[image: cover.jpg]
BLOODY TRUTH
The Granger Spy Novel Series
John J. Davis
SIMON & WINTER, LLC



TABLE OF CONTENTS

	From the Award-Winning Author of Blood Line…
	Dedicated To	Special thanks to:
	Books by John J. Davis:


	Blood Line
	BLOODY TRUTH
	Chapter One: The Black Sea
	Chapter Two: Jens Hanne
	Chapter Three: Cologne, Germany
	Chapter Four: Furukawa
	Chapter Five: Mercenaries for Hire
	Chapter Six: The Cable Car
	Chapter Seven: The Train Station
	Chapter Eight: The Interrogation
	Chapter Nine: The Search and Escape
	Chapter Ten: Retaliation
	Chapter Eleven: Arrest
	Chapter Twelve: Rude Awakening
	Chapter Thirteen: St. Petersburg
	Epilogue: Late October 2016
	Review Bloody Truth
	About the Author


    FROM THE AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF BLOOD LINE…

“BLOODY TRUTH IS SMART, deadly, and lightning-fast. It reveals the back stage intrigues, double-crosses and unscrupulous corruption of global politics today.” -Alan Rinzler, Contributing Editor

“Bloody Truth is intrigue, thriller, espionage and counterintelligence at its best, bound up by family interactions and relationships unusual for a genre that typically features only a lone wolf or two at the helm of disaster.  Multiagency forces, uncertain cease fires, computer hackers, and agents dropped in the middle of nowhere make for a tense, gripping story line that excels in unexpected twists and turns, political intrigue, and vivid action.” -D. Donovan, Midwest Book Reviews 

“Bloody Truth: A Granger Spy Novel by John J. Davis is a spellbinding, beautifully written book... Readers will most certainly fall in love with the compelling characters, the exciting drama, and the surprises that are never lacking in the well-crafted plot. The dialogue flows naturally and readers can easily get the feeling that they are part of it, but the real fun happens in those nail-biting moments of roller-coaster action and the insanity that creates our fictional heroes.” –Janelle Alex Ph.D. for Readers’ Favorite

“John J. Davis has written a series that is not only fresh and riveting, but in many ways it is also a throwback to the golden era of mysteries—the type many of us cut our teeth on when we were young—think James Bond and Nancy Drew blended and stirred.  

What makes John J. Davis’s Granger Spy series so good is that is a suspense thriller that defies genre. It is espionage, political, and a touch of YA just to name a few.

In Bloody Truth, Davis has done what few authors have accomplished in many years; he has written a suspense thriller that can be read and enjoyed by the entire family, and for that, he is to be applauded.” –J.M. LeDuc, Author of “Sin”, for Suspense Magazine



    For more information or to book an event or interview, contact Simon & Winter, Inc., info@simonandwinter.com

[image: Image]

www.simonandwinter.com

This book is a work of fiction based on real events. Names, characters, places, and incidents are fictionalized products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously to protect those involved. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental. 

Copyright © 2015 by John J. Davis

WGA: 1817375

Library of Congress 

Control Number:  2015909688

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.

Printed in the United States of America

First Printing, 2015

ISBN 978-0-9903144-7-9

Screenplays for The Granger Spy Novel series are WGA registered works. For more information contact John’s agent:  

James von Scholz - jvonscholz@bhchambers.com

www.johnjdavis.com


DEDICATED TO

My wife and my inspiration, Rebekah.

My daughter and my toughest critic, Leecy.

And for their unwavering support, my dad and Cindy.

SPECIAL THANKS TO:

Alan Rinzler

Chris Coleman

James von Scholz

Jimmy “T”

Jesse & Dedo



Be sure to visit www.johnjdavis.com for insider information, character bios and author updates.  Subscribe to The Granger Report for exclusive news and events.

BOOKS BY JOHN J. DAVIS:

Granger Spy Novel Series

BLOOD LINE

BLOODY TRUTH

Novel 3 Coming Soon


BLOOD LINE

Book One of the Granger Spy Novel Series

THE SUDDEN EXPLOSION OF breaking glass and splintering wood reverberated inside the house like a clap of thunder. I was awake instantly, and the rush of adrenaline coursing through my veins propelled me out of the bed and into action.

“Valerie!” I yelled at my wife, who was already leaping out of the other side of the bed. “That should’ve set off the alarm.”

She was rounding the end of our bed just as I flipped on the overhead lights and opened the door of our room. There was someone in the hallway, but the beam from a high-powered LED flashlight blinded my eyes before I could look away.

I heard a voice.

“Back the fuck up! Keep your hands where I can see them.”

I felt the round end of a small pistol barrel poke me in the chest before I could blink my eyes and begin to see the revolver in one hand, the flashlight in the other.

“Both of you back up, hands in the air, and stay right where you are.”

I raised my hands and backed up until I bumped against my bedside table. Then the guy swung the pistol and hit me in the face hard enough to get my attention, but not enough to hurt me. 

He aimed his gun at Valerie again. “Not another step.”

My vision had recovered, and I could see the intruder was wearing a black ski mask, t-shirt, jeans, and boots. He was about five-feet, seven inches, and thin, about 160 pounds, so I had a distinct size advantage, being six-feet and two hundred pounds. But he had the gun, a revolver of some kind. That was actually another plus for me since the hammer wasn’t cocked. Getting it ready to fire would take all the time I needed.

He started moving the gun in my direction again when I heard the scream.

“Daddy!”
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CHAPTER ONE

THE BLACK SEA

THE EXPLOSION SHREDDED THE walls and roof of the Quonset hut, ripping through the vintage World War II-era Russian building and catapulting me across the gravel road, slamming me into the chain link fence encircling the naval base. The twelve-foot high security fence buckled and stretched out grotesquely under the force of my weight, but didn’t break. The fence snapped back into its original shape and pitched me down into the ground with a force that knocked me nearly unconscious. Landing hard on my back, I struggled to breathe. Burning debris was raining down around me like hundreds of flaming arrows stabbing into the ground. Shielding my face and rolling to my right, I tried pushing up on my knees.

Engulfed in a cloud of black smoke, I gagged on the taste of blood, the smell of burnt hair and flesh, and the noxious fumes coming from the remnants of the burning building. Throwing up, I wiped my mouth on my sleeve and tried to stand, but my legs buckled and I fell to my knees. Two hands appeared in the smoke like apparitions—grabbing, lifting, and dragging me to my feet. 

It was Hodges and Valerie. Given my condition, I was glad to see them both. They were upright and obviously in better shape than me, and he was big enough to lean against if I needed to. 

Coughing, trying to clear my lungs and head and steady myself on legs that felt numb, I faltered, stumbling forward a few steps before regaining my balance. With my pulse rate slowing, I began my self-assessment. Starting at my feet, I tried flexing and extending every muscle and every joint of my six-foot, 200-pound frame, while checking my surroundings. Feeling only minor pain and discomfort in my lower extremities, I looked behind me, seeing the shell of the burning metal building. The jagged edges of twisted metal, backlit by fire, stood as stark reminders of what might have happened to me. 

I was lucky to be in one piece. I was lucky to be alive.

I touched my ribcage, wincing. Closing my eyes to the pain radiating from my left side, I knew one or more ribs were cracked, maybe broken.  

Focusing on the job meant pushing the discomfort aside. I opened my eyes to see my daughter, Leecy, standing in front of me. She was saying something, asking me a question, but I couldn’t hear her because of the ringing in my ears. I tried reading her lips, but narrowing my focus made things worse. A shockwave of pain rolled over me, bending me down at the waist. I tried to fight it. We needed to move. I needed to move. 

Straightening and gritting my teeth against the pain, I placed my hands on top of my head, and closed my eyes as I took in a deep breath, filling my lungs with fresh sea air. I came rushing back into the moment. 

“Can you hear me, Ron?” Hearing my wife’s voice, I opened my eyes and thought I was seeing double, but I wasn’t. Valerie was standing next to Leecy, and the only discernible difference between the two olive-skinned, dark-haired, black-eyed beauties was Leecy’s height. She was one inch taller than her mother’s five-foot, seven inches.  Val took a step toward me and reinserted my earpiece before gently slapping my cheek. “Ron Granger, can you hear me?”

I blinked my eyes a few times before responding. “Yeah, yeah, I hear you,” I answered, feeling my feet firmly under me but reaching out placing a hand on her shoulder anyway. “I’m just a little dizzy.”

“Anything broken?” Leecy asked.

“No,” I answered, shaking my head. 

“Liar,” Val said. “I saw you wince when you touched your ribs.”

Smiling a half smile, I said, “Yeah, well Leecy asked if anything was broken, and I think the ribs are just bruised.”

“You mean cracked?”

Eyeing my wife warily I started to respond, but Hodges cut me off.

“Look guys, we can do a full workup on his injuries when we get back to the plane, but right now we need to get out of here. I’m pretty sure that’s a siren I hear, and it’s heading in our direction.”

“Maybe so,” I said, “but it’s only one siren. No reason to panic yet.”

“I don’t care if it’s one or a dozen sirens,” Hodges said. “It means military police are coming. We need to move right now.”

“He’s right, Ron,” Val said. “Think you’re up for a run?”

“Yeah, sure,” I said, lying again. “Lead the way.”

I fell in line behind Hodges as Valerie and Leecy led the way. Staying close to the buildings and away from the illuminated fence line, we sprinted between the shadows, covering the first six hundred yards in less than five minutes. I thought we were making good time. 

“Ron, you okay?” I heard Val’s voice ask me through my earpiece.

“Hanging in there.”

“Catch your breath,” she said, her back to the building we were hiding behind. “We’ve got to hold here for the truck to pass. Then we move.” 

“Roger that,” I said, hearing the blare of an approaching siren, thinking it odd how long the response to the explosion was taking.

“Here it comes,” Val said.

“Troop transport vehicle?” I asked.

“Coming into view now and, no, it’s not a transport truck; just an MP vehicle carrying two passengers. Let’s move. You okay with picking up the pace, Ron?”

“Do your worst,” I answered, pushing off the wall and giving chase.

“Okay, but remember, you asked for it. No more pausing between shadows. Full sprint the rest of the way.”

I was lagging behind the otherwise tight formation as we covered the remaining six hundred yards to the exfiltration point, but I’d decided after seeing the meager response to the explosion our covert tactics were overkill. I didn’t think anyone cared if that building blew up or if we were on the Naval Base at all. But I ran anyway. 

The freezing November night air was fighting with the hot smoke I’d inhaled and just when I started to think I couldn’t run any longer I reached the blind spot at the apex of the curve in the fence line. 

Ryan and Franks stood on the other side of the fence. 

“How’d you two get here so fast?” I asked between deep breaths.

“Just following orders,” Ryan answered.

“Is that right?” Val asked, climbing over the fence with Leecy.

“You said, and I quote,” Ryan responded, “‘rendezvous at the exfiltration point,’ and that’s what I did.”

“Hodges,” I said, ignoring Ryan, “you’re going to have to give me a little boost.” 

“That’s right, Hodges,” Val said, dropping to the ground on the other side of the fence. “Help the man with the broken ribs.” 

I was about to comment when suddenly Val slammed Ryan to the ground with a leg sweep and stood over him with a boot on his throat. 

“You’ll answer for what you did one way or another.” 

Ryan rolled away and struggled to stand up. 

“And you’ll answer for striking a fellow agent. I have witnesses.” 

Landing in a crouch position next to Leecy after Hodges helped me over the fence, I stood slowly to face a now-standing Ryan and said, “No, that’s not what striking a fellow agent looks like. This is what striking a fellow agent looks like,” and dropped him with a weak left jab. “You can call it even now. Unless, of course, you want more.”

Laughing and nodding his head, he leaned on his elbow then stood, wiping his bloody lip on the back of his hand. 

“Don’t like your lady fighting your battles for you so you sucker punch me?”

“If you think that…”

“That’s enough,” Val interrupted. Addressing Ryan again, she said, “You know what you did, and you’ll own it.”

“Or what?” Ryan asked.

“Or nothing, but trust me; you’ll own it. Now let’s move out.”

“I did nothing wrong,” he said to the back of Valerie’s head.

But she wasn’t listening. She was running, issuing orders. “We still have a thousand yards to cover. Let’s move. Double time it.”

I ran past Ryan and said, “Keep telling yourself that.”

*

A thousand yards later, we were all stripping off our makeshift Russian Military Police insignias and replacing them with proper NATO designations. With Franks behind the wheel of the NATO marked sedan, driving toward the Sevastopol International Airport, we were almost home.  

“Wakefield, are you receiving me yet?” Val said, cupping her hand over her ear. “Come in, Wakefield.”

Everyone heard Wakefield’s voice coming in loud and clear over our earpieces. 

“Roger that. Status?”

“Inbound,” Val responded. “All present and accounted for.”

“Roger. ETA?”

“Less than ten.”

“I take it you saw that explosion?” Wakefield asked.

“Affirmative.”

“Tell me that wasn’t us.”

“We suffered minor injuries.”

“That’s not good. You didn’t answer my question.”

“ETA now eight minutes,” Val said, turning off her earpiece.

“Damn it,” I heard Wakefield saying just before turning off my own. 

We rode in silence for the next three miles. Something was eating at me. I was missing something. Not seeing something obvious. 

Ryan broke the silence.

“Why didn’t you tell her what happened?”

“Are you talking to me?” Val asked.

“Yeah, I’m talking to you. Why didn’t you tell Wakefield what happened?”

“Unlike you, Ryan,” Val answered, “I respect the team.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means it’s not my place to tell on you. You’ll have to own what you did or not, but I won’t relieve you of that burden.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“Good, then we understand each other.”

The lights of the airport were coming into view. Checking my watch, I saw that Franks had made the return trip in less than twenty minutes. He parked the sedan next to the CIA Gulfstream with his customary aplomb and the doors flew open.

Seeing me struggle getting out of the rear of the sedan, Wakefield said, “Damn it, Valerie, you greatly understated the severity of the situation. Minor injuries, my ass. He looks like hell.”

“Yeah, I know,” Valerie said, helping me up the stairs of the plane.

“Zach,” Wakefield called inside the plane, “what’s the status of the real NATO plane?”

“They’re on the ground in Kiev and not scheduled to depart for eight hours. We’re good to go, and our pilots have us cleared for takeoff.”

“Get those tail numbers changed once we’re airborne.”

“I’m doing it now.”

“Everyone prepare for takeoff,” Wakefield instructed, closing the door to the Gulfstream. “We’ll debrief once we’re clear of Russian-controlled airspace.” 

As the plane lifted off, I caught sight of the blue lights of a Russian patrol vehicle arriving at the airport. I wanted to laugh, but held it in as Val, who’d signaled it was time to take a look at my wounds, began helping me strip off my sweater and carefully remove my undershirt. 

“Lean over, I want to look at your back first.”

“How bad is it?”

“Minor burns, but that’s not what’s causing your back pain.”

“Really?”

“Nope, you’ve got about fifty small fragments, some metal some wood, embedded in your skin.”

“Well get them out.”

“Keep your pants on, big boy, I will,” she said. “Bring me the field medic kit, Leecy.” She turned back to me. “Sit up and let me check your rib cage.” Palpating the already-bruising lower left quadrant of my torso, she said, “Good news, you’re just deeply bruised. No cracks, but I’d need an x-ray to be one hundred percent.”

“Thanks, Doc,” I said. 

“I’m going to dose you with a painkiller, give you a tetanus shot, and wrap your ribs, and you should be ready to go.”

We’d been in the air about thirty minutes when Wakefield asked, “Val, you about done playing doctor?”

“Yes, all done. Debrief?”

“Not yet. First, we need to watch the news. I’ve just received an email alert. There’s a breaking news story coming out Moscow. Putin is going to be holding a press conference.”

“So it’s made the news already?” Val asked.

“If by ‘it’ you mean the explosion, then you’re correct. Zach!” Wakefield called over her shoulder.

“Yes?” Zach asked. 

“Get the TV tuned to a news station.” Wakefield stood, addressing the team. “Everyone eyes front and pay attention.”

Sitting upright, I took a couple of deep breaths to loosen the bandage wrapped around my ribs before settling back into my chair in time to see the flat screen TV mounted on the bulkhead wall come to life. 

A dark-haired, English-speaking MSNBC reporter faced the camera.

“Two months of ceasefire may be coming to an end tonight,” she said. “A large explosion at the Russian-occupied Black Sea Military base in Sevastopol destroyed what high-ranking Russian military officials are reporting was a warehouse containing humanitarian aid packages destined for Eastern Ukraine. These same officials are laying the blame for this unprovoked attack squarely at the feet of pro-nationalist Ukrainian forces. However, the newly elected Ukrainian President denies these claims, saying they are false and unsubstantiated. President Vladimir Putin is said to be weighing in on this horrific turn of events live from Moscow.” Placing a finger on her ear and nodding, she added, “We’re going live to Moscow and President Putin now.”

“What in the hell is she talking about?” Hodges asked.

“That’s all bullshit,” Ryan added. “The warehouse was full of wooden pallets, nothing else.”

“So what does this mean?” Franks asked.

“It means,” Leecy answered, “the Russians not only rigged that building to blow, but they also released the false intelligence about pro-Ukrainian forces operating in the area which was the basis for bringing NATO inspectors to the region in the first place. Our taskforce took the bait, sending us here to stop what was going to happen regardless of what we did or didn’t do.”

“Maybe so, but we were sent here to prevent the explosion, and I hope we didn’t actually cause it,” Wakefield said, interrupting Leecy. “Quiet,” she added, “Putin’s coming to the podium.”

Wearing his customary dark suit, light gray shirt and blue tie, standing behind a podium, nodding and looking grim, Vladimir Putin began speaking in Russian.

“Valerie?” Wakefield asked. “Will you translate?”

“Sure,” Val said. “He’s saying the unfortunate event in Sevastopol should be viewed as an act of war by the Nationalist Ukrainian government, justifying the need for the troops he’s amassed at the Eastern Ukrainian border, and allowing him to move those troops deeper into the region. But he says he’s instead calling for calm and asking the media not to rush to judgment. And though he feels it’s justified to strike back, he is willing to give the peace process time to work. He understands the frustrations the Ukrainian people have with their government and the results of recent elections, but Russia is not to blame for their problems. Russia is here to help its Ukrainian neighbor, not harm it. The proof of that pledge lies in the burned remnants of humanitarian aid that lie scattered across the grounds of the Naval base and floating in the dark waters of the Black Sea, rather than in the hands and mouths of the people in the Eastern Ukraine. And that’s why he’s calling for an emergency session of the UN Security Council in Geneva.”

“So now Putin is a statesman?” Ryan interrupted.

Valerie continued, ignoring Ryan’s outburst. 

“Putin is sending his newly-appointed Deputy Chairman of the Government to Geneva. He insists this is not a slight to the process that he himself is calling for, but simply that the Chairman of the Government, Prime Minister Medvedev, has taken ill. He’s assuring the world that Mr. Medvedev’s second is a more-than-capable substitute. Now the reporters are asking questions about the qualifications of this newly-appointed member of the government.”

“Okay, Zach,” Wakefield said, standing to face her team, “that’s it. Shut it down.” She walked toward the aft section of the plane. “A little more than three hours ago I stood here and conducted a pre-mission briefing. I remember it very clearly, and I came away thinking each of you knew your roles and mission objectives. Yet here we are dealing with the fallout of this colossal failure. Who wants to tell me what went sideways out there?”

Silence.

“Okay, that’s how you want to play it? Then let’s go at the issue from another angle. Let’s run it down. We’ll take it from the top.”

“Is that really necessary?” Ryan asked.

“You’re damn right it is! Didn’t you just hear the news report? Furthermore, don’t you realize the incalculable size, immeasurable weight, and unyielding force of the pile of shit that is coming down on our collective heads when we arrive back at Langley? Screw ups like this one are career enders.”

“Yes I did,” Ryan said, “and I get it.”

Looking down at him, reaching the tail section of the plane, she continued. “Then we obviously need to run it down again, don’t we? Don’t you think we need to find out where we screwed up?” Wakefield asked, pacing in the aisle of the plane. Suddenly, she stopped, choosing instead to grip the headrest of an unoccupied seat with such force that the veins in her forearms began to throb visibly beneath her skin. 

“I see your point,” Ryan said, dropping his eyes from hers, looking instead at the floor of the plane.

“Zach!” Wakefield barked. “You’re up!”

“I hack the Federal Air Transport Agency in Moscow,” Zach said, “and change our plane’s tail number to the one they’re expecting the NATO team to arrive in, so we’re in the clear and expected at Sevastopol airport. We’ll be early, but that can be explained as a surprise inspection, which is very common.”

“Ryan, what’s our cover?” Wakefield asked walking toward Ryan.

“Our cover is that of a NATO peace keeping delegation inspecting the region. We’re following up on Russian troop movements along the border and the Russian claims of pro-Nationalist Ukrainian forces active in the area during the cease fire.”

“Good,” she said, nodding in agreement. She turned and walked toward the front of the plane, placing a hand on Leecy’s shoulder. “Leecy, tell me the mission objective.”

“Our mission objective is to find and disable the bomb and/or bombs the joint taskforce—consisting of NSA, DIA, and our own CIA intelligence officers—believe pro-Nationalist Ukrainian forces have planted to destroy a warehouse located on the Naval base. The intelligence reports indicate the warehouse being targeted is a staging area for smuggling weapons to the rebels in Eastern Ukraine. If we can disable the bombs, preventing the attack on Russian controlled soil, we can avert a possible escalation of Russian troops in Eastern Ukraine and preserve the cease fire agreement.”

“Hodges and Franks,” Wakefield said, stopping next to their seats, “Game plan?”

“After we land, we drive off in one NATO-marked sedan,” Hodges said. 

“Yep, that’s right,” Franks agreed, finishing the thought for his partner like an old married couple might do. “We’re using the plan provided by the joint taskforce officers. We’re to deviate from the preauthorized, in-country travel route submitted to the Russians and the Ukrainians by NATO, and instead of inspecting the region for signs of troop movements, head directly for the military base.”

“We hide the NATO vehicle inside a vacant barn,” Hodges said, picking up the story, nodding his head as he often did when he talked. “It’s located on Ukrainian government-owned land. An abandoned farm.”

“The farm,” Franks finished, “shares a property line with the Military base.”

“So far, so good,” Wakefield said, turning to face all of us from the front of the plane. Looking down at Valerie, seated next to me in the first row, Wakefield continued. “The team will be short on time. We need to be in and out so as not to overlap with the real NATO plane. From the moment our wheels hit the tarmac, you’ll have just two hours to locate and dismantle the bombs. Now, Valerie, you’re up. You’re at the target location. Walk me through what happens next.”

“The joint taskforce intelligence reports indicate one of four buildings as being the possible target. We clear each one with half the team through the front entrance and the other half through the rear entrance. If we encounter any explosive devices, we disarm and remove, then we double-time it back here.”

“And double-time is exactly what you’d need to do.”

“Roger that,” I said, getting into the spirit of the reenactment. 

“You bet your ass roger that,” Tammy Wakefield said, fully immersed in the rehashing of the pre-mission debrief. “If we’re still on the ground when the real team arrives, all hell will break loose. No amount of explaining our unauthorized presence on Russian-occupied soil will save us. So,” she paused, just as she’d done earlier, mimicked confirming the time on her watch, then continued. “Get in, get the job done, and get back to the plane ASAP. And remember: don’t, under any circumstances, use lethal force. Zero body count on this. We need to be like the Army Rangers and leave no trace we were ever here. Are you hearing me, Ron and Valerie?”

“Roger that,” I said again.

“Copy,” is all Val offered in reply. She wasn’t as enthusiastic about this little song and dance of Wakefield’s as I was.

“One last reminder before we land,” Wakefield said taking her seat and going as far as buckling her seatbelt, “Val’s in command.”

I recalled the groan that emanated from Ryan’s seat in the rear of the plane when Tammy said that the first time, but I didn’t hear it this time.

“Is that a question, Agent Ryan?” Wakefield asked replaying the moment I was thinking about.

“No, just exercising my God-given right to be displeased about the unit’s command choice,” Ryan answered.

“You’ve spent the past year making me aware of your constant displeasure, Ryan. Maybe you should give some consideration to seeking reassignment.”

“‘And leave the agencies premiere Actionable Data Deployment Team,’” Tammy said in her best Ryan impression. “‘Not a chance.’”

“Then I suggest a change of attitude,” she continued in her own voice,  “’cause it’s long overdue.”

“‘Working on that, Ma’am,’” she finished, adding Ryan’s last words for him. Then standing and breaking from the past, she asked, “Is that about how the pre-mission briefing went, Leecy?”

“Yes, it is,” Leecy answered.

“Then what?” Wakefield asked before answering her own question. “Oh, yes. We landed, and you drove off in the NATO-marked sedan wearing your coordinating black UN uniforms and carrying identical black backpacks. Just like clockwork. So what happened? Where’d this all go south?” 

“I think knowing we might have to handle explosive devices,” Val answered, “may have put some team members under stress. Add to that, we were really pressed for time on this one.”

“Valerie,” Wakefield said, easing up beside Val’s seat on the plane, “really? You guys were under stress? Let’s go to the recordings from your earpieces and hear exactly just how stressed everyone was. Play it, Zach.”

The overhead speakers mounted in the plane’s fuselage hummed and cracked to life. Ryan’s voice came in loud and clear.

“Don’t worry about that, Old Man,” he was saying, addressing me in his usual way. “This is an easy in and out.”

“Easy?” Valerie was heard questioning. “Best guard against that type of thinking; it only leads to lapses in concentration. This is just the type of mission that can go sideways on us.”

“Yeah, I hear you,” Ryan’s recorded voice said. “But why don’t we worry about that when we get where we’re going, and see if we have anything to worry about before we get all worked up over nothing.”

The playback ended. 

“That’s all we’ve got before you guys were out of effective range for the earpieces,” Wakefield said, “and it doesn’t sound like anyone’s under stress to me. Sounds to me like you were all as relaxed as seasoned operators should be, if not a little complacent.” She paused, looking each one of us over, then asked, “What happened next?”

“Right,” Val began again. “I remember saying we were about one kilometer away. I reminded Hodges and Franks to keep a lookout at the front and rear entrances after we breached a building. And I reminded the entry team that if one of them located an explosive device to hold and advise me before attempting to defuse it.” 

“Leecy, take me to the arrival at the barn,” Wakefield said.

“We parked the sedan in front of the empty barn the taskforce had located for our use,” Leecy answered, “and switched out our UN insignias for the Russian Military Police insignias. We armed ourselves with the standard issue weapon for Russian Military Police, so if we encountered anyone on the base we’d look legit, as long as no one looked too closely, that is. Once we were ready to go, Val said to move out.”

“I don’t see the reason things went so badly,” Wakefield began. “It’s clear each of you knew what your role was and what to do. Your commander reminded you of a few last minute details that might slip your mind in the heat of the moment. So what the hell went wrong, Valerie?”

“I don’t know,” Val answered. “We were clearing the inside of the last building, having found nothing inside the first three, and… I don’t know.”

“I don’t know?” Wakefield asked. “Is that right, Leecy, you don’t know what happened?”

“I heard Mom, I mean Val, give the all hold, then…” and her voice trailed off because she, like her mother, wasn’t about to burn a teammate. As new as she was to this business, she knew the team took the fall together and the team got the glory together.

“Is anyone going to tell me what went down out there?” Wakefield asked, her tone intensifying with her ever quickening pacing, “Hodges, how ‘bout it?”

“Yeah, fuck it. I’ll tell you what happened,” Hodges said, nodding his head. “Now, I didn’t see it, mind you, because I was keeping lookout at the rear door, but I heard Ryan say he’d located a device. Val gave the hold call. Then, I heard Ryan say the bomb was active. Next thing I know, Granger is being catapulted through the door of the building like a human torch.”

Wakefield stopped pacing in front of Ryan and asked, “What do you have to say?”

“Look,” he said, standing to address his boss, “the building was full of wooden pallets. The other three buildings consisted of a machine shop, office space, and empty barracks. Someone rigged that Quonset hut to blow because they knew we were coming.”

“No one knew we were coming,” Wakefield said.

“Well that’s my guess. I mean it’s not that hard to fathom, is it?” 

“That’s a load of crap, Agent Ryan,” Wakefield barked. “And you know it is.”

“Whatever. I located the bomb and did what we’d been trained to do. I followed Standard Operating Procedure. I did exactly what our commander would’ve done, and had she been the one to cut the wire, the results would’ve been the same. I don’t see the problem here.”

“Oh, I see. You think you’re in charge of the team, and not Valerie. You think because you received a ninety-minute refresher course on disabling bombs before this mission that you know all there
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