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			NOVEMBER 1985

			The McDonald’s off Clayallee seemed an unlikely place for espionage. One might as well attempt to defect at Woolworths.

			West Berlin, guarded by twelve thousand Allied troops and surrounded by half a million soldiers of the Warsaw Pact? A defection there would make sense. The dark and snowy hollows of Grunewald Forest, six miles from the Wall and a stone’s throw from the Berlin Brigade headquarters? Certainly.

			Twenty-nine and single, with a degree in public policy from the University of Maryland, Ruby Keller was a ground-floor Foreign Service officer. She was a newbie to the State Department, handling visa applications, lost passports, and any other piddling issue that confronted U.S. citizens visiting West Berlin. She never admitted it during the daily calls to her mother, but an inordinate amount of her workday was spent getting coffee for all the good old boys in this isolated outpost of the State Department.

			Everyone told her she’d be under the microscope, watched by all kinds of alphabet-soup agencies, Russians trying to get her to spy, Americans making sure she didn’t. Crazy stuff for an Indiana farm girl. The Clayallee McDonald’s (the first restaurant in Germany with a drive-through window) seemed safe, like home, laughably far from all the international intrigue.

			Keller stomped her feet when she came in from the cold and shook the snow off her jacket. It was late, after ten, but her internal clock was still jiggered toward the time in Washington, D.C., where she’d attended eighteen months of training, and her body thought it was about time to eat dinner.

			She’d spent the last fifteen minutes walking from her apartment near the diplomatic mission and had to squint under the stark glare of phosphorescent lighting. It was hard to believe she was still in Germany. The whole place could have been teleported directly from her hometown of Evansville. She ordered a Hamburger Royal (a Quarter Pounder, but that didn’t translate into the metric system) and fries. The shake machine was broken.

			Ruby was accustomed to chilly winters and had contemplated eating outside during her walk over, but it turned out to be a little too cold for that much adventure. Instead, she found a table by the window and nibbled on her sandwich—just like the ones at home—and people-watched.

			Dinner rush was well past, but Europeans eat late—and GIs ate all the time. The kids behind the counter spoke English, as did ninety percent of the customers—most of whom were soldiers or civilian employees of the British or U.S. military. Ruby spoke German, very well in fact, but had hoped to be able to practice a lot more. The vast majority of Germans she’d met since her arrival spoke English. They just gave her a sort of blank stare if she even tried to Deutsch sprechen. With all the chatter among the patrons about new American movies and V-8 hotrods it was easy to forget they were sitting smack in the heart of communist Germany.

			State Department Diplomatic Security agents had warned her before she left Washington. Hauptverwaltung Aufklärung—HVA, the counterintelligence operatives of the dreaded Stasi—assumed every single person at Mission Berlin was a spy. The CIA did nothing to dissuade the East Germans of this notion since it caused them to waste manpower. From what Keller had read, that mattered little. The Stasi enlisted pretty much everyone in the country to their cause, giving them an almost unlimited supply of personnel to spy—mostly on one another.

			Surveillance was a foregone conclusion. It was prudent to assume every room and telephone outside the embassy was bugged—if not by HVA, then by West German intelligence—BND. A sheltered Indiana orchestra kid, Ruby found the whole thing fascinating.

			People called what they were living in a Cold War, and, for the most part, that was right, but when it boiled over, it did so in a very big way. Tensions between East and West were at their worst since the Cuban Missile Crisis. Every month, that knot of war that Khrushchev warned Kennedy about pulled tighter and tighter until it seemed there would be no untying it without swords. Pershing II missiles bristling all over Europe, American overflights of disputed islands, not to mention the President’s Strategic Defense Initiative, all had the Soviets feeling twitchy and worried about their future. The rubles that had been used to prop up satellite states were repurposed for missiles meant to counter the capitalist threat of the Main Enemy—the United States. That left East Germany with a dwindling treasury and few resources to replace the missing Soviet assistance. Everyone was on edge.

			Two years earlier, a Sukhoi Su-15 fighter had shot down a KAL civilian airliner when it inadvertently veered into Soviet airspace on its way to Seoul from Anchorage, Alaska—murdering 269 people. Keller kept the Life magazine photograph of the victims’ shoes that had washed ashore as a reminder of Russian brutality. Just months before, Soviet troops opened fire on a U.S. Army soldier for taking photos of a military installation near Potsdam, killing him. Both sides ran recon missions. In the East, it could be a capital offense.

			Ruby’s mother was horrified that her little girl had decided to venture into what the nightly news frequently referred to as Ground Zero. But for Ruby, that was the flame that drew her close.

			The State Department travel office had flown her into Bonn for her initial briefing, then she’d taken the train across the East German countryside to reach Berlin. For the most part, the journey had been at night, but she’d been too excited to sleep. Ruby Keller, midwestern violin player, found herself living the stuff of spy novels, of impossible missions. A terrifyingly adventurous place with narrow, smoke-filled railcars and curt policemen who were apparently issued scowling frowns with their daily dose of communism.

			The uniformed TraPo, or Transport Policeman, had looked the part in his high-crowned hat and blueberry uniform. He’d dashed her preconceived notions when he checked her diplomatic passport and refunded the twenty-five deutsche marks she’d originally paid to transit the GDR. Diplomats, he explained with an easy smile, were exempt from the fee.

			Night had given way to morning and curtains of smudgy haze from East Germany’s ubiquitous brown coal. This was, she’d been warned, the smell of the place—lignite and rot. You could get away from it in Bonn or the countryside of West Germany, but here in Berlin, surrounded on all sides, the abject desperation of the East assaulted the Wall like siege warfare—and the smell drifted across.

			The McDonald’s door opened, startling Ruby out of her thoughts with a gust of frigid air and a chattering group of American servicemen. She finished her sandwich and stood, pulling her purse over her shoulder. It was going to feel amazing to snuggle up in her government-issue quilts and read a book while the radiator ticked and rattled her to sleep.

			Cold pinched her nose as she stepped from the bright lights of the restaurant and onto a quiet forested side street off the wider boulevard of Clayallee. Dozens of pedestrians, all of them heavily bundled against the cold, went to and from the surrounding military apartments, chatting, laughing. The Brits had such cool accents . . .

			Keller had just passed beneath a streetlamp on her way to the main thoroughfare when she heard commotion in the parking lot to her left, a sudden hush, as if the crowd could not believe what they were seeing.

			Something heavy slammed into her shoulder before she could turn and investigate. The pavement was slick with trampled snow and her feet shot out from under her, planting her flat on her back, all the wind driven from her lungs. She remembered reading somewhere that you were supposed to exhale sharply to start breathing again. Great in theory, but all she could manage was a wheezing croak.

			The man who’d run into her had hit the ground beside her. He cursed in German and clambered to his feet—now with her purse in his hands.

			Ruby rolled onto her side, feeling like a floundering seal on the ice. She tried to yell, managed a pitiful gasp, but that didn’t matter. Several passersby saw what had happened and rushed the young man, bowling him over in a scrum of fists and feet. Attempting to steal a woman’s purse in the middle of a bunch of homesick soldiers was doomed to fail before it began. Civilians joined in as well, men, women, even a couple of teenage girls. Someone yelled to call the police. A baby-faced Army buck sergeant retrieved her purse from the miscreant and brought it to her. He smiled, the kind of smile that said he would have tipped his hat if he’d had one, and asked if she was okay as he helped her to her feet.

			“Embarrassed, more than anything,” she said, brushing the snow off her coat and checking herself for breaks. “Everything bends the way it’s supposed to.”

			It was something her grandfather always said.

			The mugger hadn’t really had time to take anything from her purse, but Ruby stepped under the streetlight to check anyway. She paused when she saw what was inside. Looked up at the crowd in disbelief and then back to the purse.

			This couldn’t be right. It was her bag, but instead of stealing anything, the kid, or someone, had put something inside it. A brown paper bag with a folded piece of typing paper and a black eight-inch floppy.

			Ruby whistled to get the sergeant’s attention as he returned to the group holding the mugger to the ground. She held up the purse when he turned. “You took this directly off of him?”

			The sergeant shook his head. “No, ma’am,” he said. “I helped to pin him down. That lady . . .” He turned to look at the group standing over the downed mugger. “I don’t see her anymore, but I’m pretty sure she was German. She’d already picked it up, I guess. She handed it to me and I gave it back to you.”

			“Thanks,” Ruby said, staring into her open purse at the computer disk. The paper had an address in Chantilly, Virginia, and a hastily scrawled note that read: I wish to speak to someone in your Special Services. Instructions to proceed are on disk. You will find decryption code at Virginia location. Involve no one stationed in Germany.

			Ruby closed the purse, squeezing the clasp until her knuckles hurt. She looked over her shoulder. Someone had to be watching her. And who was the lady who’d given the sergeant the purse? Why not just give it back herself?

			Wanting to “speak to Special Services” was a kind of shorthand in the diplomatic world.

			Whoever this was wanted to defect.

			This was big. The CIA at USBER, probably Army Intelligence, a gob of people would want to talk to this mugger kid, find out who he was, and what he knew, and the woman, too, if they could find her.

			A murmur ran through the crowd.

			Someone said, “Stand back.”

			“Give him some room,” said another.

			It was dark and snowing and the crowd was so large now that from her vantage point, Keller could just make out her assailant’s head. His wool hat had come off in the scuffle. Long hair splayed over the snow. Then one of the sergeant’s friends who’d been stooped over the motionless figure stood up and edged away.

			“Whoa! I think this guy’s dead.”
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			Dr. Cathy Ryan tossed her dressing gown on a paisley Queen Anne chair and fell back on her pillows, giving an exaggerated bounce against the mattress. “He’s down and out and it’s not quite ten p.m.!” She sighed. “It’s a miracle.”

			On the other side of the bed, thirty-four-year-old Jack Ryan lowered an open folder to peer over the top of his light bedtime reading, a British Secret Intelligence Service study titled A Soviet View of the Threat Posed by American Pershing II Missiles Deployed in Europe. The document was marked Confidential rather than Secret. It had to be checked out from the office, and Ryan was allowed to bring it home to study as long as he secured it in the home safe MI6 had graciously provided.

			A colder-than-usual London November nipped at the windows, promising a hell of a winter—but the bedroom was what Ryan called “Cathy-warm,” meaning she could sleep in a light silk gown instead of one of the flannel grannie ones she wore if he turned down the heat.

			Not the pajama type, Jack wore a white T-shirt and jogging shorts to bed, making it easier to roll out and throw on some sweats before lacing up his Nikes and braving the snowy streets around their home as soon as he got up in the morning. He was built like a runner, six one and trim, with a full head of dark hair that framed a longish face. Jack Ryan was also a doctor, though as his eight-year-old daughter often pointed out, “not the useful kind.” He held a Ph.D. in history.

			Cathy sighed again, as if she wanted his attention, moving her feet just enough to draw his gaze downward toward her freshly manicured toes. Cathy was her own woman to be sure, but she generally yielded to Jack’s preference that nail polish looked best when it was a color that would look good on a sports car. She’d gone with something called Misty Cinnamon this time—close enough to candy-apple red. Her gown had hiked up to mid-thigh, leaving gorgeous legs alluringly exposed.

			He swung his feet over the edge of the bed and knelt to open the safe so he could put away the folder.

			Cathy chuckled. “I knew I married a rule-keeper . . . but . . .”

			He jumped back onto the bed with an exaggerated bounce, scooting closer.

			“Sorry,” he said. “I should have come in and helped with the hellion. I got carried away reading about this Soviet general secretary . . .”

			“That’s fine,” Cathy said. “Honestly.”

			“How about Sally?” Ryan asked after their daughter.

			“She’s still out.” Cathy nestled against her pillow with a long yawn. “Surrounded by stacks of books.” She yawned again, fluttered her eyes. “I’m glad we named that boy Jack Junior. He’s got my heart, like his father, but he can also drive me crazy—”

			“Like his father?”

			“You got that right, mister,” she said. “Did you know he’s already got a girlfriend? Can you imagine? Four years old.”

			Ryan grinned. “Who’s the lucky girl?”

			“Little Maeve Norwood.”

			“Daughter of the Right Honorable Member of Parliament Warren James Norwood?” Ryan feigned a British accent. “Good fellow, that one. A fine family. I heartily approve of the arrangement.”

			Cathy gave him a playful smack on the arm. “She’ll probably just break his heart.”

			“He’s four.” Ryan took off his watch and leaned over to set it on his side table. “If I move his toy Corvette it breaks his heart. Anyway, we Ryan men have an eye for highly intelligent, extremely beautiful women.”

			Cathy rolled onto her side. A lock of blond hair fell across her baby blues. “You’re briefing with your MI6 overlords tomorrow. I suppose you should get right to sleep.”

			Jack swallowed. “My meeting isn’t until nine a.m.”

			“Good.” Cathy kicked the sheets off the end of the bed. “Because . . . you know . . . a woman has knees . . .”

			Jack opened his mouth to speak but the phone rang, cutting him off. He cursed under his breath. It wasn’t that late, but ten p.m. calls were rarely good news.

			An ophthalmic surgeon, Cathy got far more calls than he did, so the phone was on her side of the bed. She picked it up before it woke Jack Junior, listened for a moment, and then passed it across to Jack, scooting up against the headboard so the cord didn’t fall across her face.

			The familiar resonance of Admiral James Greer’s voice poured out of the receiver.

			“Jack,” the CIA deputy director of intelligence said. “I know it’s late. Hope I didn’t wake you.”

			Ryan’s parents had been killed in a plane crash just a decade earlier and the savvy intelligence officer had become a sort of stand-in father over the years. If Ryan considered anyone his mentor, it was Jim Greer. He’d walk barefoot over broken glass for that man.

			“No, Admiral,” Ryan said. “Not at all.” He shot a glance at Cathy. “Just catching up on some reading.”

			“Good,” Greer said. “How’s London treating you, Jack?”

			“All good on this side of the pond, sir,” Ryan said. “Excellent colleagues, Cathy’s enjoying her work, kids have lots of friends . . .” His eyes narrowed. Greer knew exactly what time it was. Deputy directors at the CIA didn’t call to chat at ten o’clock at night. “Why do you ask?”

			As was his custom, the admiral circled the issue once, then got to his reason for the call . . . in his own enigmatic way. He spoke for just three minutes before saying, “Give my love to Cathy,” and then hanging up as some other important matter drew him away.

			“What was that all about?” Cathy asked after Jack cradled the phone and lay down to stare at the ceiling.

			“He wants me to come to D.C.,” Jack said.

			“I know you probably can’t talk about it,” she said, clutching a pillow to her chest like a shield against bad news. “But is something up?”

			“No,” Jack said. “. . . And yes, maybe. I couldn’t tell. He didn’t mention a specific assignment, but I’ll tell you what I think. I think he’s considering me for another job.”

			She perked up at that. “At Langley?”

			“I could be way off,” Jack said, slightly dumbfounded. “But that’s what I’m gleaning.”

			His brain was in overdrive, parsing through the admiral’s every word and inflection.

			“You analyze things for a living, sweetheart. Pretty sure you can read Jim Greer.”

			“He says there are some people I need to get to know . . . and that he ‘wants to run some ideas by me.’ ”

			“Well.” Cathy let the pillow fall away, relaxing by degree. “I’m prejudiced, but I think that’s a smart move on their part. It wouldn’t hurt to have you over there helping make sure the Cold War doesn’t boil over.”

			“And you’re ready to leave London if it happens?”

			“There’s something visceral about this place,” she said. “Something incredibly real. I mean, the bomb smoke and brick dust from World War II have barely even settled. I am supremely happy here, and I’m sure I’ll be supremely happy back in the States as well.”

			“But the kids’ schools,” Jack said. “Your work, all the relationships we’ve built.”

			“True enough.” Cathy rolled up on one elbow to face him. “But the whole world’s a shitshow right now, Jack. South Africa, Eastern Europe. And don’t get me started on the Soviets in Afghanistan.”

			“You’re right,” Ryan said. “But we look at all of that from our offices here. Keeping an eye on the shitshow is pretty much my exact job description.”

			For the past several years, Ryan had been assigned as the CIA liaison to the UK’s Secret Intelligence Service—SIS, commonly called MI6. The Brits and the Yanks shared everything—mostly. They were the two “big brothers” in Five Eyes, an intelligence alliance consisting of the U.S., the UK, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand. Springing from World War II when British and American codebreakers had worked together at Bletchley to defeat the Nazis, the Five Eyes alliance took its name from the classification and releasability designation on intelligence cover sheets—AUS/CAN/NZ/UK/U.S. EYES ONLY.

			As young as he was, Jack Ryan was a millionaire several times over, having made his fortune on several intelligent gambles in the stock market—some of which had impressed the father of the beautiful blonde beside him now. He didn’t need this job—in England or in Virginia—but the job needed to be done, and he was good at it. Damned good.

			“They’ve been asking me to come back to Wilmer,” Cathy said, pulling him back to the present. She’d gone to med school at Johns Hopkins and naturally impressed the surgeons there at the Wilmer Eye Institute.

			“Makes sense,” Jack said. “It would be a no-brainer for them to take you back. I could be reading this all wrong. Greer might not ask me to stay.”

			Cathy shuffled her legs again, rubbing the top of one foot with the other. “Reading things is what you do, sweetheart.”

			“I do, don’t I.” Ryan’s eyebrow shot upward. “It’s my specialty.”

			“One of many,” she said.

			He pushed aside thoughts of D.C. and the often-internecine politics of Langley. “How about we see to those womanly knees you were talking—”

			The bedroom suddenly flooded with light from the hall as the door creaked open. Ryan raised up to see the silhouette of his four-year-old son, Jack Junior, clutching his favorite toy Corvette.

			“Mommy . . .”
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			The National Security Agency’s listening post perched atop a hill deep in West Berlin’s Grunewald Forest was monumentally indiscreet for a spy station. Teufelsberg, or Devil’s Mountain, was actually no mountain at all, but an 80-meter pile of overgrown bricks stacked on top of a never-completed Nazi military-technical college by Trümmerfrauen. These “rubble women” dug out and piled the debris from some four hundred thousand German homes and buildings that had been destroyed during World War II. Allied personnel who staffed the surveillance post called it the Hill. The huge spherical radomes prompted the locals to dub the installation “Berlin’s Balls.” Visible but shrouded in secrecy, the shared British and U.S. installation was the subject of all sorts of rumors and conspiracy theories. Some thought a secret shaft below the installation led to an underground submarine base or a hidden nuclear weapon. The Stasi even opened an investigation that hypothesized there was a secret tunnel leading into the East, used for the most sensitive escapes. In reality, the white globes and antennas simply gathered signals intelligence from the other side of the Berlin Wall and all over the Eastern Bloc. Soviets and East Germans openly groused that the West was able to “hear their farts.”

			Sergeant Dennis McCambridge, an Army Intel signals clerk with the Berlin Brigade, adjusted his headset and fiddled with the amplifier in front of him.

			“What you got?” Staff Sergeant Ramirez asked from the workstation beside him.

			“Another hit on FLEDERMAUS,” Sergeant McCambridge said. He made a note in the time log at his workstation.

			Ramirez flipped through the pages of his notepad. “Third mention in two weeks.”

			“And that’s just the times we’re picking up,” McCambridge said. “Weird word to use so often in a sentence.”

			Warsaw Pact nations ran frequent training ops, but FLEDERMAUS didn’t appear to be one of those. For one thing, it was German, not Russian. Worse yet, the word was often heard in conjunction with U.S. or British operations or weapons systems—at least so far as the coded messages could be understood. FLEDERMAUS was a person—and, from the sound of things, that person was substantiating bits of Western intel.

			That was above Sergeant McCambridge’s pay grade. He listened, made notes, and then sent those notes up the chain to someone who had the big picture. FLEDERMAUS . . . He had to admit, that was a kickass code name.

			The BAT.

			“Note the time stamp on the tape when you heard it,” Ramirez said. “Get some DAFL guys to give it a listen. See if we missed any idioms.”

			McCambridge chuckled.

			“E-I-E-I-O,” he said.

			Ramirez loved to make up his own acronyms. In Ramirezese, DAFL meant Deutsch As a First Language. No matter what you called them, it was a good idea—and standard procedure. Sergeants Ramirez and McCambridge had both been to DLIFLC—a real acronym that stood for the Defense Language Institute Foreign Language Center in Monterey. Their German was very good, but it took a native speaker to catch the subtle nuances and idioms. “Tote Oma” tripped up most everyone the first time they heard it. Translated literally, it meant “dead grandma,” but was in reality a mashed blood sausage. You had to grow up here to get that kind of thing on the fly.

			“Maybe FLEDERMAUS is a spy,” McCambridge mused. “Some East German infiltrator?”

			“Maybe,” Ramirez said. “Hell, we’re spies, Weedhopper. Shouldn’t surprise us that they’re spying on us. The guys in ops are probably already hunting this one down. Our lowly asses will never get to know a damn thing unless we hear chatter from the other side . . .” He glanced at McCambridge. “And anyway, who says FLEDERMAUS has to be German?”

		

	
		
			4

			Greasy hair splayed like a halo in the snow around the mugger’s head. He stared skyward, face pulled back into a terrifying grimace. But he wasn’t dead. Not yet. White froth bubbled from the corners of his mouth. His body writhed and seethed like a rattlesnake Ruby’s grandfather had once thrown into a campfire.

			The resigned look on the paramedics’ faces as they loaded him into the back of an ambulance said he would not likely make it to the hospital.

			Ruby told the responding military and West German police what she knew—which was almost nothing—but kept the information about the cryptic note and computer disk to herself.

			The puzzle of it all gave her a worse headache than the fall had. Why her? They were in the West. If someone wanted to defect, why hadn’t they just walked into the U.S. Mission? She was new to State and West Berlin. Was she being turned into some kind of scapegoat?

			“Crapola,” she said under her breath, blowing a cloud of vapor in the cold. It was pretty much the strongest byword her mother had allowed in the house. They’d covered defections during her Foreign Service officer training, but the information was sparse. Essentially, refer everything to the CIA. Even so, Ruby had read enough Ludlum to know what to do.

			This was going to be one of those stories she could tell her kids someday, how she helped some Russian or East German flee the repression of communism. She found a pay phone outside the McDonald’s and called the USBER switchboard. The mission was only a few blocks away, but this information wasn’t something she could sit on, even for a few minutes. She had to let someone in charge know what she had.

			The United States government was prickly about Germans getting their diplomatic mission in Berlin confused with an embassy, so Army military police were assigned security duties rather than the Marine Corps guards that embassies got.

			Ruby barely mentioned receiving the mysterious computer disk before the soldier who answered the phone, an Army sergeant who’d flirted with her when she’d left, instructed her to return immediately to USBER without saying anything else over the telephone. He obviously had a lot more experience with this sort of thing than she did.

			It took her fifteen minutes to walk back down Clayallee, imagining Stasi operatives behind every tree and park bench the entire way. To her dismay, no one spoke to her or even looked in her direction. Still, she felt like she might pass out by the time she reached the flirtatious sergeant at the front doors. A local German woman from the cleaning staff was already buffing the tile floor.

			A woman who identified herself as consular officer Jennifer “Jen” North was waiting in the lobby. Fifteen years Ruby’s senior, North’s high cheekbones and auburn hair gave her a Slavic look. She wore tan high-waisted gabardine slacks and a baby-blue cotton pinpoint blouse with the collar popped up, stylishly, as if she’d stepped away from a Cosmo photo shoot for a Virginia Slims cigarette ad.

			Ruby had been around the woman only a couple times when they crossed paths at USBER, but to her, North seemed like someone out of a movie. She rattled off German like a native and didn’t take shit from anyone. She worked in an out-of-bounds area that was not consular officer space and did absolutely no consular work.

			In Ruby’s eyes, North was the epitome of what a woman could do in the U.S. government. She wasn’t some lowly cypher clerk or cleaning lady with a buffer. Jen North was CIA, she had to be. Everyone knew it, even the Germans. She had, as they said, come a long way, baby.

			North ushered Ruby back to the inner sanctum, nodding curtly to the soldier in the hallway as she punched a code into the mechanical cypher lock on the door.

			Inside turned out not to be a look behind the curtain, only another hall with polished floors and three nondescript doors without any signage.

			“We’ll use number three,” North said, pushing another cypher lock to open the first door past the entry.

			Room number three was even more bland than the hall was. Ten by ten feet and windowless, the walls were covered in sculpted gray acoustic foam, like the rooms Ruby’s high school orchestra ensemble had practiced in when she played violin. Industrial carpet, gray to match the foam walls and ceiling, seemed to absorb light as well as dampen sound.

			North pitched a steno pad and pen on the small metal table and motioned for Keller to take a seat in one of the only two chairs in the room. She hung on to Ruby’s purse, clutching it in her fist.

			Ruby took the pen and looked around the little space. There were two cameras in opposite corners, visible but recessed into the ceiling. The foam padding on the back of the door was identical to the walls, causing it to blend and almost disappear.

			“Am I in trouble?”

			North cocked her head. She didn’t smile. “What makes you say that?”

			“This looks like one of those rooms where they interrogate people in the movies.”

			“Funny,” North said, deadpan, like it was not funny at all. “This isn’t the movies, sweetie.”

			“I know that,” Ruby said, embarrassed to sound like such a weirdo in front of this woman.

			North studied her for a moment, as if coming to a decision, then groaned. “It’s Lisa, right?”

			“Ruby. Ruby Keller.”

			“Right,” North said, shaking her head, distracted. “Ruby. You’re not being interrogated. I need you to write down exactly what happened. Start with what you were doing before. Everything. Yesterday. Today. Since you’ve been in Germany.”

			Ruby nodded.

			“And I need a description of this mystery woman who had your purse.”

			“I never saw her,” Ruby said. “You’ll have to ask that sergeant about her. Newsome, I think his name was.”

			“We are.” North folded her arms across her chest and stared down. “I gotta ask. Why you?”

			“Honestly,” Ruby said. “I have—”

			The cypher lock on the door clicked behind them.

			North leaned back against the edge of the table, arms still folded.

			“Perfect,” she said under her breath, and then put on a tight smile.

			A sandy-haired man who looked like he was pushing sixty poked his head through the door. He wore a dark suit and had a winter coat draped over his arm.

			“What’s this I’m hearing about a walk-in?” he said to North as he stepped inside and shook Ruby’s hand. “I’m Skip Hulse.” He didn’t give his title, but she knew he was head of the CIA in West Berlin.

			“Ms. Keller is telling us about a potential walk-in,” North corrected. “I have it handled.”

			Hulse smiled, a more genuine expression than North’s. Ruby decided that might actually make him more dangerous. She braced herself. He was probably the good cop.

			“Jen’s got you writing up everything you can remember?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Very good,” he said, then turned to North. “Can I see you for a sec?”

			Ruby released a pent-up breath. That wasn’t so bad.

			Jen North cleared her throat, not quite concealing how much the interruption annoyed her. “Sure.”

			“We’ll be right back,” Hulse said, flashing that good-cop smile again. “The door locks from the outside . . . You know, security and all. But don’t worry. Just wave if you need anything.”

			Ruby jumped when the door shut, vanishing into the acoustic foam wall with an audible click.

			“Welcome to Mission Berlin, Ruby Keller,” she whispered to herself. Hunched over the table, pen in hand, she began to hum the doleful notes of a tune her grandfather had taught her.

			

			—

			Jen North paused for a moment outside the interview room. She listened to the song coming out of the speaker, frowned, and then wheeled to follow Skip Hulse down the polished hallway. He moved swiftly, like he wanted to be done with this whole affair as quickly as possible, pausing only long enough to punch in the code to access CIA office space. Blue government carpet squares and slate-gray cubicles ruled the day. The sparse décor was limited to a couple potted plants—mother-in-law’s tongue—and the smallish framed photographs that CIA officers carried with them around the world—connections to their normal life, as if there was such a thing as normal anymore.

			Farrah Fawcett’s iconic red swimsuit poster hung on the wall of the first cubicle. The caption, written in black Magic Marker, read: If someone who looks like me approaches you, you are being recruited, comrade!

			Billy Dunn, pulling duty for the evening, sat at the desk beneath the poster of Officer Fawcett. He’d gone a little native during his previous posting in Tokyo and often affected a guttural samurai voice, which he thought was funny but North considered asinine. He busied himself folding an origami crane while he pretended to read an economic brief beside a well-worn copy of Miyamoto Musashi’s The Book of Five Rings.

			He looked up, innocently sliding the brief over the top of the book. “Hey, boss.”

			“Come with us,” Hulse said and kept walking.

			They went straight to Hulse’s office, where he dumped the contents of Ruby Keller’s purse onto a small side table. He took a pencil from the pocket of his wrinkled dress shirt and used it to flip over the computer disk. “You haven’t looked at any of this yet?”

			North shook her head. “I read the note, but I haven’t had time to look at the disk. The Keller girl just got here. I’d no sooner gotten her started with the statement when you came in and got me.”

			“Good,” Hulse said, nodding slowly, mulling his options. “Good, good . . . We got another cable warning us about computer worms last week. The disk could have something like that, and I don’t want to wreck our machines.”

			Hulse had come aboard the agency in 1962 when computers were something used to crack codes in a big room at Langley. Of course, they had computers in the office now. The machines were a juggernaut that could not be avoided, but not something every desk had to bother with. He made no secret of his fervent belief that too much reliance on technology flew in the face of good tradecraft. Terminators. That’s what he called them, after the new Schwarzenegger flick. The end of the world. To Skip Hulse, the IBM Selectric was still cutting-edge.

			Dunn read the note aloud. “ ‘Special Services’ . . . ” He looked up to meet Hulse’s eye. “No locals. Sounds like he doesn’t trust us.”

			“Or he’s fishing,” North said. “Looking to see who shows up to meet.”

			“Meet where?” Hulse asked.

			“I presume that information is on the disk,” North said.

			“The coded disk,” Dunn said. “And the cypher key is in the States . . . Pretty smart if he doesn’t want any of us privy to who he is.”

			“Or she,” Hulse said.

			Dunn tapped the table with his fingers in thought. “Maybe this guy has information on FLEDERMAUS . . .”

			Hulse grimaced. “We don’t even know if there is a FLEDERMAUS. For all we know the Stasi Imperium has an infestation of bats.”

			“You really believe that, boss?” Dunn asked.

			“I do not,” Hulse said. “I just want to make sure we’re looking at this from all angles.”

			“Could be someone from BND,” North said, giving a nod of her own.

			“What makes you say that?” Hulse asked.

			The Bundesnachrichtendienst, or BND, was the Federal Intelligence Service of the West German government.

			“I don’t know,” she said. “Gut feeling, I guess.”

			“That’s more like it,” Hulse said. “Gut feelings can lead to valuable outcomes.”

			North leaned on the table, eyeing the disk. “We cooperate with the BND on pretty much everything, but we know the Stasi have infiltrated the West German government on so many levels. I’m just saying that this BAT could be someone who’s burrowed in over there, then feeding the GDR our intel.”

			“Whether FLEDERMAUS exists or not,” Hulse said, “whoever sent this believes we have a leak.”

			North turned over the disk with her own pen, hoping she’d missed some bit of instruction written on the black paper sleeve, then turned to Hulse. “Taylor’s a tech guy,” she said. “I can get him to—”

			“Nope,” Hulse said.

			His phone rang, and he turned to answer it. Head down, he spoke in hushed tones for a moment before hanging up.

			“Word from on high,” he said. “This is going in a diplomatic pouch.”

			North came up off the table. “I can handle—”

			“I said no, Jen,” Hulse said, giving her a jaundiced eye. “Look, I know recruitment is a touchy subject, considering the way you were treated. We all know what a piece of shit Buckley is.”

			Dunn smirked. “You mean Assistant Deputy Director Buckley.”

			“Shut up, Billy,” Hulse said. He put a hand on North’s arm, the condescending bastard. “You’ll still get credit for handling the walk-in if it gets to that point. And once we establish trust, you can roll in and take over. But for now, the note explicitly states no local operators. It’s a moot point anyway. The key to decipher this is in Chantilly, Virginia. We couldn’t read it if we wanted to. This whole package, including the paper bag it came in, is going by courier to Langley tonight.”

			North moved to gather the items, but Hulse shook his head. “I’ll take care of it.”

			“I’m the one who accepted it,” North said. “I should—”

			“I said I’d take care of it,” Hulse said.

			

			—

			Hulse took care of the package himself, sending North and Dunn to let Ruby Keller out of the interview room.

			North stopped at her desk, pulling up the CCTV and sound feeds. “Hold up,” she said. “Let’s see what she’s up to before we cut her loose.”

			The black-and-white image showed their guest sitting quietly, pen and paper on the table in front of her. She’d apparently finished her statement and now swayed a little, humming to herself while she looked around the room.

			“Cool as a cucumber,” Dunn said. “Let me guess. You don’t trust her.”

			“Do you?” North scoffed. “With that story? I mean, this cryptic note and computer disk magically appear in her purse after she’s mugged? Give me a break.”

			“The mugger died,” Dunn said. “Polizei are saying some type of poison, probably injected. That tends to bolster her story.”

			“Maybe,” North said. “For all we know, she’s the one who injected him.”

			“Yeah, but she didn’t have to bring in the disk.”

			“True,” North said. “But I still don’t like her.”

			“What’s that she’s saying?” Dunn asked. “I can’t quite make it out.”

			North leaned closer to the speaker, teeth clenched so tight she thought they might shatter. “She’s singing.”

			Dunn shot her a side-glance. “Singing what?”

			“Beats me,” North said, focusing to relax her jaw.

			But she knew exactly what Keller was singing—the fourth movement of Mahler’s Kindertotenlieder.

			Songs on the Death of Children.

			This little bitch was not who she said she was . . .
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			The Pentagon gave the program the top secret SCI code word: SENIOR TREND. The official designation was F-117 Nighthawk. To Air Force OG bean counters and command staff of the 4450th Tactical Group, it was “the asset.”

			The men who flew it called it the Black Jet.

			The first time Major Boden “Slinky” Lee laid eyes on the spindle-legged otherworldly thing had been a gut punch. All angles and lines, the jet looked like someone had shattered it into hundreds of pieces and then glued them all back together. To top it off, it was covered with RAM—radar-absorbing material—that resembled reptile skin.

			A Frankenstein’s monster of airplanes.

			It took six months in the program before Major Lee wasn’t startled when he walked into the hangar and saw the bird. By then, it had gone from an oddity to something beautiful.

			Although his call sign was “Slinky,” tonight in the Black Jet, Major Lee was “Bandit 168” when he talked on the radio at all.

			He’d once known a young pilot who’d tried to give himself his own call sign. That didn’t go well. Not at all. The guy had washed out of the program, likely for the same faulty reasoning skills that made him think he could assign himself a nickname when that was clearly something that had to be earned—usually by doing something stupid. Lee had earned his during training at Sheppard, when he’d tumbled down the stairs in his flight suit, did a roll, and jumped to his feet like nothing at all had happened. Half the squadron had been there to witness his clumsiness and his amazing recovery. From the moment he’d stood up, it was written in stone that Boden “Slinky” Lee would be stenciled on every aircraft assigned to him beyond those first T-38 trainers.

			And he’d flown a lot of them. He loved them all, but he’d never even heard of anything like the Nighthawk—let alone imagined he’d have the opportunity to fly one.

			He learned later that you needed at least a thousand hours of flight time to be considered for a slot, though you had no idea you were being considered at all.

			Outside of a very small group of engineers from Lockheed Martin Skunk Works and the squadron of pilots and maintainers here at Tonopah Test Range, the number of people who knew of the F-117’s existence was absurdly small. Somehow, contrary to what Lee had seen during his eleven years of military service, the United States government had actually been able to keep a secret.

			They flew the bird at night, obviously. This week, Slinky was assigned to what was known as the “Late-Go,” or second flight. The birds in the Late-Go would take off a few minutes apart, running the same mission one after the other. Wheels-up for Bandit 168 would be at 0230, last in the line after the Early-Go flight returned. Civilians and military alike who had not been read in on SENIOR TREND had heard rumors about a stealthy aircraft that could avoid radar, but they’d never seen one. The Air Force aimed to keep it that way.

			Prospective pilots didn’t even know what they were getting into when they were tapped to fly the thing. As a British pilot who’d come out as part of a highly competitive exchange program said, “One did not ask to fly the Black Jet. One was asked to fly the Black Jet.”

			Program managers kept a keen eye open for possible candidates, picking from not only the best pilots, but the most taciturn. Those given to excessive no-shit-there-I-was tales of derring-do were sent to apply their skills in more conventional squadrons. The competition was fierce, but pilots didn’t know the program existed. Major Lee, competitive to begin with, had no idea he was competing for anything—or that the application process began from the day he’d first mustered into the Air Force.

			The briefing went quickly but professionally tonight. The pilots rotated the responsibility of putting together the targeting packages. It was Major Gary “Heeler” Dundee’s turn. Lee found him to be an extremely capable aviator. Hell, they all were. They had to be to get here.

			Major Lee took care not to tap his class ring against the Formica top of his desk in the ready room. Attending that little engineering college north of Colorado Springs was something to be proud of. But he was a ring-wearer, not a ring-knocker. If anyone took care to read that far back in his file, they would have seen he was on the superintendent’s list for military, academic, and athletic excellence every semester. It was an oft-repeated (and true) adage that as far as degrees went, “poli-sci flies.” The relatively less intense liberal arts academic course of study might allow for a higher GPA than a math-and-science-heavy degree like aeronautical engineering. A higher class standing gave graduates greater choice in career fields. Lee chose the latter anyway, graduated number nine in his class (two spots ahead of his future brother-in-law), and somehow found the time to earn his jump wings at Fort Benning, attend SERE School at Fairchild AFB, and receive his private pilot’s license. He rounded out his C1C year serving as vice commander of the Cadet Wing. He’d wanted to attend the Marine Corps Bulldog course at Quantico, but, visiting Rita in Wyoming on the weekends at least every two months, he just hadn’t had enough time.

			Air Force Academy cadets had to remain single until graduation—a deficiency Lee was able to address at the Academy chapel three hours after he’d thrown his hat in the air and the Thunderbirds performed their flyover. He’d known Rita Anderson since her brother, a squadron mate, had invited him home to Jackson Hole for Thanksgiving their freshman year. They’d started dating exclusively almost at once. So, when he thought about it, Rita had as much tenure with the Air Force as he did.

			The pilot pipeline had taken up a significant portion of his early career—T-38s at Sheppard, going on to fly F-4 Phantom IIs with the 56th Tactical Fighter Wing at MacDill, then transitioning to F-16s with the 388th at the Hill. Rita had blessed him with two beautiful kids by the time they got to Utah. The Lees loved Ogden, nestled in the beautiful Wasatch Mountains. Skiing, fly-fishing, river rafting, and blue-bird clear days to slice up the sky with the most advanced aircraft in the world.

			Or so Lee believed until his commander, a crusty old colonel, had called him into his office after a long day of classroom training. His name was Spoon—too cool to screw with by giving him a fake nickname, so no one bothered to try.

			“The 4450th Tactical Group out of Nellis is looking for A-7 pilots,” Colonel Spoon had said, gunning straight to the point as per usual. “I hate to lose you, but there is a specific set of criteria they are looking for, and damn it, son, if you don’t tick all the boxes.”

			“Nellis.” Lee gave an involuntary shake of his head.

			The A-7 Corsair II was a Vietnam bird, subsonic, outgunned and outmaneuvered by the newer, more capable fighters like the F-15 and F-16. To Lee, flying one would be a step backward.

			Colonel Spoon raised an open hand. “Now, don’t turn it down until you’ve heard the particulars.”

			“Of course, sir,” Lee said. “I didn’t mean . . .”

			“I get it,” Spoon said. “You were thinking what a shitty trade cactus and creosote are for pine trees and mountains just to fly an older airframe.”

			“My wife’s from Jackson Hole, sir,” Lee said. “No place we move is going to match the Tetons. Those particulars . . . ?”

			Spoon perused the paper in front of him, then slipped it in the folder on his desk and slid it aside. “Turns out I’m not authorized to give you any particulars at this time. I can tell you that while you’d be assigned to Nellis, you will be flying out of Tonopah Test Range.”

			“Tonopah,” Lee mused. “You can’t say anything more?”

			“I cannot,” Spoon said. “But I can tell you that, officially, you will be flying the A-7.”

			“ ‘Officially’ ?”

			And on the back of that mysterious introduction, Major Boden Lee attended three months of training in the Corsair II with the 152nd Fighter Squadron Air National Guard in Tucson and then moved his little family from the beautiful Wasatch Front to Nellis Air Force Base outside of Las Vegas, which was . . . not the beautiful Wasatch Front.

			The week before the move, Lee’s father, a retired Navy F-4 Phantom pilot, had come out to Utah on a visit from Seattle. Boden had never been prouder than when showing his old man around the flight line at the Hill. Later, when he’d come to visit the grandkids at Nellis, Lee had to break the news that a tour was out of the question. The old man had been around the block a few times and recognized a secret program when he heard it.

			And secret it was. The United States government went to great lengths to keep SENIOR TREND under wraps. Aircraft were disassembled at Lockheed Martin Skunk Works facilities and moved via C-5 to Groom Lake—sometimes called Area 51. In June of 1981 a Lockheed Skunk Works test pilot lifted off the tarmac in the first test aircraft—at that point, code-named HAVE BLUE. Less than a year and a half later, a pilot from the 4450th TG lifted off from Groom Lake in the first operational F-117A.

			Testing of each new aircraft was still conducted by the Baja Scorpions at Groom Lake before they were turned over for operational use. By the time Lee entered the program, the Air Force had decided to move the 4450th to Tonopah Test Range. Special hangars were built to keep the Nighthawks out of sight. The Corsairs were parked on the tarmac out front, giving Soviet satellites something to look at and a supposed reason for all the hangars.

			SENIOR TREND was not the only secret program at Tonopah Test Range.

			Pilots and support personnel took a chartered passenger plane from Nellis to Tonopah every Monday. Their families knew only that they were engaged in secret work. During the daylight hours each Monday through Thursday, pilots from a program called CONSTANT PEG flew aggressor training in Soviet MiG-17s, -21s, and -23s against Marine, Air Force, and Navy flyers. F-117 missions happened under the cover of darkness. Personnel from both projects returned to Las Vegas each Friday.

			Stories of the secrecy surrounding the Black Jet were legendary.

			The year before Lee arrived, the 4450th’s P-Unit participated in “Team Spirit” at Kunsan Air Base in South Korea. Word was leaked that the 4450th Tactical Group’s A-7s had been fitted with ultrasecret anti-radar cloaking devices. The planes were outfitted with old napalm canisters with radiation warning tags and a slot that read Reactor Cooling Fill Port. Air Police closed the base when the 4450th birds arrived, making all the runway personnel turn their backs. On departure, personnel were ordered to lie facedown on the deck with their eyes closed until the A-7s were away.

			SENIOR TREND was, as they said, a secret worth keeping.

			

			—

			An engineer at heart, Lee was astounded that the big brains at Skunk Works had been able to pull off a design that had the radar cross section of a hummingbird with essentially slide rules and graph paper.

			There were no tandem Black Jets, which meant that first flight in the F-117 was also a pilot’s first solo. In fact, the first “flight” in the Nighthawk was not a flight at all, but a ride down the runway, getting up to speed, deploying the drag chute, and coming to a stop. It was heady stuff. The first time you actually left the ground, an instructor pilot flew off the wing in an A-7, but you were essentially alone. Fortunately, it was an easy aircraft to fly once you got it up to speed. The General Electric F404 turbofan engines were the same as those used by F-18s (minus afterburners). Designers utilized the flight controls and fly-by-wire system of an F-16, and F-15 hydraulics and landing gear. This added not only to the secrecy when ordering spare parts, but also to the ease of transition for the pilot.

			To Lee, the best part of flying was the aloneness. The pilot and the aircraft were on their own.

			A subsonic bomber, the Black Jet carried no air-to-air weapons, no defenses. No chaff, no guns, no radar, no radar warning. Over the test range or in a war zone, the transponder would be turned off and the radio antennas withdrawn inside the airframe. During flight, the pilots changed speed altitude and direction so often that the only radar that could possibly detect it didn’t recognize it as the same blip by the time the scan came around again.

			Though a day rarely went by without someone reminding the pilots that the Black Jet was neither invisible nor invincible, it was easy to feel like it was both.

			On the Late-Go, Major Lee carried a small box from the ready room to his bird, Bandit 168. He wore a G-suit and survival vest, though the pilots often joked that in an aircraft as slow as the Black Jet, the suit’s main purpose was to look cool walking out to the airplane. Once in the cockpit, Lee plugged in and downloaded the preplanned mission waypoints. Tonight was an off-range camera run with ten targets ranging from a residential address in a small town near Lake Mead to a big-box store in St. George, Utah. It was scheduled to take just under two hours—during most of which the autopilot would fly the plane while Lee handled targeting and camera operation, simulating weapons release. Out of all the time in the air, he would get no more than twenty minutes of stick time manually flying the jet himself—a good portion of that during takeoff and landing.

			The cockpit was roomy and, to a former F-16 pilot, familiar. Visibility on the ground sucked. In the air, FLIR—forward-looking infrared—and DLIR—downward-looking infrared—cameras located and locked on to targets with the help of a laser that was linked to the nav system.

			Someone had dubbed the Nighthawk the Wobblin’ Goblin, but Lee thought that was BS. It was relatively unstable in pitch and yaw at low speeds, but as long as you kept the speed up, it flew like a heavy F-16.

			Eager to get back before daylight, Lee got the airplane spun up quickly, releasing the brakes as soon as he got permission to take off. It wasn’t exactly the bolt to the back that he was accustomed to with the Falcon, but it wasn’t mild, either. The plane’s arrowhead shape made wingtip drag a danger on takeoff, so pilots were perpetually warned to watch their angle on rotation. Meters off the runway, Lee established positive rate and retracted the landing gear. He adjusted throttle and pitch, accelerating toward a best-climb speed of 340 knots. Moments after the gear folded into place a loud whoosh and a metallic clunk rattled the left side of the aircraft. A full second later, an identical whoosh-bang shook the plane to Lee’s right.

			The terrible noise had scared the shit out of Major Lee the first time he’d heard it. What sounded like the airplane falling apart were the huge blow-in doors slamming shut over the engines.

			The gaping hole of an engine intake made a beautiful radar signature—something Skunk Works designers had wanted to avoid. A metal grid pilots called the ice cube maker covered each intake. The devices not only deflected radar waves, but airflow as well, airflow the GE F404 engines especially needed on takeoff. They solved the problem by fitting huge doors that would remain open on takeoff and then automatically blow shut with alarming effect once the Black Jet reached somewhere around Mach .5.

			The first two targets were uneventful, with Lee locating and lasing each perfectly. On average, pilots “shot” ten targets per night, two to four nights per week, but two misses put you out of the running for top gun of the quarter. So, apart from “doing everything they had to do to not die,” Black Jet pilots took great care to ensure their accuracy on target.

			The third target was slightly more problematic, a horse shed behind a mobile home off Highway 160 north of Pahrump, Nevada—an area with three mobile homes and nearly identical horse sheds. “Hitting” the wrong shed was a miss. To make matters worse, he was in the gray zone, the time of night Late-Go pilots came to know well. Desert temps rose during the day and fell during the night, reaching a point of relative equilibrium where inanimate objects all took on a similar gray color in the infrared viewers. Lee took special care with the FLIR and DLIR images in the center of three cockpit displays to double- and triple-check his target.

			There it was. His target was the only mobile home without a swing set.

			“Bombs away,” he said to himself as he lased the target and snapped a photograph to record the “hit.”

			The autopilot adjusted the heading on its own, taking the Black Jet well north to skirt Las Vegas and then turning east cruising at just over 400 knots on a dogleg course toward his next target, the big-box store in St. George, Utah.

			The first indication that anything was wrong happened north of Lake Mead—a violent shudder. With no warning, the Black Jet veered right, tremendous G-forces shoving Lee’s head downward toward the stick. He heard a loud crack to the right and the airplane rolled, then, pitching upward, threw Lee against his harness as it porpoised violently through the night sky. Another series of bangs shook the fuselage. Out of control, the plane went into a steep dive. Wind roared, engines white, and Lee worked furiously to try and regain control.

			Somewhere in the blackness below, jagged mountains were rising up to meet him, and his airplane was coming apart.
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