. He had no love-life, and hardly desired one. Social cues were largely lost on him. He fixated on irregularities and ignored most trivial (normal) things. These didn’t negatively impact his work — they were largely a boon, if anyone cared to notice — but they severely impacted his ability to connect and work effectively with others in many cases. Barker was aware of these things and had tried desperately long ago to change and be ‘normal.’ But his efforts had failed remarkably and he had instead focused on his work. 

Barker’s eccentricities were largely ignored or accepted by the high-caliber work places that eventually sought out to hire him. He was a brilliant young man with an insatiable appetite for performing tasks properly and to the best of anyone’s ability, and was usefully equipped with a desire to please his superiors — assuming he liked them, which wasn’t always the case. After a slew of successful Silicon Valley tech projects in his high school years, Barker found himself being recruited by various three-letter government agencies looking for talented programmers and computer wizards. It wasn’t long before the CIA came knocking. While the money was nice, they gave Barker the things he craved: competent superiors, near-unsolvable challenges with high stakes, and, secretly, acceptance. 

Barker had lost the anxiety that came with meeting a new person and worrying about what they might make of him. And it was a good thing he was good at what he did, or someone like Linda would never be able to put up with him. 

“I haven’t heard anything about you up until now,” Lauren said, sitting down once again.

“That’s generally how it goes,” Barker replied coolly. He didn’t like this woman. For absolutely no rational reason whatsoever. It mostly had to do with the single hair that had fallen on her shoulder and lingered like a slug climbing her arm. He tried not to stare at it. But he did. 

Linda interrupted his scrutiny. “Barker, Lauren Lopez is our new head of desk for Latin American Affairs. Our replacement for Locklee. She’s sometimes your boss, sometimes not — you know how this goes by now. She’s a PAG transfer, so be nice.”

Barker puffed up his cheeks with air and nodded. Lauren furrowed her eyebrows but didn’t say anything. At least he knew why he didn’t like her anymore. The Political Action Group had been messing around in CIA affairs in questionable ways for quite some time.

“You two can do the small talk thing with each other another time. We have to talk about a situation,” Linda began.

Barker sat up straighter and slowly lowered the straw poking out of the Frappuccino from his mouth. Lauren hadn’t touched her coffee and didn’t bother now. They were both at attention.

“Our meeting today is on a sensitive topic. What I’m about to tell you is classified within SOG only.” She paused letting that sink in for them. “Chief Operations Officer Mike Morrandon is the head of a covert operation known within Latin American Affairs as Blackthorne. Blackthorne is our resource for black ops in the Latin American sphere, after regular options have been exercised or are not viable. Assets of highly trained, highly independent caliber are scattered across the countries comprising that region. This would’ve been in your briefing,” Linda nodded to Lauren, and she nodded back. 

“As of oh-nine-hundred yesterday, Morrandon has seemingly abandoned his position. I received a call from him saying he would be coming to Langley to make a report. Instead, he decided to disappear. This is after meeting with Russian elements and losing a civilian asset to the Russians in a questionable manner. So, we may be looking at a turncoat situation. 

“Huh,” Barker said. “Does this have anything to do with the gunshots reported at his house?” 

Linda scowled. “Those details are classified.”

“CIA must’ve missed scrubbing those police reports,” Barker said idly, staring at a corner of the building. One of the lights was out, and it irritated him. He frowned, not realizing Linda was glaring back at him.

“We’re keeping this very close to the chest. I don’t need our PAG friends to be noting a chink in our armor — no offense Lauren — let alone the brass at SAD. We’re going to keep this in-house and clean up our mess on our own, like the happy little family we are. And if the neighbors peek in through the windows, I’m to be notified personally and immediately for damage control. Understood?”

“Yes ma’am,” they both responded in near-perfect unison.

“Good. I want to hear options.”

“We should comb through surveillance in DC first and branch out from there,” Lauren put in, stating the obvious but most surefire opening move. “Traffic cams, establishments, run it all through facial recognition — if a single camera snagged him, we’ll have him right away, he’s embedded in our systems.”

Linda nodded. “Naturally.”

“Cut off all CIA resources that we can. Block accounts, change passwords, track anything that gets tapped. Alert all faculties for any SOG requests and have them report any suspicious activity.”

Linda took a sip of coffee. “We’ve already begun. But it will take time and we can’t catch everything.”

“Contact friends, family, and coworkers,” Lauren continued. “Find out if they know anything...if Morrandon said something in passing, even.”

An awkward silence fell on the table. Barker sipped loudly at his drink as the two women avoided eye contact with him. He wasn’t particularly good at reading body language (even if he was trained in it), but then considered Lauren’s statement.

“Ah,” he said. “What do you want to know?”

“Did Mike contact you before he abandoned his post?” Linda asked. 

“You already know the answer to that. You would’ve tracked the call.”

Linda bit the inside of her cheek, and asked her next question with exaggerated diction. “What did Mike say to you?”

“Ah,” Barker wiggled his lips. A smattering of whipped cream coated some unkempt facial hairs below his nose. “Guess we didn’t talk long enough for that. Ah well. Just that he was set up.”

“Just that he was set up?” Linda repeated, incredulously.

“Yeah. Seems to make sense. I helped him with the Russian meets. We were following a lead and got screwed over at the end. But funny enough...I think that was part of his plan. You know, to stop the PAG from getting to that Barry guy.”

“He wanted an American civilian to be captured by the Russians?” Lauren asked, also incredulous now. “And he allowed it to happen?”

“Well, when you put it that way...” Barker sighed.

“Where do you think he’s gone?” Linda asked.

“What a great question,” Barker said sincerely, and Linda suppressed a frown. “That depends most on what he’s trying to achieve.”

“He didn’t say anything?”

“He wanted to keep me out of it,” Barker said softly.

“I want a report — a damn full report — of the interactions with Russian elements and any other interactions between you and Morrandon during the Nicaragua operation.” Barker was about to open his mouth but Linda added, “Relevant interactions, Barker.” He closed his mouth and didn’t say anything. “What else?” Linda continued, mostly referring the question to Lauren.

“Then...move onto purchases — credit or debit for planes or trains, that sort of thing,” she said, as if Barker hadn’t said a word. 

Barker used his straw to start digging out whipped cream from his Frappuccino. “He’ll pay in cash.”

“Some services won’t allow that,” Lauren countered.

“Then he won’t use those services,” Barker shrugged.

“The point is,” Lauren continued quickly, irritated, “we track everything and run it through the system. See what turns up.”

Linda looked to Barker expectantly.

“I mean, sure. You’re just not going to find anything.”

Lauren huffed. 

Linda nodded at Lauren. “Barker, people can’t just go invisible. Not in this day and age, and definitely not a CIA officer who has their entire identity coded into our network.”

Barker raised his eyebrows, surprised at the naivete in Linda’s statement. “I don’t think either of you seem to understand who you’re trying to track. You’re right. This isn’t a civilian. This is a CIA officer. But more than that, Mike realizes the stakes here. He’s out on a mission. There’s no room for failure. He’s been cultivating resources and assets his entire career. He’ll pull all the stops.”

“He’s not used to being in the field,” Linda said flatly. 

“Did pretty good with the Russian,” Barker countered. He didn’t realize that he really needed to stop talking. 

“Do you have any better ideas?” Linda asked, her expression growing dark. “Please, share with us.”

Barker rubbed the back of his head. “Nope. Just that this might be a waste of time.”

“Careful, Barker. Careful.”

Barker gulped. He hadn’t realized he’d done anything wrong. He tried to repair things. “All I’m wondering is what if we can’t bring him back in?”

“You already know the answer to that,” Linda said, as calm as the water on a summer pond.

A heavy silence hung over the table. Barker resorted to slurping at his drink for some strange form of comfort. Lauren cleared her throat. Linda leaned back and delicately placed her hands on the edge of the table.

“Barker, you’re acting head of Blackthorne now,” Linda said. Her mouth curved in a wry smile, and her tone spat the words out like she found an intense private irony in them. Barker got the impression she wasn’t exactly happy granting him that acting power but there wasn’t much he could do about that. 

“Alrighty,” he shrugged.

Lauren’s eyebrows went up and she exchanged a glance with Linda before hiding a smile — the kind bullies make to their friends. Barker looked from her to Linda in confusion, then realized that he’d just been put in charge of one of the most powerful clandestine forces in Special Operations. 

“I won’t let you down, ma’am!” he said a little too loudly. The Starbucks employee with the pigtails glanced up from shuffling some receipts around and then quickly ducked her head, pretending like she hadn’t heard a thing.

Linda pursed her lips. “Thank you, Barker.” She turned to Lauren. “Lopez. Back to work. Keep me in the loop.” 

Linda took her time finishing her coffee, then stood and exited the café.

Barker sat up straight in his chair and sipped long and hard on his drink until it burned the back of his throat and the freeze crept up into his head. 

“Ah!”

Lauren blinked, then held out her hand. “Nice meeting you Barker. Looking forward to working together.”

Yeah, right... Barker thought, knowing this woman thought nothing of the sort. But he put down his drink and took her hand in between the two clammy palms of his own and gave it a rapid shake. “Likewise,” he said. 

She stood, gave him a sharp nod, and departed. He watched her go while he sipped at the bottom of his Frappuccino. She wiped her hand on her pants discreetly as she reached the door. 

“Hm...”

Barker looked back up at the dark spot on the ceiling, near the corner where the light was burnt out. 

“Hm...”

He crossed his arms and frowned.

He thought about his current predicament. His boss, and the most trustworthy individual he knew, had just skipped out on his job as head of one of the most high-profile task forces in the entire SOG. That left Barker filling shoes until they found a more suitable replacement. Barker wasn’t ambitious really — he was happy to be a second-in-command, as long as he worked under someone competent and tolerable, and although he had the proper rap sheet to run Blackthorne he wasn’t leadership material. 

Linda was after Mike. Preferably alive, but if he resisted, she’d put a hit on his head without hesitation. CIA officers didn’t desert. They died. 

That meant that Barker needed to find Mike first, and try to uncover just what he was up to. It would be a race against Linda and the rest of the resources of the SOG. It would normally be no contest. But Barker had just been put in charge of an entire black ops taskforce. 

He grinned to himself, stood, and tossed his drink container in the trash. 

And of course, he’d failed to mention that he’d bought Mike a plane ticket to Miami — off the books — the night previous. 

Barker’s brain was overactive. It must’ve slipped his mind. 
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Chapter 2 
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The hotel they’d booked was classier than John would’ve liked. Anyone who knew to blend in meant to stay away from things like luxury — anything that could stand out from the hum-drum of daily life, anything far or above average, anything that could be remembered. The second best spies were the ones who could get seen and then forgotten. The best spies were never noticed. But they’d needed something fast and it was the first hotel they’d spotted. John liked the location — plenty of exit points and central enough in Miami’s downtown that they could blend in with the crowd. Between Mike’s slight limp and John’s hunched frame from his bullet wound, their party looked like an infirmary. 

So they’d booked the place for an undetermined stay for an extortionist’s price. Marcela swept the room looking for bugs out of habit, while John unholstered his gun and lay it on a small eating table. Mike watched the other man’s movements warily as he slumped into a chair, frame creaking slightly under his weight. The big man sighed and rubbed his leg.

John leaned against the marble countertop and took a deep breath, feeling the pull of his stitches against his flesh. He was healing, but he needed rest. John knew this, but he wasn’t particularly happy about it. 

Finally deciding the room was clean, Marcela found a kettle and began to boil water.

John raised an eyebrow in a question for her.

“Tea,” she said without a second glance. 

John grunted and began to stretch, flinching when he reached the edge of his wounded mobility.

“What happened to you?” Mike asked, breaking his silence since John and Marcela had ordered him to follow them through Miami’s streets. He hadn’t refused, but he wasn’t happy about having a gun trained on him either. 

“AK round,” John said, lifting his shirt and checking his bandages. 

“Hit anything important?” Mike asked.

“Obviously not,” Marcela snapped. “And you? What’s wrong with your leg? You’ve been limping like a flamingo since we met you.”

“A flamingo?” Mike asked. John reciprocated the confusion with his expression.

Marcela blew air at her bangs in exasperation. “Flamingos stand on one leg.” She pointed to Mike. “What happened.”

“Ballpoint pen.”

“Ouchie,” Marcela said. “That’s why you don’t fight with women.”

Mike furrowed his brows. “I didn’t say it was a woman.”

“Was it a woman?” Marcela asked.

Mike didn’t respond.

“What I thought,” Marcela said. 

John turned over his shoulder and whispered for only Marcela to hear. “How did you know that?” 

“Fifty percent chance,” she said with a wink, then growing serious, “and we’re vicious.”

She turned back to the stove and began rummaging through cupboards until she found a mug and teabag. She put a mug out on the counter for John, but he shook his head. He didn’t want tea. He didn’t feel much like anything at the moment. 

Mike began to shuffle from his chair and Marcela put the kettle down hard after pouring, whirling around and gave Mike a dark look.

Mike raised his hands to his waist. “Can I get up from this chair? Am I allowed to stand?”

“No one’s keeping you down.” Marcela said. “You’re not tied up.” 

“This is just starting to feel like an interrogation. You know, offer a cup of tea, gun on the table and all.”

“I didn’t offer you tea.”

“Washroom...” Mike mumbled.

John motioned with his head for Mike to get up. 

He crossed the room and entered the washroom, locking it behind him.

Marcela rolled her eyes. “Wonder if he’s grabbing a ballpoint pen...”

“No,” John said. “He’ll play ball, unless we’re completely unreasonable.”

Marcela hid her grin with a loud long sip from her mug.

“No,” John repeated. 

“Alright,” Marcela said, turning off some of her playfulness and considering the business at hand. “How do you want to do this? ¿Policía bueno, policía malo?” she laughed. “I can’t believe I just suggested that.”

“We need to call him out for all the crap he’s put us through,” John said. “And then we need information. In that order.”

“Alright. I will keep my torture tools ready just in case.”

“He’s CIA.” 

Marcela nodded, as if that explained everything. 

The door to the bathroom unlocked and Mike returned to his chair. “Want to pat me down? There’s a pair of big nail clippers in there.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Marcela said. “Sit down.”

Mike collapsed back into his chair. “I’m sitting.”

“Good! You’ve been a malo man and we’re not happy with you!”

Mike blinked. “Um, okay.”

Marcela slammed her mug on the counter and tea sloshed out over the lip. John was surprised the thing didn’t break. 

“You fucked us over! The mission in Guatemala —”

“I killed American operatives for you,” John said darkly. “To protect a drug lord.”

Mike winced and scratched at his forehead. “That was a mess. But I can explain —”

Marcela interrupted him before he could go on. “And Puentes — Sandor — John says he was working for the CIA? ¿Qué mierda?” What the fuck?

“Yeah, that’s a good place to start actually —” 

“You sent Brian in to kill a CIA asset,” John continued, his tone level. “Maybe he wasn’t doing what you wanted. I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. The Firm changed their tune and betrayed him. Brian gets killed —” 

Mike sat up straighter in his chair and his eyebrows raised. “Now wait a minute, the Firm didn’t —”

“Or the intel leaked somehow, but Brian was sent in to die. You killed him.”

“Then we’re sent in to clean up Pablo’s inheritance...” Marcela picked up her tea and wiped the mug with a paper towel. She gestured to John as she sipped. 

“And it turns out Pablo wasn’t playing ball either. He’s Sandor all over again. But this time he has leverage over the CIA. Pablo was trying to shut down the trafficking op. You wanted it kept open.”

“Sick bastard,” Marcela muttered into her mug. 

Mike pursed his lips, not even trying to interject this time.

John felt a warm flush of anger prick at his ears. He tried to project calm as he continued. “So we eliminate the new Puentes head —”

“Only for Juan to take over,” Marcela murmured again.

“...and stopped the world from knowing that the CIA was sponsoring international human trafficking with American tax dollars. I have a feeling Juan kept that ball rolling.”

“Oh, he did,” Marcela said, downing the remainder of her drink. The spoon clattered as she tossed it on the counter. “He was communicating with the CIA. It was business as usual.”

“And you had me record those details instead of sending them to you via email, so there was nothing to be tracked.” John finished. He allowed himself a pause, then: “Fast forward a month. Nicaragua.”

“You blew my cover!” Marcela pointed at Mike. 

Mike shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “We needed to save the asset, and John.”

John almost laughed at that. He knew this man didn’t give a shit about him. “We escort a civilian through the country only to get tangled up with Cuban intelligence...”

“¿Cubanos? What the hell?” Marcela pulled her hand through her hair as she
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