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S1


Who can protest and does not, is an accomplice in the act. The
Talmud


SEPTEMBER, THURSDAY, WEST BEIRUT

Warren Linder stepped
from the taxi onto the cobbled side street, felt the glaring heat of
the midday sun, and nearly fell on the ice. Not sheet ice, for this
was September in Beirut, but a layer of discarded ice cubes that some
restaurant sous-chef had poured onto the curb. Seizing the taxi door
with both hands, Linder regained his balance quickly, but for all his
hardheaded worldliness, he had developed a superstitious streak of
late and, rather than curse at the proximate cause of his near fall,
pondered whether it might have a deeper meaning. And in that moment
he wished he had never left his flat in the Cypriot resort town of
Limassol, a mere hour’s flight away, where he had spent the
previous night after a week on the road.

While he imagined
himself back on his fourth floor balcony overlooking Akrotiri Bay,
the taxi driver fetched his bags from the trunk, deposited them on
the sidewalk, and awaited payment. Linder refocused in time to pull a
wad of Lebanese banknotes from his jacket breast pocket and pay the
jovial driver, adding a generous tip and a few words of appreciation.

Only then did he notice
his reflection in the polished car window. The sight unnerved him: he
looked every bit as dissipated as he felt. The dark circles under his
bloodshot, puffy eyes, the gray streaks infiltrating his hair and
whisker stubble, the furrows in his forehead and cheeks: these were
all products of the past two years.

Though he exercised
most days, ate reasonably well when he could, and made an effort to
catch enough sleep and cut back on the booze, Linder knew his
38-year-old body had logged more than its share of mileage and stress
during his dozen years of government service. He was nearing the end
of his rope: the proof of it was in the mirror, and in the
nightmares, and in the need for more and more alcohol to stave off
his dread.

All at once he felt a
powerful urge to pitch it all and board the next ferry to Larnaca
and, from there, another boat to Turkey and then a bus or taxi to
some obscure seaside or mountain village in Greece or the Balkans
where he could buy time and figure out how to give his life a radical
makeover.

He turned and called
out to the driver.

“Is there still a
daily ferry from Beirut to Cyprus these days?”

“Not daily, not
weekly, siidi. To go by sea, you must hire a boat and a
captain. Best to find them at Jounieh or Kaslik. Shall I take you?”

Linder hesitated.

“And to Syria? The
same?”

“There are ships for
carrying goods to Latakia, but none for the people.”

“Too bad. Maybe
another time, then,” Linder replied, noticing the middle-aged
doorman who had come to fetch his luggage. With a parting nod to the
driver, Warren Linder followed the doorman and his bags into the
lobby of the Hotel Cavalier.

The desk clerk was an
unctuous twenty-something Lebanese with a receding hairline and ample
paunch, likely the product of some European hotel-management school
or apprenticeship, one of the generation of prematurely aged young
fogeys who were rebuilding the new commercial city-state of Beirut
from the ashes of its most recent conflagration. Linder greeted the
clerk in French and handed him the alias passport that he
occasionally used for the kind of undercover work that had brought
him to Beirut. The clerk gave him a professional once-over, then
proceeded to check him in.

As Linder pulled out
his wallet, full of credit cards and IDs under his current alias, the
urge to flee gripped him once more, and he wondered whether he had
enough cash and credit in his two hands, right now, today, to vanish
from sight. No, came the answer; it was impossible. Even if he took
cash advances from all the credit cards before leaving Beirut, he
would not get very far. Without having planned further ahead, he
would likely be caught within days.

This sudden feeling of
dread and unease puzzled him. Usually, he loved being on the road and
arriving in a new city. Though he sometimes dreamed fondly of having
a real home, of putting down roots somewhere with a wife and family,
each time he returned to his flat in Limassol, or Basel, or London
before that, or even Cleveland to visit his parents and sister,
within days of arriving he would daydream of being on the road again.

The problem with being
a self-starter and overachiever was that he could never quite bring
himself to slow down. He felt rather like a shark that needed to
constantly move to survive. The analogy was apt, not only because of
the work he did, but also because it was true in a physical sense.
His muscular, heavy-boned physique was so lean that he could
literally lie flat on the bottom of a swimming pool without rising.
From adolescence on, he had come to hate swimming because if he
failed to swim fast, he sank.

After completing the
check-in procedure, Linder took the self-service elevator to the
hotel’s top floor and found his mini-suite at the end of the hall.
It was as spacious and well appointed as the operations assistant at
Beirut Base had described by email, with a view of the shimmering
Mediterranean across a vast array of red-tiled roofs. Linder placed
his suitcase on the folding luggage rack, opened it to retrieve his
toiletries kit, and retired to the bathroom to freshen up after his
travels. When he returned to the sitting room, he opened a tall
bottle of sparkling mineral water, poured himself a glass, and downed
it in a single draft. Next, he pulled out a tourist map of Beirut and
had barely spread it across the coffee table when he heard a sharp
rap at the door.

Quickly Linder refolded
the map and closed his suitcase before walking quietly to the door.
Through the peephole, he saw a familiar face, and, without
hesitation, opened the door to let in Neil Denniston. Both men waited
for the door to close before speaking.

Denniston, a gangling,
narrow-shouldered figure dressed in dark tropical wool dress trousers
and a tailored striped shirt unbuttoned to the breast bone, wore a
confident grin as he offered his hand to Linder. His lush crop of
flaxen hair had thinned on top since Linder had last seen him three
summers before, and his deep-set eyes and thin-lipped mouth were
surrounded by a few new wrinkles, but otherwise, Denniston looked
much the same as he did a decade ago when the two men had worked
together on a CIA-led counterterrorist team, also in Beirut.

Five years later, both
left the Agency to join the newly formed Department of State Security
at a time when nearly all American troops and intelligence operatives
were being brought home for good. As with Vietnam-era
counterinsurgency experts two generations earlier, Arabic-speaking
counterterrorist officers now glutted the market as they filed
through the crowded halls of the Pentagon and CIA Headquarters,
searching in vain for onward assignments.

Then, as now, Denniston
was always on the alert for career-advancing opportunities, always
the first to pursue the next big thing, always hustling close friends
and associates to team up with him on his next gig. And Denniston was
nothing if not persuasive. He had a deceptively languid manner,
speaking slowly and softly in a Kentucky Gentleman drawl that charmed
many into underestimating his shrewdness and force of will.
Similarly, by maintaining eye contact and lavishing praise, he made
others feel as if there was no one else in the world he would rather
talk to. Women, particularly the more vacuous ones, tended to find
Denniston irresistible. In an earlier era, Linder could easily
picture his friend as a Mississippi riverboat gambler or a Florida
land swindler or a New Orleans pimp.

Denniston’s personal
qualities, Linder was certain, perfectly matched CIA’s recruiting
profile for new clandestine operations officers, a profile that dated
back to the World War II Office of Strategic Services and was refined
continuously by way of sophisticated psychological testing
techniques. The same recruiting profile, Linder believed, described
the constellation of character traits commonly found among loan
sharks, Wall Street bond salesmen, drug pushers, Ponzi schemers,
plaintiff lawyers, used car salesmen, and other borderline
sociopaths.

Such charm, craftiness,
and determination were largely the reason why Denniston was now
Branch Chief for North Africa and the Near East in the DSS’s Émigré
Division. Of course, his Unionist Party membership had also played a
role, but joining the Party before the President-for-Life’s final
election was just one more example of his friend’s unusual
foresight and tactical genius. When he and Denniston were fraternity
brothers at Kenyon and Linder coached him through one exam after
another, Linder would never have imagined that one day Denniston’s
career would outshine his.

Linder took Denniston’s
outstretched hand and gave it a hearty shake before pouring his guest
a tumbler of sparkling water.

“Sorry, I don’t
have anything stronger,” Linder said as he handed over the glass.
“No ice, either.”

“You can send up for
something if you want. They have an excellent bar here,” Denniston
offered.

“Yes, I remember.”

“Of course,”
Denniston responded. “You were stationed here, too, in those days.
I keep forgetting. It seems like another lifetime.”

Linder poured himself
another glass of water and took a seat across the coffee table from
Denniston. This time he would not let Denniston suck him into another
drinking bout. If Denniston wanted to booze it up, he could visit the
bar alone.

“At the risk of being
abrupt, Neil, I’d like to ask you a question I didn’t want to put
in official email traffic. What exactly do you and Bednarski want
from me in this operation? My understanding is that your target is
one of the rebel leaders who looted the downtown banks during the
Battle of Cleveland, and that your objective is to render him back to
the States. But don’t you already have an inside man to set this
up? Why do you need me?”

“Actually, the only
inside man right now is you,” Denniston replied with his usual
self-assurance. “Our plan is to introduce you as an insurgent
leader from one of the western restricted zones. Your funding request
will be of a scale that requires our target’s approval, since he
decides on all major funding requests to his particular war chest.”

“So you want me to go
to him as Mormon Joe Tanner?” Linder asked. “Has your man met
Tanner before?”

“Not yet, but we’ve
had a couple of our European-based assets vouch for you. And there’s
one other step involved. You see, before you can get to our primary
target, you’ll have to make your pitch to his go-between.”

Linder shook his head
in distaste. “Does Headquarters know about this? Frankly, Neil,
this is starting to sound like something you cooked up on your way
over here.”

“Oh, they know all
right—in broad terms, of course,” Denniston responded, full of
his usual bravado. “The thing is, the old man is cagey and easily
spooked. That’s why we wanted somebody with demonstrated abilities
in dealing with insurgent types, so we can reach our man on the first
try. In short, we wanted the best undercover operator around, and
that’s you.”

Linder had heard the
pitch before: Denniston was in over his head and needed someone to
bail him out.

“If you’re
resorting to flattery, there must be a catch. What is it? Whose
signoff are you missing?”

Denniston shifted
uneasily in his seat and looked away before answering.

“No, really, we’re
good to go. Bednarski has an oral okay from the Division Chief.”

“Oral? I’d prefer
something in writing,” Linder pressed. “I know we’re under time
pressure and all that, but…”

“Sure, just ask Bob,”
Denniston nodded. “Since he’s Base Chief, officially it’s his
op. You can talk to him when we get together this evening.”

“Yeah, right. A lot
of good that’s likely to do me, considering how well he and I get
along.” Linder complained. Linder realized his complaint was
useless. There was no way out; he was here, and so he would have to
perform. Denniston had outmaneuvered him again. “So, tell me, how
many days are we going to need for this? And how far do you expect it
to go? Are we reeling in the fish in one go or just setting the
hook?”

“That depends on
whether you can get a face-to-face meeting with the target,”
Denniston explained, leaning back in his chair, getting comfortable.
“Once you do, and you establish your bona fides, we’ll decide how
far and how fast to push. You may have to come back once or twice to
seal the deal.”

Linder offered his
colleague a resigned smile.

“No problem there,”
he answered. “I’ve been working this town for over ten years and
have become rather attached to it. Now, do you mind telling me who
the target is?”

Denniston paused for
effect.

“Roger Kendall is the
go-between,” he teased.

“Then the target is…”
Linder felt a sudden tightening in his gut.

“You guessed it.
Philip Eaton.”

Linder gritted his
teeth. “You’re certain of that?”

“No doubt about it,”
Denniston shot back.

“I heard that Eaton
might have travelled this way, but what is Kendall doing here?”
Linder challenged. “He never leaves London any more.”

“Don’t forget,
Eaton is his new father-in-law,” Denniston pointed out. “And
Kendall seems to think that the meeting with Tanner is very
important. So it appears his visit is mixing business with pleasure.”

Linder rose from his
chair and strode to the open window. He gazed out over the
Mediterranean and spotted a fishing boat heading out to sea. He
wondered how long the trip to Limassol might take, if he chartered a
yacht from Jounieh. And how much would it cost? He just might be able
to put together enough cash for that with advances from the alias
credit cards. There was plenty more in his safe deposit box in
Limassol. He just had to get in and out before anyone knew he was
missing.

Linder’s mind raced
on. He imagined himself disappearing on foot into the back alleys of
the Lebanese capital, catching a taxi and making his way through the
hills to the east, across the Bekaa Valley into Syria, then up the
coast to Turkey and across Bulgaria to some seaside resort in Croatia
or Montenegro or Albania. The urge had been nagging at him for the
better part of a year, but now it was more powerful than ever: if he
did not break free and start a new life now, leaving everything he
knew behind, something dreadful was certain to happen. But if he fled
and was caught, his end would likely be just as dreadful: arrest and
conviction on national security charges, a sentence to hard labor in
some godforsaken prison camp in Alaska or the Yukon, and death from
overwork or exposure.

Linder managed to
regain control of his wayward thoughts, turned away from the window,
and met Denniston’s gaze.

“Did Kendall bring
his family?”

“You mean Eaton’s
daughter and granddaughter?” Denniston inquired.

Linder nodded.

“Not to our
knowledge,” Denniston answered. “Kendall’s registered at the
Sofitel in Achrafiyé. He seems to be alone.”

Linder scowled as he
strode back to the couch.

“I don’t get it.
Kendall is a mere dabbler in rebel politics. And the latest word on
Eaton is that he’s run out of dough. Frankly, Neil, this whole
thing is looking like a fool’s errand.”

“Bob and I disagree,”
Denniston demurred. “And so does the Division Chief. So here’s
what we’re going to do. You’re set to meet Kendall tomorrow for
coffee at one o’clock on the East Side. Right now, I suggest you
get some rest, shower up, and meet me downstairs at seven. We’ll go
to Bob’s for drinks and then step out for dinner and work
everything out among the three of us.”

“Out to dinner?
Together? When we’re prepping for an op? Have you gone nuts?”

Denniston shrugged and
flashed his most disarming smile.

“Don’t fret. Eaton
and Kendall never come to the Muslim side of town after dark.
Besides, Bob wants to go out; and when Bob gets his mind set on
something, there’s no point arguing with him.”

Without waiting for a
response, Denniston finished his mineral water and rose to leave.

“Come to think of it,
let’s not meet downstairs at seven. Why don’t I pick you up on
Rue Clemenceau instead? I’ll look for you at seven sharp walking
along the fence side of the street by the American University. I’ll
be driving a silver Renault station wagon. It’ll be fun. You’ll
see.”


* * *

The telephone rang
and jolted Linder awake from a fitful sleep. It was the front desk
with his six o’clock wakeup call. He thanked the clerk quickly and
hung up.

The call had come as
much-needed reprieve, for his afternoon nap had unleashed one of his
worst recurring nightmares, the one of the dark pit, with
foul-smelling hyenas snapping at his buttocks amid the bitter
reproaches of souls he had marked for assassination or capture during
his decade-long work against terrorists and insurgents. As usual,
Linder had called upon Jesus and his guardian angel to rescue him,
and they came to lift him out to the leeward slopes of some frozen
mountain range. But would they come the next time if he didn’t turn
his life around? He was still shivering when the phone’s ring
brought him to his senses.

Until today, the pit
had never pulled him in during a nap, but only late at night when he
could no longer stave off sleep or unconsciousness from drink. This
worried him, for it meant that his naps could no longer be relied
upon to restore his energy or peace of mind.

Linder sat upright,
picked up the phone a second time, and asked the clerk to connect him
to the bar. In his best French, he asked the bartender to send up a
bottle of local brandy.

“Please forgive me,”
the barkeep answered in English. “But our Lebanese brandy is not
the very best. May I suggest a French cognac or an Armenian five
star?”

“Send up the
Armenian, then,” Linder interrupted. “An ordinary grade will do.
I’m on a budget.” He forced a laugh and the bartender joined him.

Though Linder had done
little but sit all day, he felt utterly exhausted. He could no longer
deny it: his life had spun out of control. And while it left him
frustrated and angry, he could blame no one but himself.

At the age of
thirty-eight, he was still ranked as a journeyman case officer. Not a
Chief of Base, or a branch chief, or even a desk chief or a deputy.
No, merely a highly efficient cog in the global search-and-destroy
machine. The good news was that Headquarters continued to value his
services and allowed him to enjoy the perks of an overseas posting
rather than suffer a pauper’s life back in the nation’s capital.

But at the same time,
Linder was painfully aware that he had lately become a caricature of
himself: often drunk, occasionally impotent, increasingly alone,
bored, and belligerent. Chronic nightmares featuring the people he
had targeted now plagued him several times a week. To avoid the side
effects of sleeping pills, he had become dependent on alcohol to
repel the troublesome visions. His usual drink of choice was a stiff
whiskey cocktail like an Old-Fashioned or a Manhattan, but when
traveling, he often resorted to a full-bodied brandy or aged rum that
went down smoothly without ice or a mixer. At first, his hangovers
had been moderate and could usually be dispelled with a morning run
and a hot shower, but not any longer. Even worse, whenever he cut the
dosage, his nightmares returned at full roar.

The root of the
problem, he realized, was that he had ridden the tiger too long. Each
time he considered resigning from the Department, he rejected the
idea out of fear that he was no longer qualified to do anything else.
He held an M.B.A. from Columbia and had worked briefly in
pharmaceutical sales, but he had devoted the last dozen years to
honing his skills as a professional predator. Having done it so well
for so long, he could not bring himself to let go without a push.

At last, the scream of
a police siren tore Linder’s attention free from his gloomy
thoughts. He stood up, fetched a bathrobe from the closet, and set
off for the shower. But before he could cross the room, a knock on
the door stopped him in his tracks. He steeled himself to look in the
keyhole and, to his relief, saw the bellman bearing a bottle of
brandy, an ice bucket, and two glasses on a tray.

Linder removed a
banknote from his wallet and traded it for the brandy.

“Charge it to my
room. This is for you,” he told the bellman and waited for him to
retreat before admiring the deep amber color of the aged spirit and
examining the intricate Armenian writing on the label. He shook his
head, put the bottle down, and withdrew to the shower.


* * *

On his way through
the Hotel Cavalier’s marble-tiled lobby, Linder paused to peer into
the lifeless tourist bar before exiting onto Rue Abdel-Baki toward
the American University of Beirut.

More than thirty-five
years since the outbreak of Lebanon’s civil war, few signs of
fighting remained: no mortar potholes in the blacktopped streets, no
chunks of stucco blasted away from the walls of high-rises by
machine-gun fire or fist-sized entry wounds from rocket-propelled
grenades. Even in broad daylight, it was difficult to find signs of
damage from the fifteen-year civil conflict and the intermittent
clashes that lingered on well into the early twenty-first century.

Meanwhile, America’s
Civil War II had been over for nearly five years. The rebels had fled
the battlefield and taken up exile in Europe, Latin America, and
Australia. Yet, judging from the Department’s daily intelligence
brief, there seemed to be an inexhaustible supply of anti-Unionist
insurgents, traitors, and saboteurs both at home and abroad. Linder
wondered whether America’s civil conflict would last as long as
Lebanon’s and, if so, whether he’d be alive to see it end.

Lately he had come to
doubt it and questioned whether his luck might be running out. He had
posed as a rebel too many times, used too many aliases and disguises,
and lured too many exiles to death or captivity not to have been
noticed by the exile insurgent networks and the foreign intelligence
services that supported them. Unless Headquarters gave him some time
to cool off in another part of the world, he might fall victim to
their retaliation. And even if the insurgents didn’t find him, the
worsening climate of purges within the Department itself might pose
no less a threat.

While passing the AUB
gate on the dimly lit Rue Clemenceau, Linder noticed headlights
behind him. As they drew closer, a silver Renault slowed and pulled
to the curb just ahead. The driver reached across the passenger seat
to open the door and Linder stepped in.

“You’re late. The
Chief is waiting,” Denniston announced casually as the car began to
move.

“Why the rush?”
Linder asked.

“It’s Bob’s last
week before home leave. He’s booked a table at a very swell night
club to celebrate and doesn’t want to be late.”

“Good heavens. Better
step on it, then.”

Denniston laughed
before descending toward the seaside Corniche and the chief’s
residence.

As they wound to the
east past the site of the 1983 U.S. Embassy bombing, Linder saw no
trace of the wreckage. In place of ruins were stately seaside
high-rises and elegant boutiques and nightspots of the kind that
Linder had not seen in the U.S. since before the Events. He found it
difficult to comprehend how a tiny third-world country like Lebanon
could have revived so quickly from the natural disasters, social
upheaval, and global economic crises that had brought America to her
knees less than a decade earlier. Lebanon possessed few natural
resources, a negligible industrial base, and little capital of its
own, and yet it functioned as a global banking center, commercial
entrepot, and tourist hub for the entire Middle East. To Linder, it
seemed a sort of cosmopolitan time capsule from the pre-Events world.
Tonight, he decided, he would shake off his gloom, accept the world
as it was, and receive what Beirut had to offer.

Ten minutes later the
Renault stopped outside a walled villa on a cul-de-sac a few hundred
meters west of the former Green Line, the historic buffer zone
dividing predominantly Muslim West Beirut from the Christian East
Side. Having visited the villa years earlier when it had been the
residence of the CIA’s Deputy Chief of Station, he inferred that it
was now the residence of the DSS Base Chief. It seemed shabbier now
and in serious need of repair, but the scent of night-flowering
jasmine still saturated the moist night air from the thousands of
white blossoms that spilled from the ancient vines overhanging the
compound’s walls.

Denniston pressed a
button at the rusted iron gate, and a few moments later the latch
buzzed open. They stepped into an untended garden that must have been
magnificent once, its stately palms and ancient frangipani trees
ringing the perimeter wall. Ceramic tiles swirled with intricate
Arabesque patterns over the villa’s columned portico. The weathered
teak door opened the moment they reached it.

Standing in the
threshold was a bull-necked man of about forty-five in white linen
trousers and a loose-fitting batik shirt unbuttoned halfway down his
chest and bulging across an ample waist. The Base Chief’s florid
face, neck, and arms were beaded with perspiration. In his hand, he
held an oversized tumbler half-filled with ice and a pale amber
liquid that Linder assumed was Scotch. The Chief’s eyes were glassy
and unfocused.

“It’s been a long
time,” Bob Bednarski began in a wary monotone as he offered Linder
a fleshy hand with a band of scar tissue across the knuckles. The
chief spoke with a thick Cleveland twang reflecting his blue-collar
origins. Linder recalled from past encounters that this vulgar bear
of a man delighted in shocking subordinates with his crude and
profane vocabulary, a relic of his combat tours in Afghanistan, the
Middle East, and along the Great Lakes during CWII. His career
largely rested on his achievements in the latter conflict, when he
was DSS Base Chief for Northern Ohio during the Battle of Cleveland.

“We’ve come a long
way since Cleveland,” Linder responded with a genial smile.

“Want a drink?”
Bednarski offered, avoiding eye contact and taking a bold swig from
the crystal tumbler. “I’ve been saving the last bottle of
Glenlivet to celebrate the end of my tour. Just can’t get decent
Scotch at home any more.”

“Sure, I’ll have
some,” Linder agreed.

To Linder’s surprise,
Denniston declined.

“Come with me,”
Bednarski said as he led them inside. “Ignore the mess.”

The corridor leading
from the front door into the library was choked with unopened boxes
of luxury goods rarely seen on the shelves of America’s
state-controlled retail stores. Even in voucher shops, open only to
the Unionist Party nomenklatura, such a variety of Irish crystal,
Swiss watches, French perfumes, English woolens, Italian leather, and
other luxury items was rarely found. The wares stacked in the
corridor must have cost tens of thousands of dollars, even at the
discounts offered by Beirut’s shady dealers in pirated and smuggled
goods. The chief’s salary certainly didn’t cover this kind of
shopping spree.

Bednarski led Linder
and Denniston into the darkened library and closed the door behind
them. Though its paneled walls were bare and its books were stacked
in boxes, an obsolete American flag showing a full complement of
fifty stars hung across the empty shelves. Bednarski filled a tumbler
with ice from a silver tray on an antique sideboard and poured three
fingers of Glenlivet before handing it to Linder. The cold glass sent
a shiver up Linder’s arm. Without thinking, he discarded half the
ice before taking his first sip.

Denniston stood two
paces behind the Base Chief, in deference to the older man. Though
he, as a Branch Chief in the DSS’s Emigré Division, ranked a shade
higher than his host, Denniston was careful not to pull rank on a man
who had once been his commanding officer and who, by Department
regulation, remained the senior DSS official in charge in Lebanon.

“I want to make it
clear that it wasn’t my idea to bring you here, Linder,”
Bednarski began, giving his visitor a stern look. “Over the past
year or so we’ve driven the expat insurgent network out of Beirut
by handling things in our own quiet way. Instead of trying to
infiltrate each of the rebel cells that operated here, we’ve
focused on the money trail, persuading the Lebanese banks not to
protect their secret bank accounts. And we haven’t lost a single
agent or prompted a single diplomatic protest doing it.”

“Good for you, Bob,”
Linder answered with a sideways look. “If things are going so well
around here, why did you send for me?”

Linder recalled that,
the last time he had served under Bednarski, the chief had blamed him
for an embarrassing setback that Linder had warned him to avoid.
Bednarski pursed his lips and eyed him warily.

“Headquarters wants
us to take one last crack at Philip Eaton before my replacement comes
and, for whatever reason, they seem to think you’re the man for the
job.”

“Ah, now I get it,”
Linder replied. “You guys couldn’t get your hands on Eaton’s
money through the banks, so you want me to help you take it out of
his hide some other way.” He fished the remaining ice from his
glass with three fingers and dumped it onto the ice bucket’s
polished silver tray.

“Well, if you could
persuade him to return to the States…” Denniston suggested.

"Eaton?
Repatriate? Not bloody likely," Linder shot back as he swirled
the pale liquid in his glass.

“All right, then, how
about luring him somewhere we can snatch him? Greece, Cyprus, Italy,
I couldn’t care less where he goes,” Bednarski replied, “so
long as we get our hands on him and Uncle Sam claims his due. But
you’d have to make it look voluntary. We wouldn’t want to spook
our Lebanese hosts.”

“Eaton is too cagey
to fall for anything obvious. It could take months to gain his
trust—if we succeed at all,” Linder said.

“Fine. You have three
days,” the chief declared. “Think of something.”

"You can't be
serious," Linder objected, setting down his whiskey glass.

"Damned serious.
Division Chief's orders," Bednarski answered.

“What makes you think
Eaton is even worth the trouble? How much money does he have left
these days?”

“Bank records show he
transferred at least thirty or forty million of his own funds out of
the country when the President took over,” Denniston reported.
“Headquarters estimates that at one time he controlled five or ten
times that in rebel funds looted from the downtown Cleveland banks.
It’s a well-established fact that Eaton masterminded the operation
and has served as a kind of trustee for the stolen money ever since.”

“So I recall,”
Linder agreed.

“Then maybe you also
recall Eaton’s new son-in-law, Roger Kendall,” Bednarski
continued, watching closely for Linder’s reaction. “He’s been
trying to put Eaton together with exile groups in the U.K. and Europe
who need funding for their stateside operations. Did Neil brief you
on your meeting with Kendall tomorrow?”

“Got it covered,
boss,” Denniston interrupted. “The plan is for me to be at his
hotel tomorrow at ten sharp with a disguise technician.”

Linder raised an
eyebrow at Denniston. It seems the latter had not told him all he
needed to know.

“In that case,”
Linder announced testily, “unless there’s more to discuss, I’d
like to get some dinner and go to bed.”

“Fine, then, let’s
go,” the chief agreed, emptying his glass and leaving it on the
sideboard.

“Go where?” Linder
asked.

“The Lido. I reserved
a table at eight. The belly dancers start at ten.”

Linder shook his head
in disbelief before making a silent appeal to Denniston.

“I don’t know,
Chief,” Denniston broke in. “We’ve got a long day ahead.
Besides, it might not be such a good idea for the three of us to be
seen together.”

“Screw security,”
Bednarski spat, waving broadly with drink in hand. “Hell, nobody
knows you or Linder around here.”

“It’s very nice of
you to invite me,” Linder responded, still not stirring from the
spot. “But, really, I ought to get some rest...”

“Nonsense. You have
to eat somewhere," Bednarski insisted. "Believe me, it’ll
be the meal of a lifetime. Tonight is Nour Al-Said’s last
performance in Beirut before she goes on tour in the Gulf. Hell, you
can't miss that."

And without another
word, Bednarski put down his drink and headed for the door. The two
younger men exchanged troubled glances, swallowed hard, and followed.
Each knew that Bednarski could not be stopped, and neither wanted to
pay the price for obstructing him.

Bednarski drove them
north in his classic 2012 Mercedes-Benz sedan through narrow lanes
and alleys to Beirut’s legendary nightlife district on Phoenicia
Street. Judging from the fawning attitude of the Lido’s parking
attendant, Bednarski must have been a regular there. The maître
confirmed this by leading the three Americans to a choice table close
to the dais where the Egyptian orchestra was playing, and snapping
his fingers at a team of liveried waiters to bring on the deluxe
hundred-dish mezzé. By now, Linder’s appetite was whetted and the
meal turned out to be every bit as delicious as the Chief of Base had
promised. With the aid of some delicious Ksara Blanc de Blancs and
Chateau Musar Reserve, the time before the start of the show slipped
by far more agreeably than Linder had expected. That the ambient
noise in the club was too loud to permit much conversation added to
his pleasure.

Though the headline
dancer, Nour Al-Said, was well past her prime, her once legendary
beauty remained evident behind heavy make-up while her ripe figure
conveyed the deep sensuality of mature experience. Nour and the three
younger dancers who followed her danced to near-exhaustion,
accompanied by a tireless twenty-piece Egyptian orchestra who played
a continuous score of deep, brooding music that set Linder's mind
wandering to far-off places and times. Each dancer began her routine
on the dance floor directly before the dais, then roamed from table
to table, making a lengthy pass at the Americans, where Bednarski, a
married man with teenaged daughters, tucked many a twenty-dollar bill
into bras and G-strings.

Though a bachelor and
no stranger to belly dance clubs, Linder kept his wallet in his
pocket, not wanting to draw added attention. After the first two
dancers, his mind wandered. Having worked under cover almost
continuously since joining the CIA more than a decade ago, and
transferring to the DSS after that, he had missed the usual range of
opportunities to form lasting relationships with women. Those with
whom he had paired off in brief casual relationships had come and
gone from his life over the years. None had loved him; of that he was
fairly certain. He could think of only one who might have, and that
was so long ago that it hardly counted any more. He tried to recall
her face, as he did now and again, but it receded into an alcoholic
haze.

At last, the final
belly dancer left the floor at the Lido, yet Bednarski still refused
to call it a night. Waving aside any security concerns or claims of
fatigue, he insisted on dragging the younger men to two more watering
holes along Phoenicia Street. Against his better judgment, Linder
went along. Without Denniston’s support, he knew that escape was
not yet a viable option and so he limited his alcohol intake by
nursing his whiskey and ordering frequent mineral water chasers.

By now, Linder had come
to notice the exaggerated deference shown to their small party by the
various touts and barkeeps they met along Phoenicia Street.
Apparently, Bednarski was a regular everywhere, acting like a rich
playboy on what Linder now suspected were the confiscated fortunes of
captured rebel émigrés. Linder found the chief’s flashiness as
dangerous as it was repellent, since it raised a host of fresh doubts
about Bednarski’s judgment in the pending operation against Philip
Eaton.

Dawn was nearly upon
them when Linder and Denniston finally stuffed the chief into a taxi
and sent him home, with a parking attendant following close behind in
Bednarski’s vintage Mercedes. Linder arrived at the Hotel Cavalier
in a separate cab just as a rosy glow began to suffuse the eastern
sky over the Sannine Mountains.
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Those who can make you believe absurdities can make you commit
atrocities. Voltaire


SEPTEMBER, FRIDAY, WEST BEIRUT

When the alarm rang
at nine-thirty, Linder lowered his feet to the floor and sat on the
edge of the bed. The morning sun glared at him from the east window,
forcing him to lower his gaze to avoid the painful light. He picked
up the bedside phone and dialed.

“Room service? Send
up two cups of Arabic coffee, medium sweet, two large bottles of
sparkling mineral water and a basic mezzé for two. I’ll pay double
if you can get it here in fifteen minutes.”

Linder’s temples
throbbed and he felt as if the room were rotating. His pajamas stank
with sour alcoholic sweat. He shuffled into the white-tiled bathroom
and, for a moment, could not decide whether his stomach cramps were
commanding him to sit upon or kneel before the porcelain throne. He
wished he’d had the sense to vomit before going to bed, for now the
whiskey, arak, wine, and brandy would punish him for hours until they
were completely metabolized.

Linder opened all four
windows to vent the room’s stale air, then retreated to the shower,
alternating at one-minute intervals the hottest water he could stand
with the coldest. He had been scrubbing and shampooing for nearly a
quarter of an hour when his meal arrived. He answered the door in his
bathrobe, still dripping, and stood aside while the waiter set a
place for him to eat. As promised, Linder offered a 100% gratuity,
which the young man accepted with evident delight before he hurried
out the door.

As Linder sipped his
first cup of coffee, Neil Denniston arrived with the disguise
technician, an attractive Hispanic woman of about thirty with an
eye-catching figure. After introducing herself by first name only,
the technician opened what appeared to be an oversized purse, removed
a disguise kit shaped to fit the bag’s interior, and laid out its
contents on the coffee table. Denniston looked on in silence, his
eyes concealed behind wraparound French sunglasses that made him
appear in far better shape than Linder. Meanwhile, Linder’s eyes
strayed to the disguise artist’s shapely derriere and held their
focus there.

“You shouldn’t have
tried to keep up with him,” Denniston opened at last. “I swear,
Bednarski has the constitution of a satyr. The only way I manage to
stay on my feet is to water my drinks from the start.”

“I’ll remember that
next time,” Linder scowled. “Would you two care to join me for
breakfast?”

Denniston sniffed at
the garlic-laced Lebanese specialties on the table and waved away the
fumes with disgust. “It's not exactly what I would have picked to
soothe a troubled gut.” The disguise technician wrinkled her nose
and turned away, too.

“It’s not about
being appetizing,” Linder replied. “I need the garlic to mask the
odor of alcohol oozing from my pores. Mormon Joe isn’t supposed to
be a boozer, you know.”

Denniston covered his
eyes in mock shame.

“Sorry, bud, it
totally slipped my mind...”

“Sure it did,”
Linder replied between mouthfuls of tabbouleh.

“Okay, whatever,”
Denniston continued, helping himself to the spare bottle of Perrier
on Linder’s breakfast tray. “The point is, Mormon Joe is the only
rebel Philip Eaton has even considered meeting face-to-face in more
than six months. It’s only after you spent the last two months
posing as Joe Tanner with expats all across Southern Europe that we
finally attracted Eaton’s attention. For some odd reason, the
Mormon Return Movement has piqued his interest.”

“I still don’t get
it,” Linder replied. “Of all the rebel causes, why would Eaton
care about the forced relocation of Mormons from Utah?” Linder
asked. “His ties have always been to the Great Lakes.”

The disguise technician
waved Linder over to a chair she had carried into the bathroom so she
could shampoo, cut and color Linder’s hair. He wolfed down the
remaining tabbouleh, then followed her with Denniston in tow.

“Maybe because the
Great Lakes insurgency has been moribund for over a year,”
Denniston answered a moment later. “And because Eaton’s prime
contact in the Cleveland militias has gone missing. Which means that
Eaton is sitting on a war chest with no troops to spend it. For
somebody committed to overthrowing the Unionists, that can’t be
very satisfying.”

“Maybe so,” Linder
agreed. “But that still doesn’t mean he’ll back Tanner. Eaton
is too smart to let the money burn a hole in his pocket. He’d
rather wait for the right deal to come along.”

“Even if he does, I
think Tanner is still our best bet under the circumstances,”
Denniston asserted. “The MRM carries a compelling story and, if we
can get Eaton to make even a single wire transfer, Headquarters will
be able to trace the money back to the source and grab it.”

“And if Eaton doesn’t
bite?”

“We back off and take
a different approach,” Denniston continued. “We’ve got too much
riding on Tanner and the MRM in other exile sting operations to risk
compromising them with Eaton.”

“Maybe we should
request electronic surveillance to follow the chatter among the exile
networks.”

“Done that,”
Denniston agreed. “We’ve also got audio and video coverage of
Eaton’s living room, dining room, and kitchen if you get that far.
If the listening post picks up any sign you might be at risk there,
we could have a security team dressed in Lebanese gendarme
uniforms drop in within fifteen seconds.”

“I like that,”
Linder nodded.

“All right, then,”
Denniston addressed the disguise expert, “Let’s go, Chiquita.
Time to turn this man into Joe Tanner.”

“If you call me that
one more time, frat boy, I’ll deck you,” the woman replied
without looking up. “My name is Rosita.”

“Well, excuse me,
senorita. My Spanish, it not so good,” Denniston replied
offhandedly and turned away.

An hour later, the
disguise artist raised a mirror to Linder’s face. He had become
accustomed to this transformation in recent months. His usually dark
brown hair, eyebrows, and beard stubble were now a light brown or
dirty blond; his brown eyes were covered with blue contact lenses;
and his bite and his diction were altered with a dental prosthesis.
He wore a charcoal business suit over a starched white shirt and
regimental tie and, while resembling the stereotypical Latter-day
Saints missionary, also could have easily passed for one of the
legion of Russian or German businessmen who frequented the city’s
commercial districts.

Once Linder and the
technician had compared the details of his transformation to control
photographs and initialed the disguise checklist, Denniston dismissed
her and remained behind for Linder’s final briefing before the
afternoon meeting with Kendall. Under normal circumstances, far more
time would have been allotted for the final pre-op briefing, which
would have been preceded by days of study and rehearsal. By
comparison, the preparation for this operation had been unaccountably
shoddy.

When the session
finished, Denniston rose from the stuffed chair opposite Linder’s
bed as if to leave. But before he could offer any parting words,
Linder strode to the window, looked outside, then turned around to
address his colleague. “Listen, Neil,” he began. “I’ve been
feeling kind of strung out lately and I guess I haven’t recognized
just how far I’ve pushed my luck the last few years. I haven’t
told anyone else, but I have bad dreams most nights now and it’s
been hard to get enough sleep to stay on top of my game. I think my
body is telling me it’s time to back off a bit.”

Linder watched for
Denniston’s reaction and, seeing his face become an expressionless
mask, decided to continue whether the Desk Chief liked it or not.

“I think it may be
time for me to do a tour at Headquarters. But the idea has me a
little worried. Sometimes I get the sense that certain people back
there resent my staying out in the field so long and see me as a
pampered prima donna. I won’t name names, but I have it on good
authority that some of the people I’ve relied on for support may
have turned on me.”

“And how would you
like me to help?” Denniston responded, folding his arms across his
chest and looking askance at Linder.

“I’m not exactly
sure, but maybe you could sound out the powers-that-be about my
coming home short of tour,” Linder ventured.

Denniston listened
quietly before crossing to the window and laying a cold hand on
Linder’s shoulder.

“Believe me, Warren,”
he replied firmly. “I know exactly how you feel. But this is not
the time to throttle back. Our work isn’t done until we have
uprooted the last vestiges of the insurgency at home and flushed out
every last rebel financier hiding overseas.”

Taken aback at such a
doctrinaire response from a fast-and-loose guy like Denniston, Linder
suppressed an urge to laugh.

“Now, don’t get me
wrong, Neil,” he began with a conciliatory smile. “I don’t want
to come across as a shirker, but what you’re saying seems like an
awfully tall order. Eliminate all opposition at home and abroad? That
would take generations. Meanwhile, I need some R & R fast.”

“It’s your choice,
pal,” Denniston answered. “I’ll see what I can do. But, right
now, we could really use your help in rolling up Old Man Eaton. Not
only is he an insurgent financier with enough money stashed away to
keep his pot boiling for years, but the old man is also a recognized
leader within the insurgent movement. It will be a major score to
roll him up and, when we do, you’ll own a piece of it.”

“And how would that
work, exactly?” Linder questioned.

“For one thing,
consider your next promotion in the bag. As it happens, I’ll be
sitting on your promotion panel this year. And if that’s not enough
to push you over the top, the Chief of Operations owes Bob some
favors. So, play ball with us a bit longer and you can have virtually
any slot you want when we’re done.”

Linder returned
Denniston’s expectant gaze with a weary nod. “All right. I’ll
do my part if you do yours. Let’s get on with it,” he said. “

“Good. Now, go as far
as you can with Eaton, but don’t overdo it,” Denniston warned.
“Better to return for another pass than scare him off.”

Without bothering to
respond, Linder stepped to the nightstand, picked up the phone and
called the front desk for a taxi. A moment later, he turned to
Denniston.

“Okay, I’m off. It
may be a few minutes before my ride comes, so please wait ten or
fifteen before going down. I don’t want the desk clerk to connect
us.”

“Sure thing,”
Denniston answered after emptying his bottle of Perrier. “But there
is one more complication. The surveillance team reported this morning
that Roger didn’t come alone, after all. His wife and stepdaughter
are staying with him at the Sofitel. So far, they haven’t been to
Eaton’s apartment, but I thought you ought to know they’re in
town.”

“Patricia Kendall?
Here in Beirut?” Linder asked, his voice rising.

“Apparently they
arrived from the Continent, which is why surveillance didn’t pick
them up earlier. Why does it matter? Do you think she might recognize
you? You two haven’t crossed paths before, have you?” Denniston
searched his colleague’s face closely.

Linder shook his head
and looked away.

“No, it just
complicates things, that’s all. I don’t like it when targets have
their families around during a meeting. You can never be sure where
things will lead with wives and kids.”

“Don’t worry, pal.
They won’t be at the flat. Eaton’s not that stupid,” Denniston
said, approaching Linder so that he was cornered between nightstand
and bed. “But, come to think of it, you were posted to London
around the time that Eaton and the Kendalls arrived, weren’t you?
Are you sure you didn’t cross paths?”

“We overlapped for a
while but I never ran into them,” Linder answered, stepping around
Denniston to straighten his tie in the wall mirror.

“And not before then,
in Cleveland, maybe? Didn’t you grow up in the same part of town as
the Eatons? Over on the East Side, by Shaker Heights and the
University, where all the rich people used to live?” Denniston now
stood directly behind him so that the two men looked at each other in
the mirror.

“Not exactly, Neil,”
Linder retorted. “Our house was in Lyndhurst and the Eaton estate
was in Gates Mills. They’re only about five miles apart, but Gates
Mills was a different world.” Evading the Branch Chief, Linder
checked his watch as if to point out that it was time for him to be
on his way. But Denniston would not be put off.

“Okay, but if you
lived in different worlds, how do you explain this?” he asked,
pulling a folded clump of papers from his pocket and handing it to
Linder. To Linder’s astonishment, the first page was a photocopy of
a newspaper article about the Cotillion Ball and the Cleveland
debutantes presented to society that year, including Patricia Eaton.
The following page included a photocopy of an annotated guest list
showing Linder’s name with a check mark next to it, and a
photograph showing a wide-eyed Warren Linder dancing with a less than
enthusiastic Patricia Eaton.

“Granted, it’s
going back pretty far, but it’s not the kind of thing a guy would
easily forget—not when the party is for someone as rich and
good-looking as Patricia Eaton. What do you say, does this refresh
your memory?”

Denniston took a seat
on the bed and waited in silence while Linder inspected the papers.

Linder’s heart sank.
The newspaper article was in the public domain, but the DSS could
have obtained the guest list only by means of an informant in the
Eaton household. If they had this kind of material, what else might
they have on him?

Linder took a long look
at the photograph before raising his head to offer Denniston a
sheepish grin.

“It wasn’t one of
my happier nights, which is probably why I buried the memory,”
Linder explained truthfully. “As I recall, the only reason I would
have been invited was because Patricia and I had been in ballroom
dance class together in seventh grade. We had just run into each
other at a dance in Boston while away at boarding school and I expect
the party planners needed some extra boys from the right schools to
provide gender balance. They must have reached pretty far down the
list to get to me.”

Denniston nodded and
stuffed the papers back into his jacket pocket before responding.

Linder sensed from this
that Denniston had noticed his embarrassment and believed his story
to be true. If so, Denniston might be willing to deep-six the
documents and thereby prevent some paranoid counterintelligence
analyst from launching an investigation. He shuddered to think of
what could happen if Bob Bednarski had found the documents. But, with
Denniston, a favor always came at a price and, until it was paid, his
old friend would hold the upper hand.

“All right,”
Denniston conceded at last. “I’ll let it go. But you’d better
not be hiding anything else, buddy. If you do anything to screw up
this operation, there will be hell to pay.”

Linder nodded in solemn
agreement while praying that his story would hold.


* * *

Shortly before one
o’clock, Warren Linder exited the cab and straightened his tie
again in the display window of a trendy men’s clothing boutique
near Place Sassine in Christian East Beirut. He was now fully in
character as Joe Tanner, diehard Mormon rebel leader, eagerly
awaiting the opportunity to meet Roger Kendall, offshore banker to
the anti-Unionist insurgency.

According to the cover
legend developed for the operation, Tanner had traveled by freighter
from Vancouver to Korea on an alias Australian passport, then boarded
a flight to Dubai, and then another to Beirut with help from a
friendly Asian intelligence service. He had risked his life to
escape, and would risk it once again on his return in order to win
the financial and operational support of wealthy American emigrés
like Kendall and Eaton.

In Tanner’s mind, the
survival of the persecuted Mormon Church and the very lives of his
coreligionists depended on winning support from Roger Kendall and his
influential father-in-law. More than a million Mormons were now
languishing in resettlement camps in Alaska and the U.S.-occupied
Yukon, having been forcibly removed from Utah and Idaho during the
insurgency when the President-for-Life declared the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints a terrorist organization. The Mormons now
demanded a “right of return” to their ancestral homeland in Utah
and the Mormon Return Movement was created to fulfill it.

Linder remained before
the display window when a well-heeled foreigner in a raw silk suit
passed behind him carrying a shopping bag with the Dunhill logo. The
man was slightly shorter than average height but exuded an air of
confident authority that befit a former Wall Street law partner like
Roger Kendall. Linder waited until Kendall had advanced twenty or
thirty paces, then followed him up Rue Sioufi toward the Place
Sassine.

Seen from behind,
Kendall gave the impression of someone intensely aware of being
watched but affecting not to care. The perfect tailoring of Kendall’s
bespoke suit, his bronzed complexion, the freshly trimmed gray
sideburns, all contributed to Linder’s assessment that, despite the
impeccably groomed shell of the former corporate litigator, inside
dwelled a hollowed-out soul like that of hundreds of rebel exiles he
had known since the fall of the Third American Republic.

These men had escaped
Unionist America with their money but had left behind their
businesses, their professions, their contacts, their clubs, their
neighborhoods, their charities, their connectedness to the
communities that defined who they were. Linder had come to know men
like Kendall during his student years at Exeter, Kenyon, and
Columbia. Good-looking, sophisticated, well-traveled youths from
Greenwich and Rye, Brookline and Cambridge, Wilmington and
Philadelphia’s Main Line, who by young adulthood had little time to
spare for anyone outside their interconnected circles of privilege.

Linder guessed that,
until he ran short of funds, Kendall had not even attempted to
circumvent the prohibition on gainful employment that was a condition
of his British residence permit. According to reports in his DSS
file, Kendall had never intended to start a fresh life in London;
rather, he had hoped to resurrect his old one once the Unionist
regime collapsed. But this hadn’t happened, and it was why Linder
considered Kendall vulnerable to a covert appeal to return, and it
was why the man would likely meet his end in a Unionist labor camp.

Linder caught up to
Kendall as he entered a small Lebanese-style patisserie and lingered
by the door as the headwaiter pointed Kendall to a table at the rear.
Linder followed and took the seat opposite the elegant-looking
expatriate, who gave him a smile that exuded both charm and a hint of
dissipation.

“Excuse me, but
didn’t we meet in Larnaca?” Linder asked, reciting the
pre-arranged recognition signal.

“I believe we did.
You had come from Aphrodite’s Cave,” Kendall answered, giving the
correct countersign.

Linder reached across
the table to shake Kendall’s hand, holding it for an extra beat and
making full eye contact to show that he considered himself Kendall’s
peer.

“Joe Tanner. I assume
our mutual friends in Athens told you why I’ve come.”

“They did, and I’m
eager to hear more,” Kendall replied, withdrawing his hand. “Shall
we order coffee? Philip ought to be back at the flat in a short
while.”

The waiter appeared
with a tray of syrupy Lebanese pastries and held it out for their
approval.

“Care to try one?”
Kendall suggested. “They’re much better than they look.”

Linder waved them away.

“Actually, what I
crave at the moment is some of that delicious local eggplant dip.”

“Baba ghannouj?”

“Yeah, that’s the
stuff,” Linder affirmed. “With a large bottle of mineral water.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I
forgot—you Mormons don’t drink coffee, do you?”

“No, but you go right
on ahead,” Linder answered. He bit his lip, realizing that he had
nearly undone himself, momentarily forgetting that Mormons drank
neither coffee nor tea.

The waiter took their
orders and retreated to the kitchen.

“How long ago did you
leave Utah, Mr. Tanner? Had the Party released the New Economic Plan
by the time you left?”

Linder shook his head.
Fortunately, he had done his homework on the much-heralded about-face
in Unionist economic policy. But Kendall had clearly taken the
offensive and he would have to match him point for point.

“No, I left in July
and everyone was still holding his breath. Our sources were
optimistic that the new regulations would go far to restore private
ownership of capital. There was even some talk about the government
reopening the stock exchanges and selling off some of the
nationalized industries. But nobody expected anything quite as
far-reaching as the NEP turned out to be.”

Roger Kendall exhaled
deeply and his eyes took on a faraway look. Perhaps his question
about the NEP reflected wishful thinking.

“If the Party makes
good on its promises this time, every transatlantic airline seat to
New York will be booked for months. I wonder if it’s too early to
project…” Kendall’s voice trailed off.

Linder smiled inwardly
at Kendall’s willing suspension of disbelief. “If I were you, I
wouldn’t project too much just yet,” he answered. “It could all
be a sham. They’ve done it enough times by now, you’d think
people would see through their…” Here was an opening to position
himself as a hardheaded realist rather than a wild-eyed rebel.

“Yes, I know,”
Kendall interrupted, “but since the President’s death, perhaps…”

“Don't kid yourself,”
Linder countered. “The Unionist machine will be just as vicious
under a new President-for-Life as it was with the old one. Unless the
entire Party apparatus is destroyed root and branch, nothing will
change, believe me.”

Linder hardened his
features into a grim mask calculated to project a deep unhappiness at
being separated from everything that made Joe Tanner who he was.
Fully in character now, he felt a visceral resentment toward
hypocrites like Kendall who would reconcile with the Unionists when
it suited them and look aside while the regime smashed all genuine
opposition.

At that moment, the
waiter reappeared with coffee, mineral water, and Linder’s bread
and baba ghannouj, which he devoured with uncommon relish. Linder
took extra care to scoop up the loose bits of garlic at the edge of
the bowl and hoped the pungent odor was as potent inside his body as
it was outside. Kendall watched him eat with an amused expression.

“Before we go any
further,” Kendall continued after he finished his coffee and cast a
wary look around the room, “perhaps you could give me a brief idea
of what you’d like to discuss with us. I have a fairly good idea of
where Philip’s interests lie. Perhaps I might be able to guide
you.”

Now it was Linder’s
turn to cast furtive glances over Kendall’s shoulder and to either
side.

“All right,” Linder
began. “The reason I’m here is to raise funds for the political
organization that we call the Mormon Return Movement. The MRM is not
an arm of the LDS church, but a secular group created to pave the way
for Latter-day Saints and other people of faith to resettle and
rebuild Utah and the historically Mormon areas of Idaho, Wyoming, and
northern Arizona. We have reconnected with members of the Mormon
Diaspora all across the country and have built a strong underground
network. Very soon our overseas supporters will be able to come and
see for themselves what their donations are achieving.”

“And just how do you
plan to do that?” Kendall asked, cocking a skeptical eyebrow.

“We’ve managed to
recruit highly placed sympathizers inside the Unionist apparatus who
stand to profit from redevelopment. They’ve already shown their
good faith by arranging safe passage for our members into the
restricted zones from other parts of the country. By early next year,
we also expect to infiltrate some of our overseas supporters via
certain Gulf Coast ports and bring them up to safe areas near Salt
Lake, Ogden, and Provo. So, if you decide to pay us a visit, be sure
to bring your greenbacks and gold, because there will be
once-in-a-lifetime investment opportunities for those who come
early.”

Linder dipped another
piece of bread in the eggplant dish, while Roger Kendall sat back and
ran a manicured hand through his slicked-back hair.

“That’s
impressive,” the lawyer answered, reaching for his demitasse of
sweet Arabic coffee. “To come and go from a restricted zone right
under the regime’s nose is quite a coup. I had assumed that the
borders were still sealed. But why should a non-Mormon from Cleveland
back your group when rebel outfits all across the Midwest need his
help?”

Linder had expected
this objection and lowered his voice. Kendall would have to lean
forward to hear his response.

“Because we’re
better organized, more energetic, and younger. And even more, we’ve
chosen nonviolence. Before the Events, Utah had the fastest-growing
economy in the country, the highest birth rate of any state, and the
highest voter turnout against the President-for-Life’s reelection
bid. With the rest of the country in a shambles, and the restricted
zones cut off from view, we can mount a stealth campaign to outbreed,
outgrow, and co-opt the Unionist parasites that the regime has left
in charge over us. I have plenty of data to back that up, along with
a five-year plan…”

Kendall held up a hand
and nodded impatiently.

“I see you’ve come
well-prepared, Joe. Perhaps Philip would be interested. Have the two
of you ever met?”

“I’ve not had that
pleasure,” Linder lied. It had been long ago, and Linder was sure
that Eaton had forgotten his conversation with the teenager he was at
the time. But Linder had not.

“I’m sure you won’t
be disappointed,” Kendall replied, “though I must disclose my
bias since Philip happens to be my father-in-law.”

Something about the
man’s self-satisfied grin irritated Linder and made him bristle at
the thought that this was Patricia Eaton’s husband. Had the Events
not intervened, he thought, Patricia surely would never have married
an empty suit like Kendall. Linder finished the baba ghannouj quickly
and washed it down with the last of the mineral water, signaling the
waiter to bring more.

“You know, Philip is
one of the few visionaries left among leaders of the opposition in
exile,” Kendall mused. “Long before the Events, Philip had become
so troubled over what America was becoming that he began moving his
family’s wealth offshore. During the summer before the President’s
reelection, Philip decamped for London and devoted his full energy
and most of his personal fortune to opposing Unionism. Two years
later, in the final months of the civil war, the Unionists accused
him of having organized the looting of Cleveland’s downtown banks
and spiriting hundreds of millions in stolen property out of the
country to fund the rebel militias. They’ve been after him ever
since.”

“You say ‘accused,’”
Linder interrupted with a curious smile. “Are you saying that he
played no role in looting the banks?” Having worked under cover
against the Cleveland militias, Linder knew very well that Eaton had
engineered the robbery. And from any perspective, it had been a
masterstroke.

Kendall gave a gentle
laugh. He was clearly warming to his visitor now, and Linder laughed
with him.

“I’ll let Philip
answer that for himself,” Kendall answered. “The point is, there
have been no fewer than three documented assassination attempts
against my father-in-law, two of them in Britain and another in
Switzerland, before Philip decided to drop out of sight. He came to
Beirut earlier this year, only after the President-for-Life died and
the DSS Chief who signed Philip’s death warrant was purged.”

“I’m not sure it’s
a good bet that the next DSS Chief will be kinder and gentler than
the last,” Linder commented, taking a leisurely look around the
room. “And if Philip didn’t feel safe in London or Basel, why on
earth come to Beirut? A place whose name is synonymous with terrorism
and violence seems an odd place for a fugitive to escape the reach of
the world’s most powerful police state.”

“On the contrary,”
Kendall replied. “Beirut has been a haven for rebels and fugitives
for centuries, even during its own civil war. Besides that, Beirut
became a home-away-from-home to Philip during a college year at the
American University, where he met his late wife, who was from a
prominent Maronite clan here.”

“Rather like a
American mafioso hiding out with relatives in Sicily,”
Linder acknowledged with a smile.

Kendall wrinkled his
nose. “I suppose so,” he conceded reluctantly before continuing.
“But now that Lebanon has regained its position as an international
banking center with some of the world’s strictest bank secrecy
laws, Beirut has become an excellent place for Philip to spend his
final years. You see, Lebanon has put out the welcome mat for wealthy
visitors of every political stripe and will not tolerate meddling
from overzealous foreign security services. And certainly not if the
visitor’s bank balances qualify him for permanent residence.”

Linder smiled and gave
a murmur of appreciation. Hearing about Eaton from Kendall’s
perspective renewed his private respect for Eaton, who was celebrated
in rebel circles for his modesty, self-sacrifice, personal integrity,
and his implacable stance against Unionist tyranny.

Linder held this
thought for a moment while Roger dropped a clump of ice cubes into
both men’s glasses from the stainless steel bucket and filled them
with mineral water. Upon hearing the clink of ice and taking the
ice-filled glass in his hand, Linder felt a chill shoot up his arm
and sensed that he had won the introduction he was after.

Roger summoned a waiter
and asked for a phone to be brought to the table. Once it arrived, he
dialed and Linder overheard a busy signal on the line. Roger dialed
twice more while they ate before asking the waiter at last for the
bill.

“It’s still busy,”
Kendall said. “Philip intended to meet us here, but his flat isn’t
far away. If you have time, perhaps we could swing by to see if he’s
still available.”

Linder was amazed at
the offer.

“If your
father-in-law has been the target of three attempts on his life, I
can understand why he might not want to bring business contacts to
his flat. I’ll be here through tomorrow. How about meeting him
then?”

“Unfortunately, we
have plans after today, and I’d really like Philip to meet you,”
Kendall replied in a casual tone that conveyed carelessness rather
than guile. Do you have a few more minutes? It’s only a block or
two.”

Linder weighed his
options, remembering Denniston’s admonition to go as far as he
could without overdoing it. Though he did not feel right about going
to Eaton’s apartment, he risked Bednarski’s second-guessing if he
did not. In this business, there was no overdoing it until you
failed.


* * *

Philip Eaton’s flat
occupied the northwest corner on the fourth floor of a stately red
granite apartment block in the crowded Achrafiyé section of
predominantly Christian East Beirut. Kendall and Linder boarded an
ornate antique birdcage elevator and ascended through a central
stairwell to the fourth-floor landing, where Kendall unlocked a heavy
steel door of the kind widely used for decades to deter break-ins in
the war-torn city. The door opened onto an unusually spacious marble
foyer with Persian rugs and walls full of polished brass trays
showing inlaid Arabic calligraphy in silver and copper. Beyond the
foyer was a vast sunken parlor furnished in teak and leather with a
scattering of Egyptian carved wooden screens and leather poufs,
suggesting a distinctly masculine style.

Kendall led Linder past
the parlor through folding French doors to the veranda, which boasted
a panoramic view of the blue Mediterranean. There, Kendall pointed
out the old Foreign Ministry building, the rebuilt port and the
restored commercial district beyond. Potted gardenias, jasmine, and
dwarf frangipani trees lent an intoxicating sweetness to the air, and
Linder noticed that music was playing from concealed speakers. He
knew the recording: a tango directed by the Cuban bandleader Xavier
Cugat, one of his father’s favorites. The next song was a meringue
that called to mind the rumbas, congas, sambas, and cha-chas that he
had learned to dance as a teenager.

A few moments later,
the steel door clanged again and Kendall led Linder back to the
parlor to find his father-in-law, who suddenly emerged from the rear
of the flat. Philip Eaton was a smaller man than Linder recalled from
his youth or imagined from the photographs in his file. He stood no
more than five feet eight inches tall and, with his silver hair and
mustache, appeared older than his sixty-eight years. His most
striking features were his sparkling gray eyes, conveying empathy and
irony, and his capacious forehead, suggesting a powerful and
broad-ranging intellect.

“Excuse me, Philip,”
Kendall began, apparently oblivious to the security breach he was
committing by bringing Linder to the apartment. “We called from the
restaurant several times but your line was busy. Do you have a moment
or should we reschedule for tomorrow?”

A look of
disappointment flashed across Philip Eaton’s face before he
answered with a warm welcoming smile. “Since you’ve come all this
way, I see no need to reschedule. Please come with me.”

Linder sensed at once
that the Philip Eaton of today was quite unlike any other rebel exile
he had met. Here was a man of great wealth and accomplishment who
lived relatively modestly and, despite having suffered major losses,
remained serenely upbeat. As a rebel, Philip Eaton stood on the
opposite side of a gaping political chasm from him, yet Linder could
not help but like the man.

Roger Kendall
introduced his father-in-law quickly and offered Linder a chair
facing the sofa, where he and Eaton were lined up to sit. Philip
Eaton’s eyes lingered on his visitor until all three were seated.

“Chase Phipps spoke
very highly of you and your organization, Joe,” Eaton opened.
“Chase is very old friend of mine and I value his opinion. Lately
he’s been distressed over the Unionists tightening their grip over
the economy, but he said you’ve inspired him with new hope.”

“Yes, Mr. Chase knows
Utah well and has promised to help us any way he can,” Linder
replied.

“Actually, Chase is
his first name,” Roger Kendall interrupted. “But never mind.
Chase is a Yale man and all those Yale men have reversible names.
Chase Phipps, Phipps Chase. See, it works either way.”

Linder laughed
uneasily. It was another near miss, even if Kendall seemed to shrug
it off. Philip Eaton’s lips formed a smile that his eyes did not
share.

“So tell me why we
have reason to be hopeful these days,” Eaton continued, leaning
back in the sofa and crossing his legs while he awaited Linder’s
answer.

“The greatest
surprise to most Americans outside the country is just how thinly
Unionist forces are spread when you go west of Denver,” Linder
replied, launching into one of his prepared sound bites. “Since the
Manchurian War, the garrisons are down to half the troops they had at
the end of Civil War II. And with so many West Coast cities
evacuated, what’s left of the population west of the Rockies are
rural folk and small-town people who never supported the Unionist
Party. Nowadays, except for military types, government employees, and
carpetbaggers, people inside the restricted zones are implacably
hostile to the regime.”

“Though outwardly
subdued, I presume…” Roger Kendall inserted.

“Well, sure, but the
Viet Cong seemed subdued, too, until the Tet Offensive,” Linder
rejoined. “Or the Iraqis before their insurgency. Today, in Utah,
Idaho, and northern Arizona, the backcountry belongs to us.”

Linder found himself
sitting forward at the edge of his seat, his voice a shade too loud
and its pitch a half-octave too high.

“You’re saying that
the Army is confined to their bases?” Kendall challenged.

“Not quite yet,”
Linder replied, “but they stay off the main highways at night and
rarely venture into the backcountry except by chopper. They're
terrified of running afoul of our snipers and IEDs. I really don’t
think the Army or the DSS have any idea how many of our people we’ve
brought into the mountains for training over the past year. By the
time they do, it’ll be too late. Not that we’re looking for a
fight. But if they try to retake the countryside, Utah will be their
Afghanistan.”

“What about Unionist
air power?” Kendall pressed. “Can’t they spot you from the air
and call in air strikes or drones?”

“Since the Chinese
knocked out our military satellites, there hasn’t been nearly
enough overhead imagery capacity to go around. The same goes for
reconnaissance aircraft and drones,” Linder explained. “Sure, the
enemy sends out an occasional helicopter gunship or light attack
aircraft to give chase, but they have to find us first.”

Though what he said was
accurate as far is it went, he omitted the key fact that the last
ragtag band of Mormon guerrillas hiding in the Wasatch Mountains had
been annihilated nearly a year earlier.

“What about your own
plans for the future? Do you really think you’ll be able to kick
the Unionist Army out of Utah?” Kendall questioned.

Philip Eaton leaned
forward and spoke before Linder could reply. Though his expression
was sympathetic, Linder suspected a trap and listened carefully.

“Knowing very little
about your organization, I would suppose that your goal might be to
force a stalemate on the government the way the Mormons did in the
1870s,” Eaton mused. “Perhaps you intend to become to the
President-for-Life what Porter Rockwell was to James Buchanan?”

Linder cocked his head
and folded his arms to buy time to respond. The historical reference
was unfamiliar to him and he feared that he might have already failed
an important test by not having a ready answer. But a wrong answer
could be fatal; he dared not guess at it.

“Yeah, in a way,”
he deadpanned.

At first Eaton’s
smile looked benevolent, but before long, Linder detected a tinge of
irony.

At that moment, a
dark-haired girl of about thirteen or fourteen dressed in a blue and
gray school uniform, arrived from the kitchen carrying a silver tray
with a porcelain coffee set. Linder immediately identified her as
Kendall’s stepdaughter, Caroline. She set the tray on a low table
and began distributing cups of dark Arabic coffee and tumblers of
mineral water among the men without raising her eyes. It took all of
Linder’s self-control to tear his eyes away from the girl, for she
bore an unnerving resemblance to her mother, whom Linder had known at
approximately the same age.

Denniston had assured
him that Kendall’s family would not visit the apartment, and so
Linder was caught off guard. Kendall, too, seemed surprised to see
Caroline. As soon as she emptied the tray, he signaled for her to
leave it behind and return to the kitchen. Linder looked away from
the girl as she retreated and noticed Eaton watching him with
interest as he left the coffee untouched.

“Would you like
something other than coffee, Mr. Tanner?” Eaton offered.

Linder felt tiny beads
of perspiration forming under his eyes and on his forehead and
smelled the pungent odor of his own sweat. He returned Eaton’s gaze
and wondered if his host had noticed his surprised reaction at seeing
Caroline.

“No thank you,”
Linder replied.

“I’m still a bit
confused about your group’s objectives, Mr. Tanner,” Eaton
continued, leaning forward in the same manner as when he asked about
Rockwell and President Buchanan. “Is your primary goal to resettle
your fellow Mormons on their ancestral lands? Or is it to gain some
measure of autonomy for Utah? Or do you aim to oust the Unionist
dictatorship entirely?”

“I would have to say
all of the above,” Linder answered, recovering his balance. “Our
immediate goal is to gather our fellow Latter-day Saints wherever
they might be and bring them back to Utah. But, after having our
religion outlawed and over a million of our people forcibly relocated
to northern labor camps, we aim for autonomy on our territory until
Unionism is completely eradicated.”

“I see,” Eaton
replied in a flat voice. “And how do you believe Roger and I might
help you?” Linder sensed that Eaton’s interest might be flagging.
By now, the old man had heard pitches from nearly every rebel faction
alive. He had to make the MRM stand out as special, but how?

“Financially, for the
most part,” Linder answered while he racked his brain for a better
answer. “But we need help of all kinds, of course.”

“And you would use
the funds for…?” Eaton asked without looking up from his coffee.

“Relocation support
to smuggle our people back into the Utah Security Zone,
communications equipment, identity documents, training,” Linder
replied. “Whatever it takes to help our returnees make a new
start.”

Philip Eaton paused to
finish his coffee, then crossed his legs once more and settled back
into the sofa. Though Eaton looked relaxed, a sixth sense told Linder
that a curve ball was on its way.

“If you don’t mind,
please tell me more about what your people have experienced under the
Unionists. I understand that the regime cracked down hard on Utah
when your governor refused to commandeer LDS church emergency
supplies to benefit the California refugees who came to stay. I’d
like to hear your take on what happened then.”

Linder took a deep
breath and resettled himself in his chair. It was a curve ball, a
juicy one, and he was ready to clobber it.

“Never in history,”
Linder began, fixing his eyes on Eaton’s, “has any community
offered a more generous response to victims of a natural disaster
than the relief that Utahns and the LDS Church gave to the exodus of
California refugees flowing through our state. When federal relief
supplies ran out, Utahns and the LDS church kept on giving, often at
the expense of local people who had suffered from devastating
earthquakes along the Wasatch Front.”

“So what brought on
the refugee crisis?” Eaton probed. When Roger Kendall tried to
answer, Eaton silenced him with a headshake. Clearly, Eaton had
something particular in mind and wanted to hear it directly from his
Mormon visitor.

“It seems to me that
the problems started when FEMA reneged on its promises to bring in
more federal relief supplies to facilitate the eastward movement of
refugees into Wyoming and Colorado,” Linder answered. “FEMA bled
Utah dry and when we had no more to give, the President-for-Life sent
in the Army to seize whatever they could find and hand it over to the
refugees. When the state government voted to resist, federal agents
arrested the governor, his cabinet, key members of the legislature,
the LDS church leadership and anyone who dared to resist or protest.”

“And then?” Eaton
demanded.

“There began the
largest forced migration of peoples in American history, ten times
larger than the internment of Japanese-Americans during World War II.
Over a million Latter-day Saints were rounded up and sent north to
hastily built labor camps in Alaska and the Yukon. Thousands died
along the way and many more in the first year of captivity. The
state-controlled press has gone absolutely silent on it.”

“You said that the
Utah detainees were sent to labor camps,” Eaton went on, now
sitting at the edge of his seat. “Has your organization been able
to maintain communications with your people being held in those
camps?”

“Certainly,” Linder
responded. “It’s one of the most important functions we have
until our people are set free. But it’s been extremely difficult.
Security at those northern camps is tighter than Area 51.”

“How about
non-Mormons?” Kendall asked eagerly. “Are you also in contact
with other outlawed religious groups in the northern camps, like the
Quakers, Christian Scientists, Seventh Day Adventists and the like?”

“Of course,” Linder
obliged. “You know the saying, ‘First, they came for the Jews.’
We learned that one right away.” He was on a roll at last, building
up the credibility he would need to draw the two men into his web.

“How about the MIA’s
from the Manchurian War?” Kendall wanted to know. “Have you run
across any of them in the camps, or any Russian or Chinese POWs?”

“Interesting
question,” Linder temporized. He knew well that the fate of missing
veterans from the Manchurian War was a highly charged issue all
across the country and remained a tightly guarded secret, even within
the DSS. If the apartment were bugged as Denniston had claimed, it
would be wise to avoid the topic.

“Sorry, can’t help
you there,” Linder responded with a shrug. “It’s as if any
troops who made it back to Alaska disappeared the moment they arrived
on American soil. Strange.”

“Do you have any idea
why?” Kendall probed. It was a thorny question, and by now Linder
felt he had scored enough points to let it go by.

“Not yet, but we’re
working on it,” he replied.

Before Linder could say
more, the kitchen door swung open and a dark-haired woman backed into
the room, carrying a large tray of sweet oriental pastries of the
kind that had been served at the restaurant less than an hour before.

The instant she turned
around to face them, Linder recognized her as Patricia Eaton, now
Patricia Kendall, Roger’s wife. At thirty-eight, she remained a
stunning beauty. Linder could not resist staring at her glistening
dark eyes, mahogany hair, flawless olive complexion, and her trim
athletic figure. She wore a simple sleeveless linen dress that called
attention to her noble profile and her sleek shoulder-length hair,
which was tied at the nape of her neck with a plain blue ribbon.

Though it had been
nearly two decades since he had seen her last, the sight of her
thrilled him anew and for several long seconds he could not resist
the urge to stare. She must have sensed this, for all at once she
raised her eyes to cast a puzzled glance his way. Could she have
recognized him after all these years, even through his disguise? He
hoped not, for his own safety and hers, yet was disappointed when she
looked away.

Mercifully, Philip
Eaton broke the silence and introduced him to her as Joe Tanner.

All at once, Linder
found himself at a loss for words.

“How thoughtful,”
he stammered while accepting a small plate of pastries.

Patricia acknowledged
the remark with a polite nod and a distant smile, apparently too
preoccupied to pay him further notice. Still, the sight of her had
thrown him dangerously off balance. Why now, he asked himself? He had
not thought of Patricia in years. Why, of all people from his past,
had she surfaced at this moment, stirring up the best and the worst
feelings in him? And now that she had appeared, what would become of
her and her family if he succeeded in the operation he had come to
carry out?

Almost against his
will, Linder’s eyes followed Patricia Kendall’s shapely legs on
her return to the kitchen. As surprised as he was to see her, Roger
seemed even more surprised to find his wife at the flat. Kendall
frowned and pursed his lips as he watched Patricia pass out of sight
through the kitchen door.

Gathering his wits,
Linder set his mind to calculating what changes might be required in
his approach to Philip Eaton now that Patricia and her daughter
occupied the flat. At the same time, he studied Philip Eaton’s
expression for signs of favor or disfavor. His was a difficult face
to read, as Eaton seemed very much the dispassionate judge, fully
immersed in the facts of each case, yet resolved to decide it solely
on the merits. As if to confirm this impression, Eaton took one last
sip from his coffee cup, returned it to the silver tray and spoke as
if rendering a verdict.

“Over the years I
have donated substantial sums to all sorts of resistance groups,”
the old man began. “Many who sought my help were personal friends.
Today, I regret to say, I have little to show for it. As worthy as
your movement may be, Mr. Tanner, I’m going to decline your
request. The truth is, I don’t have faith any longer in armed
resistance to the Unionists, whether mounted from inside or outside
the country. Nor do I believe in negotiating with their kind.”

“Then you’re
willing to give the Unionists free rein?” Linder objected, startled
at being rejected so hastily. With Bednarski and Denniston listening
in, he could not allow himself to accept defeat without a struggle.

“I have no love for
the Unionists,” Eaton replied. “But I think the time for taking
up arms is over. I believe that Unionism, having suppressed the
creative energies of the American people, has no future. I see it
falling into decay until a new generation sweeps it aside with a
fresh supply of talent, energy, and hope for a better life.”

“But where does that
leave those of us who have to live under their tyranny?” Linder
persisted. “Are we to lie down and die until Unionism withers away
of its own accord?”

“Certainly not,”
Eaton replied. “All I can tell you is that, during my years of
supporting the rebellion, I haven’t succeeded at anything except
sending good men to their graves. I realize that I haven’t
discussed this with Roger or Patricia, but I think it’s time for me
to step aside and let others lead.”

Roger Kendall seemed
bewildered by Eaton’s suggestion. Patricia, in contrast, placed her
hands on her father’s shoulders with a smile of approval mingled
with relief.

Linder could sense that
the old man was not to be swayed but, since the conversation was
being monitored by the DSS, it would be unwise for him to give up
without offering at least one last argument. Once his rejection was
complete, he could wash his hands of Bednarski’s and Denniston’s
ill-conceived project, go back to Limassol, and part company with
Denniston once and for all. Best of all, the reproachful spirits of
Philip Eaton and Roger Kendall would not be joining those who came to
torment him in his nightly dreams. And perhaps, one day he and
Patricia… But that was a thought for another time.

“With all due
respect, Mr. Eaton,” Linder resumed after a long pause, “most of
our Movement’s activities are in the humanitarian area. Perhaps if
we earmarked your contributions for relief work and refugee
resettlement?”

Eaton smiled
sympathetically but shook his head.

“In practice, all
funding is fungible. Whatever we gave you for resettlement would free
up funds for military or political action. Please excuse me for
saying no.”

“All the same, sir,
our backers in Europe have a great deal of respect for you,” Linder
persevered. “Even a very small contribution from you would help us
raise money elsewhere. Would you consider a token contribution,
earmarked for relief work…?”

Eaton rose slowly with
an amiable laugh.

“Mr. Tanner, the
issue is closed. But please come with me out onto the balcony for a
moment. There’s something I’d like to share with you.”

He gestured for Roger
Kendall to stay seated. Patricia moved out from behind the couch and
sat by her husband’s side, staring off into empty space. Linder
held the image of her in his mind, knowing that he would not likely
see her again.

Eaton took Linder by
the arm and led him to the edge of the balcony. Though it seemed odd,
Linder felt a thrill at having won a small degree of Eaton's
confidence. Perhaps he could find a graceful way out of this mess now
that he had more time to think and could speak privately.

“Can you smell the
fragrance?” the old man asked, taking a frangipani blossom between
his fingers and inhaling deeply. “Gardening was my late wife’s
hobby. When she died, I made it mine. This spring I’ve begun to
teach what little I know to Patricia and Caroline.”

“A good way for them
to remember you,” Linder noted.

“You have an unusual
accent, Mr. Tanner,” Eaton continued. “Have you ever lived in the
Midwest?”

“Briefly, when I was
a child,” Linder answered, aware that traces of Cleveland remained
detectable in his speech to someone from the area.

“More than briefly, I
think,” Eaton replied. “I suspect you have far more of Ohio in
you than of Utah. And a Latter-day Saint would never smell of
alcohol. And as for Porter Rockwell, I expected someone in your
position would have a bit more to say about the greatest Mormon
guerrilla fighter who ever lived.”

Linder bit his lip and
looked out over the Mediterranean. “Why didn’t you say any of
that indoors?”

“Because I wanted to
make you a counteroffer away from anyone else’s ears. Now, I assume
that you are either an officer of State Security or an agent of
theirs who can pass my offer forward through the proper channels.
Knowing that State Security would like nothing better than to get
their hands on me and end my support for the insurgency, I would be
prepared to surrender myself to your government on one condition:
that they leave Patricia, Caroline, and Roger alone, forever."

Eaton paused and
watched for Linder's reaction. In that moment, Linder felt the blood
drain from his face and saw that Eaton noticed it, too. His dilemma
was that, while Eaton’s offer might be a reasonable one,
Headquarters would never accept preconditions from a rebel. Even if
they accepted Eaton’s surrender, they would still go after Kendall
and Patricia and young Caroline. Yet, Eaton had made the proposal
only because Mormon Joe Tanner’s cover had been blown sky high. To
reject Eaton’s offer in a vain effort to salvage that cover would
merely compound the error and bring the entire blame for the
operation’s collapse onto his own head. What he needed was a
different solution that would save not only his own skin but also
Patricia and Caroline’s. He opened his mouth to speak but noticed
that Eaton had more to say.

“Now, as for my
finances," Eaton went on with emphasis, "I expect that the
Unionists are as eager to get their hands on my money as they are on
my person. The plain truth is that I’ve spent nearly all of the
funds under my control supporting the resistance. Not only the funds
entrusted to me by our contributors, but my personal wealth, as well.
What remains of the latter is held in trust to provide a fresh start
for my daughter and her family. If I turn myself in, these trusts
must be left untouched. So, Mr. Tanner, or whatever your real name
is, do I make myself clear? Will you convey my offer to your
superiors?”

Linder looked into
Eaton’s eyes and sensed that what Eaton said was true. The old
man’s fate and that of his daughter’s family now rested with
Linder.

“I’ll pass it
along, Mr. Eaton. I can’t promise they’ll accept your offer, but
for what it’s worth, I’ll go to bat for you.”

Eaton nodded his assent
and both men turned their eyes toward the sea. Atop a nearby
apartment building, a sudden flash of reflected sunlight drew
Linder’s attention to a pair of technicians adjusting what looked
like a parabolic microphone. The dish was aimed directly at Philip
Eaton’s balcony and when the technicians saw Linder watching them,
they ducked behind a chimney.

Two seconds later,
Linder heard a metallic whirring sound and looked up to find a half
dozen men in Lebanese gendarme uniforms rappelling from the roof onto
Philip Eaton’s balcony. Then a pair of stun grenades exploded
behind him, tossing him against the stone railing, dazed, deafened,
and out of breath. The last thing Warren Linder remembered was the
look of sorrowful reproach on Philip Eaton’s face.
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Life is a quarry, out of which we are to mold and chisel and complete
a character. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe


SEPTEMBER, SATURDAY, WEST BEIRUT

Warren Linder looked
down a narrow alley with steep banks of granite-faced apartment
buildings on either side. It was Beirut, but he had lost any sense of
direction, so he set out uphill to find a vantage point from which he
could determine where he was. After climbing for several blocks, he
emerged opposite a dusty lot where the cinder-block shell of a
two-story house lay unfinished, then mounted its concrete stairway to
the flat roof.

Standing on the
concrete platform, he felt a chill wind at his back and scanned the
distant shoreline from the setting sun to the port and onward to the
glinting reflections of Jebel Achrafiyé in the east. All at once, he
realized that he was on the wrong side of town, in West Beirut, and
must cross the Green Line to reach his destination in Achrafiyé.
However, to his surprise, the city before him was not the pacified
Beirut of today, but some earlier version of the city during its
decades-long civil war. The commercial district, which stood between
him and his destination, seemed a dangerous no-man’s-land of
destroyed and decaying buildings infested with snipers and squads of
murderous militiamen who fought by night. Already sundown paled the
sky, yet he must cross this wasteland before darkness fell. A flood
of panic overtook him.

Linder opened his eyes
and sat upright with a start, unleashing a wave of nausea. He had
been lying on a bare military cot in a concrete cell barely wider
than the cot, with a stainless steel sink and toilet behind him and a
few square meters of empty floor space separating the foot of the cot
from the sliding steel door. The concrete walls were unfinished and
the door bore a fresh coat of gray paint. A single incandescent light
bulb hung far out of reach above him. On the floor beside the cot
stood an unopened plastic bottle of Lebanese spring water and an
earthenware plate stacked with a half-dozen disks of stale pita
bread.

Linder felt a throbbing
pain at his left temple where his head had hit Philip Eaton’s
balcony after he lost consciousness. He tried to stand but the pain
drove him back onto the cot.

He tried a different
approach, resting his forearms on his thighs and tilting forward
until his feet supported his weight and he could stand upright. As he
balanced on wobbly legs, a sharp pain in his left knee suddenly
eclipsed his nausea and headache. He limped across the floor to the
door and tugged at the handle. It wouldn’t budge.

Giving up on the door,
he returned to the cot and sat to review his circumstances. First,
the dream. It had been frightening, to be sure, but its content and
images were refreshingly different from those in his usual
nightmares. In those, the persons he had targeted over the years for
assassination or capture had reproached him bitterly for having
marked them for ruin, holding their pale and forlorn faces close to
his.

In this dream, no
victims accosted him or barred his way. Though the way forward seemed
perilous, it lay open to him if he dared force his way through. The
problem, of course, was that the dream offered him no other choice.
When and if it recurred, he would face this personal valley of the
shadow of death again and again.

A few moments later, he
heard a crackling overhead like the static from an amplifier and
looked up at the ceiling. Just above the door, he spotted a built-in
loudspeaker and surmised that the unit might also contain a
microphone or video camera.

“Anybody there?” he
called out as he examined the speaker more closely.

No answer.

“Anybody? Nobody?”
he called louder. “Hey! Come on, how about opening the door?”

Still no answer.

He retrieved the water
bottle and drank half of it at one draught. He still felt nauseous,
but the throbbing at his temple and the ache in his knee pushed the
nausea far enough into the background for him to notice his hunger.
He broke off a piece of pita bread and held it to his nose. It was
stiff and dry but smelled okay, so he ate it.

He chewed slowly on the
bread while his thoughts moved on. His physical discomfort was a
tangible reminder that he had somehow been rendered unconscious and
removed forcibly from Philip Eaton’s flat. Whatever prompted
Bednarski and Denniston to order the capture of Eaton and his family,
his cover as Joe Tanner was irretrievably blown and it was unlikely
he would be cleared to resume undercover work against rebel exiles
any time soon. It seemed he would be returning to the States, after
all.

The next question was
how badly the Department’s effort against the rebel exiles had been
compromised by the way the operation against Eaton had ended, and
more pointedly, how much damage this would likely do to his career.
Without a doubt, various regulations and procedures existed to cover
situations like this, but in Linder’s experience, such rules were
usually applied after the fact to justify whatever decision the
bosses had already chosen to reach.

Certain favorite sons,
often those with strong Party credentials, were sometimes let off
scot-free or with a nominal slap on the wrist. Employees with
reputations as black sheep, mavericks, or lone wolves usually had the
book thrown at them. And in his own case, Linder had a pretty good
idea of how Headquarters would see things. Unless Denniston or
Bednarski came to his rescue, he would be cast as the scapegoat and
thrown to the wolves.

Linder scolded himself
for not having listened to his inner voice that had warned him not to
come to Beirut. Even after his arrival, he might have found a pretext
to shirk his role in the operation. It wouldn’t have required him
to disappear completely, as in his persistent fantasy. All it would
have required was to stay out of action long enough for Denniston and
Bednarski to find a replacement.

All at once Linder felt
a wave of stomach-churning anxiety sweep over him as his thoughts
turned to Patricia Kendall and her daughter. Had they also been
gassed and brought unconscious to a cell like this, perhaps a few
doors away? After having not seen Patricia for two decades, what
could it possibly mean that their utterly improbable meeting had come
to such an end?

Linder strained his
ears for sounds from the corridor. Nothing. That did not surprise
him, as this was not some Hollywood dungeon or third-world fingernail
factory, where the screams of torture victims echoed through the
corridors to terrorize would-be enemies of the state. This was a
temporary holding facility of thoroughly modern design, an isolation
ward of sorts designed to preserve detainees and their information
for orderly intelligence exploitation. If Patricia, her daughter, her
father, and her husband were here, each would be kept apart from the
other and interrogated one by one.

Linder’s thoughts
turned next to the words he would use if and when he saw Patricia
again, whether now, at Philip Eaton’s trial, or after sentencing.
The DSS would expect him to testify against her father and Roger, to
be sure. If he refused, it could be the end of him. Yet if he took
the witness stand and sent them to the camps, it would destroy his
last shred of self-respect. Linder raised his hands and covered his
eyes with his cupped palms. Of all the rebel exiles to be sent after,
why did they have to sic him on Philip Eaton?

Overwhelmed by a rush
of conflicting emotions, Linder lay back on the cot to clear his
mind. A few minutes later, he heard footsteps outside and then the
grating of a key in a lock.

The door opened. It was
Neil Denniston, wearing a crisply pressed beige suit and a cheerful
smile. Was it morning already or were they trying to disorient him?
Behind Denniston stood a brawny pair of Marine Security Guards in
desert camouflage fatigues, each armed with a truncheon containing a
built-in canister of pepper spray.

“May I come in?”
Denniston asked.

“I’d rather come
out,” Linder replied.

“Sorry. Can’t do
that. If you’ll step back, I’ll come inside and explain.”

“You do that. And
you’d better make it a damned good one.”

Denniston walked past
Linder and nodded to the Marines, who stepped back and rolled the
sliding door shut.

“Where am I?”

“At the Embassy,”
Denniston replied.

“Why the cell?”

“Listen, I can
imagine what you must be thinking,” Denniston answered, observing
Linder carefully. “You must have a million questions. If you’ll
be patient, I’m sure we can work things out. But for the moment, I
think it will be better if you stay here with the other detainees.”

Linder remained silent.

“The problem is,”
Denniston went on, “we couldn’t tell you about our backup plan
before you met with Kendall because we didn’t want that knowledge
to color your approach to him. And, right now, despite whatever
suspicions he and Eaton may have about you after being taken into
custody, we want it to look like you’re in just as much trouble as
they are.”

“Are they all here in
the Embassy?”

“All four, including
the two females,” Denniston answered.

“But why? Eaton was
ready to turn himself in, for God’s sake. All he wanted from us was
to leave his family alone.”

“Yeah, we heard what
he told you,” Denniston replied coolly. “We’ve played back the
audio a dozen times. But Eaton’s no fool. If we had let him out of
sight for even a minute, the whole gang would have slipped the noose.
Once it was clear that your cover was blown, we had to move in.”

“But what for?”
Linder persisted. “Eaton’s money is nearly gone. He was ready to
retire.”

“You don’t really
believe that, do you?”

But Linder did. In his
decade of undercover work among foreign terrorists and domestic
insurgents, he had developed a finely tuned sense of whom to believe
and when. This was difficult to accept among the deskbound staff
wallahs at Headquarters and do-nothing drones in the larger DSS bases
abroad, for whom the only good insurgent was a dead one. But, as he
should have known from the outset, the country’s bedrock
presumption of innocence had died the moment the DSS was born.

So why, he asked
himself, had he assured the old man that he would go to bat for him?
Linder could not form a clear answer. He might have known better, but
had done it anyway.

Denniston used the
momentary break in conversation to reach into his breast pocket and
pull out a multi-page typed document.

“Here,” he said,
presenting the document to Linder. “We’ll need you to sign this
before the detainees begin their interrogation.”

Linder scanned it
rapidly. It was a criminal confession that admitted to a broad range
of subversive activities. He leafed forward to the end, where he
found an appendix listing the names of nearly every exile contact he
had reported to Headquarters over the past year. He returned to the
signature page, where his name was shown both as Joseph Tanner and as
Warren Linder.

“You’ve got my true
name in there, you nitwit. Take it out and print a new one.”

Linder tore the paper
in half, then doubled it and tore it again before handing the pieces
back to Denniston.

“Now why would you do
a thing like that?” Denniston asked as if he had been insulted. “We
need your signature both ways: in true name and in alias. It’s not
what you think it is.”

“The hell it isn’t.
Don’t take me for an idiot. Now get out of here and don’t come
back till you’re ready to set me free.”

Denniston clenched his
teeth, turned abruptly to face the steel door, and pounded his fist
on it three times to be released.


* * *

Linder spent the next
two hours pacing back and forth along the narrow passage beside his
cot. What had happened was unfair, he thought. How could his career
have come to this after so many years of dues paying and risk taking
to distinguish himself from the fakers, four-flushers, and wannabes?
How could he not have seen it coming? Or had he?

In his tiny cell in the
bowels of the American Embassy, Warren Linder had to acknowledge that
the Department of State Security did not value his services as highly
as he had believed. The powerful and prestigious institution with
which he had cast his lot now seemed to consider him expendable. And
the man he had thought was his colleague and friend, rather than risk
disfavor with those higher up, appeared ready to sell him down the
river to preserve the DSS’s illusion of infallibility. Only
individuals made mistakes, not institutions, and if any mistakes were
made, they were not going to be Denniston’s.

Linder was at heart an
individualist who believed in free will and rejected determinism and
its derivative notion of victimhood. To feel sorry for himself and
play the victim, while consistent with Unionist doctrine, was beneath
his dignity. He was a professional intelligence officer, a highly
trained predator and a charter member of the Big Boys Club who was
well aware that he had committed more sins than any mortal could
atone for in a lifetime. If his personal worldview made any sense, he
understood that he would likely be held accountable for at least some
of those misdeeds one day, and perhaps that time had come.

But to be held to
account by scoundrels like Denniston and Bednarski offended his sense
of natural order. How could one expect to extract truth or justice
from distortions and mistruths concocted by professional liars?
Perhaps because he did not know the answer and he sensed an
inconsistency or two in his reasoning, his head began to ache and he
decided to lie down again. An hour or more later, he awoke to the
sound of footsteps in the corridor.

This time, when the
door rolled open, his visitor was Bob Bednarski. The man’s eyes
were bloodshot, his hair disheveled, and the armpits of his shirt
stained with perspiration. Linder guessed that he had been working
non-stop since the events at Eaton’s apartment. Linder smelled
alcohol on his breath and in his acrid sweat.

“That was the lamest
undercover performance I’ve ever heard!” Bednarski exploded the
moment the cell door clanged shut. “You rolled over at Eaton’s
first objection! You didn’t even make an effort! Do you realize
that, by botching your meeting with Eaton, you’ve compromised the
Department’s entire campaign against Eaton’s network of offshore
financiers? And by forcing us to move in and grab Eaton and his
family, you’ve also stirred up a diplomatic incident with the
Lebanese government?”

As Bednarski spoke,
flecks of spittle spewed from his mouth, his face turned crimson, and
his dull red eyes bulged from their sockets. He had never seen
Bednarski so close to hysteria. It was true that Linder had taken an
unorthodox tack by not refuting Eaton’s suspicions of Joe Tanner’s
story, and one could argue that he had implicitly admitted to being
connected with the DSS, but the admission had been essential to
eliciting Eaton’s surrender offer.

No matter how Linder
looked at it, Denniston’s and Bednarski’s reasons for storming
the apartment, seizing everyone in it, and continuing to hold Linder
captive did not add up. The stated goal of the operation had been to
neutralize Eaton as an insurgent financier and seize his assets.
Rather than allow Linder to persuade Eaton to surrender and return
those assets voluntarily, Denniston and Bednarski had taken it upon
themselves to grab him. So, whose fault was it now that Eaton’s
money still eluded their grasp? And what could possibly justify their
locking him up beneath the Embassy and pressuring him to sign a false
confession?

“It seems to me that
the choice to take Eaton by force and piss off the Lebanese was all
yours, Bob,” Linder replied evenly. “So why blame me? And what’s
up with the phony confession? Listen, you can shout at me till you’re
blue in the face, but I won’t lift a finger for you until I get out
of here.”

Linder’s measured
response seemed to check Bednarski. The Base Chief’s posture and
facial expression relaxed palpably before he resumed speaking.

“Wrong as usual,
Linder,” the chief replied. “Once you admitted a government
connection and offered to go to bat for Eaton, we had no choice but
to seize the lot of you. If we hadn’t, they would have bolted and
we would have lost the chance to block their funding for the
insurgency. Unfortunately, some neighbors saw our team enter the
building in Lebanese uniforms and come back out carrying victims on
stretchers.”

Linder gave a bitter
laugh.

“So I’m to blame
for everyone else’s screw-ups, too?”

“No, but we need your
confession to sort things out with the Lebanese government,”
Bednarski replied. “You see, they’ve accused the Embassy of
violating Lebanese sovereignty and using violence to intimidate
Americans holding legal residence here.”

“Don’t look at me,
Bob,” Linder retorted, folding his arms across his chest. “I
didn’t give the order to storm the place.”

“That’s irrelevant
now,” Bednarski answered with a dismissive flick of the wrist. “The
point is, the Ambassador has already approved a plan to placate the
Lebanese by showing that our team stepped in to rescue Eaton from an
assassination attempt by a rival exile faction. This gives the
Embassy grounds for keeping the Kendalls in protective custody until
they can be safely repatriated to the United States. Since the
Lebanese have identified you as Eaton’s would-be assassin, it would
be very helpful if you would sign the confession that we’ve
prepared for you.”

“And if I do?”
Linder inquired.

“We slip you out of
the country on a rendition flight and you get off with maybe a letter
of reprimand and a year’s delay in your next promotion. If, on the
other hand, you refuse to play ball, we fly you straight to a
stateside interrogation center and put you on trial for whatever
charges our lawyers care to throw at you. Do I make myself clear?”

“Clear enough,”
Linder replied. “But say I decide to go along. How do I know that
the Department will follow through with its end of the deal?”

Bednarski looked down
his nose at Linder and scoffed.

“You’re in no
position to be demanding assurances, pal. Denniston has told me how
you’ve concealed your prior relationships with Eaton and his
daughter. If it were up to me, I’d order an investigation going all
the way back to your first contact with those people. For all I know,
you may have been in cahoots with Eaton’s insurgent gang all the
way back to the Cleveland bank job. And how convenient that you
arrived in London around the same time they did. I think that’s
worth exploring, too.”

At the mention of
London, Linder bristled.

“That’s utter
hogwash. I never laid eyes on Eaton or the Kendalls in London. Neil
can back me up on that. And as for all your finger pointing, it looks
to me like you’re desperate to divert attention from your crude
moneymaking dodges. I suggest you watch your step, Bob. If somebody
like me sees enough to blow the whistle on you from a casual walk-by,
others could do worse. So go ahead and fly me home in shackles if you
want. I’ll see you in court. We’ll find out soon enough whose
version of events the judge believes. You’d better hope Neil backs
you up...”

At the mention of
Denniston’s name, Bednarski let out a loud guffaw.

"Denniston back me
up? Can you really be that stupid? Who do you suppose came up with
the whole operation? You’re out of your cotton-pickin’ mind if
you expect any help from him."

“You’re a liar,”
Linder answered heatedly. “And this is far from over. You won’t
get away with what you’re doing.”

“Yes, we will,”
Bednarski assured him with contempt oozing from his bloodshot eyes.
He moved his face close to Linder’s and lowered his voice. “The
fix is in, buddy. People up the line are already counting their
share. We take care of them; they take care of us. But you, Linder,
if you keep taking the wrong attitude, you’ll lose everything. Do
you hear me? Everything.”

Linder shook with
impotent rage for minutes after Bednarski left the cell. Then the
loudspeaker over the cell door crackled to life. For hours afterward,
Linder heard muffled screams, moans, and anguished cries for mercy
that he was certain were recordings played to intimidate him. Except
that, over time, the voices came to sound increasingly like those of
Philip Eaton and Roger Kendall.


* * *

Linder fell asleep at
last when the loudspeaker went silent. Having dreaded sleep so often
for fear of nightmares, it struck him as ironic that his waking life
now inspired more fear and apprehension than the accusing faces of
his former targets. His worry about ever again enjoying a sound
night’s rest without the aid of alcohol or drugs now seemed moot.

At the same time,
Linder was unable to sweep aside the curtain of fear that had fallen
between him and his future. While he knew enough about psychology to
understand the perils of negative feedback loops and self-fulfilling
prophecy, a verse from the Book of Job stuck in his mind: “For the
thing which I greatly feared is come upon me…” And the kinds of
things that he feared most—failure, disgrace, betrayal, hardship
and pain—were standard-issue weapons in his employer’s arsenal.

Even after Bednarski’s
disclosures, Linder still found it difficult to comprehend how he had
misread the situation so badly. Ignoring his inner voice and
intuitive cues had been bad enough. Not detecting any of the usual
warning signs he usually associated with operations about to go sour
was worse. He had arrived in Beirut a long-time friend of Neil
Denniston and on passable terms with Bob Bednarski. Despite
Denniston’s recent performance, Linder still found it hard to
believe that his friend could betray him as ruthlessly as Bednarski
had claimed.

In retrospect, it
seemed to Linder that his fundamental error, his original sin, so to
speak, had been to join the Department of State Security in the first
place. He had joined at a time when he saw ample reason to believe he
would lose his job in the CIA’s clandestine service, as so many of
his fellow veterans of the war on terror had when the President
withdrew all but a token level of American forces from overseas.

He had been so fearful
of losing his income, perks, and the prestige of belonging to a
tightly knit elite unit, that he had been willing to trade his equity
in the CIA for a slot in the newly formed DSS. But in exchange for
the job security and generous pay and benefits in the powerful new
organization, it was clear that, eventually, he would be expected to
direct the special counter-terrorism skills that he had used on
foreign enemy combatants against domestic enemies of the Unionist
regime.

Now, in retrospect,
Linder could see clearly that, by making that trade, he had signed
over his future to the Department and put everything he valued in his
life at risk. After swearing an oath of loyalty to the DSS, he could
no longer raise scruples against being assigned to questionable
grab-and-go operations, repatriation teams, or other émigré hunting
parties. To the Department, such operations did no more than extend
the reach of extraordinary rendition from foreign enemy combatants to
domestic insurgents residing abroad. As a DSS officer, he was now in
for a penny, in for a pound, and sauce for the goose was being
applied liberally to the gander.

In his early years with
the Department, pursuing the rebels had seemed like a game of wits
played for high stakes against well-matched opponents. By nature,
Linder was an aggressive competitor who had whetted his natural
predatory instincts to a sharp edge and relished the game of luring
overconfident insurgents to their doom.

But by the time Linder
arrived in Beirut, nearly five years after the end of CWII, his
sporting instincts had dulled and he had wearied of the game. Of the
millions of American expats who had escaped the country before the
borders closed, most had turned their backs on America and conceded
it to the Unionists until such time as that misbegotten regime
toppled of its own weight like the Soviets’ eighty-year reign in
Russia. Most American émigrés had scattered across the globe,
settled in new homes, begun new jobs and businesses, and taken
permanent residence or citizenship wherever they had landed. In cases
like these, Linder sometimes asked himself, what was the point of
further pursuit? To prosecute former enemies in absentia for
long-forgotten offenses seemed a waste of state resources.

From time to time, when
alone with his thoughts, he wondered whether an amnesty program,
administered perhaps by a truth commission like the ones pioneered in
South Africa and Argentina, might be a way to reconcile regime and
rebels and end the fruitless pursuit of former enemies. But this was
a dangerous idea to voice openly, as amnesty and reconciliation had
long been anathema to the President-for-Life and his inner circle.
Like King Herod, Caligula, Stalin and Snow White’s mother, to
compensate for his deep sense of inferiority, the PFL hungered to
destroy all rivals who might someday surpass him and to settle scores
with all those who had ever denied him their full support.

Only over the past few
months had Linder begun to realize the extent to which he had fallen
under the spell of Unionist double-think and had come to accept the
premise that the Department was always right and that the rebels were
always wrong. Now the spell was lifting. With 20-20 hindsight, Linder
recognized in Neil Denniston and Bob Bednarski the superior, mocking
smile of the President-for-Life.

But of what conceivable
good was his change in attitude now? What could he possibly do in
captivity that would undo the damage he had already done to people
like Philip Eaton, Patricia, and their families?
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A human being survives by his ability to forget. Memory is always
ready to blot out the bad and retain only the good. Varlam
Shalamov


MAY, TWENTY-FIVE YEARS EARLIER, GATES MILLS, OHIO

The first time Warren
Linder laid eyes on Patricia Eaton was during seventh-grade ballroom
dance lessons at the Hawken School. His dress for dance class was
typically an ill-fitting blue blazer, gray flannel trousers, and a
polka-dotted bow tie, along with the dweeby black-framed glasses and
spiky gel hairdo that were his trademark in those days.

Not being physically
mature for his age, he was clueless about the female gender, a
situation made worse by his father’s aversion to raising the topic
of sex with his son for fear of encouraging him. Accordingly, Warren
had to pick it up for himself and didn’t make much headway. To his
credit, however, he knew a little about ballroom dancing because his
father was dance instructor at Hawken and at several other schools in
Cleveland’s affluent eastern suburbs and had tutored Warren from an
early age. In fact, Warren’s dancing prowess was the only reason
for including him in the class. He was not a Hawken student, but a
public-school ringer added to the roster at the last minute because
the class was short of boys and his father liked to use his son to
demonstrate new steps.

To Warren’s delight,
the class at Hawken included many pretty girls from Cleveland’s
leading families, who had benefited from natural selection to bring
together the inherited traits of wealth, social standing,
intelligence, and good looks across multiple generations. None of the
girls had attracted Warren’s special notice, however, until the
third session in the yearlong course, by which time he had danced
with all of them. Such variety was guaranteed by his father’s
rotational system for selecting dance partners, which served the
multiple goals of breaking the ice, disrupting cliquishness, and
extending a safety net to wallflowers.

Once or twice each
week, Warren’s father decreed a ladies’ choice dance, and on this
much-anticipated occasion, Warren was bowled over when a slender
dark-eyed girl wearing a beige chiffon tea dress, black Mary Jane
shoes, and a bouncing ponytail of mahogany hair approached him with a
playful smile and the magic words: “May I have this dance?” He so
appreciated this stroke of good fortune that he flashed her a broad
grin, took her outstretched hand in his and replied with the
all-purpose adolescent response when words failed: “Why not?”

The dance was a fox
trot to Paul Anka’s “Puppy Love,” one of his father’s
favorites from a bygone era, and Warren led his young partner
skillfully through all the steps he knew, traversing the crowded room
repeatedly at varying angles and speeds to show that his dance moves
were not limited to slavish repetition of the box step. The first few
times they collided with other couples, her eyes met his and they
laughed in unison, confident in the other’s support. By the time
the song ended, Warren was happily short of breath and had come to
feel that this girl was somehow different from the others.

Having been too shy to
introduce himself on their first dance, the next time the rotation
brought them together he wasted no time in asking her name.

“Patricia,” she
answered. “Patricia Eaton.”

“Great! I’m Warren
Linder.”

“I know. Your father
introduced you to us the first day of class. You are a very polished
dancer, by the way,” she added with an approving smile.

“If you practiced as
much as I’ve had to, I’m sure it would come just as easily,” he
replied.

“I haven’t seen you
in any other classes here. Are you a transfer student?” Patricia
asked.

“No, actually, I
don’t go to Hawken,” he responded without the self-consciousness
he might have felt if he had known more about the exclusive school.
“I’m in seventh grade at Patrick Henry Middle School in
Lyndhurst. I just come here for dance class.”

“Oh, I see. I’ve
never met anyone from Lyndhurst before. Do you like it there?”

“It’s nice enough.
But it’s the pits compared to this place. Hawken is awesome!”

“You really think
so?” she challenged. “I think it’s boring. But then, I’ve
been here ever since pre-K.”

The music stopped and
Warren felt certain the disc had skipped a verse because the song
ended far too soon.

For the rest of the
semester, Warren and Patricia were frequent dance partners, choosing
each other whenever they had the opportunity. Sometimes when their
preference for each other became too obvious, Warren’s father would
urge him to “play the field” or “spread the wealth.” Being
conscious of his status as a guest student and not wanting to disobey
his father, Warren would comply when he couldn’t avoid it, but week
upon week, he felt drawn to Patricia in a way that was completely new
to him.

Patricia, for her part,
chose Warren repeatedly over the smartly dressed, well-mannered,
fine-featured Hawken boys, and this endeared Patricia to him even
more. Unlike so many of the giggling, fidgeting, flighty girls of her
age who moved about in packs, here was someone strong enough to break
from the herd, make her own choice and stand by it. Even more, she
seemed to accept him exactly as he was and never seemed to tire of
him, even when he ran out of things to say. Though Warren had long
enjoyed the love of parents, grandparents, and a younger sister, no
one else’s attention meant as much to him as Patricia’s.

At that time, Warren
knew nothing about Patricia Eaton’s family, wealth, or social
status. Having grown up in a middle-class neighborhood where most
families shared similar levels of education, income, and standard of
living, it had never occurred to him to ask. And, in a similar way,
having spent her entire young life within a prosperous enclave where
lot sizes started at two acres, children and teenagers attended
private schools and lived much as she did, Patricia had assumed that
Warren’s home life was much like hers.

The second semester of
dance class passed in a blur. Though Warren would remember little of
it years later, one occasion stood out. The class had just completed
the segment on swing dancing and the students were practicing swing
moves to Bobby Darin’s “Dream Lover,” laughing and blushing as
they executed tuck turns, swingouts, and slingshots with gleeful
abandon. The next song was Paul Anka’s dreamy, “Put Your Head on
My Shoulder,” which was one of Warren’s top ten dance tunes and
always sent a chill up his spine, not least because his father’s
rules governing proper dance form banned the move described in the
song’s title.

A few moments after
they had caught their breath from the swing dancing and joined for
the slow number, a tall, broad-shouldered boy with shaggy blond hair
hanging over his ears tapped Warren on the shoulder to cut in.
Despite his annoyance at the intrusion, Warren allowed it, having no
other choice in the matter, since his father insisted that he set a
good example of correct dance etiquette. As he walked off to the edge
of the dance floor, however, Warren looked back over his shoulder in
time to see Patricia send him a consoling look that warmed his heart
with a devotion beyond anything he felt a right to expect. Though his
parents called it puppy love and told him it would pass, Warren had
never forgotten that look and had drawn upon it for solace countless
times when down on his luck or feeling sorry for himself. To him,
that memory was a goose that laid golden eggs, an inexhaustible
source of comfort known only to him.

Sadly, his dance class
relationship with Patricia ended even before the school year did.
Three weeks before the final session, Patricia’s mother died of
cancer and Patricia stopped attending. Not long afterward, she left
for summer camp and on her return had only one week to shop and pack
before travelling to Boston for boarding school. Though Warren left
messages for her and she returned his calls twice to leave messages,
both messages were brief, regretting that she had no time to see him.
When Warren described the situation to his father and asked his
advice, the response was to forget her and move on. There was nothing
to be done, his father told him. The two of you live in different
worlds. Don’t go where you don’t belong. Hanging on will just
make you unhappy.

Warren didn’t see
Patricia again for nearly four years, and their reunion was far from
the joyous occasion that he had hoped it to be. The encounter
happened without warning, on a bitterly cold March night during
Warren’s junior year as a scholarship student at Exeter. A
classmate from Concord, Massachusetts, whose sister was a day student
at Concord Academy, had invited him home for the weekend. A dance was
being held that night at the Academy, and the sister invited both
boys to attend.

At seventeen, Warren
had recently entered his young fogey stage, determined to assimilate
among his upwardly mobile classmates bound for Harvard, Princeton,
Dartmouth, and Penn. His preppy dress code, horn-rim glasses and
rigid, condescending demeanor identified him as an aspiring elitist
bent on seeking fame and fortune through the relentless pursuit of
excellence and contacts.

An hour or so after the
dance was scheduled to begin, Warren and his classmate entered the
school cafeteria, which was cleared of tables and chairs for the
occasion. Before long, the classmate peeled off to greet a
long-legged blonde in a delectably clinging dress, leaving Warren on
his own. After scanning the room, he approached the refreshment
table, where a couple, clad completely in black, cast a reproving
look his way as if to put him on notice that his preppy attire did
not conform to Concord’s more artistic norms of dress.

The disc jockey cued up
a new tune and dancing resumed. But no sooner had Warren taken a bite
from his chocolate chip cookie than he spotted a tall dark-haired
girl with a dancer’s figure and a bouncing ponytail among the
crowd. He tossed the cookie in the trash bin and moved toward her for
a closer look. Having tracked Patricia for the past two years via
mutual acquaintances and the Internet, Warren knew that she had
transferred to Concord Academy in her sophomore year. But until now,
he had lacked a suitable occasion or method to approach her.

His heart raced as he
realized that the long-awaited occasion had arrived. Without a
moment’s hesitation, he stepped up to Patricia from her blind side
and tapped her gently on the arm. She turned away from the darkly
mature boy beside her and turned around to face the intruder.

“Excuse me, but you
look a lot like someone I used to know in middle school. You wouldn’t
be Patricia…”

“That would be me.
And you are…?” she inquired blandly, with her arm still around
her dance partner’s neck.

“Warren Linder.
Remember Hawken dance class?” he asked eagerly.

She wrinkled her brow
and said nothing.

“Seventh grade,” he
persisted. “Don’t you remember all those retro rock-and-roll
steps we learned then?”

With each phrase, he
waited for her to recognize him.

A sneer formed on her
partner’s upper lip as Warren struggled to break the thickening
ice.

At last, he saw a
glimmer in her eyes.

“Oh, yes! Of course!
You were the one who wasn’t a Hawken student…”

“That’s right. I
went to school in Lyndhurst. My father taught the dance class and you
and I were dance partners. Sometimes.”

Patricia blushed.

“Oh, now I do
remember,” she answered. “You were a fantastic dancer. Especially
the rumbas and cha-chas. Your father used to make us go to the front
and show off sometimes, though I was pretty terrible at it.”

She laughed easily now
and Warren laughed with her. Her date stared at the ceiling and
tapped a foot nervously.

“Yeah, Dad made me
practice the rumba a lot,” Warren added. “After a while, those
Latin beats get into your blood. That Xavier Cugat dude was
definitely some kind of genius.”

Patricia’s date,
clearly growing restless, interrupted to ask if he could bring her
something to drink.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,”
she answered, placing herself between the two males. “Paul, this
is… Excuse me, your name again?”

“Warren. Warren
Linder.”

“Warren, meet Paul.
Paul, meet Warren. And yes, I would so love a glass of fizzy water if
you can find one.”

“Sure thing, I’ll
be right back,” Paul answered, pointedly ignoring Warren as he
spoke but casting a dubious glance over his shoulder before setting
off to the refreshment table.

The music struck up
again and, to Warren’s surprise, it was another of his father’s
classic slow-dance tunes, “It’s All in the Game” by Tommy
Edwards. Warren held out his hand and Patricia took it.

“What brings you to
Concord? Obviously, you’re not a CA student…”

“No, I’m in town
for the weekend with a classmate from Exeter. His sister is a
sophomore at CA. She’s the one who brought us to the dance.”

“And I’m glad she
did,” Patricia replied airily. A long pause followed and Warren was
careful to maintain a decorous distance from her while they danced.

“So you’re an
Exonian,” she resumed. “I guess that means you must be really
smart. I applied there but they waitlisted me. And that’s even
though my father’s an alum and gives them bushels of money.” But
from the way she said it, Warren guessed that Patricia hadn’t
wanted to get in so very badly or her father and the school might
have found a way.

“I remember meeting
your father once,” Warren replied. “It was when he picked you up
after class. I was amazed that he seemed to know exactly who I was,
even before I introduced myself. I remember thinking, that’s pretty
cool for a dad, considering how big a class it was and all.”

Patricia looked at the
floor in embarrassment.

“Daddy always wanted
to meet my friends. He tried so very hard. But my mother got sick
that year. It wasn’t an easy time for him.” Her expression
darkened and her eyes took on a distant look.

At first, Warren failed
to detect the change in mood and talked on.

“I also remember that
night because I’m pretty sure it was the last time I saw you,” he
said. “I called your house a few times but they always said you
were away.”

By now Patricia’s
discomfort was unmistakable.

“Yeah, I was away
quite a lot after Mom died,” she continued. “I’m sorry you had
trouble reaching me, though it doesn’t surprise me…”

Before either of them
could speak again, the song ended and was followed by a tune with a
lively rock beat. They stepped away from one another and Patricia
stole a look at the refreshment table for signs of Paul.

“How about another?”
he invited.

“Uh, sure,” she
answered as if distracted. But as they danced, Warren noted that she
had stopped smiling and no longer made eye contact. Instead, she
seemed to be casting meaningful glances toward her girlfriends, who
glared at Warren and spoke to one another in hushed tones.

Moments later, Paul
returned with a glass of sparkling water in hand and tapped Warren on
the shoulder.

Warren turned around to
respond.

“Song’s almost
over,” he said quickly. “Give us another minute, okay?”

But as soon as he
turned his back on Patricia, she strode off toward the door with Paul
in tow.

Warren stood with mouth
agape as they left him alone on the dance floor. His face flushed and
he realized that he had not handled the situation well at all.
Patricia had probably not thought of him in a very long time. More
than that, perhaps the special bond that he had nurtured in his
memory all these years had been an illusion, the relic of a puppy
love that only he recalled. But then, perhaps he had just caught
Patricia at a bad time. Maybe he still had a chance with her if
circumstances changed. As he walked back to the refreshment table in
search of his host, he decided to think about it again later, once
the hurt was gone.
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Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own mind. Ralph
Waldo Emerson


LATE SEPTEMBER, SOUTHERN VIRGINIA

Linder awoke with a
racing heartbeat and a headache that hammered at both temples. He
opened his eyes and perceived through the blur that he was lying on a
cot in his new prison cell. He lifted his head by degrees and felt
his gorge rise to a level just short of vomiting. A moment later,
when attempting to swallow, it occurred to him that his parched
throat, cracked lips, headache and racing pulse were highly unnatural
and were more likely the result of drugs administered during a
rendition flight than the symptoms of any illness.

Linder raised his hands
to his eyes and noticed that the skin was raw and abraded where his
wrists had been shackled. As if summoned by the sheer act of
attention, a deep soreness manifested in the muscles of his lower
back, legs and shoulders, which ached as if from a strenuous workout.
Suddenly he remembered having awakened en route while strapped to a
stretcher with a silky hood over his head that made it difficult to
breathe. In a fit of panic, he had struggled against the straps that
bound him to the stretcher and screamed until his consciousness left
him again.

Linder had little idea
how long the journey had taken. On the morning after his conversation
with Bednarski in the Embassy cellar, he had devoured a breakfast of
highly spiced Lebanese meat pastries that he might have suspected
were drugged had he not been so hungry. Twenty minutes later, as he
paced back and forth the length of the cell, he felt light-headed,
then nauseous, and suddenly saw the floor rising up to meet him.

By close examination of
the new cell and overhearing a guard release a stream of all-American
profanity upon dropping a meal tray in the corridor, Linder surmised
that he had landed in one of the DSS’s interrogation centers or
transit prisons, most likely in Northern Virginia or Maryland.

The cell was about six
feet by ten, windowless, with walls of unpainted gray concrete and a
floor of beige composite resin. Its only fixtures were a steel door
fitted with a spyhole and food delivery slot; a flickering
fluorescent panel far overhead; a Third-World toilet consisting of a
porcelain tile with a hole and raised footprints to either side; and
a sheet-steel prison bunk bolted to the floor, with a thin
vinyl-covered polyester mattress and a threadbare acrylic blanket on
top. The cell smelled of a powerful disinfectant and was so chilly
that Linder shivered in his thin cotton coveralls.

Linder crossed the cold
concrete floor in his bare feet and lifted the hinged door to the
food slot, where he found a foil-wrapped meal bar and a battered
plastic water bottle. While he nibbled guardedly on the bar and
sipped at the water, he tried to recall the main principles of the
standard DSS interrogation system that he had studied early during
his training.

The system was similar
in most aspects to that used by the CIA and nearly all other modern
security services around the world, particularly those of the major
police states. Based on classic Soviet interrogation methods, the
model relied upon social isolation, sleep deprivation, temperature
manipulation, sensory deprivation and overload, omission of certain
key nutrients from the diet, and gradual intensification of the
prisoner’s general discomfort aimed at weakening, disorienting, and
demoralizing him without resort to beatings or other physical
torture.

Throughout Linder’s
first morning in his new cell, a torrent of seemingly random thoughts
and emotions swept through his mind. Among his recollections were a
series of training lectures on how to resist interrogation he had
attended while still in the CIA. The lecturer, who had been a Special
Forces interrogator in Iraq and Afghanistan, had emphasized that
Washington assumed most American prisoners would spill their guts
within 48 hours. Thus, heroic resistance was usually pointless unless
the prisoner had a reasonable expectation of being rescued in a day
or two.

The key to resisting
modern interrogation methods, the lecturer noted, was for the
prisoner to study his surroundings in minute detail, record the
passage of time and all changes in his environment, keep his mind
occupied and maintain physical and mental discipline as far as
humanly possible. Although the captors could bring enormous resources
to bear against each prisoner, their time and attention were finite.
Accordingly, an exceptionally determined prisoner could resist
interrogation for long periods by superior force of will and
readiness to sacrifice everything, including one’s life, liberty,
and happiness, rather than capitulate. Faith in a higher power was an
asset but not necessarily a requisite for success. Regardless of the
methods applied, history showed that some prisoners simply would not
break.

Linder’s first
interrogation session took place some four to six hours after he
emerged from his drugged stupor. A guard with a Tidewater Virginia
accent ordered him to stand facing the far wall while the door slid
open. The guard then shackled Linder’s wrists and ankles and linked
the shackles to a waist chain while another guard slipped a loose
hood over his head and shoulders. The Virginian then ordered Linder
to keep silent while each guard grabbed one of Linder’s arms and
marched him through a maze of damp, chill corridors that stank of
mildew. A few minutes later, they entered a well-heated room where
they removed Linder’s blindfold and instructed him to sit upright
with his buttocks at the front edge of a straight-backed metal chair.
The room was dimly lit except for a bank of four spotlights shining
directly into his face from behind a three-by-five-foot stainless
steel table that bore a stack of files and notebooks.

At first the
interrogator stood behind the lights, observing Linder but saying
nothing. When he emerged from the glare, Linder could see that the
interrogator was a short, barrel-chested man dressed in khaki shirt
and trousers without military insignia. Coarse blond hair grew
profusely on his head, chest, and the backs of his stubby hands. His
diminutive height, together with his trimmed blond beard, pink
cheeks, and bright blue eyes gave him the look of an exceedingly
fierce troll. The expression on his face was that of utter contempt.

“Who are you and why
are you detaining me?” Linder challenged without waiting for the
interrogator to speak.

“Why do you think
you’re here?” the troll replied with an ironic smile.

“I think it's because
certain people have been lining their pockets with other people’s
money and now they're trying to cover their tracks by putting me
away.”

“What does that have
to do with the fact that you’ve been aiding the insurgents?”

“Because the thieves
are the ones who cooked up the charges against me,” Linder
answered. “I’ve never helped the rebels and they know it. If
you’ve read my file, you’ll know that I’ve spent the past six
years tracking down rebel exiles and putting them away.”

“While tipping off
their bosses so that they could stay one step ahead of us, the way
you did with Eaton...” the troll accused, stepping out from behind
the table.

“I never tipped off
Philip Eaton.”

“You virtually
admitted to him that you were a government agent,” the troll
pressed.

“Only because he
volunteered to turn himself in, which was our objective.”

“And you believed a
lying son of a bitch like Eaton? If your Chief of Base hadn’t
pulled him in, the whole gang would have vanished right out from
under your nose!” The troll brought his face so close to Linder’s
that he could feel flecks of spittle as the interrogator spat out the
words.

“Not so,” Linder
answered, staring back at the troll and taking perverse pleasure in
the fact that the man’s bulk shaded the spotlights’ glare from
his eyes. “The main reason why Bednarski didn’t want to let Eaton
return to the States to surrender was that he’d lose the chance to
fleece him.”

“Fleece him of what?”
the troll challenged. “Eaton claimed he was broke, remember? And
we've confirmed it. So you can forget the phony countercharges. We
checked out your accusation that Bednarski was shaking down the
rebels he caught in Beirut. There’s nothing to it. Bednarski came
up clean.”

The troll retreated a
few steps to sit atop the steel table, prompting Linder to close his
eyes against the bright lamps. Of course Bednarski came up clean, he
thought. His backers cleaned up the mess after him. The Department
looks after its own.

“But as for you,
Linder, the closer we look, the more dirt we seem to find,” the
troll continued. “Does the name Phipps Chase mean anything to you?”

“It’s Chase
Phipps,” Linder corrected, remembering Kendall’s quip about Yale
men having reversible names. “Yes, I’ve met him a few times. I
used him to get an introduction to Kendall and Eaton. It’s all in
my reports.”

“All of it? Including
the fifty thousand German Marks Phipps gave you in Rome?”

The troll slid off the
table and approached Linder again.

“He donated it to the
Mormon Return Movement, not to me personally,” Linder replied. “He
knew me as Joe Tanner, a rebel from Utah. I was going to write up a
receipt and turn it into Beirut Base for safekeeping but there wasn’t
time.”

“Nice try, Linder,
but we’ve seen your stateside bank records. For the past three
years, deposits have been made that exceed what we can account for
from your government salary. The deposits correspond to your return
from trips overseas.”

“Oh, I can explain
that,” Linder replied easily. “I used to stretch my salary and
expenses sometimes by trading currency in the black market. Sure,
currency speculation was illegal in the countries where I was posted.
But it didn’t break any U.S. law and I was far from the only
government employee who resorted to it. Besides, it had absolutely
nothing to do with Eaton or the rebels.”

The troll seemed to
ignore Linder’s defense. He opened a bound notebook that lay atop
the stack on the table and made an entry at the head of the page.

“Prisoner admits
violating Treasury Regulations and U.S. income tax laws over period
of three to six years,” he read aloud. “Care to add anything else
to your confession? It’ll go easier for you if you tell us the
whole truth up front…”

“Oh, go to hell,”
Linder told his interrogator. “You don’t give a damn about the
truth. All you want is my scalp.”

The troll smiled and
withdrew a thick manila file from his reference pile. He opened it
and began to read aloud the charges arrayed against Linder: treason,
seditious conspiracy, sabotage of government operations, advocating
the overthrow of government, espionage, terrorism and, finally, tax
evasion.

Each day the routine
was the same. Every eight to fourteen hours, by Linder’s estimate,
the guards marched him blindfolded through the silent corridors to an
interrogation room where one, and sometimes two, interrogators
matched wits with him for hours at a time. Often the material covered
was trivial or redundant or both. An exhaustive dossier on his
background and activities appeared to inform their questions.

Each session dealt with
events from Linder’s DSS career, generally in reverse chronological
order, starting with his refusal to sign a confession in the Beirut
Embassy’s cellar and working back to his alleged tip-off to Eaton
and his offer on Eaton's balcony to “go to bat” for him with
Headquarters. From there, the questions reached further back to his
alleged conspiracy with Chase Phipps and other insurgent leaders to
subvert and overthrow the Unionist State. With each session, Linder’s
interrogators delved more deeply into his past, including his early
days in the DSS, his prior service in the CIA and even his education.
They also hinted darkly that Linder’s father and sister might have
participated in the alleged conspiracy.

The interrogators
presented daily interrogation summaries to Linder for his signature
but each day he refused to sign. They scolded, insulted, threatened,
and cajoled, all to no avail. They even read aloud from Linder’s
DSS psychological profile, which was based on psychometric testing
conducted during the lengthy application process for joining the
Department. The profile allegedly described Linder as having a
borderline narcissistic personality, characterized by exaggerating
his sense of self-importance, lacking empathy, resenting criticism
and authority, demanding constant attention and reinforcement,
clinging to unrealistic fantasies of success or power, and exploiting
others to pursue selfish goals.

It was the classic
profile of a traitor, the interrogators claimed, and represented
further proof of his guilt. Everyone except Linder knew what a
shitheel he was and that he was due for a comeuppance. Small wonder
that his family and friends hadn’t bothered to write or visit, they
said; everyone he knew had gladly written him off. But to Linder, it
seemed ironic that this same psychological profile had seen him hired
by both the CIA and the DSS. The most plausible explanation, he
thought, was that the same breed of borderline sociopath that the
government favored to do its dirty work might also have a nasty
tendency to bite the hand that fed him.

Day by day, Linder’s
interrogations grew longer, his cell colder and the noisy
interruptions to his sleep more frequent. His twice-daily meals
shrank to one, consisting of a brick of stale bread and a ration bar,
served with a reduced ration of foul-tasting water. His weekly change
of uniform stopped. And now, whenever Linder asserted his innocence
or charged Bednarski with trying to frame him, the interrogators
struck him on the shoulders from behind with a rubber truncheon and
restarted the interrogation script from the beginning.

After weeks without
extracting a confession from him, the interrogators transferred
Linder to a chimney-like punishment cell where the walls pressed in
like a concrete coffin and he could stand but not sit or lie down.
Linder tried to rest his knees against its sides but before long the
pressure grew intolerable. He had to defecate where he stood and was
given only two minutes in a shower stall to douse his body and rinse
his soiled coveralls with cold water before the next interrogation.
He reeked so badly that the interrogators would not come near him.
Still he would not sign.

After a dozen or more
interrogation sessions while relegated to the punishment cell, the
guards woke Linder one evening and led him to a nearby guard’s
lavatory. There they tossed him a tiny bar of soap and allowed him
enough time to clean up thoroughly before handing him a fresh pair of
orange prison coveralls. Standing naked before the guards, Linder
examined his own emaciated body: the atrophied limbs, with muscles
now reduced to sinew, the pallid leathery skin, the sagging cheeks
and dark bags under his eyes, the dark hair turning a dull gray and
falling out in clumps.

Linder’s mind
recoiled at the signs of his premature physical decline and the
threat it posed to his chances of survival. Yet, at some deeper
level, he knew that, if this were to be his only punishment, he was
getting off lightly. If his interrogation ended in death, the victims
whose faces had haunted him in his nightmares would be cruelly
cheated. To even the score for all the suffering he had inflicted
upon enemies of the state while serving his government, ten such
interrogations would not be enough.

After he had washed,
the guards led Linder to a large and brightly lit interrogation room
he had never seen before. Behind the steel table stood the troll,
glaring at Linder with a contempt bordering on hatred.

“You have a visitor,”
the troll scowled. “You may sit opposite each other at the table.
If either of you stands or leaves your seat, the visit will be
terminated. You have ten minutes.”

The troll left the room
and two guards arrived a moment later with a woman following close
behind. The guards took up positions a few paces behind each seat at
the steel table and moved aside for the woman to sit. Linder’s
heart sank. It was his sister, April.

Linder had seen April
last nearly a year before. He had gone to Cleveland to visit his
father in the hospital and April had joined him in the crowded
cardiac ward, keeping their father company until the time came for
his bypass surgery. Linder recalled that April had looked older than
her thirty-three years. She had been a strikingly attractive girl in
her youth, with alluring dark eyes, an eye-catching figure and a
capable, confident manner. But time had not been kind to her since
moving in with her father upon their mother’s death two years ago.

Now April seemed to be
fighting a losing battle against premature middle age. Her face was
pale and puffy and frown lines had appeared around her forehead,
eyes, and lips. Judging from the dark crescents under her eyes, the
burdens of caring for an ailing parent and the worry and shame of
having a brother accused of national security crimes had doubtless
cost her many a sleepless night and possibly her job. Linder observed
that April’s sweater, blouse, and slacks were faded and shapeless
from too many washings. His sister had always been a gentle soul who
saw the best in everyone and was capable of tireless effort to care
for those in need. But he could see that even she had reached the
limits of her strength.

Linder bristled at
recalling how the Unionist regime persecuted families of prisoners
charged with crimes against the state. Though Linder's father and
sister had both been Unionist Party members, their membership would
almost certainly have been suspended by now, along with the
substantial privileges it brought, and bureaucratic obstacles would
be raised to their collecting even ordinary government benefits like
social security or Medicare. The DSS would have ordered a meticulous
background check of both in hope of uncovering some past offense that
would sweep them into the same net as the accused family member. And,
once the investigators began grilling Linder’s relatives,
neighbors, classmates, and former coworkers, April’s friends and
fellow schoolteachers would shun her for fear of being associated to
a dangerous public enemy.

April’s presence in
the interrogation room could mean only one thing: that the DSS had
beaten her down far enough that she would urge him to confess. She
reached her slender pale hands across the tabletop and Linder took
them up and held them to his lips. Momentarily losing their awareness
of the guards standing a few paces behind them, brother and sister
rose at once as if to embrace across the table.

“No standing
allowed,” barked one of the guards.

They froze, still
holding each other’s hands, before sinking to their seats. Aware
that anything they said could be used against them, their eyes and
fingertips conveyed in an instant the most important message that
each had to convey: that their loyalty to one another remained
supreme, and that neither would take the side of state or party
against the other.

“Are you…?” Both
attempted to speak at once.

“…well?” April
continued when her brother stopped with a faint smile.

“Better than I look,”
Linder replied, forcing a brave smile.

“You’ve lost
weight.” April’s red-rimmed eyes held back tears.

“I could spare it,”
he said with a self-deprecating smile. “Listen, I’m sorry you
have to see me looking like this...”

“No, no, it’s
okay!” she exclaimed. “Really, I insisted on coming to see you as
soon as I heard you’d been detained. But it took them weeks to tell
me where you were.” She looked over Linder’s shoulder at the
guard behind him, then continued in a voice barely above a whisper.
“And even then they wouldn’t permit visitors for the longest
time.”

“Listen, April,” he
urged, “I don’t want you or Dad to worry about me. “Whatever
happens, you and Dad need to take care of each other. There’s
nothing you can do to help me. It seems the fix is in.”

“Warren, I’m so
afraid for you. They told me…”

“Don’t believe
anything they say,” he warned. “They’ll tell you whatever it
takes to have what they want. The only way to get the truth out of
them is to challenge them on every point and demand documents to back
it up.”

“But what about your
trial, Warren? They told me that if you don’t reach a plea
agreement, you could be shot for treason!”

“And I could also be
acquitted,” he assured her. “The DSS doesn’t like going to
trial if they think they might lose. That’s why they always seek a
plea bargain, and it’s why I demanded a trial.”

“But if you plead
guilty to a lesser charge, they said you might go free in as little
as five or ten years. You could still have a life…” A tear
streaked down April’s cheek and Linder reached out to erase it with
his thumb.

“After admitting to
having aided the insurgency?” Linder scoffed. “Not a bloody
chance. I’d never get out.”

April swallowed hard
and looked down at her trembling hands.

“You mentioned Dad.
I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

Linder felt all his
muscles go slack at once and slumped in his chair.

“He died two weeks
ago,” April continued. “In his sleep. They said he was too old to
qualify for another heart operation.”

“I was afraid that
might happen,” Linder replied, struggling to maintain self-mastery.
“Tell me, April: when he died, had he heard about my…” Now it
was Linder’s turn to peer over his sister’s shoulder at the
guard.

April nodded. “Some
people from Washington came by the house while I was at work. They
told Dad you were under arrest and asked him a lot of questions. He
told them to go pound salt. You know Dad…”

Linder brightened and
April smiled back while dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. “Don’t
beat yourself up over Dad,” she went on. “He could see the end
coming for a long time. After forty years of smoking, it almost
seemed like…”

“Yeah,” Linder
interrupted. “He knew exactly what he was doing. But how about you,
April? How are you coping all by yourself?”

“Oh, I get by,” she
said without conviction.

“How is your job? Did
you get the promotion to assistant principal?”

April lowered her eyes.

“Yes, but I’m on
leave without pay till after your trial,” she replied. “The Party
suspended my membership and the principal told me to stay home.”

“How are you covering
the bills?” Linder asked with pain in his voice.

“I had some savings
tucked away. And Dad left a little something for each of us when he
died…”

“Please take my
share,” Linder insisted. “All of it. I’d give you more, but
I’ve lost access to my accounts. If they let me, I’ll send you a
list and you can try to gain access to whatever’s there. I’ve
designated you as co-owner or beneficiary wherever I could…”

“That’s all right,
Warren. You keep what you have,” April replied, giving her
brother’s hand a squeeze. I put the house up for sale. That ought
to cover things for a while.”

Linder bowed his head
in shame.

“I’m so sorry to
leave you alone like this, April,” he declared. “If I had known,
I might have…”

“No, don’t say it.
There’s no point in beating yourself up. None of us can see the
future,” his sister replied. “All I ask is that you do your best
to save yourself. You’re all I have left, Warren. Promise me you
won’t stay away a minute longer than you have to. Will you do
that?”

Linder nodded rather
than speak, for his eyes filled with tears and he feared losing
control.

“One minute warning,”
the guard announced.

“How will I find you
again?” April asked with urgency when the guard retreated. “They
said you’d be transferred after the trial. Where will you be?”

Now Linder lowered his
voice to just above a whisper.

“You can inquire at
the District DSS office but they probably won’t tell you anything.
I’ll try to get a message out to you somehow. But not at the house.
I’ll write to you through one of our relatives.”

“I’ll be watching
for it,” his sister replied softly. “But please find a way to
come back, Warren. If anyone can do it, it's you. I don’t know how
I could go on if you...”

“Don’t think that
way,” Linder broke in. “I’ll get out. Till then, keep praying
for me.”

Brother and sister rose
in the same instant and embraced before the guards rushed forward and
pulled April away.

After his sister’s
visit, Linder was led back to his original cell, the one he had
occupied before his stint in the punishment block. There he collapsed
onto the cot, mentally and emotionally drained, and sank into a
dreamless sleep. After what seemed like many hours, the guards
rousted him from bed and brought him to one of the usual
interrogation cells, where the troll awaited him.

“You’ve wasted
enough of my time, Linder,” the interrogator snarled, his eyes
smoldering with malice. “I’ve signed you over for trial.”

The troll drew a stack
of legal-size documents out of a battered aluminum briefcase and
slapped them down on the table before continuing.

“We’ve prepared a
confession based on the material covered during your interrogation.
If you sign it and help pursue your co-conspirators, I can guarantee
you’ll get no more than ten years at hard labor. If you go to trial
and are convicted, you could face a firing squad.”

“Or the judge could
laugh your phony evidence out of court,” Linder replied.

“You don’t know our
judges,” the troll answered with a smirk.

“I’ll take my
chances.”

“I wouldn't be so
optimistic if I were in your shoes,” the troll replied. “The
trial is set for tomorrow. There’s still time to change your mind.
Allow me to present my closing argument.”

With that, the troll
stepped behind Linder and suddenly kicked the chair out from under
him. Before he could right himself the tip of a heavy boot struck
Linder in the cheek and filled his mouth with the taste of blood.

Blow upon blow fell
from the troll’s rubber truncheon upon Linder's back, ribs,
shoulders, and arms. He curled into a ball and protected the nape of
his neck with his hands, but the blows fell on his knuckles and
wrists with agonizing pain. When the blows stopped, the guards lifted
Linder onto a chair. He slumped forward with his chest on his knees
and noticed that the salty taste wouldn’t go away. There was an
object in his mouth, something jagged and superfluous. He spit it
onto the floor. It was a tooth.

The troll waved a copy
of the printed confession in Linder’s face.

“Sign it.”

“I haven’t even
read it,” Linder responded through the swelling pain.

“You don’t need to.
Just sign it and I’ll leave you alone.”

Linder’s tongue
probed the gap where his tooth had been while his mind methodically
assessed the damage to the rest of his body.

The guards pulled him
upright and deposited him on the chair, where he sat while the troll
circled, occasionally whacking him on a shoulder or an exposed elbow
with a well-aimed truncheon blow. Before long, the muscles of
Linder’s lower back and legs seized up in a series of agonizing
cramps. He teetered on the edge of the chair until the troll once
more kicked it out from under him. Linder’s tailbone hit the
concrete floor and sent a spasm of pain up his spine.

“Had enough?” the
interrogator breathed inches from Linder’s face as he lay stunned
on the concrete.

Linder made no reply.

“Sign it!” the
troll bellowed into his ear.

Linder was at the edge
of his endurance but one small defiant part of his consciousness
clung to the knowledge that confession meant almost certain death. So
long as he retained the will to live and could raise an ounce of
resistance, he would not sign a document that could legalize his
execution.

“Never,” Linder
whispered.

The beating continued.
How much pain could his body tolerate? The limit was far beyond what
Linder had imagined. He passed out and reawakened. The beating
resumed. He passed out again. When he returned to consciousness, he
saw the troll hovering above him with a hypodermic needle in his
hand. One of the guards held Linder’s arms in an iron grip while
the troll injected him.

They hoisted him onto
the chair and prodded him in the ribs to make him sit upright.
Seconds passed, then minutes, while the pain ebbed and an odd mental
clarity took hold of Linder. All at once, it entered his mind that
the injection might be some sadistic innovation to prolong the
torture by preventing him from passing out when the pain became
intolerable. But the thought passed quickly and Linder thought it odd
that it no longer worried him.

The guards seized hold
of the chair on either side and dragged Linder forward to the steel
table. The printed confession lay before him, folded back to the
signature page.

“Now sign,” the
troll ordered.

Linder raised his hand
with difficulty and pushed the papers aside.

“Take the pen and
sign it,” the troll repeated through clenched teeth. He seized
Linder’s right hand and formed it around the pen.

“Sign!”

Linder felt another jab
in the ribs but didn’t flinch. Both pain and anxiety had receded
now and the cramped muscles in his legs and back were relaxing. He
welcomed the sense of comfort and ease that suffused his awareness.
As he stared at the pen in his hand, he became unsure what to do with
it. Whatever it was didn’t seem important any more.


* * *

Linder awoke once
again to the sound of the cell door clanging open. His eyes seemed
glued shut and his mouth filled with cotton. He sensed a chill
dampness at his hips and groin and realized that he had wet himself
while sleeping.

Linder rolled over to
search for his water bottle. The movement triggered a series of
hammer blows inside his head and a strong urge to retch. He tried to
remember what had happened to him just before he passed out but
recalled only the beating and the injection. Apart from the nausea
and pain, a sense of indefinable dread enveloped him like a cloud of
poison gas.

At that moment, his
cell door rolled open and a guard tossed him a pair of cheap plastic
flip-flops.

“Up on your feet,”
the guard barked before stepping inside to shackle him. “Time to
get moving.”

Once safely shackled
and hooded, Linder shuffled down the corridor between his two guards.
After making several unexpected turns and passing through doors never
before encountered, Linder entered a section of the building that
seemed completely unfamiliar. He heard the whir of an approaching
elevator. When it stopped, the guards shoved him inside. He counted
to twelve until it bumped to a stop, the door rolled open and his
guards led him out again through a sliding steel door and down a few
steps.

They were outdoors.
Linder felt the cool, moist air on his face and imagined how a foggy
November morning in Northern Virginia might look. The air smelled of
burning leaves. It had been mid-September when he arrived in Beirut.
By now, he thought, it must be November or December.

As they crossed a paved
yard, a chill breeze penetrated Linder’s thin prison coveralls and
made him shiver. They climbed a few stairs to the entrance of another
building, where Linder was searched for contraband, then led up a
stairway to an overheated room that smelled of stale cigarette smoke
and coffee. His hood was removed.

The room was long,
narrow, and windowless. Along three of its four sides stood battered
oaken tables arranged in a horseshoe formation. At the far end sat
three middle-aged judges, two men and one woman, in black robes,
while on the left sat a pair of young prosecutors in immaculate gray
DSS uniforms. All eyes were on him as he entered the room, and not
one face showed any sign of warmth, understanding or even curiosity.
On the right sat a gray-bearded black male of about sixty wearing
wire-rimmed bifocals and a shabby tweed sport jacket, whom Linder
guessed to be his court-appointed defense attorney. Each person
seated around the horseshoe-shaped table arrangement had a thick
orange file-folder opened before him or her.

The guards held Linder
a few paces from the door, awaiting further instructions. Linder
jangled his waist chain to draw attention and the guards loosened
their grip while another uniformed DSS officer, perhaps a prosecutor,
leaned across the table at the rear of the room, conferring with one
of the judges. Each of the judges and attorneys sipped coffee; the
two male judges alternated sips with deep drags on their cigarettes.
Every one of them wore a bored expression, as if their work had been
reduced to mind-numbing routine.

At last, the uniformed
DSS official took a seat behind Linder and the buzz of conversation
subsided. The chief judge, a heavy-set man in his sixties, cleared
his throat and called for the defendant to come forward. Suddenly all
eyes turned to Linder again. His guards led him to the center of the
room and retreated two steps. At a signal from the chief judge, the
guards shacked Linder to the steel chair, which was bolted to the
floor, and withdrew to a row of seats along the back wall.

Linder was struck by
the casual informality of the court, the constant murmur of side
conversations, paper shuffling and hands laid on neighbors’
shoulders in a familiar way. The phrase “banality of evil” came
to mind, bringing info focus how tyranny was not the product of
tyrants alone, but also of ordinary people who accepted the premises
of state power and obeyed unjust orders with the attitude that their
behavior was perfectly normal.

The chief judge opened
the proceeding with a similarly casual air.

“Well,” he said
with a half-stifled yawn, “I guess we might as well get started.”
He spoke slowly with a Carolina drawl, and his swept-back silvery
mane, drooping jowls, and black-framed bifocals perched on a
perpetually knitted brow gave him an air of weighty authority.

The chief judge asked
Linder his name, date and place of birth, occupation, rank, years of
government service and other information listed on the inside flap of
the file jacket. Then he read the indictment. Nothing in the bill of
particulars surprised Linder, as it merely restated the various
accusations his interrogators had hurled at him throughout weeks of
nightly interrogations. The charges bristled with names of contacts
and co-conspirators situated within the U.S. and abroad, starting
with alleged plots hatched even before Linder had joined the
Department. Nearly all Linder’s DSS informants and recruited agents
were cited under their codenames either as victims of his treachery
or as co-conspirators.

Foremost among the
charges leveled against him were treasonous acts of aiding and
comforting insurgents and subversive organizations operating both in
the U.S. and abroad. All manner of related charges were then layered
on, including seditious conspiracy, sabotage, advocating overthrow of
the government, espionage, and international terrorism. All were
artfully fabricated to appear plausible in the light of Linder’s
years of undercover work for the CIA and the DSS.

The chief judge then
turned the floor over to the lead prosecutor, a tall, slender,
fair-haired young man with a patrician profile and cerebral aspect.

“Are you personally
acquainted with the late Philip Eaton, who has been convicted in
absentia of treason and other offenses against national security?”
the prosecutor questioned.

Linder recoiled. Though
he had suspected it, interrogators had never let on that Eaton was
dead. He remembered the shouts and screams piped into his embassy
cell and wondered if the old man had lived long enough to complete
his interrogation.

“I wasn’t aware
that he had died,” Linder answered.

“Answer yes or no to
the question.”

“Yes.”

“Do you know his
son-in-law, Roger Kendall, who has been similarly convicted?”

“Yes.”

“And do you know
their associate, Phipps Chase, now a fugitive from justice, last
known to be in Europe?”

“Yes,” he answered,
stifling a laugh at the garbled name.

“And did you give aid
and comfort to these known enemies of the Unionist State of America
and conspire with them to overthrow the popularly elected government
through armed attacks on its officials and installations?”

“Hell no.”

The prosecutor smiled
and turned to face the three judges.

“The prisoner denies
the conclusion, but he cannot deny the facts on which it is based. In
these proceedings, Your Honor, we will present those facts, one by
one, and then demonstrate the pattern they form. When we have
finished, it will be abundantly clear that the accused has committed
treasonous acts and should be found guilty as charged by this court.”

The chief judge nodded
and the prosecutor went on to read from a contact report that Linder
had written years before, describing a clandestine meeting between
him, as an undercover officer, and a member of the Rocky Mountain
Militia, which was then mounting guerrilla attacks against government
troops in Colorado.

“’…and we agreed
that the team’s next target for assassination should be the
District Director of FEMA for Colorado and Utah. I offered to support
them with forty untraceable Belgian FAL assault rifles, which I
delivered to them the next morning.’ Did you deliver the rifles as
promised?” the prosecutor demanded.

“Yes, but our
technicians had removed their firing pins. It was a sting operation.
I was acting as a DSS undercover officer.“ Linder pointed out.

“Let the record show
that the prisoner answered “Yes.” Strike the additional comments.
I submit the prisoner’s Colorado contact report as Exhibit A.”

The prosecutor read
from another contact report in which Linder had described a meeting
in Berlin with an exiled rebel leader who sought Linder’s help in
returning to the U.S. to join the insurgency.

“'He told me his
greatest concern about traveling to the U.S. for the operation was
the difficulty of obtaining a U.S. visa that would withstand scrutiny
at the border. I took his passport and returned it two days later
with a valid U.S. tourist visa that I said I had obtained by bribing
a vice consul sympathetic to the rebel cause.’” The prosecutor
paused for emphasis. “I ask the accused: did you deliver the
aforesaid visa?”

“Yes,” Linder
replied, “but we arrested the suspect the moment he got off the
plane. It was a set-up. Can't you see that?”

“Strike the
prisoner’s additional comments and enter an answer of ‘Yes’ to
the question.”

Linder looked back in
mute appeal at his defense attorney, who shook his head, advising the
defendant to remain silent.

For the next three
hours, the prosecutor read excerpt after excerpt from official
documents in which Linder described his dealings with known or
suspected insurgents as part of a broader scheme to lure them into
captivity or ambush. In each case, Linder’s actions were taken out
of context and made to appear as if he had acted on his own to help
the enemy. His attempts to clarify or explain were dismissed out of
hand and struck from the record. His defense attorney, seated at a
table slightly behind him and to his left, scribbled notes from time
to time on a legal pad but raised no objections. Though Linder never
expected impartiality from such a tribunal, its overwhelming
one-sidedness and the lack of opportunity for rebuttal did not even
meet the standards of a show trial.

At last, the chief
judge banged his gavel and called an adjournment for lunch. The
judges, prosecutors, bailiff, court reporter, and defense attorney
left the room. Halfway through the lunch hour a fresh pair of guards
replaced the ones who had sat through the morning portion of the
hearing. Linder was given neither food nor water. He was, however,
permitted to urinate in the prisoner’s lavatory, and thereafter to
sit cross-legged on the floor at the rear of the courtroom until the
judges returned from lunch. He remained shackled at all times.

The afternoon’s
proceedings turned away from the who, what, and where of Linder’s
alleged crimes and centered more on the how and why. At the chief
judge’s direction, Linder answered the first few questions in as
few words as possible, so as not to antagonize the court. He admitted
facts that were indisputable and denied those that were false.
Whenever he sought permission to extend his answer, however, the
court refused. Even his defense attorney seemed annoyed whenever
Linder strayed from the script.

Upon reflection, it
seemed to Linder that the heart of the case against him was rooted in
a loose set of circumstances: that he had been raised in a heavily
Catholic suburb on Cleveland’s East Side where anti-Unionist
militias had later taken root; and that Linder had allegedly harbored
a clandestine sympathy for friends and neighbors in the militias even
before he became an officer in the Department of State Security.
During his years of undercover work in the Department, the prosecutor
alleged, these sympathies had matured into a shift in loyalty away
from the Unionist State toward the insurgent cause.

The prosecution’s
ensuing review of Linder’s DSS career sought to demonstrate that
the defendant had on many occasions covertly aided and abetted
enemies of the state like Philip Eaton and Chase Phipps. Linder’s
counter-allegations against Bob Bednarski were cut short and
dismissed as a self-serving diversion. Proof of Linder’s true
intentions, the prosecution insisted, could be found in his promise
to Eaton, recorded via long-range microphones, to “go to bat” for
the rebel financier.

The afternoon session
ended after three more hours, when the female associate judge took
the chief judge by the elbow and whispered in his ear. The latter
glanced at his watch, then promptly banged his gavel, and declared an
adjournment until the following morning. Once the judges and other
court officers left the room, the bailiff called Linder’s two
guards to attention, while the defense counsel made his way to where
the prisoner stood, still shackled to his chair.

“I'm Paul Griggs,”
the public defender introduced himself. “The court appointed me to
represent you.”

“Terrific,” Linder
replied. “When do you plan to start?”

Griggs threw Linder a
sharp look.

“This isn’t
courtroom TV, mister,” he said, folding his bifocals and returning
them to his pocket. “This is a National Security Tribunal. The
rules of procedure here don’t permit the defense to raise
objections. My turn to speak comes at the end, right before they
pronounce you guilty.”

“How encouraging,”
Linder remarked, suddenly feeling weak at the knees and slumping back
into his chair. Though he had realized from the start that his chance
of acquittal was slim, he felt like a complete fool for having
believed he had any chance at all. “If it’s not a state secret,
what do you intend to say in my defense when your turn finally
comes?”

“I plan to throw your
case at the mercy of the court.”

Linder let out a
dismissive snort. “Why not try arguing the facts and the law? These
charges are complete hogwash and you know it.”

Griggs shook his head.

“Too late for that
now. They’ve made up their minds. The only thing left is to decide
how hard they’re going to hit you. My job is to persuade them to
soften the blow.”

Griggs turned on his
heel without waiting for an answer.

When the courtroom
emptied, the guards slipped the hood over Linder’s head and led him
out into the prison yard, where he felt a chill wind blowing dead
leaves in swirls around his bare feet. The air smelled of rain, wet
earth, and rotting leaves and Linder wondered whether he would be
buried six feet beneath earth like this by the time winter turned the
rain to snow. He took in a deep breath while trying to imprint on his
memory the smell and feel and sound of the wind that gusted around
him.

When Linder reached his
cell, another meal of bread, water, and a ration bar awaited him. He
squatted cross-legged on his bunk and contemplated the day’s events
while peeling back the bar’s foil wrapping and taking the first
bite. He ate slowly, focusing on the dominant vanilla flavor and then
on the various other flavor notes, some bitter or rancid. When the
trial ended, he would likely be transferred to another facility,
either a federal prison or possibly a corrective labor camp.
Depending on where he ended up, the food might be better or worse,
but at least it would be a change.

And now that change was
nearly upon him, for it seemed to Linder that the trial was already
over but for the sentencing. Considering his years of government
service and the fact that his jailers had failed to extract a signed
confession, it might still be possible for his sentence to come in at
the low end for national security crimes, perhaps only five to ten
years. On the other hand, if he were convicted on the most serious
charges, the judges could impose the death penalty.

Knowing that whatever
happened to him now was largely beyond his control, Linder slept more
soundly that night than he had in weeks. The guards came to his cell
earlier than usual the next morning. As Linder crossed the courtyard
to the trial annex, he felt droplets of misty rain hit his forehead
and savored the scent of fallen leaves and tree bark. When the guard
stopped him halfway across the yard and made him wait there without
explanation, he slipped his feet out of his flip-flops and seized the
chance to wiggle his toes in the moist earth.

Linder arrived in the
courtroom with muddy feet, where the judges, prosecutors, and other
court officers faced him with the peevish scowls of early morning.
Yesterday’s informality was gone. The chief judge seemed impatient
to get on with the proceedings and recited the charges in a hurried
monotone.

The lead prosecutor
then took over with a recapitulation of the State’s conspiracy
theory, linking Linder to Eaton, Kendall, Chase Phipps, and two dozen
other alleged co-conspirators dating all the way back to Linder’s
middle-school days. Whenever he turned to face the accused, the
prosecutor’s upper lip curled into a snarl and his words were laden
with sarcasm, innuendo, and name-calling.

When the attorney
invoked the names of Philip Eaton and Roger Kendall for what seemed
like the hundredth time, Linder could no longer restrain himself.

“Why not bring
Kendall here? Let me confront him,” he called out. “And Denniston
and Bednarski, too, while you’re at it.”

The prosecutor paused
to send Linder a withering stare before resuming his diatribe.

“You, sir, are a
highly accomplished liar,” the prosecutor addressed Linder when
summing up his closing argument. “For years untruths have been your
stock-in-trade. Now the time has come to strip away the lies and lay
bare the naked truth. You stand guilty on all counts and everyone
here can see it as plain as day.”

“On the contrary,”
Linder replied. “I have told you the truth from the beginning. I’m
innocent. And the prosecution has failed to prove otherwise beyond a
reasonable doubt.”

“Does the defense
counsel have anything to add?” the chief judge asked, nodding to
Paul Griggs.

“The prisoner’s
testimony speaks for itself, Your Honor,” Griggs replied. “But I
respectfully reserve the right to address the court during the
sentencing phase.”

“Very well," the
judge replied. "At this point I have a request of my own. After
reviewing the exhibits presented by the prosecution, I would like to
compare them to a specimen of the prisoner’s signature.”

Linder cast a
suspicious glance at the chief judge.

“Don't worry,
prisoner," the judge answered. "I am not asking you to sign
anything substantive. Bailiff, prepare a slip of paper large enough
for the prisoner’s signature and nothing more.”

The bailiff brought
Linder a card no larger than a cigarette paper. He wrote his
signature diagonally across the card, filling the entire space, and
handed it back.

The chief judge
examined the signature before passing it to the bailiff, who handed
it to the prosecuting attorneys and defense counsel. Next, the lead
prosecutor removed a document from his file and presented it to the
chief judge. For several minutes, the three judges examined the
document and spoke to each other in hushed tones. Finally, the chief
judge asked the bailiff to show the final page of the document to
Linder.

“Do you recognize the
signature as your own?” the chief judge demanded.

“It looks like mine,
but I’m sure I never signed this confession, if that’s what you
mean.” All at once Linder remembered the injection the troll had
given him at his final interrogation. There had been a document and
the troll had given him a pen.

“Are you denying that
you signed it?”

“If I did sign, I was
not aware of it and had no intent to sign. I certainly don’t admit
to anything that’s in this document,” he answered, raising his
finger to point at the confession and coming up short as his
handcuffed fist reached the end of its chain. “This is an outrage,
Your Honor!”

The chief judge
conferred again with his two colleagues, then with the lead
prosecutor and the defense attorney. Afterward, the latter approached
Linder and bent low to speak in hushed tones.

“That confession is
your last chance,” Griggs warned, wiping nervous sweat from his
brow. “Accept it and you may still get off relatively lightly.
Refuse and you’re finished. Lights out.”

“I’ve changed my
mind about you, Griggs,” Linder replied with ill-concealed scorn.
“I don’t want you defending me any more. You’re fired.”

Griggs flustered, then
turned away from Linder to address the chief judge.

“Your Honor, the
defense rests.”

“One moment, Your
Honor,” the lead prosecutor called out. “May we have a finding on
the admissibility of the prisoner’s signed confession?”

“It will be admitted
into evidence as Exhibit K,” the chief judge replied.

The prosecution team
beamed and shook each other’s hands while the judges gathered loose
papers and stuffed them into orange file jackets. Linder felt
disgusted that the American rule of law had sunk so low, but at the
same time he recognized how little moral standing he had to complain
about fairness. Over the past seven years, he had helped to send
scores of his fellow citizens to courts just like this one, where
they had received the same quality of justice. He recognized the
irony of his situation and felt a sardonic smile twist his lips.

“All rise,” the
chief judge announced, fixing his eyes on Linder. “The court finds
the defendant guilty on all counts. Were it not for certain
extenuating circumstances, the punishment would have been death by
firing squad. But because of the defendant’s prior government
service and his voluntary confession, the court sentences the
defendant Warren Linder to spend the rest of his life at hard labor
in a Corrective Labor Camp north of the sixtieth parallel.”

So that was it, Linder
thought, breathing rapidly now, his blood rising. Life at hard labor,
so they could avoid the unpleasant business of executing a former
guardian of the state. Siberian exile. Oblivion.

Linder remained
standing until all the court officers filed out of the room. Instead
of two guards, there were now four to escort him back to his cell.
They didn’t use the hood yet, however, which allowed Linder to see
the troll waiting for him on a bench outside the courtroom. The
interrogator approached and, for a moment, Linder half expected him
to reach out for a handshake.

“You put up a good
fight,” the troll told him while a guard found the hood and slipped
it over Linder’s head. “Sorry about the injection, but nobody
leaves without a confession. I mean nobody.”

“Call it what you
like,” Linder replied. “but I confessed to nothing.” For a
moment he wondered what consequences the troll would have faced had
he not cheated to win his case.

”Go ahead, be a
sorehead if you want,” the interrogator answered with a
self-righteous look. “But someday you'll thank me for what I did.
Without that confession, you’d be dead.”


S6


In this life, one is given only one conscience. Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn


SIX YEARS EARLIER, JUNE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

Warren Linder
grumbled at finding the last remaining seat in the business class
rail car. The last time he had traveled to the Farm for training, he
had driven his beaten-up old Audi. But having returned from overseas
only days before, he no longer owned an automobile and wasn’t sure
when he would ever buy another. Under the Unionists, new cars were
taxed to the hilt and used cars were ridiculously overpriced.

Linder had paid the
extra fare for a business class seat out of his own pocket, since
government reimbursement rates covered only coach class fares. He
expected it would be worth the money to avoid the hordes of
ill-smelling migrant workers and refugees with their piles of luggage
and smelly food. But the business class car was also overbooked and
it looked and smelled as if many of the passengers had spent the
night in their seats all the way down from Boston.

If the train departed
on time, he would be in Williamsburg by noon, giving him time to
check in for the month-long Ops Refresher Course and fit in a
three-mile run and some reading before he met Neil Denniston at the
Officers’ Club for Happy Hour. But, since the train routinely left
late and required an additional hour or more to make up for equipment
failures, he would be lucky to have time to unpack and shower before
the flag came down outside the club and the bar opened for business.

The train pulled out of
Washington’s newly reopened Union Station an hour late and followed
the Potomac to Alexandria, Woodbridge, and Quantico en route south
through Fredericksburg, Richmond, and Williamsburg to Newport News.
Since Linder had been fortunate enough to be posted overseas through
the worst days of what most people referred to as the Events, he
looked forward with morbid fascination to seeing how Virginia’s
cities, towns, and countryside had fared during the six years he had
been away.

Certainly, some of the
Events had been global in scope. For example, he had endured power
outages caused by massive solar flares while posted to Beirut. But
the Lebanese, having experienced power outages routinely during their
long civil war and from occasional Israeli air strikes, were
supremely resourceful at nursing their battered electric power grid
back to health and coping whenever the grid was down.

Lebanon had also
suffered earthquakes during the Events, the worst of them hitting
hard in the Sannine Mountains and the agricultural lands of the Bekaa
Valley, toppling many of the surviving ruins at Baalbek, including
the Temple of Jupiter’s iconic eastern facade. The attendant
tsunamis had inundated selected areas along the Mediterranean’s
eastern shore, but early warnings along Lebanon’s coast had
prevented the heavy loss of life experienced to the north in Syria.

Oddly, Linder hadn’t
really noticed the global cooling that followed two years of volcanic
eruptions along the Ring of Fire until he visited Kuwait, where the
cooling was considered a boon, reducing the Gulf State’s scorching
daytime highs by as much as fifteen or twenty degrees.

But, as everyone knew,
the Events had hit America disproportionately hard, and not only
because of its highly developed infrastructure and its fragile
just-in-time industrial and consumer supply chain. Nature seemed to
have reserved its cruelest blows for the Americans. The sun had aimed
its worst solar flares at North America, tsunamis had struck its most
populated and vulnerable coastal regions, earthquakes rattled hardest
where Americans were least prepared, and the timing of each disaster
had aggravated its effect, catching people asleep in their beds, for
example, or expelling them from their homes in the dead of winter.

As the train stirred to
leave Union station, Linder watched the crowd on an adjacent platform
heave forward to board an overcrowded northbound local to New York
and Boston. He was grateful that traffic on the Virginia line was
relatively light, due to greater competition from buses and jitney
vans along a route less congested and less subject to disruption than
the Northeast Corridor.

As the train passed
through riot-torn Northern Virginia suburbs, Linder gazed out the
grime-caked window onto empty thoroughfares littered with broken
glass that stretched between vacant or burnt-out high-rise buildings.
Like 1970s Beirut, the streets were alternately deserted or
overcrowded, as if separated by the kind of no-man’s-lands that had
divided Beirut, Berlin, and Nicosia decades earlier.

In the congested areas,
squatters hung laundry out to dry on lines that stretched from one
broken window to another. Homeless nomads camped out in parks or
vacant lots, erecting their tents and makeshift shanties between
mounds of rubble. In some neighborhoods, entire blocks lay waste
where homes and commercial buildings constructed with unreinforced
masonry had collapsed from quakes centering along the New Madrid
Fault, particularly the Great Memphis and Roanoke quakes that had
rung church bells all the way north to Maine.

Even where physical
damage appeared minimal, as in some formerly affluent suburbs and
towns, Linder spotted isolated blocks and sometimes entire
neighborhoods that had been torched and looted. The areas between
these burnt-out wastelands looked shabby and gray, with vacant
storefronts, potholed streets, broken streetlamps, weed-choked median
strips, and dangling electrical wires. The only commercial activity
Linder could see was centered around open-air flea markets, where
shoppers gathered at the tailgates of parked trucks to buy
black-market goods.

Linder closed the
window shade, drawing a quizzical glance from the elderly woman
seated in the aisle seat beside him. He smiled at her before leaning
back and closing his eyes.

From the outset of his
nearly six years overseas with the Agency, Linder had dreaded the
prospect of returning for a Headquarters assignment. During the worst
days of the Events, he fully expected Congress and the President to
downsize the Agency and reduce its overseas presence as a cost-saving
measure. But, to his considerable relief, America’s enemies around
the world had prevented that. Rather than back off and let Allah and
Mother Nature dispatch the Great Satan, the Jihadists saw the Events
as a divine invitation to kick America while it was down.

Later, as the Events
wore on and North America reeled under their impact, Linder often
considered resigning from the Agency and taking up residency in some
peaceful foreign country rather than return. But each time he delved
into the details, he realized how impractical it would be. Anywhere
he might want to resettle, borders were closed to would-be immigrants
and refugees. The world’s leading economic powers were in
depression and, wherever jobs existed, a flood of applicants
appeared. Even if he found a country that would accept him, how would
he earn a living?

When the President
finally delivered his Speech Heard Around the World announcing
the unilateral withdrawal of U.S. forces from its far-flung military
and intelligence bases overseas, Linder knew that time had run out on
his privileged life as a clandestine services officer posted abroad.
The “every spy a prince” era in American intelligence had finally
come to an end. Field officers would no longer enjoy a
government-paid apartment and car, or collect hazardous duty pay,
cost of living allowance, and a virtually unlimited entertainment and
operational expense stipend.

Back at Headquarters,
not only would he lose the perks and extra pay, but he would lose the
freedom of movement and relaxed supervision that had been fundamental
to clandestine intelligence operations abroad. Until now, the
guarantee of job security, the good life while abroad, and the
relative brevity of Headquarters assignments had made tolerable the
prospect of living like a pauper on a mid-level officer’s salary in
Washington. But once the President dropped his bombshell, it was
clear that most of the Agency’s personnel now posted abroad would
likely be deskbound or unemployed before year’s end. If leaving the
Agency and taking his chances as an émigré abroad had seemed a
non-starter, being sacked by the Agency and left to search for a job
in Washington with a six-year gap in his resume seemed scarcely
better.

Now he wondered what
his family would think if he told them that he intended to quit the
Agency in favor of the newly created Department of State Security.
Perhaps he was being too alarmist. His most recent Agency performance
reports had been strong and he thought he had a good shot at another
promotion this year. If so, he might survive the next cut or two,
weather the storm, and hang on until retirement, or at least long
enough to wangle a transfer to another federal agency or possibly a
gig with a defense contractor who needed an Arabic-speaking sales
rep.

But then again, what if
he lost the game of musical chairs and had to compete for a job in
the real economy against thousands of cashiered counter-terrorism
operators like him? All at once, he recalled how he had started his
Agency career as a reckless, ambitious, pedal-to-the-metal operator
who rarely blinked at outsized risks. Yet now, six years later, he
was prepared to cast his lot with a motley crew of Unionist Party
hacks in the newly formed DSS at the first sign of career turbulence.


* * *

A Bluebird bus with
its telltale tinted windows awaited Linder and a half-dozen other
Agency staffers outside the Amtrak Station when the train arrived.
The drive to the main gate took less than ten minutes. At an inner
gate, out of view from the main one, an armed security guard checked
the papers of each passenger before allowing the bus to enter. The
base had not changed much in six years, Linder thought. The wind
still whispered through the tall groves of longleaf pines, and he
could still spot the foundations of razed World War II barracks and
supply depots here and there among the tall grass. Linder looked
forward to running and biking along the little used road network that
extended into every corner of the base and gaze at the white-tailed
deer, cottontail rabbits, raccoons, and an occasional gray fox that
he might come across.

He stepped off the bus
at the admin building and left his suitcase at the curb. In the
lobby, he found a squad of clerks seated behind a row of folding
tables that resembled the registration desk at a college reunion.
Having identified himself as a participant in the Ops Refresher
Course, he was directed to another table, where he showed his
passport and his training orders, and received a course schedule, an
information packet, a base ID card, and a key to his room in the
Bachelor Officer Quarters.

Linder had been
notified of his assignment to the course within days of reporting
back to Headquarters from Cairo. Unlike most field officers who were
recalled following the President’s unilateral withdrawal order,
Linder had opted not to take the four weeks’ annual leave granted
upon arrival, for he was sure it was intended to give Human Resources
enough time to decide whether to reassign him or add him to the list
of those who would be selected out. Instead, he had chosen a training
course to stay in touch with colleagues and network his way to an
onward assignment.

Linder found his room
in the BOQ, unpacked, took his three-mile run, and settled in for a
short nap before showering up for Happy Hour. He arrived just as the
five o’clock siren sounded. Per military custom, he stopped and
stood at attention while the base flag was lowered and, as it came
down, shuddered to think that, at U.S. military bases on every
continent around the world, the American flag was being lowered for
the last time.

But a moment later he
shook off that gloomy thought and made a beeline for the Officers’
Club to reconnect with friends and get sloshed on cheap PX booze.
Since the bar had just opened, the crowd was still thin. A few older
officers whom Linder recognized as instructors had taken their
accustomed places at the rail while assorted couples and foursomes
occupied tables and booths around the room. At its center, a
bartender laid a spread with pretzels, peanuts, chips, dip, cheese,
crackers, and a chafing dish of the club’s renowned Bambi Balls,
venison meatballs prepared from animals culled during the base’s
annual deer drive.

It took only a few
moments for Linder to detect the subdued mood among the club’s
patrons. Despite the relief that many of the new arrivals must have
felt at remaining on the payroll for another month, tonight’s crowd
seemed far less spirited than he would have expected on the opening
night of a new course for veteran officers.

It had been barely a
month since the President had called a surprise mid-week press
conference to declare victory in the war on terror, tyranny, and
villainy around the world and order U.S. military and intelligence
withdrawn from their overseas facilities. The resulting contraction
in America’s military-industrial complex, the President promised,
would generate an unprecedented peace dividend that his
administration would earmark for the rebuilding of America’s
infrastructure following the devastation suffered during the Events.

At Agency Headquarters,
the Pentagon, and the plush office suites of defense contractors in
Rosslyn, Arlington, and Crystal City, grizzled veterans of bygone
wars recalled the dark days after the Fall of Saigon, when Southeast
Asia hands and counterinsurgency experts suddenly became a dime a
dozen. Now Arabists and counter-terror experts would take their turn
at being redundant. But this time, rather than being permitted to
walk the halls and lobby their friends for new assignments, the Human
Resources people were keeping as many returnees as possible out of
the capital, sending them instead on home leave, to remote training
sites, or to temporary duty assignments, trying to isolate them and
reduce the opportunity for collective action during this wholesale
liquidation of America’s warrior class.

Rumors were already
circulating among those accepted for the Ops Refresher Course that
course performance evaluations would be used to assess each
participant’s prospects for future advancement in the Agency and
that, unlike previous course sessions, which had little impact on
careers, the final evaluation interviews would represent a “come to
Jesus” moment for many of the participants.

Linder approached the
bar and ordered a double bourbon on the rocks. While he waited for
his drink, he scanned the room for familiar faces and allowed his
mind to wander back to his first stay at the Farm for the
Introductory Ops Course. It had been his first taste of spying and he
had loved everything about it, scoring near the top of his class. On
his return for the full Intelligence Operations Course later in the
year, he had been a standout.

Though the role-playing
exercises had seemed contrived at first, Linder found that he
possessed a unique combination of traits that suited him to human
intelligence collection, including a keen insight into motives, a
facility for thinking on his feet, adroit problem-solving abilities,
and an uncanny intuitive sense. While gifted at building rapport and
trust during role-playing exercises, he also did not shirk from lying
when necessary and possessed the predatory instinct to detect
exploitable weaknesses in others. In Linder, Agency trainers found a
willing and adept pupil in the art of suborning the flawed, the vain,
and the weak, expanding their range of conscience to include
betrayal, and otherwise bending them to his will.

To his delight, Linder
also achieved a maximum score on the Modern Language Aptitude Test
and was selected for accelerated Arabic training, initially in
suburban Virginia and later in Beirut. By the time he left for the
field, his superiors and colleagues in the Middle East Division
considered him an emerging talent.

Linder had a vivid
recollection of the moment when he realized that he had found his
calling. It was in his first or second agent recruiting exercise at
the Farm. After he had pitched the target, he knew he could do this,
and, even more, he knew he could do it better than most of his
classmates without breaking a sweat. One instructor wrote in an
evaluation that his gift was equivalent to someone stepping on a golf
course for the first time and having the kind of perfect, embedded
swing that an instructor just can’t teach.

As he relived that
heady feeling, Linder realized how depleted he felt after three
consecutive tours of duty in the field. His pride and ambition had
driven him to seek continual recognition and to expect continual
praise as his due. By the time he left Cairo, he was setting
unrealistic goals and becoming frustrated at not meeting them. He
took offense at minor slights and setbacks and sensed that his
self-confidence had turned brittle.

Maybe I’ve lost my
edge, he thought. Maybe I just don’t have the level of passion and
commitment to keep doing this job. Maybe it’s time to walk away for
my own good. He thought of the champion boxer who saw himself in the
mirror one morning after partying too heavily and said, “Now, that
guy should stay out of the ring.”

While Linder mulled
over his career options at the bar, he felt a gentle tap on the
shoulder. It was Jack Moran, one of Linder’s former instructors in
the Ops Course, who had served until recently as Chief of Station at
a midsized post in Central America. By coincidence, Moran had been a
middleweight boxer in the Navy and still maintained his fighting
weight on a wiry five foot ten inch frame. He was one of the most
likable Agency men Linder knew and, except for his broken nose, few
would suspect that he had been a knockout expert in the ring or was a
highly decorated intelligence officer.

“Mind if I join you?”
Moran asked with a gentle smile. “Looks like you were doing some
serious thinking.”

“Yeah. Watch out, it
might be contagious,” Linder replied, gesturing toward the solemn
faces seen around the room. “Let me buy you a drink, Jack,”
Linder offered. “I’m just killing time till an old buddy of mine
shows up and we go out for some dinner. I could use the distraction.”

Moran ordered a scotch
and soda and, when it arrived, the two men settled into a booth at a
far corner of the room.

After catching up on
recent events for each, Moran revealed that he had come to the Farm
to serve out one last year before retiring, as the extra year would
make a big difference in his retirement pay. He had been hoping to
serve another tour as COS in Latin America but a heart condition had
blocked his medical clearance. Like many other senior Headquarters
officers, he had been pulled into the training assignment soon after
the President’s speech to accommodate the volume of returning field
officers who were to be kept busy in courses like this until it could
be decided who would stay and who would go.

Since Moran was
teaching the Introductory Ops Course this month rather than the
refresher course, Linder asked if he might ask him for some career
advice.

“Frankly, I’ve been
thinking of getting out,” he told his former mentor.

“Don’t expect me to
be shocked,” Moran answered, scooping a handful of salted peanuts
from the dish between them.

“Why, don’t you
think I’ll make the cut?” Linder answered, suddenly stiffening.

“No, it’s not
that,” the older man assured him, laying a hand on his arm. “I
happen to think you’re a fine officer. In a normal world, there’s
no limit to what you could achieve in this Agency. But these are not
normal times, and the Agency isn’t what it was when you or I joined
it. If there’s something you’d rather be doing with your life,
I’d say now’s the time to go for it.”

Linder recalled how
Moran had risked his career rather than to be drawn into the war on
terror in the decade after 9-11. The older officer had once confided
to Linder that he had become an intelligence officer to steal the
kind of secrets that made America strong, not to build target files
against whoever landed on the government’s enemies list. Back when
Linder had just completed the Ops Course and was choosing a career
specialty, Moran had cautioned Linder against becoming a targets
officer, advice that Linder had promptly ignored.

“Look, Warren, the
President has offered you a golden opportunity,” Moran went on
“Your old career is over. But now, you have an opportunity to do
something useful instead of marking time till retirement in an
organization that’s lost its way. Don’t waste your best years
clinging to a corpse.”

Linder was surprised by
Moran’s uncharacteristic pessimism.

“Come on, Jack, the
President isn’t so stupid that he would stop spying completely,”
he protested. “He’s got to keep some of us out in the field.”

“You’ve missed my
point, or maybe I’ve muddled it,” Moran began again. “It’s
not that spying will stop. It’s that the Agency will be directed
inward once we don’t have foreign enemies to kick around any more.”

Moran took a sip of his
scotch and looked around to see if anyone could overhear him before
continuing.

“Look, it’s not for
me to say if the President was right or wrong to bring us all home.
All I know is that Jack Moran, for one, no longer has to risk his
immortal soul messing up other people’s lives for a living. Now
that my country says it doesn’t need me out there any more, I’m
more than happy to go on home. My wife is counting the days till she
has me back, body and soul.”

“Oh, a wife? What’s
that?” Linder joked to lighten the atmosphere.

While each man took a
long pull at his whiskey glass, Linder noticed Neil Denniston enter
through a side door. By now, the club had grown crowded and Linder
spotted Denniston before being seen. Jack Moran’s eyes followed
Linder’s line of sight to the door and noticed the newcomer, as
well. Denniston returned Linder’s wave but signaled his intention
to order a drink before joining them.

“Is Denniston a
friend of yours?” Moran asked.

“Definitely,”
Linder answered brightly. “We knew each other in college and joined
the Agency within months of each other. He’s just back from Dubai
and we’ve been plotting our next move.”

“At the risk of being
out of line, I’d be careful not to hitch my star too closely to
that one,” Moran advised.

“Oh?” Linder
replied as if surprised.

““Let’s just say
he’s been under a cloud lately,” Moran answered, swirling the ice
idly in his empty glass.

“Actually, I did hear
something, but I’ve been waiting for Neil to talk about it.”

“So he hasn’t told
you what he’s charged with?” Moran questioned.

“Charges? All he told
me was that he hadn’t been seeing eye to eye with his new COS.
Something about the new chief wanting to bring in his own team. Clean
sweep and all that…”

“I suppose that’s
true to a point,” Moran said, “but it wouldn’t account for his
being called before a disciplinary panel.”

“Wait, that doesn’t
make sense,” Linder insisted. “Neil made three huge recruitments
in Dubai and was promoted two years in a row. That kind of
performance tends to excuse a multitude of sins.”

“Except that
Denniston appears to have fabricated the new agents’ reporting. And
I happen to know it’s not just a straw in the wind, because he
worked for me on his first tour and I caught him fabricating then,
too. At the time, it looked like minor gap filling and embellishment,
so Headquarters gave him a second chance and let him off with a
warning—against my recommendation. But this time, he’s accused of
inventing intel reports out of whole cloth. In this outfit, that’s
always been a firing offense. Only now, it seems, if you’re a
member in good standing in the Unionist Party, the old rules don’t
apply. Anyway, if I were you, I wouldn’t take my cues from the
likes of Neil Denniston.”

Linder took another sip
of bourbon and nearly choked on it, turning his head just fast enough
to sputter onto the floor rather than at Moran.

The chief waited for
Linder to recover, then offered him a wad of cocktail napkins.

“Shocked?” he asked
with an amused glint in his eye.

“Not really, but I’d
still like to hear Neil’s side of the story before I draw any
conclusions,” Linder answered.

Indeed, the news that
Denniston’s habitual cheating had finally caught up with him did
not surprise Linder one bit. Denniston’s dishonesty had surfaced as
early as the Introductory Ops Course, which he and Linder had taken
at the same time, though Denniston had entered the Agency a year
earlier. Both had done well in the course, but for entirely different
reasons. Linder had excelled due to his innate talent and hard work.
Denniston possessed a similar level of talent, but had substituted
deception for effort wherever and whenever he could.

The Agency’s
intelligence operations courses were the only professional training
Linder knew where guile and deceit, in the guise of “G2-ing the
problem,” was not only condoned but rewarded. The verb, “to G2”,
referred to the historical military designation for a unit’s
intelligence and security staff. To “G2 a problem” meant to pass
an exercise or an exam by means of intelligence techniques entirely
outside conventional course rules, that is, not by practice and
study, but by stealing test answers, suborning an instructor, or
bribing a clerical worker. Denniston had rapidly become a master of
G2-ing techniques at the Farm and had employed them so boldly and so
often that, before long, he forfeited the benefits of stealth. No
matter what game he played, everyone suspected him of cheating.

Across the room, Linder
saw Neil Denniston weave his way through the crowd with a drink in
each hand. Moran, too, could see that Denniston was only a minute or
two from joining them.

“Tell me, Warren, are
you a poker player?” he asked.

Linder shook his head.
“Not my game. I played a bit in college but gave it up. Why?”

“I used to play quite
a bit,” Moran continued. “But one day I picked up a book called
Poker: A Guaranteed Income for Life. At the book’s end,
after the author has revealed his secrets about how to manipulate
other players’ weaknesses to take their money, he writes that a
good player ends up being the biggest loser at poker. Because to win,
the good poker player has to surround himself with people who
regularly default on the use of their minds instead of people he
might come to respect and enjoy. So, the true cost of winning at
poker is that you sacrifice irreplaceable chunks of your life
catering to the self-destructive needs of neurotic losers. Now,
doesn’t that sound just a bit like what a case officer does?”

A moment after Moran
left his question hanging in the air, Neil Denniston arrived at the
booth and laid two identical drinks on the table.

“Jim Beam on the
rocks, right?”

“That’ll do just
fine,” Linder answered with an awkward laugh.

Denniston and Moran
exchanged quick glances but did not speak to one other. Moran slid
out from his seat and rose to leave.

“See you around the
quad,” he said to Linder in parting while acknowledging Denniston
with a curt nod.

“What did that old
fart want?” Denniston asked the moment Moran was out of earshot.

“He didn’t want
anything,” Linder replied. “He was just trying to cheer me up by
telling it’s no big loss if I lose my job. Except, of course, that
we’re facing the worst depression in a hundred years and suddenly
zillions of ex-military and intel guys like us are all hitting the
streets at the same time...”

“You know, I was
about to tell you what an idiot Moran is, but for once the idiot may
be right. The President’s speech is only the beginning. Let’s
face it: there’s no future for us in the Agency. None at all. But
when one door closes, as they say, another one opens. The good news
is, I know some people in the DSS. And they’ve told me about some
opportunities over there. I’m pretty sure we’re among the first
with our particular background to home in on this. So if you’re
game to check it out with me, you and I could be the first
counterterrorist officers from the Agency to slot into the DSS’s
new intelligence arm, just as our own organization starts handing out
the pink slips.”

Linder nodded without
speaking. Denniston went on.

“To be perfectly
frank, Warren, I’ve already decided to sign on with the DSS, but I
wanted to stick around long enough to come down here and talk to you
about coming with me. What do you think?”

“You mean you won’t
be completing the refresher course?”

“Hell no,”
Denniston snorted, “and neither should you, if you still want to be
on the government payroll after the course is over.”

“And what makes you
so sure of that?” Linder challenged.

“Here’s the deal,”
Denniston explained. “The new Department of State Security wants
desperately to create its own intelligence arm to focus on the
threats it sees to the Unionist administration and the party
leadership. Right now, most DSS officers are police types. They know
from arrests and busts but don’t have a clue about intel gathering.
But the top-level DSS leaders go bonkers over spy gear and tradecraft
and the whole James Bond thing. They desperately want to recruit a
core cadre of intelligence case officers, preferably with Agency
training and experience, who can help them build a new intel service
that answers only to them.”

“So are these new
jobs open right now, or do we have to wait for approval or funding or
an executive order that may not ever come?” Linder challenged.

Denniston leaned back
and looked his colleague in the eye while finishing his drink.

“The funding is there
and they have HR people standing by to handle the paperwork. What
they want from the likes of us is two things: first, an Agency
training pedigree, with advanced tradecraft skills and a record of
performance in the field; and, second, you have to kowtow to the
Unionist Party and its style of politics. If you qualify, you’ll
get hired at your current pay grade or higher, you’ll get your pick
of assignments and you’ll be put on a fast track toward promotion.
What’s not to like about that?”

“Where would the
assignments be?” Linder probed. “Are all their field locations
stateside, or will they operate overseas despite the pullback?”

“That’s the best
part of it, dude,” Denniston replied with a grin. “Foreign
assignments are definitely in play. Believe it or not, overseas is
actually where the DSS has its greatest need right now. So, get this,
you and I have a shot at going back overseas with the DSS at a time
when the Agency is losing its overseas slots. All you have to do is
belly up to the bar and drink some of that Unionist Kool-Aid. I
realize it may be tough to swallow, but what an opportunity, eh?”

A welter of confused
and conflicting thoughts raced through Linder’s mind as he pondered
the proposal. Loyalties, friendships, principles, pride, and
probabilities: how could he weigh one against the other and make a
rational decision? His gut said to wait, to be cautious. But if he
waited too long, he risked losing everything he had worked to
achieve.

Denniston interrupted
to force the issue.

“Listen, Warren, if I
can get you an interview with a State Security recruiter, are you
game?” he probed.

Linder would not give a
direct answer.

“I just don’t
know,” he said, taking a stiff hit of bourbon. “Who’s going to
be in charge over there? And what kind of work would they have us do?
If all they want is hit men and snatch artists, count me out. It’s
one thing to drop the dime on some Jihadist with blood on his hands
while he swills espresso in a West Beirut cafe, but it’s quite
another to target Americans. I didn’t join the government to help
the Unionist Party settle scores against their political opponents.”

Denniston leaned
forward, rested his elbows on the table, and addressed Linder with a
mocking smile.

“I understand your
concerns, Warren, and I respect your fine sensibilities. But the
Germans have a saying for that: “Wer A sagt, muss auch B sagen.”
He who says A must also say B. For Christ’s sake, Warren,” he
added, raising his voice, “what do you think you’ve been doing
for the past six years? You’re a targets officer, man! The
government picks the target, you find him and set him up, and other
people go in to whack or snatch him. Isn’t it a bit late in the
game to be turning up your nose at the government’s choice of
targets? That call is beyond our pay grade.”

“Sorry, but I don’t
see it that way,” Linder answered quietly, shaking his head.
“Killing unlawful enemy combatants is war. Killing political
dissidents is murder. Big difference.”

Denniston rolled his
eyes and downed the last of his bourbon.

“Please,” he began
with exaggerated irony as he pushed the empty glass toward the center
of the table. “Don’t try to tell me you got into this line of
work because you wanted to protect people. That’s not what we do.
Never has been. We attack people.”

“Speak for yourself,
Neil,” Linder replied with a scowl, leaning back in his chair even
as his friend inclined toward him. Though he had learned to discount
Denniston’s frequent hyperbole, what he was hearing now disturbed
him more than he expected.

“Come on, let’s be
practical about this, Warren. A person can go forward in this life
but he can’t go back. I say we stop arguing and go talk to the DSS
recruiter this weekend. She’ll be coming to work on Saturday
morning just for us. Think about it.”

“Sure,” Linder
answered grudgingly as he rose to his feet. “In the meantime, let’s
get some dinner and talk about something else, okay?”


* * *

On leaving the
Officer’s Club, Linder and Denniston drove out the front gate in a
battered Ford pickup that Denniston had borrowed from a friend. They
bypassed Williamsburg and its usual tourist watering holes, now
off-limits to Agency employees owing to recent insurgent attacks
targeting military and intelligence personnel. Instead they headed
down the Colonial Parkway to Yorktown to a place Denniston had
visited on a recent TDY to the Farm.

For decades, Nick’s
Seafood Pavilion on the York River had been a popular seafood
restaurant known for its crab cakes, oysters, and garish décor. Like
many upscale eateries around the country, Nick’s faced bankruptcy
with the onset of food shortages, rationing, sky-high alcohol taxes,
plummeting consumer spending and cutbacks in business entertainment.

So it happened that
Nick’s, being located within a short ride of several major military
installations and a thriving service depot for offshore oil drilling,
was reborn as Nick’s Pavilion Club, an equally garish gentlemen’s
fantasy club with dancing, gambling, and live adult entertainment as
well as an expensive cover charge, stiff drink prices, and a flock of
alluring waitresses and B-girls trained to encourage heavy spending.
The club’s typical patrons included military officers and senior
enlisted men, civilian defense contractors, local businessmen, and
oil drillers rotating in from offshore rigs in Chesapeake Bay and
further out to sea.

As Linder and Denniston
entered the club’s dimly lit foyer, the owner, a portly but
immaculately suited Filipino in his mid-thirties, welcomed Denniston
with theatrical deference and noted in a discreet aside that “Sheila
was delighted” that he was coming tonight.

“May I show her to
your table, Mr. Denniston?” the man asked.

“Certainly, José,
but let’s wait until after dinner. My friend and I have some
catching up to do and I’m afraid it might bore Sheila. Why not send
her, and perhaps a friend, if you could arrange it, to our table for
an after-dinner drink once the dance floor opens?”

“But of course,”
José responded with an obsequious bow before ushering them past the
enormous bar, designed to evoke fantasies of an 1890’s saloon, with
faux wood paneling, tufted red-leather cushions and a brass foot
rail. Along the walls, attractive and demurely dressed young women
shared curtained booths with rough-looking oil drillers and
clean-shaven military types. Linder was startled to see how
remarkably good-looking the hostesses were, definitely a cut above
the bar girls and hookers he had encountered at his favorite dives in
Beirut, Dubai, Cairo, and Bangkok. Far from hard-bitten
professionals, these young women looked like every man’s fantasy of
the girl next door or a college sorority girl. Perhaps, he thought,
some of them actually were students by day. Certainly, financing a
college education had never been more difficult. Nor, after a decade
of economic depression and civil unrest, had the hopes and
self-respect of young Americans ever sunk so low.

When the two men
reached the table Denniston had reserved, José left them in the care
of their waiter. Denniston ordered a vodka martini on the rocks,
garnished with a blue-cheese stuffed olive, while Linder ordered a
Manhattan made with rye whiskey and extra bitters, straight up. When
the drinks arrived and the rosy glow of alcohol swept over them,
their conversation turned to old times in college and their early
days in the Agency. Both men downed their first drinks in a few gulps
and ordered another round.

“Glad you’ve
learned to properly appreciate a well-made cocktail after all these
years,” Linder teased, pointing to Denniston’s empty glass.
“Celebrating a special occasion? Like handing in your resignation
and telling the Agency to shove it?”

Denniston smiled
blandly and shook his head.

“Actually, I wasn’t
thinking of that at all. To tell you the truth, I’ve been
fortifying myself to tell you about the visit I had from my Dad.”

“The Dad you haven’t
seen since college?”

“None other,”
Denniston answered darkly. “He looked me up in Dubai last month. He
lives in London now.”

Linder recalled that
Denniston had been born into a wealthy Louisville family whose
history of bootlegging, political influence peddling, and tax evasion
dated back to the Whiskey Rebellion. On his father’s side, his
extended family owned interests in horse breeding, tobacco farming,
and bourbon distilling. But his parents had divorced when he was a
freshman in college in a contest so bitter that Denniston’s mother
later snitched on her ex-husband to the IRS for tax fraud and
testified against him at trial. Denniston’s father lost everything
he owned and spent three years in federal prison. Then, when the IRS
placed tax liens against property that otherwise would have gone to
his wife and two sons in the divorce settlement, they were left
penniless, as well.

Denniston managed to
finish college through a combination of scholarships, handouts from
his maternal grandparents, and student loans. Unable to finance
graduate school or to find a private sector job, and unwilling to
accept help from his father’s side of the family, he joined the
Agency a year after graduation. Though his father had been saddened
that Neil took his mother’s side in the divorce and severed
contact, he let it be known that he approved of his son’s decision
to join the Agency.

That had been more than
a decade ago. As his father’s family was Republican, Denniston
accordingly became a Democrat, though not so radical as to bar him
from passing the Agency’s background check. Until now, Denniston
had always seemed able to halt his risk-taking and rebellion just
short of self-destruction.

“So how did it go?”
Linder asked Neil about the meeting with his father.

“He’s still a liar
and a crook. But my Dad told me something that caught me by surprise.
I’m not sure if he meant it to ingratiate himself with me or to
punish me for having shunned him for so long.”

Denniston had confided
to Linder many times about his father over the years, generally only
after heavy drinking. By Neil’s own description, his father was a
born horse-trader, cardsharp, whiskey salesman, and land promoter who
had lived on the edge and by his wits his entire life.

When Denniston was a
child, his father had served as a Kentucky state legislator, earning
a reputation as a political fixer who dabbled in small-scale graft
and political favors. As Denniston recalled, local bureaucrats and
party officials were always hanging around the house waiting to see
his father privately after hours. During the formative years of his
childhood, his father had built the foundation for his son’s street
smarts, along with a deep antipathy toward big corporations,
white-shoe lawyers, and Eastern bankers, whom his father distrusted
as an article of faith.

While in Dubai on
business earlier in the year, Denniston’s father had inquired about
his son at the American Embassy, having heard from a family member in
Washington that Neil had been doing counterterrorist work for the CIA
in the Middle East. The father, having moved overseas during the
nadir of the Events, was living in London on a modest income from
sales commissions and consulting fees in the global whiskey trade,
and from running a Thursday night poker game at a private club that
existed to fleece hapless Brits and fellow American émigrés.

Upon learning of his
father’s inquiry, Denniston had decided to meet him for lunch at
one of the emirate’s sumptuous midday hotel buffets. At one point
in the desultory conversation, Denniston had referred to the heavy
burden of his student loan payments and his father had expressed
surprise.

“Surprise that the
government was stupid enough to lend that much to you or surprise
that you were keeping up with payments?” Linder joked, trying to
lighten the conversation’s tone.

“Surprise that I had
any loans at all,” Denniston declared. “He told me that he had
set up a college trust fund for my brother and me when we were little
and appointed Mom as trustee. The thing is, she never told us about
it. Her story all those years was that the IRS took everything and
nothing was left for college.”

“That sounds awful,”
Linder broke in. “Who are you supposed to believe when your parents
have entirely different versions of the truth?”

“The one who produces
documents,” Denniston replied coldly. “Dad had copies of bank
statements. No doubt about it, Mom withdrew the money. The moment I
got back from Dubai, I flew home and confronted her. At first, she
denied it, but when I showed her the withdrawal records, she admitted
that she spent it all on living expenses. Half a million dollars, can
you believe it? Of course, she had her reasons, but if she was so
damned sure she was doing the right thing, why did she have to lie
about it and blame everything on Dad? If she hadn’t ratted on the
guy in the first place, the IRS wouldn’t have been able to grab all
their money and leave us high and dry.”

Denniston’s quavering
voice and the unsteady hand with which he lifted his glass to down
the dregs of his second martini attested to the devastating impact of
his father’s revelation. After more than a decade of despising and
shunning his father and idolizing his mother, he had discovered that
his mother had stolen his birthright. If Denniston had not been a
total cynic already, one might have forgiven his loss of faith in
humanity.

Another round of drinks
arrived.

Linder noticed
Denniston’s faraway look assume a hard and menacing aspect and
decided to change the subject fast. So, he asked Denniston how the
idea of leaving the Agency to join the Department of State Security
had come to him.

In the blink of an eye,
Denniston regained his composure.

“You won’t believe
this,” he began, suddenly reenergized. “But I actually started to
explore the idea last fall before the elections, long before anybody
had an inkling of the President’s pullout scheme. I had been taking
some flak from Headquarters and, around that time, it reached the
point where I worried my career might take a nosedive.”

“What could they
possibly complain about?” Linder interjected, pretending to be
unaware of the disciplinary action against Denniston. “Hell, they
promoted you last year and you’ve already racked up a couple more
recruitments since then. What more could they want?”

“That’s kind of how
I felt, too,” Denniston agreed, “but they did some kind of
financial audit and dinged the Base for recycling captured property
back into an off-budget ops fund.”

Linder noted that
Denniston seemed to watch his reaction closely and appeared to sense
that Linder harbored doubts about his story.

“Heck, it’s done
all the time,” Denniston offered with a broad wave. “Routine
budget shenanigans. It’s not as if we blew it all on booze and
women.

Here Denniston paused,
perhaps expecting Linder to agree, but the latter offered him no such
satisfaction.

“Never mind,” he
went on. “Once I transfer to the DSS, the whole episode will go
away and I’ll start with a clean slate. Which is all I care about
at this point. Hell, the President says we’ve made the world safe
for democracy, so why not forgive and forget, eh?”

Denniston let out a
deep sigh and grinned as if he didn’t have a care in the world, but
Linder could see that he did care. If there was anything Denniston
could not tolerate, it was being judged.

When the waiter
returned, the two men ordered dinner while continuing to reminisce
about old times in the Agency as if their tenure were already at an
end. Then they moved on to the President’s unilateral withdrawal
order, his claims of a growing threat of domestic insurgency, and the
sort of action that might await them in the DSS if they made the
transfer.

While they ate, a
ten-piece Latin dance band began to set up on the platform at the
front of the restaurant, complete with piano, xylophone, horns, bass,
and a full percussion section including congas, bongos, timbales, and
maracas. A dark-haired woman in a sequined dress set up a microphone
and adjusted it to the proper height before testing the volume.

The two men had barely
finished their entrees when a tall, leggy blonde with a low voice and
high bosom approached the table and slithered onto the seat next to
Denniston. Like most of the girls at the club, she wore a simple
black dress with very little jewelry and even less makeup. The look
was fresh, youthful, and enticingly modest.

“I saw your name on
the reservation list, Neil Boy” she opened slyly. “I was hoping
you’d come back, but you must like us even more than I thought for
you to come all the way down from Washington so soon,” she said in
a soft Tidewater drawl.

“I hope you realize I
dropped absolutely everything to be here,” Denniston deadpanned.

The blonde dismissed
him with a smile and turned to Linder.

“Who’s your
good-looking friend?” she asked Denniston without taking her eyes
off Linder. “Are you going to introduce us?”

Denniston performed a
proper introduction as requested.

“You look lonely,”
she told Linder bluntly, bringing her face close to his. “You know,
I could fix that. I have a friend I think you might hit it off with.
Would you like to meet her?”

Linder glanced past
Sheila to Denniston, who rolled his eyes.

“She’s a sorority
sister of mine,” Sheila went on. “Do you like redheads?”

“How did you ever
know?” Linder answered with feigned surprise. “I have an
appalling weakness for redheads. You’ve simply got to bring her
over here.”

“You know, I like
decisiveness in a man,” Sheila replied earnestly as she rose from
her chair, offering a generous view of her cleavage. “We’re all
going to get along just fine, Warren. I can see that already.”

A few minutes later,
Sheila arrived with her friend in tow. She was a stunning redhead
with sparkling green eyes and freckles from head to toe, nearly as
tall as Sheila, and dressed in a green silk sheath that fit her like
a glove.

Linder wasted no time
in introducing himself and, when their eyes met, he felt good things
start to happen. Her name was Nora, and she had a playful, outgoing
manner that hinted at intelligence and wit. Sheila then introduced
Nora to Denniston and, to Linder’s surprise, Denniston gazed at the
redhead as if he had never seen anything like her in his life. He was
obviously smitten with her, but when he tried to start a conversation
with her, she fended him off politely, as if territorial boundaries
had been set and Denniston was off limits.

Linder broke the ice by
asking the women what they would like to drink, knowing full well
that their job was to induce the men to drop as much money on alcohol
as possible.

“Oh, you’re so kind
to ask, Warren,” Sheila replied. “Let’s see, what drink works
both as an aperitif and an after dinner drink?”

“I see where you’re
going with this,” Nora observed, shaking her head and laughing.

“Really, don’t
y’all think we ought to celebrate?” Sheila continued. “I think
a bottle of champagne would be perfect for that. After all, it’s
Warren’s first visit. And I’m so delighted that Neal Boy
remembered me fondly enough to come back again.”

“You’re absolutely
right, Sheila darling. Besides, how could I refuse when I know the
bubbly is your favorite drink?” Denniston replied.

Linder waved a summons
to José, who happened to be standing close by, and asked him to
bring the wine list. Rather than entrust the choice to Denniston, who
was already showing signs of brain fog, Linder ordered a modestly
priced bottle of domestic sparkling wine from the bottom of the list.
The waiter returned with four flute glasses and a chilled bottle in a
silver-plate ice bucket.

At Linder’s signal,
the waiter opened the bottle to shrieks of delight from Sheila and
Nora and a chorus of approval from the girls at neighboring tables.

“To our lovely
companions,” Denniston announced.

Before anyone could
respond, the band struck up its first tune, one with a compelling
syncopated Latin beat that Linder identified at once as meringue.
Sheila listened and nodded, swaying to the music, and proposed that
they all get up and dance.

Linder took the cue to
reach for Nora’s hand and lead her onto the dance floor. Sheila
rose, as well, but to Linder’s puzzlement, Denniston appeared to
resist her urgings and remained glued mulishly to his seat. Wrong
move, Linder muttered to himself, and turned his full attention to
Nora.

“How’s your
meringue?” he asked playfully.

“I think it was one
of the dances I learned in high school, but I don’t exactly
remember. If you know the steps, I’m sure I can follow once I catch
the beat,” she answered bravely.

“Terrific,” Linder
answered. “I think I know enough to get us started. Let’s give it
a shot.”

The moment Linder took
Nora’s right hand in his and placed his right hand on her hip, he
sensed that she would be a clever dance partner. Her hips began to
sway in rhythm with the beat and she became totally focused on
following Linder’s moves. He began with the basic meringue step,
bending knees left and right to force the hips to follow. Then, he
led Nora in an underarm turn to the side, a left circle, a reverse
with twin turn, and a rocking step.

From there, intuition
and deep muscle memory took him through a series of other meringue
steps that he had practiced so many times in his father’s dance
classes. By the end of the song, he felt suffused with a warm glow
but his heart rate had barely risen. Nora, by contrast, was nearly
out of breath. But the look in her eyes said that she would gladly
follow Linder again, anytime and anywhere.

When they returned to
the table, Linder saw that Sheila was putting on a brave face while
Denniston was sulking. Though the bottle of champagne was
three-fourths empty, he poured himself yet another glass. Then Linder
remembered: Neil Denniston hated to dance.

This had been a point
of contention between them more than once in the past. Though at
times it seemed to Linder that his friend’s only ambition in life
was to pick up women for one-night stands, Denniston generally
avoided nightspots with a dance floor. To Linder, it seemed that
Denniston’s pickup technique was limited to chatting up
ordinary-looking, chirpy, impressionable bar hoppers, whom he
considered easy prey, and then investing inordinate amounts of time
and money in plying them with alcohol.

Though Denniston seemed
to favor bringing Linder along on his nighttime forays, because
Linder tended to attract a better class of women, by night’s end
Denniston always seemed to begrudge the ease with which his friend
found hookups when he often hadn’t made it to first base.

Linder understood full
well that his brooding dark looks didn’t appeal to every kind of
girl, but enough seemed to favor the strong, silent, and dangerous
type of man that he rarely found himself out of luck. Yet what truly
set him apart on the nightlife circuit was his skill at dancing. It
was more than an equalizer; it was a secret weapon. It allowed him to
bypass the kind of perky, bubbly, chatty girls that Denniston so
often chased, and zero in on the sultry temptresses who harbored dark
secrets of their own.

Now, seeing the same
scenario play out once again, the thought occurred to Linder that
Denniston’s animosity toward him might go deeper than mere pickup
envy and might amount to a broader and deeper resentment based on
hidden feelings of inadequacy. For while both men had attended the
same college, worked in the same government agency, and enjoyed
identical rank and income, Denniston had lost the status he once
enjoyed growing up in an old-money family while Linder had risen from
the working class. And now, if what Jack Moran said was true,
Denniston risked disgrace and an end to his Agency career even
without regard to the President’s global pullout.

Linder had long been
aware of a simmering tension between them that dated back to their
college days. He had noticed that Denniston seemed to resent that
Linder had attended an elite New England boarding school, albeit as a
scholarship boy. Even after visiting the Linder family’s modest
bungalow in Lyndhurst, Denniston somehow could not give up the
preposterous notion that his friend Warren had been born with a
silver spoon in his mouth. Denniston also seemed annoyed by Linder’s
academic success, which he ought to have known was based as much on
hard work and determination as on talent. Had Denniston applied
himself similarly, rather than play cards and drink several nights a
week, he might easily have matched Linder’s grades.

Linder recalled his
friend once aiming a dig at him for having been accepted at Columbia
Business School, where Denniston had been rejected, and another dig
at Linder’s landing a pharmaceutical sales job, which seemed to
aggrieve Denniston because he had been unemployed for over a year.
What Denniston did not appreciate was Linder’s own disappointment
at failing to land a job on Wall Street after graduating in the top
third of his class at Columbia. In Linder’s view, there had been
plenty of disappointment to go around.

In the end, Linder
thought that Denniston harbored his most toxic resentment toward him
for the unpardonable sin of having surpassed Denniston in social
status. For though Denniston had been born into a venerable and
wealthy Kentucky family while Linder was a third-generation
immigrant, Denniston felt certain he had lost his social standing
through his father’s financial losses and felony convictions. What
set Denniston’s teeth on edge most, it appeared, was to see his
lowborn friend acquire some of the polish and confidence of the
wealthy during years of close mingling with them at Exeter, Kenyon,
and Columbia. Yet, here, too, the irony was that Linder had never
felt accepted in the circles that his friend presumed he had joined.

The difference between
them, Linder realized, was that he never considered himself to be in
competition with Denniston. In his view, he and Denniston were
separate spirits, each following his own path. While their journeys
might coincide from time to time, and while Linder valued Denniston’s
high-spirited companionship, the two men were fellow travelers bound
together by common experience, not intimates, and he trusted
Denniston only within the limits of his nature. True friendship was
something else, and in his heart of hearts, Linder wasn’t sure that
either of them had an abundance of that quality to offer.

Linder sometimes
wondered what would become of his relationship with Denniston if the
latter failed to conquer his sense of inferiority. At a time when
American political life had been turned on its head, with old elites
toppled and former outcasts risen to power, he had watched the
country’s Unionist leaders transmute their feelings of envy and
victimhood in an unquenchable thirst for dominion. If Denniston were
to follow the same road after joining the DSS, might not an old
college chum become a convenient target for his misplaced rage?

But before Linder could
take the thought any further, he stopped to help Nora into her seat
and pour what was left of the champagne into the women’s flutes. No
sooner had he motioned to José for another bottle than Sheila
grasped his hand.

“Come with me,” the
blonde said, rising to her feet. “The next dance is mine.”

Linder gave Sheila a
polite smile before turning to asking Nora if she minded sitting out
the next tune.

“I could use a
breather,” Nora replied with an easy laugh while reaching for her
glass. “Knock yourselves out.

But as he walked Sheila
onto the dance floor for a rumba, Linder glanced back at Denniston
and was alarmed to see a depth of malice in the man’s eyes that he
had never noticed before. Though he had not yet decided whether to
join Denniston at the DSS, he did know this much: if he did, he would
keep him at arm’s length from now on.
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Man was born free, and he is everywhere in chains. Jean Jacques
Rousseau


MID-DECEMBER, UNIDENTIFIED AIR FORCE BASE IN MARYLAND OR NORTHERN
VIRGINA

Warren Linder awoke
suddenly and felt the cold bite of handcuffs and leg irons at his
wrists and ankles.

In his dream, he had
been reading a newspaper while seated in a leather easy chair inside
a walnut-paneled study, which was handsomely furnished with oriental
rugs, brass ornamental trays, inlaid Egyptian woodwork, and other
Arab artifacts. To his left, French doors opened onto a balcony,
where palms and dwarf lemon and frangipani trees baked in giant
terracotta pots under a late afternoon sun. A sultry breeze riffled
the pages of the newspaper, causing him to raise his eyes and notice
a white-haired man of about seventy in a beige linen suit seated
opposite him with an open book on his lap.

Though the old man’s
face was cast in shadow, Linder recognized him instantly as the late
Philip Eaton, now tanned, well rested, and in the peak of health. But
having felt the reproach of so many former targets in his nightmares,
Linder panicked at the sight of Eaton and froze from fear that the
man’s fingers would be at his throat in a flash. He awoke in a
sweat and, for a moment, could not remember where he was.

When he did remember,
it was as if he had awakened from one nightmare into another. An hour
or so earlier, he had boarded an aging Boeing 757 airliner
reconfigured for prisoner transport. By his estimate, the aircraft
held more than 250 prisoners packed tightly in rows of web frame
seats to which each man was shackled at the waist, with wrists and
ankles bound to the waist chain.

Sometime before dawn,
his guards at the Virginia interrogation prison had summoned him from
his cell and thrown him into a blacked-out school bus with some
thirty other prisoners. They drove for about ninety minutes to a
military airfield, perhaps Andrews Air Force Base or the Patuxent
Naval Air Station, where a queue of identical buses waited to
disgorge their passengers onto the tarmac.

Announcements aboard
the bus were terse. There would be no toilet breaks in flight. No
food or water would be served. Prisoners who disobeyed orders or
acted out would be tazered, restrained, and sedated and would remain
in their seats no matter what.

On boarding the
airplane, Linder felt overwhelmed by the sudden transition from
solitude to close confinement with 250 other prisoners. The reek of
foul breath and sweat, the jabs of elbows, the outpouring of curses
and complaints in the most creative and colorful language,
momentarily overwhelmed him. Mercifully, the ambient light was low
and the windows were blacked out, making it difficult to see the
faces of all but his nearest companions. Like him, they looked pale
and drawn, with shaven heads and orange coveralls hanging loosely
across their scrawny shoulders. Nonetheless, these were not the faces
of common criminals. Years ago one would have called them political
prisoners, but now the official term for them was national security
cases.

Linder closed his eyes
and listened to the low murmurings and occasional shouts and ravings
of his fellow passengers. Once the initial outpouring of complaints
receded, few of the prisoners had much else to say. Having likely
spent weeks or months in solitary confinement, most appeared to need
time to adjust to the change. For the moment, Linder’s own thoughts
were too confused to articulate. Ideas intersected like tangled
vines, surfacing as long-repressed memories of random times and
places. Amid such confusion, conversational ability did not return
quickly or all at once, but in slowly and gradually.

Linder listened to his
neighbors call out blunt questions to their nearest neighbors and
receive equally blunt answers. They asked if anyone was from their
home city, or attended the same college or high school, or served in
the same military unit. To Linder’s relief, his immediate neighbors
ignored him. He had little interest in them, either, and contented
himself with lying back and merging into the anonymous crowd. He felt
no need just yet to reach out and find himself a friend.

“Where are we going?”
someone called from the row behind him.

“North. All the way
north,” came a muffled voice further back.

“What do you mean?
The North Pole? Santaland?”

“Don’t be stupid,”
muffled voice replied. “Alaska. Maybe the Yukon.”

“Don’t they have
any labor camps in the Sunbelt?” a voice with a New York accent
complained.

“Not for the likes of
us, brother,” a deep-voiced Southerner answered.

“Alaska, nonstop from
D.C.? Can this plane do that?” the New Yorker protested. “I don’t
think my bladder can handle it.”

“The 757 doesn’t
have the range,” replied a prisoner to Linder’s left. “We’ll
probably stop to refuel in the Dakotas, either at Grand Forks or
Ellsworth. From there, they’ll probably take us to Elmendorf Air
Force Base, in Anchorage. That’s the main hub for connecting
flights to the northern camps.”

Linder turned to face
his neighbor. It was an earnest and intelligent face, with a long
nose and cleft chin, sparkling blue eyes and a wide expressive mouth.
Unlike most of his fellow passengers, the neighbor was clean-shaven,
with only a day’s growth of stubble, and his thinning hair was
trimmed to a buzz cut. But his face and neck had the flaccid look of
someone who had spent long months in prison and his overalls were as
worn and soiled as anyone’s. Linder formed the impression that his
seatmate was an intellectual of some sort, but not an agitator or
conspirator of the kind who posed an obvious threat to national
security.

“How do you know so
much about the camps?” Linder inquired, straining to be heard over
the background noise and already feeling hoarse from raising his
voice after using it so little in recent months.

“I worked for a
Congressman. He had a seat on the Armed Services Committee, so I got
to visit some bases up there.”

“What are you in
for?” Linder asked.

“Sedition,” the man
replied. “A tenner.”

“I'm envious,”
Linder offered with the trace of a smile. “I got life. If you can
call it that...”

“Wow. What did they
pin on you to deserve that?”

“Treason, sedition,
sabotage, espionage. They even tossed in some tax evasion,” Linder
replied.

“Well, you must have
really rocked the boat. Would I be correct in guessing you were a
public servant of some kind? A whistleblower, perhaps?”

“I was in
intelligence,” Linder answered, having decided during his
interrogation not to conceal his prior line of work from his fellow
prisoners. “Whether we served the public is another question,”
Linder added. “But no whistles were involved.”

“I’m Sam Burt,”
the seatmate answered with an engaging smile. “Call me Sam.” He
extended his right hand to grasp Linder’s left, which was as far as
both could reach, since each prisoner’s hands were shackled to his
waist chain.

“I’m Warren,”
Linder replied.

“Tell me, Warren,”
Burt asked with a wry smile, “if you were one of them, what are you
doing in here with us?”

“The Party ran low on
enemies and resorted to eating its young. One day you’re marching
in lockstep with history, and the next you’re frog marched off to a
cell somewhere,” Linder answered with a sardonic smile.

“And just how long
might one expect a life sentence to last in a northern camp?” Burt
asked.

“A few months, a few
years,” Linder answered evasively, looking at the floor. “I
suppose some might make it to ten,” he added, looking up at Burt.
“I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”

“Well, I’m counting
on it being good,” Burt declared with a determined look. “I
certainly don't plan on dying up there before I complete my
sentence.”

“Nor do I,” Linder
replied. Though he liked what he saw in Burt, he had little interest
in continuing the conversation. Instead, he felt a growing urge to
sleep, perhaps brought on by the low lighting and the white noise of
the jet engines. “Look, there’s a time for everything,” he
added. “Let’s get some rest and talk again later, okay? The
flight’s going to be a long one.”

And without waiting for
a response, Linder leaned his head back and closed his eyes.


* * *

The Boeing landed two
or three hours later, presumably for refueling. While the doors
opened and some of the crew deplaned, all prisoners remained shackled
to their seats. The stench of vomit, urine, and feces was
overpowering and the open doors did little to dispel it. After about
forty minutes, the doors reclosed and the aircraft took off again for
a flight that Linder guessed lasted about five hours. As soon as they
were airborne, Linder and Burt resumed their discussion, sharing
their stories and revealing their hopes and fears with the desperate
frankness of men newly emerged from solitary confinement. Each found
something to like in the other, and though they would likely be
separated on arrival, they agreed to do their best to seek each other
out during the days ahead.

Night had fallen by the
time the prisoners queued up to descend the boarding stairs onto a
snow-covered tarmac under an array of dazzlingly bright halogen
floodlights. To the right of the Boeing was a twelve-foot chain-link
fence topped by razor wire, while to the left, separating the
prisoners from the airfield, were at least thirty soldiers with
submachine guns and nearly as many dog handlers.

Once their eyes
adjusted to the bright lights, the two men gave the airfield a
careful look around and Burt told Linder that they had probably
landed at Elmendorf Air Force Base, outside Anchorage, Alaska, the
primary hub for nearly everything that the U.S. government flew in or
out of Alaska since the Manchurian War had broken out four years
earlier. Though the floodlights made it difficult to see beyond the
apron where the 757 was parked, Burt pointed out two more 757s, a
couple of 737s, and an unmarked 747 further down the runway.

“If there were a way
out of here, now would be the time.” Burt mused as they queued for
the yellow school buses that would take them on the next leg of their
journey.

“Don’t even think
about it,” Linder replied, cocking a thumb at the soldiers and the
dogs. “Those dogs would tear us to pieces if the guards didn’t
shoot us first.”

They both cast a glance
at a deep-chested Alsatian panting at its keeper’s side not twenty
feet away.

“But once we’re in
camp that’ll be it for the rest of our lives. Are you willing to
face that?” Burt protested.

“Escape is dangerous
anytime and anywhere,” Linder acknowledged. “With security like
this and no head start, an attempt right now would be suicide. I’m
not willing to cash it in just yet.”

“Are you married?”
Burt asked suddenly.

Linder shook his head.

"Any close
family?"

“A sister,” Linder
replied.

“So if you got out,
where would you go?”

“I’m not sure,”
Linder answered. “I’d go to my sister, except that’s the first
place they’d look. Not so good for her…”

“I know what you
mean,” Burt replied softly. “I figure that, if I made it to
Philadelphia to see my wife and kids, they’d probably nab me on the
spot. But, if I ever do escape, that’s exactly where I’m going.
To me, family is everything. It'd be worth it.”

Linder opened his mouth
but thought better of it. He didn’t want to add to the man’s
mental burden by pointing out the suffering the DSS would inflict
upon his family if he were ever known to have escaped.

The queue moved forward
rapidly as more buses arrived. Once aboard, the prisoners were taken
to a one-story brick terminal building in a secluded corner of the
base. Burt pointed out several indications that the small terminal
did not belong to the Air Force, but rather to the Corrective Labor
Administration, an arm of the Department of State Security.

To Linder’s eye, the
CLA airfield appeared to be used much more heavily than the rest of
the air base. He counted nearly a dozen assorted aircraft lined up
for loading or unloading, including six C-130 military transports and
assorted small propjets, mostly Embraer, Fokker, and Dash-8, each
configured to hold about fifty passengers. Burt explained that the
CLA organized nightly departures to airfields all over Alaska and the
Yukon, for both prisoner transport and resupply.

Suddenly, Linder felt
his face break out in a cold sweat and his back muscles seize up. He
began to shiver.

“Worried?” Burt
asked, noticing the change in him.

“What does it
matter?” Linder answered, avoiding Burt’s gaze.

“It matters that you
decide to control it,” Burt replied.

“Nobody can control
the past. What’s done is done.”

“Forget the past,”
Burt urged. “The present is all there is. You can do whatever you
want with it.”

But Linder turned away
without a response, his head lowered and his arms wrapped around his
shoulders to conserve heat. Whatever misery lay ahead, he knew he had
earned it. What he could not decide was whether it was better to stay
alive and atone for what he had done or die early to avoid the
suffering.

When more buses
arrived, the prisoners formed a new queue and boarded one of the
parked C-130s, this one configured to carry over a hundred
passengers, and thus to accommodate just under half the prisoners
arriving on the 757. Once again, Linder was seated next to Burt, but
by now his urge for self-expression had waned and he found himself
more interested in listening to the conversations of other prisoners
around him.

Accordingly, during the
next two and a half hours in flight, Linder remained silent while
Burt spent much of the time in intense discussion with the young
passenger on his left, who pelted him with endless questions about
the forced labor camp system, Alaska’s military bases, and the fate
of American troops who were evacuated to Alaska after their defeat in
the Manchurian War, all of which were familiar topics to Burt by
virtue of his work for a Congressman on the Armed Services Committee.

Four years earlier,
tens of thousands of America’s best combat troops had escaped by
air and sea from the Russian Far East port of Vanino to Sakhalin
Island and Japan, in a Dunkirk-style evacuation, when Chinese forces
broke through the Allied defensive lines and seized Russia’s
Primorskiy and Khabarovsk Provinces. Photos and videos of evacuated
U.S. soldiers in their forest-green camouflage uniforms crowding
Anchorage’s docks and airports had appeared in newspapers and
television broadcasts across America, yet within a few weeks had
vanished from the news, never to appear again in the state-controlled
media.

“When the troops
arrived in Anchorage, it was all anyone could talk about,” the
young man recalled. “The evacuation seemed like a miracle.
Everybody was eager for the survivors to make it back to the Lower
Forty-Eight, so we could hear what really happened over there. Then
nothing,” the younger man protested. “No media, no phone calls,
no cards or letters. As if a curtain dropped.”

“Did you have a
family member over there?” Burt asked.

“My cousin,” the
young man answered.

“Did he make it
back?”

“Absolutely. He
called my Aunt from the harbor in Ketchikan. Then he disappeared.”

“You know, I haven’t
spoken to anyone about this in a long time,” Burt continued
uneasily. “But I guess there’s no longer any reason not to, given
where we’re going. You see, four years ago I worked on Capitol Hill
and we were getting frantic calls every day from constituents about
relatives deployed over there. We were in constant contact with the
Pentagon.

“The day after the
evacuation hit the news, the brass announced that the returning
troops would be needed to help defend Alaska against a possible
Chinese counterattack. For a couple of weeks, the word was that some
of the evacuees would be redeployed to shore up weak points in our
northern defenses. We were given a toll-free number for military
families to call, but hardly anybody got through. Finally, about a
month after the evacuation, some brigadier called to tell the
Congressman that all information about the status of our POWs and the
military evacuees was now classified. Total blackout.”

“So what do you
suppose happened?” the younger man pressed.

“I don’t know,”
Burt replied. “But I have a hunch that we may meet some of them
before long.”


* * *

The C-130 turboprop
landed with a groaning thud and rolled to the end of the runway
before opening its rear cargo ramp under an overcast sky. When the
guards finally unshackled him, Linder rose from his seat and stumbled
down the cargo ramp onto the crackling snow. A shrieking, whipping
wind made him gulp involuntarily, then gasp for air. As soon as he
left the lee of the aircraft, the cold quickly penetrated the porous
cotton fabric of his coveralls, especially the area still moist with
urine, and he ran to join the nearest mass of shivering men huddled
together for warmth.

Under the sickly yellow
glare of mercury vapor floodlights, Linder watched the newly falling
snow scatter in all directions by powerful gusts of wind. Two or
three inches of fresh flakes had settled and drifted across the
airfield’s apron where the prisoners stood, stomping their feet and
flapping their arms in a vain effort to stay warm. Beyond the tarmac,
snow lay at least a foot deep, with drifts two or three times that
height. Like most of the prisoners, Linder was dressed in light
coveralls and sneakers, without hat, gloves, or overcoat. His misery
at being thrust out into the subzero air was compounded by hunger,
thirst, muscle cramps, and disorientation from spending the day
chained to his seat in a windowless aircraft.

Following the example
of those around him, Linder soon left the huddle briefly to empty his
bladder into the nearest available snowdrift. When he first heard
distant shouting behind him, he paid no attention. But when he felt a
crushing blow to his right shoulder from a guard’s baton and heard
the deep-throated bark of a dog closing in on him, he ducked and
sidestepped to avoid another blow, or worse.

“Ride’s over,
boys,” the dog handler bellowed over the animal’s snarls. “Time
to form up. Let’s go.”

The guards herded
Linder and the others toward a narrowing at the far end of the apron,
where pine branches had been woven through the chain-link fence to
break the wind. Inside the funnel-like pen, a trench latrine had been
dug but no one stepped out of line to use it. As the milling crowd
reached the narrowest point of the funnel, the guards forced the
prisoners to line up two abreast, then directed them into a second
pen, where civilian orderlies ordered them to strip naked to receive
new winter uniforms.

Linder hesitated at
first for fear of the cold, then looked around at the others hastily
shedding their cotton coveralls and scampering toward the tables
where fresh winter-regulation outfits were being issued. One of his
queue partners was a short man of middle age who had apparently lost
plenty of weight while in detention; the folds of skin that had once
been his paunch hung loosely at his waist. Examining his own figure,
Linder found pale, flaccid flesh and atrophied limbs. Two months of
forced idleness had taken a heavy toll on his physique, leaving him
to question how much stamina he could muster for the long march
ahead.

But that thought faded
quickly as he tossed his old clothes into the flames rising from a
blackened oil drum and advanced to receive his new uniform: hooded
winter coveralls in dayglo orange with the letters “CLA” printed
in six-inch black letters front and rear and down each thigh;
polypropylene long underwear; a thick fleece balaclava; oversized
arctic gloves with drawstring lanyard; polyester sock liners; and
thick-soled rubberized boots. Each man was also issued a compact mess
kit with an insulated mug that hung by a clip from the prisoner’s
belt.

Linder dressed quickly,
feeling a sudden euphoria from the added warmth as he donned each
successive article of clothing. When fully dressed, he turned to warm
himself in the heat of one of the oil drums, but was prodded forward
by a jab in the ribs from a guard’s baton to make room for
prisoners behind him. Once outside the makeshift windbreak, Linder
emerged once again into a screaming wind that brought tears to his
eyes and forced the breath back into his lungs.

In the next section of
fenced compound, orderlies counted the men into squads of ten, each
with a randomly assigned leader, and shackled five squads each to a
long cable trailing from the back of a waiting truck. Linder’s
position was toward the rear of his truck’s cable and, as he peered
forward, the image of his fellow prisoners attached in pairs along
the cable reminded him of an extended dogsled team, except that in
their case the sled preceded the dogs. When Linder’s turn came to
be attached, the frigid steel of the handcuff stung Linder’s flesh
and left a span of wrist exposed to the wind no matter how he
adjusted his glove and sleeve to cover it.

In the meantime, two
more C-130s had landed, each carrying a hundred additional prisoners.
While the early arrivals waited for the newcomers to receive their
fresh coveralls, those awaiting assignment to a truck and cable kept
warm by pacing along the perimeter fence of an adjacent holding pen
with dozens of other men in a circular procession, like pilgrims
circumambulating the Kaaba in Mecca. Meanwhile, as soon as a truck
cable was fully populated with prisoners, the truck left the fenced
compound to make room for another vehicle.

When the last squad
from the final aircraft hooked up to its waiting truck, a convoy of
some six hundred prisoners plus nearly a hundred guards, orderlies,
and support staff trudged through the snow to where the airport road
met a bypass road skirting the town a couple of hundred meters to the
east. At the intersection stood a crudely made sign that read
“Welcome to the Yukon—Land of Opportunity.”

After slogging behind
the truck at a slow pace for nearly a mile, Linder’s team halted at
a steeply banked river about a hundred fifty meters wide. The only
means of crossing, other than on foot over the ice, was an antiquated
wood-and-cable suspension bridge too narrow for even a light pickup
truck to negotiate. The trucks stopped at the bridgehead, the cables
were unhitched from the trucks and each string of fifty men, still
shackled to the cable to prevent escape or suicide, crossed the
bridge under the threat of gunfire from soldiers fanned out on either
side.

As Linder’s squad
waited to take its turn, a series of murmured messages spread from
the front of the line to the rear. The messages conveyed that this
was the Pelly River, the town’s name was Ross River, and they were
on the North Canol Road, built during World War II to connect oil
fields of the Northwest Territories to Yukon refineries located
hundreds of kilometers to the west. Their destination, according to
the messages, was a logging and mining camp in the McKenzie
Mountains, near the Yukon’s eastern border with the Northwest
Territories. Depending on which camp they would inhabit, their march
might take up to a week.

Linder had no basis for
disputing the information’s accuracy and was not particularly
curious about the name of the town where they landed or the camp to
which they were headed. For him, the central question, brought home
to him by the length of the trip ahead, was whether it might be
better to perish en route after a day or two of suffering or to die
by inches at hard labor in a strict regime camp from which he had
little or no hope of release or escape.

Before Linder could
give the matter further thought, his team’s cable was unhitched
from the truck and the men were led across the bridge. As he peered
out over the icebound river below, he wondered how far the Pelly
River flowed before emptying into a larger river and from there
eventually into the North Pacific. Might he be able to reach the sea
by following the ice in winter or drifting downstream by small craft
in summer?

This train of thought
led Linder to recall his urge earlier that fall to escape by sea from
Beirut to Cyprus. His intuition had been correct, he realized. He
could have escaped then, at least for a while. His chances had most
certainly been better then than they were now. Linder looked at the
snow and ice all around and thought of his arrival outside Beirut’s
Hotel Cavalier. A short laugh escaped his chest when he remembered
stumbling on the ice cubes dumped at the curb, and stepping over a
heap of discarded ice in a back alley on Phoenicia Street. He should
have paid more attention to omens, he thought. Then he lowered his
head against the gathering wind.

On the far side of the
suspension bridge, other trucks were waiting, most of them of
military issue, some with snowplows, and all equipped with oversized
studded tires or chains and painted in a blue-gray winter camouflage
pattern. Interspersed among the trucks were several mobile field
kitchens and civilian SUVs along with a pair of truck-mounted campers
set aside for officers and senior enlisted men.

Linder counted nearly a
hundred troops and a dozen or more officers assembled for the trip.
Their contingent included twenty or more Alsatian and Belgian
Malinois dogs and their handlers, who rotated between guard duty and
rest periods under blankets in the cargo holds of the trucks. The
guards and dog handlers all wore hooded winter-camouflage coveralls,
Russian-style hats with fold-down earflaps, and special
trigger-finger mittens. While on guard duty, each soldier carried an
assault rifle on a sling with a large-capacity magazine. And each
young soldier appeared as strong and as well fed as the prisoners
were weak, starved and demoralized.

When all the squads had
been hitched up, the vehicles and men formed a long untidy column,
with armed guards placed at the head, tail, and flanks. Amid muffled
shouts and moans, word passed from the front of the column that the
convoy would march all night if necessary to make progress ahead of a
storm approaching from the north.

“Forward, march!”
the guards ordered up and down the line a few minutes later. Then
about half the troops climbed over the tailgates to ride aboard the
trucks while the others flanked the column of prisoners with rifles
slung at the ready. The moment the lead truck blew its horn, the
others sounded off in turn and set off slowly eastward toward the
Yukon’s mountainous border with the Northwest Territories.

Linder shambled forward
with his squad, head bent against the wind, up to his knees in heavy
snow churned up by the men ahead of him. Despite his hood and
balaclava, before long his ears became icy cold, his nose numbed to
the touch, and his eyes streamed with tears from the wind.

The lead truck set off
at a slow walking pace, gradually accelerating until it was a
struggle for many of the prisoners to keep up. Though the column
slowed on occasion when the lead trucks hit deep snow, it sometimes
accelerated without warning, causing weak or inattentive prisoners to
tread on the heels of the men before them or be trodden upon in turn.

Linder cursed his
rotten luck at being placed near the end of the chain. Every slowing
and acceleration at the front of the column was magnified at the
rear, requiring extra effort to keep pace and giving added pain when
the cable tugged remorselessly at his wrist. Within the first hour,
the handcuff rubbed his skin raw and only the numbing cold kept the
pain within limits.

Linder recognized no
one in his squad from among those he had seen aboard the plane. His
partner across the cable was of Asian descent, possibly Korean, and
appeared to be in his mid-twenties. Though he did not speak to Linder
or meet his gaze, his watchful eyes darted about constantly, leaving
the impression of being on alert against attack at any moment. Linder
wondered whether the man might be mentally unbalanced and resolved to
watch him closely for signs of breakdown.

The column marched
without a stop for what seemed like three or four hours before it
halted in a rocky defile. There the prisoners were permitted to sit
or squat in the snow, while orderlies poured them scalding sweet
coffee from mobile field kitchens that rolled up and down the column.
The sensation of taking that first sip of steaming coffee and feeling
its warmth spread through his body was pure bliss. But the euphoria
it didn’t last. By the time he downed the last gulp from his
insulated mug, it was already cold.

During the half-hour
rest stop, most prisoners in Linder’s squad sat beside the cable to
which they were bound and silently cursed the snow and the steady
north wind. At last, the lead truck blew its horn and moved forward,
taking up the slack in the cable and forcing the men to their feet.
Now, Linder felt grateful not to be at the head of the column, where
the prisoners had to struggle through the ankle-deep snow left by the
partially raised snowplows and trample it down for those behind them.
After settling into a steady pace, Linder closed his eyes and obeyed
the relentless tug of the cable. He had only a vague notion of where
he was and where he was going.

During the initial
three-hour march, not once had Linder spotted the lights of a distant
settlement. Judging from the disused ferry dock under the footbridge
at Pelly River and the lack of an ice-road on the river, he guessed
that no year-round settlements existed east of the Pelly other than
those of the Corrective Labor Administration.

He recalled from news
accounts some five years earlier, when the U.S. had annexed portions
of southern Canada following CWII, that most of the hydrocarbon- and
mineral-rich areas in that country’s western provinces had been
placed under martial law, and that many of the local inhabitants had
been forcibly relocated to other provinces. From that time on,
civilian residence and travel permits for northern Alberta and
British Columbia were issued only to those who worked in strategic
industries like oil and gas extraction and who passed a background
check.

Northern settlements
that depended primarily on tourism, hunting, or fishing became ghost
towns overnight while forced labor camps sprang up to support
state-owned logging, mining, and oil-drilling enterprises. If there
were any oil-drilling or mining in this part of the Yukon, Linder
figured that all of its employees would require a government
clearance, which meant that an escaped prisoner would be a fool to
expect any help from them.

After the coffee break,
the column trudged forward for what Linder estimated were another two
or three hours, before pulling off the road for supper. The mobile
field kitchens went to work at once, brewing hot water for coffee and
freeze-dried entrees for the guards. But there was to be no hot meal
for the prisoners that night. Instead, orderlies paced up and down
the column dispensing coffee and two foil-wrapped ration bars per
prisoner, to be eaten with one’s free hand while the other hand
remained fixed to the cable. Linder ate both ration bars before his
coffee arrived, then sipped the scalding liquid quickly before the
subzero wind robbed it of its life-giving warmth. In little less than
an hour, the trucks lurched forward once again and the cables dragged
the men back to their feet.

But by this time,
Linder could see that many of the weaker men were unable to keep
pace. Until now, when a man stumbled or collapsed, his neighbors had
heaved and strained to keep him on his feet until the next rest
break. But after the meal break, many who collapsed en route begged
to be unshackled and left behind to find release in death. If a
fallen prisoner failed to revive, one of his neighbors called the
nearest flanking guard, who would descend upon the unfortunate
wretch, cursing and kicking and tugging at his wrists to bring him
back to his senses. If he recovered, the appalling struggle went on.

When blows failed, the
guards passed word up the column and waited for the procession to
stop before unshackling the fallen one, stripping him of his clothing
and boots and burying him under a heap of snow, dead or alive. This
happened on the average of once or twice during each hour spent on
the march.

After another three
hours, the column stopped in a clearing among low spruce-covered
hills just off the road. The trucks parked in a semicircle around the
edge of the clearing, after which orderlies unshackled the prisoners’
wrists from the cables. Meanwhile, troops took up positions along the
road and around the perimeter of the clearing, with additional
sentries posted in the woods. The officer-in-charge passed word that
the prisoners would receive coffee and then would then have six hours
to sleep before breakfast, after which the journey would begin anew.

Linder no sooner
finished his coffee and rinsed his cup with snow than a crushing
sense of hopelessness overtook him. In that moment, the wind shrieked
across the clearing, sending snow up his nostrils and inside his hood
and sleeves until the coffee’s recent warmth was barely a memory.
All around, men stood in the calf-deep snow, some shivering
uncontrollably, and met each other’s gaze with forlorn expressions.
The snow fell more thickly now and lay in drifts up to a man’s
waist in the lee of the trees.

But this period of
standing about aimlessly lasted only a short time, as it was a matter
of survival to evade the paralyzing blast of the wind. Soon one
innovative squad began scraping heaped snow into a rough semicircular
windbreak. The idea spread rapidly and soon rimmed half-craters
appeared all over the compound as men scraped and scratched with
numbed fingers down to the rock-hard earth before stretching out
behind the built-up rim, bodies packed tightly together to evade the
wind’s jagged teeth.

As he watched the
frantic digging, Linder spotted several men near the perimeter
following the example of search-and-rescue huskies who had burrowed
deep into high snowdrifts. He found a drift of his own in the lee of
a lone spruce, fell to his knees and dug a cavity spacious enough to
contain him. Then he crawled inside and lay in a fetal position so
that his back faced the storm and a breathing space remained around
his face. Provided he didn’t suffocate, he might actually survive
the night. But if he did not, the prospect of dying painlessly in his
sleep did not trouble him, given the agony that awaited him on the
march the next day and the day after. Now not even the fear of
nightmares was enough to deter him from seeking rest. Without another
thought, he dropped off into a deep and dreamless sleep.

Linder did not stir
again until a fellow prisoner stepped on him en route to the mess
line. He awoke with a start amid the blare of truck horns and
guttural orders barked from loudspeakers. Wiping the snow from his
eyes with his gloved hands, he was relieved to find that he could
still feel his fingers and toes. But as he rose shivering to his
feet, his breath caught at the stiff wind bearing down from the
north. Following his neighbors, he rushed off to join the coffee
queue.

A row of military-style
field kitchens awaited the prisoners inside a temporary barbed-wire
enclosure. Each cart, which resembled a lunch wagon of the sort that
parked outside factories or sports events, sent plumes of steam into
the sky as it brewed coffee, prepared oatmeal, and baked fresh bread.

Upon catching the aroma
of coffee and bread, Linder saw several prisoners toward the front of
the queue break ranks to charge the cart. Moments later, the nearest
guard officers fired a burst of submachine gun fire into the air and
signaled for dogs to be unleashed. Upon seeing the dogs hurl
themselves at the men who had rushed forward, Linder and the
remaining prisoners instantly obeyed the command to drop and sit. In
the face of such crushing cold, hunger, and violence, only the insane
or suicidal dared to resist.

When order had been
restored, the prisoners were shunted between strands of barbed wire
toward the field kitchens, where servers poured each man a mug of
sugary coffee, filled his mess tin with oatmeal topped by a pat of
margarine, and issued him a brick-sized loaf of bread. Linder’s
turn came after about twenty minutes of waiting in the cold. By the
time he received his coffee, his hands were so numb that he feared he
wouldn’t be able to hold the mug. Following the example of the man
before him, he stacked his bread and mess tin on top of his mug and
pressed down with his right hand while supporting the mug’s bottom
with his left so that he did not have to depend upon his lifeless
fingers to grip the tin or the mug handle.

As before, to feel the
coffee radiate its warmth inside him was a pleasure beyond words, as
if his body had been fully drained of energy but was slowly
recharging. He lapped up the oatmeal before it could go cold, then
sipped the coffee slowly to savor its warmth until the last drop was
gone. He tucked the bread inside his coveralls for later, unsure when
the next meal might come.


* * *

For the next three
days, the march pressed eastward along the North Canol Road, as did
the storm. By day and by night, the trucks led the way with the beams
from their headlamps diffused and dimmed by falling snow. Hour by
hour, the prisoners struggled on, obeying the insistent pull of the
cable, their boots slipping in the churned up snow. And every hour,
one or two men gained release in death.

The flanking guards
changed like clockwork every ninety minutes, as the relieved guards
jogged forward to seek shelter in the trucks and those relieving them
jumped out to take their places, all without any slackening in the
convoy’s pace. Time after time, the prisoners reached the top of an
exposed ridge and felt the wind strike them full in the face,
shrieking like a chorus of demons and making it nearly impossible to
open their eyes. Each time Linder felt his face go numb, he breathed
into a glove and held the glove against his nose and cheeks to ward
off frostbite. He scarcely noticed the rugged beauty of the land,
rarely lifting his eyes long enough to view the imposing crags and
peaks that stretched along the horizon or the frozen rivers that
resembled winding highways to nowhere.

Beyond the town of Ross
River, all conventional road signs had been removed and replaced by
mile markers planted at ten-kilometer intervals bearing only the
distance from some unknown reference point, thus offering little help
to anyone who might find himself traveling without a map. These
markers drew the prisoners forward, hour after agonized hour,
climbing more often than descending, through forests, hills, and
valleys, and past the hulks of many a derelict vehicle. By reference
to these markers, Linder kept tally of the distance covered each day,
generally about fifty kilometers, and the trip’s cumulative
distance.

Linder surmised that
such prisoner convoys must pass this way regularly because every
night the lead truck managed to find a sheltered spot sufficiently
large to accommodate the entire convoy. Sometimes, the spots were
already enclosed by barbed wire, and a few held FEMA trailers to
shelter officers and senior enlisted men. Linder also deduced that
the convoy’s commanding officer must be under orders to deliver the
maximum number of able-bodied prisoners on arrival because, as the
storm worsened, the convoy’s pace slackened and extra care was
taken to avoid unnecessary casualties.

As the elevation rose
and nighttime temperatures sank, the guards led foraging parties into
the woods to gather firewood. Each party of ten was permitted to
build a campfire and line the floor of its snow-dugout with pine
branches. On the second day, coffee stops became more frequent and by
the third day, double rations of oatmeal were doled out at breakfast
and doubles of soup at dinner.

Despite these
concessions, each morning when the truck horns blared their crude
reveille before dawn and guards circulated among the prisoners’
dugouts with portable bullhorns to herd the bleary-eyed men into
formation for roll call, orderlies probed snowdrifts with staves and
shovels. Most men who failed at first to crawl out from their snow
caves responded to these jabs and kicks, but for those who did not,
the survivors were pressed into work teams to retrieve their dead
comrades’ frozen corpses. Once the names of the deceased had been
crossed off the roster, their remains were piled naked along the
roadside without any form of identification. With so many guards
standing watch, the officer in charge was not overly concerned with
the risk of anyone escaping. Any prisoner who evaded the guards and
the dogs still faced astronomical odds in the wild without a store of
food or a source of warmth.

As Linder stood in
formation for roll call on the fourth morning, he examined his fellow
prisoners closely in the harsh glare of the trucks’ headlights.
They ranged in age from boys in their late teens to men in their
sixties. If those aboard his C-130 were at all representative of
prisoners on other aircraft, most of his fellow marchers were
white-collar workers who had finished college or earned advanced
degrees, lived in cities, spent their days in offices and, if they
exercised at all, confined it to a few hours per week of walking,
jogging, swimming or working out at the gym. Few, he guessed, were
accustomed to missing a meal and, if they did, probably made up for
it with a snack. Now, having been idle and malnourished for weeks or
months during interrogation, they were scrawny replicas of their
former selves.

For the older and less
fit prisoners, death was not far off, and some seemed to sense it.
Linder pitied these prisoners but avoided them for fear that any help
he gave them might reduce his own chance of survival. By the end of
the fourth day, Linder estimated that the cumulative death toll had
exceeded fifteen percent of prisoners and might approach twenty by
the following day. For some, death came suddenly and without warning.
One middle-aged man of slender build, who stood ahead of Linder in
the breakfast line, keeled over like a bird falling off a branch in a
hard frost. One shallow cough, a barely audible gasp, a tiny white
cloud of breath that hung for a moment in the air, and the man’s
head fell onto his chest without his hands leaving his sides.

More than once during
the early days of the march, Linder reached the limits of his
endurance and questioned whether the short and desolate life he would
face at his destination could have any purpose other than as
purgatory for his past wrongs. Most of that time, Linder barely said
a word to anyone, being completely absorbed with the necessity to
stay alive and move forward. Any sense of curiosity about his fellow
man or his environment yielded to the twin imperatives of conserving
energy and maintaining core body temperature. All around him he saw
others withdraw similarly into their private worlds of suffering,
each facing the same desperate trial, but not all endowed with an
equal capacity to endure.

Linder’s special gift
for survival, it seemed, stemmed from an unusually low metabolic
rate, which was an unexpected side effect of crash dieting in his
youth that now enabled him to conserve precious energy for the road.
But unlike certain elite athletes and warriors, whose phenomenal
stamina also allowed them to keep their wits even when deprived of
food, water, or sleep, Linder devolved into a snarling, unthinking
beast whenever faced with even moderate deprivation of his physical
needs.

Until now, Linder had
largely ignored the young man who shared the cable with him, although
he could not help but admire his silent determination. By the third
day, it became apparent that his partner was not mentally unstable,
as Linder had originally feared. After breakfast on the fourth day,
when the weather continued to deteriorate, Linder caught the man’s
eye and they exchanged resigned looks as low-flying clouds of leaden
hue swept down from the northwest. Linder would have spoken then but
his face was too frozen to utter anything intelligible. Talking
required too much effort, in any case. So, he did what came naturally
and tuned his mind back to Channel Oblivion.

As the morning wore on,
even though the two men did not exchange a word, Linder nonetheless
felt that he had somehow gained strength from his partner’s
example. Occasionally after that, one of the men would glance at the
other and receive a grim smile in return, communicated only through
the eyes, since their bearded faces were covered at all times by
their fleece balaclavas and a coating of rime.

During the lunch break,
an older member of their squad, who had been struggling to keep pace,
refused to rise even after repeated kicks and truncheon blows. Losing
patience with the old man, the guards stripped him naked, bound him
hand and foot, and left him moaning in a snowbank to freeze.

“Don’t let it get
to you,” the young man said quietly to Linder, as if reading his
mind. “Where we’re going, those granddads wouldn’t last,
anyway.“

“I understand,”
Linder replied. “But some of them aren’t all that old.”

“Young or old,
doesn’t matter,” his young partner observed. “Whoever gives up,
dies. The old ones just quit sooner.”

“What about you? How
much more of this can you take?”

“Whatever they throw
at me. I hate them too much to die.”

“Me too,” Linder
lied. “My name is Warren,” he added after a long silence. “What’s
yours?”

“Rhee,” the younger
man responded.

“Rhee,” Linder
repeated. “Is that your first name?”

“No, it’s Mark. But
everybody calls me Rhee.”

“What’s your
sentence?”

“Ten years for
escaping the Chinese in Manchuria. And another ten for escaping the
Unionists in Anchorage.”

“Really?” Linder
questioned. “You fought in Manchuria?”

“The camps up here
are full of us.”

“But how could that
be? You guys were heroes...”

“Maybe so. But they
corralled us, anyway. Maybe the President-for-Life was afraid we’d
talk about what happened over there.”

Before Linder could ask
any more questions, the guards ordered the prisoners to their feet
and rained blows on anyone who failed to rise.

Shortly after lunch a
howling wind swept in from the north, bringing dull gray clouds
scudding lower and lower over the hilltops, until swirling eddies of
snow enveloped the column and slowed it to a crawl. Linder shuffled
forward blindly, head down and eyes closed, taking his cues from the
steady pull of the cable. At last, during the late-afternoon rest
break, the trucks formed the usual semicircle at a sheltered spot
along a bend in the frozen river that paralleled the road. But the
winds continued to tear at the men and carried off any loose snow,
making it all but impossible to dig their usual windbreaks and light
campfires.

Instead, the prisoners
massed together to stay warm, nudging and prodding into wakefulness
anyone who nodded off to sleep. All night the wind blew and the snow
fell while the men clung tightly to one other and stomped their
numbed feet to save them from frostbite. Only the field kitchens,
which operated throughout the night to serve the usual sugary coffee,
kept the death toll within usual bounds.

On the fifth morning of
the convoy, Linder awoke from a fitful sleep to discover that the
storm had abated enough for the prisoners to dig the trucks out of
their snowdrifts and trample a path ahead of the lead truck to allow
the column to move. Linder helped bury the dead in a mound of snow
and said a silent prayer over their bodies. It was the first time he
had prayed in years but he felt better afterward.

Because of the steadily
mounting losses, the officer-in-charge went through roll call twice.
When they resumed the journey at last, progress was extremely slow
and guards sometimes joined the prisoners in pushing the trucks
through deep snowdrifts and up steep slippery grades. The air was so
frigid that it burned in Linder’s lungs and made the snow crunch
and squeak underfoot. Linder cursed aloud at the pain and for a
moment wished his heart would simply stop beating and put him out his
misery. After four days on the road, not knowing how much further he
had to travel had become an added source of torment. Much like the
psychological effect of the indeterminate prison sentence rather than
a term of years, Linder felt he would prefer to die now, even if the
destination were around the next bend, rather than face trudging on
day after day without knowing when it would end.

But, mercifully, that
feeling faded in the predawn of the following day, when Linder heard
the crack of a tree limb breaking overhead from the force of the wind
and looked up to find an arctic sky filled with more stars than he
could have imagined. He spent the next hour searching out familiar
constellations. Later, when the sun rose at the end of the first
march of the day, the column emerged onto a plateau covered with
slender larches that Linder found breathtakingly beautiful.

By mid-morning, the
highway re-crossed the frozen river it had been tracking and the
column veered onto a side road. Linder sensed excitement among the
guards, and before long rumors spread among the prisoners that they
were approaching their final destination. The pace of the lead truck
quickened as if eager to make up for lost time. After lunch, they
marched four more hours without a rest.

It was late evening
when the column passed through a dense stand of white pine and
descended onto a rocky plateau, where Linder spotted lights in the
distance. As they grew nearer, he saw swirls of mist and smoke rising
from a sturdy log stockade of the kind he had seen only in old
western movies, measuring some four hundred meters wide by six
hundred meters long. On the near side of the stockade stood a massive
rolling gate and, from his elevated vantage point, he noticed a tall
barbed wire fence enclosing the stockade to create a peripheral strip
of no-man’s land. At each corner of the stockade and at
hundred-meter intervals stood guard towers looking like birds’
nests perched on stilts. At a window in the nearest tower, Linder
spotted a pair of guards peering out at the column from behind the
protruding barrel of a machine gun.

Inside the stockade, he
observed a haphazard assortment of modern fabric-covered Quonset huts
and primitive log cabins around a vacant parade ground in the front
half of the camp. The rear half, separated from the front by a
double-walled barbed-wire fence, appeared largely empty but for three
rows of elongated log lodges arrayed against the stockade’s rear
wall.

As the column of some
five hundred exhausted prisoners passed through the gate, scarcely a
word was spoken. After nearly five thousand air miles and another
hundred and fifty miles on foot, their journey was finally over. Few
cared to contemplate that one man in five had not reached their
destination.

Once inside the parade
ground, the prisoners were detached from their respective cables and
allowed to gather around a dozen or more log bonfires set ablaze in
advance of their arrival. For the first time since leaving the
airport at Ross River, Linder felt a powerful heat penetrate and warm
him to the core. He approached as close as he dared to the leaping
flames, then sat cross-legged on the ground, his head drooping onto
his chest as he succumbed to sleep. But his sleep turned out to be
short-lived. For having seated himself in the inner ring of men
gathered around the fire, his front and back alternately froze and
thawed in the fire’s strong glow and from time to time he had to
fend off those in the outer circle who coveted his spot.

Despite the jostling,
Linder felt oddly light-headed as he stamped his feet against
frostbite and waited for the field kitchens to prepare the last meal
of the trip. Not even his physical misery lessened his euphoria as he
grasped that the terrible journey was over.
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Linder eyed the rows
of log lodges at the compound’s rear end greedily as wafts of smoke
scattered in the wind from their sheet-metal chimneys. He hoped
against hope that enough vacant beds would be available for every new
man to claim his own berth. Some lodges looked freshly built, though
all were of the same design, about eight meters wide by about forty
long, with doors facing south for shelter against the northwest wind.

Linder estimated that
each lodge contained two rows of about twenty triple-deck bunk beds,
for a total of more than a hundred prisoners. With three rows of six
lodges already built, existing bunks would accommodate more than two
thousand prisoners. Depending on the current occupancy rate, it might
be a squeeze to take in another five hundred men, even if some of
them doubled up or slept on the floor. But lying on the floor of a
heated lodge still beat digging a hole in the snow. Linder let out a
deep sigh of relief.

The clang of a hammer
on a steel rail soon brought the men to their feet again, filing past
the field kitchens to collect dinner. Tonight the stew seemed thicker
than usual, having been enriched with meat from a caribou the escorts
had shot earlier in the day. In addition to their usual soup and
bread, each man received a foil-wrapped meal bar from the convoy’s
reserve stores, probably to avoid hauling them back to Ross River. In
any event, Linder could not remember being as satisfied with a meal
since his arrest.

When at last the field
kitchens followed the escort trucks out the gate, Linder returned to
his bonfire to stare into the dancing flames while lifting his head
from time to time to peer through double-walled barbed-wire fence
toward the log lodges. A fresh wind swept down from the north,
showering him with sparks from the bonfire’s glowing embers.

The final roll call of
the day took place along the barbed wire at the yard’s rear. The
guards, dressed in the blue-white winter camouflage uniforms of the
Corrective Labor Administration, arranged the new arrivals in blocks
of a hundred while a squad of record-keepers consulted their
clipboards. They were still apparently sorting out the prisoner
roster when an officer entered the yard, flanked on each side by a
guard with a submachine gun.

“Attention!” an
orderly announced through a portable bullhorn. “The Deputy
Commandant will address you now.”

The Deputy was a tall
and powerfully built man of around forty, dressed in an officer’s
sheepskin overcoat and a military peaked cap. According to the
veteran prisoners who had been working among the newcomers to prepare
the roster for roll call, the Deputy’s nickname was “Wolfman.”
Now Linder could see why. The officer’s shaggy black beard seemed
to cover his entire face but for his eyes, with a heavy unibrow
nearly connecting to thick sideburns. More than that, he had a flat,
upturned nose with flaring nostrils and abnormally large canine
teeth.

The Deputy climbed onto
a stump and gazed down on the prisoners, inspecting them like a wolf
surveying a herd of grazing deer.

“Prisoners,” he
began, “You have come here for one reason: to work. Each of you has
been convicted of crimes against the state for which you are expected
to make amends through physical labor. If you labor hard enough, you
may someday leave this facility as a free man. If you do not work,
you will not eat. I expect you know where that path leads.

“My name is Bracken.
I am the Deputy Commandant of this camp. I expect each of you to
learn our rules and follow them to the letter or reap the
consequences. Morning roll call begins at six, with departure for
worksites at half past. Those who claim they are too sick to work may
report to the dispensary before breakfast for an examination. Any
diagnosis of unfitness for duty must be made before roll call. No
exceptions. Those judged fit will report to roll call on time whether
they have eaten or not.

“Your first
assignment will be to construct shelter for yourselves. Those
barracks,” the Deputy added, jerking a thumb over his shoulder at
the log huts across the wire, “were built by prisoners just like
you. You will do the same or die in the attempt. That is all.”

The Deputy Commandant’s
reference to building new barracks dashed Linder’s hopes of
spending his first night at camp under a roof, even if on a bare
floor. For the next hour or more, he stood in the windswept yard
brooding over the news while orderlies called the roll and
distributed blankets. It was nearly midnight when he returned to the
bonfire, numb with cold and barely able to walk.

At breakfast the
following morning, Linder’s shivering hands could hardly hold his
tin of oatmeal to his face without spilling its precious contents. If
not for an ample ration of coffee, he feared he might not even make
it through roll call. While waiting for that event to begin, Linder
watched dozens of miserable men return from the dispensary, having
forfeited breakfast in the vain hope of being found unfit for work.
He marveled at the inhumanity of officials who devised and enforced
so cruel a system. His years of service to the same DSS that
condemned men to camps like this now seemed like a chapter from
another lifetime.

Directly after
breakfast, fifty or more veteran prisoners of the camp arrived on the
parade ground and were presented to the new arrivals as the men who
had built the lodges and surrounding stockade. These prisoners, in
their new role as technical advisors, were to organize and train the
newcomers to build barracks for themselves and then for two thousand
more new men to follow. By Linder’s calculation, this worked out to
twenty new lodges, roughly doubling the camp’s capacity.

The supervisors went to
work at once assigning the men to teams and seeking out architects,
engineers, carpenters and various skilled workers from among the
newcomers. Those with no special skills were issued axes, hatchets,
and two-man crosscut saws and organized into crews of twenty for work
at nearby logging sites.

Amid the confusion,
Linder and Rhee found themselves assigned to the same crew and waited
together in line for a truck to carry them to their worksite. While
they stood before the gate, Linder heard scuffling and cursing from
behind. He turned in time to see a tall prisoner with red-rimmed eyes
and sunken cheeks sitting astride a smaller man; he was pummeling the
smaller man’s bloodied face with both fists.

“Ah, there is
a God!” the larger man exclaimed in bitter triumph. “I knew I’d
find you one day!”

He struck again with
all his strength but delivered only a feeble glancing blow to his
victim’s cheekbone. By now, his chest heaved so with the exertion
that he could barely speak between rasping breaths.

“Remember me? Well, I
remember you!” the tall man continued. “You’re the lying scum
who bore false witness at my trial!”

The victim, a wiry
prisoner of about forty-five, whose salt-and-pepper hair spilled out
from under his watch cap in tight ringlets, replied by spitting a wad
of bloody mucus into his tormentor’s face.

“And I’d do it
again. You damned moneymen had it coming to you!” he sneered
without apparent fear or remorse.

“Well, take a good
look at me, because I’m the last moneyman you’ll ever see,” the
tall man replied and wrapped his long-fingered hands around his foe’s
neck.

To Linder’s surprise,
the other prisoners watched but made no move to intervene. One
onlooker, horror-stricken to see deadly violence at such close range,
doubled over and vomited onto his boots. His teammates groaned in
disgust and shoved the weakling out of the transportation queue.

By the time the guards
noticed the scuffle, the tall man had made good on his threat. The
face of his one-time accuser had turned a ghastly bluish gray. A pair
of guards, who looked no older than twenty, trotted up to the victor
and struck him from behind with their rifle butts before hauling him
to his feet while dispatching a colleague to find the Deputy
Commandant. Within minutes, Bracken arrived, gave the corpse a swift
kick as a check against malingering and, having forced the killer to
kneel, fired a single pistol shot to the back of his head. The guards
then ordered the quaking bystanders to drag the pair of corpses out
the gate by their hands and feet.

Moments later, the
Deputy joined a pair of assistants questioning a succession of
prisoners who had been culled out from the herd. One after another,
these prisoners were either escorted to the camp administration
building or assigned to a work team.

“Why are those men
getting special treatment?” Linder asked Rhee.

“My guess is that
they’re selecting out the Party members,” Rhee answered. “They’ll
all get soft jobs in the kitchen or the hospital while we knock
ourselves out hauling logs.”

“Do the Party Members
ever refuse?” Linder knew it was an odd question for him to ask,
but he had to think fast before his name was called. Though he was
resolved not to accept favored treatment for his former Party
membership, to be known in camp as having been a Party Member and a
DSS man might make him a pariah, whether he refused special treatment
or not.

“Never,” Rhee
snorted. “Without protection from the bosses, those bastards
wouldn’t last a week in a camp like this.”

As if on cue, one of
the assistants stood at the head of the queue and called out more
names.

“The following
prisoners step forward: Adler. Berkowitz. Linder,” he bellowed.

The prisoner who had
vomited at the sight of the throttling pulled himself together and
stepped forward.

“Berkowitz here,”
he responded in a halting voice.

“Adler to the front,”
the assistant continued.

“Adler’s a
scratch,” Rhee volunteered, jerking a thumb toward the gate where
the killer’s corpse was being hauled. “How about giving his job
to me?”

The assistant ignored
him.

“Linder next,” he
ordered. “Step forward.”

“Over here,” Linder
replied, raising his hand. “Why do you want me?”

“The Deputy wants to
see you.”

“What for?”

The assistant
unbuttoned the flap of his holster and drew a pistol.

“Nobody likes a
smart-aleck,” he answered, pointing the pistol’s muzzle at
Linder’s nose while a guard knocked Linder to the ground with a
vicious blow to the ribs.

“Up!” the orderly
barked, and the two guards pulled Linder to his feet.

Linder could barely
breathe as the guards dragged him forward to within a few paces from
where the Deputy Commandant now questioned Berkowitz, well out of
earshot of the other prisoners. The Party member held out his hands
in supplication. With his squinting eyes, stubby yellow teeth and
protruding ears, Berkowitz resembled a rodent and squealed with
delight when Bracken sent him off to join the other Party faithfuls
in the administration building.

The guards brought
Linder forward next. Bracken’s gaze remained on the list attached
to his clipboard.

“Name, date, and
place of birth?”

“Warren Linder. March
19, 1982. Cleveland, Ohio,” Linder recited.

“Crime and sentence?”

“Seditious
conspiracy. Espionage. Sabotage. Sentenced to life at hard labor.”

Bracken raised his head
and smiled. His eyes showed a spark of curiosity. He called for an
aide to bring him Linder’s transfer file.

“It says here you
were an officer in the Department. Is that right?”

“Yes,” Linder
answered impassively.

“Do any of the other
prisoners know about this?”

“I doubt it.”

Bracken’s eyes
narrowed and his expression slowly developed into a smile.

“How would you like
to practice your old trade here with us, Linder?”

Linder’s eyes flashed
with anger.

“I’d rather
starve.”

The Deputy Commandant
feigned disbelief.

“You don’t seem to
understand. I’m offering you a chance to stay alive. Help us out
and in a few years, you might get lucky and catch an amnesty or a
case review. Meanwhile, you’ll have enough to eat and a roof over
your head. How about it?”

“I’ll take my
chances along with everyone else,” Linder responded.

“Suit yourself,”
Bracken answered indifferently. “But don’t think you can blend
into the herd. You’re a marked man, Linder. Your trial judge
recommended the maximum sentence and so did the Department. I see
here that your former boss even wrote a special sentencing request.
By the way, it wasn’t for clemency.”

“My old boss?”
Linder asked uneasily. “What was his name?”

Bracken glanced at the
clipboard.

“Denniston,” he
replied.

Linder drew a short
breath. “Always nice to know where you stand with your own people,”
he answered with feigned indifference. “May I go back to my work
team now?”

“You can go straight
to hell as far as I care,” Bracken replied, turning away.

A few moments later
Linder found his work team boarding a truck to one of the logging
sites.

“What did the bastard
want?” Rhee asked.

“He offered me
special treatment if I turned stool pigeon,” Linder replied.

“So you belonged to
the Party?”

“I did,” Linder
admitted.

“But you weren’t
like Adler, were you?” Rhee demanded, shaken by Linder’s
admission. “I mean, you didn’t…”

“I was an officer in
the DSS, Mark. I did a lot.”

Rhee’s face expressed
shock and betrayal. Tears welled in his eyes.

“Of all the people…”
he began in a low voice. “You. A stinking Unionist rat…”

Linder could see his
former partner’s hands ball into fists, but Rhee made no move to
strike. Linder let out a deep breath and turned away, head lowered,
to stand at the rear of the queue. All eyes avoided him as he passed.

Although it should not
have come as a surprise to him, only now did Linder grasp the full
repercussions of his decision to be open about his former DSS
employment while refusing favorable treatment for it. As soon as word
of it spread around the camp, his fellow prisoners would shun him for
having served the apparatus that stole their freedom and, beyond
that, would suspect him of spying on them. At the same time, the camp
officers and guards would consider him a traitor for having disavowed
his prior service. Yet, for all that, Linder knew he could not have
decided otherwise.

At last a truck came
along to deliver the work team to the logging site, where veteran
loggers were already busy instructing newcomers in the use of the
two-man crosscut saw.

“This is absurd,”
one newcomer grumbled as Linder joined the group. “Where are the
chain saws around here?”

The lead instructor, a
lanky, craggy-faced Midwesterner of indeterminate middle age by the
name of Charlie Yost, appeared to have expected this reaction.

“The chain saws were
all sacrificed to the war effort a long time ago, so don’t waste
your time bellyaching. As for these crosscuts, they worked just fine
for us and they’ll be good enough for you once you learn how to use
them.”

Yost resumed the
instruction. A quarter of an hour later, the team members picked up
their allotment of crosscuts, axes, hand saws, shovels, sledge
hammers, and log splitting wedges from the tool shed and set off down
an icy path, escorted by four guards and a pair of snarling guard
dogs.

“Let’s go, old man!
Move that fat ass of yours!” a young guard ahead of Linder shouted
at a pot-bellied prisoner in his late fifties, whose loose-fleshed
jowls suggested that he once had been even fatter.

The fat man lost his
concentration and slipped on the ice, sliding down the hill on his
bottom and nearly bowling over the prisoner in front of him. In a
flash, the guard who had urged him on bolted forward and kicked the
prisoner in the buttocks while permitting his dog to snap its jaws
within inches of the fat man’s face. But for reasons Linder did not
fully comprehend, he felt pity for the pot-bellied prisoner and,
without thinking, stepped between him and the snarling dog. A moment
later, the fat man clambered to his feet, apparently unharmed, but
scarcely looked at Linder as he rushed to step back in line. The
guard laughed, as if to mock the futility of Linder’s gesture.

After a mile’s hike,
the team reached a logging road and followed it to a clearing strewn
with sawdust, pine needles, and cut branches. Waist-high stumps of
pine and spruce studded the landscape fifty meters to either side.

“You men with
hatchets and hand saws, get to work stripping those logs,” Yost
ordered. “Gather the branches when you’re done and pile them
along the roadside like you see here. Those of you with crosscuts,
come with me.

Linder examined one of
the stumps at close range and was surprised to see that the roots did
not extend very deeply into the earth before spreading out for many
feet in all directions. Yost noticed Linder’s interest in the stump
and pointed out the rock-hard layer of gravelly soil beneath the
roots.

“Permafrost,” he
noted. “The roots can go only so far down before it’s like
hitting bedrock. That’s why you see so many of these trees blown
over.”

Yost pointed to the
edge of the clearing and directed the men to go on ahead.

“Get moving!” he
roared. “The faster we drop wood the sooner you can move into your
new huts!”

They stopped at the
edge of the clearing. Within it, red flags atop iron stakes marked
the area where trees were to be cut.

“You there—pick up
the other end of this crosscut and do exactly as I do,” Yost
ordered Linder, seizing one end of the two-man saw.

Yost and Linder took up
positions on opposite sides of the tree and began to draw the saw’s
jagged teeth back and forth across the bark, releasing the sharp odor
of pine. Linder put all his strength behind his pushes and pulls,
aiming to impress his instructor.

“Not so hard or
you’ll give us both a heart attack,” Yost instructed. “Slow and
easy. We’ll be doing this all day and there won’t be any food
till we’re back in camp.”

Whatever Yost’s
occupation might have been before his arrest, by now he had become an
expert lumberjack. He showed the men how to cut and release in a way
that insured the tree fell in the desired direction. When the saw’s
teeth dulled and became embedded in the trees tough center, he showed
them how to free the blade without damaging it, sharpen it by filing,
and use an axe to clear a new channel for cutting. When the time came
to sever the final attachment between trunk and stump, he showed the
men how to avoid injury if the trunk lurched suddenly to the side
when the tree toppled.

Each time a tree
crashed to earth, the men rubbed their aching muscles and wondered
how much longer they could keep pace. For five minutes of each hour,
the foreman permitted the prisoners to warm themselves at fires laid
in oil drums for the guards. At midday, the men were permitted a tea
break. By the end of the day, they could barely drag themselves back
up the icy track to the tool shed, where Yost took the roll and
directed the teams to queue up for the trucks that would carry them
back to camp.

On their return this
first night, members of Linder’s team lined up outside the camp
mess hall, waited to collect their soup, bread, and coffee, and
carried it outside to eat around the campfires lit in the yard. To
Linder, the mess hall food tasted nearly the same as what the field
kitchens had served, except that the camp’s soup was thicker and
meatier, thanks to the officers’ contribution of caribou and moose.
After roll call, Linder found a spot close to a fire and dropped off
to sleep the moment he hit the ground.


* * *

Every day the routine
was the same. Awake at five for breakfast. Roll call at six. Then the
hour-long journey by truck and on foot to the logging site, where
work began in the pre-dawn darkness at half past seven. The workday
lasted until half past five, when the men headed back to camp for
dinner. On their return each day, Linder and his teammates inspected
the piles of logs delivered to the construction site and surveyed the
progress made in laying foundations for the next row of lodges.

From time to time, Yost
allowed the teams to collect pine needles for bedding and pillows,
branches for kindling, and unused lengths of log for firewood. Twice
during the first week, nighttime snowfalls hid trees felled the
previous day and required the team to bring down additional ones to
meet their quota. When at last they had achieved the norm, Yost put
the men to work extracting stumps where new logging roads were
planned, using picks to break the frozen ground and axes to sever the
stumps from their buried roots.

Nearly three weeks
after his arrival at the camp, Linder and his team moved into their
new home, Hut J-6. It stood at the end of the fourth row of lodges
and Linder considered it the most beautiful building he had ever laid
eyes on. After weeks of fitful sleep while burrowed under the snow,
to have a bunk of his own at last made him feel like a king. Inside,
the lodge smelled of freshly cut pine and of the smoke that leaked
from the three crude sheet-metal stoves placed at the building’s
ends and center. Along either side of the hut stood twenty
triple-tier bunks, each laid with a thin mattress, a brown wool
blanket and a canvas pillow stuffed with pine needles.

Dreading a possible
fight over bunk selection, Linder had offered half a meal bar to a
teammate to give up his position toward the front of the column
marching back to camp the night they moved into the lodge. On
arrival, Linder rushed in to claim a top-level bunk near the stove at
the center of the lodge where drafts from the doors were less likely
to penetrate. As expected, fistfights broke out among the prisoners
last to enter, as the difference between an interior bunk and one
near the door could become a matter of life and death as the winter
wore on.

Linder’s neighbor
atop the next bunk was a hard-faced logging veteran of sinewy frame
named Will Browning, a Montanan approaching fifty years of age who
had fought for an anti-Unionist militia during Civil War II. Browning
knew the North Country well, having fled to Edmonton before the
annexation of Canada and joined a Canadian partisan unit soon after.
His ten-year sentence for sabotage against an oil pipeline in Alberta
had begun early the year before. The Montanan had been among the
camp’s early prisoners and had helped to construct it.

Nearly a dozen
prisoners gathered around Browning to ask him questions about the
camp. Though the men were exhausted from the day’s work, they felt
excited at having a place of their own and were not yet ready to
sleep, since a quarter hour remained before lights-out. With no
guards or trusties to overhear them, they also felt emboldened to
talk freely about their new home and were eager to learn more about
it. The camp’s name, Browning revealed, was N-320, with the “N”
representing the North Canol Road, and the “320” representing the
kilometer post nearest the camp’s access road. The facility,
located some five hundred kilometers south of the Arctic Circle, had
served as a logging and mining support complex for nearly three
years.

Browning explained that
the Canol Road had been built during World War II to connect the oil
fields of Norman Wells along the Mackenzie River to the refinery at
Whitehorse, some five hundred kilometers to the west. After the war,
when expensive Mackenzie River oil was no longer needed to defeat the
Japanese, the pipeline to Whitehorse and the North Canol Road were
abandoned. Although southern portions of the road were reopened for
tourism and mining at the end of the twentieth century, the road fell
into disuse once again early in the new millennium, when the Events
hit and the flow of tourists dried up virtually overnight.

At this point, a few of
the prisoners lost interest and drifted away. Linder noticed,
however, that the faces of those who remained fairly glowed with
curiosity. Some were young and some well past forty, but each seemed
to have a burning need to learn all they could about the camp system
and how it could have arisen in secret across vast areas of the
American and Canadian West. These men would be the last to die,
Linder mused, or the first to escape.

“So why did they
bother reopening the Canol Road at all, and why build a camp all the
way out here, in the middle of nowhere?” asked a wild-eyed
twenty-something whom Linder had noticed earlier that day on the
logging crew.

“It would probably
have reverted to wilderness except for one thing,” Browning
answered. “When the Unionists invaded southern Canada and turned
that country into a satellite state, everything changed up here. Soon
after that, when our side lost the Manchurian War, Alaska became
America’s front line against the Chinese. So the President-for-Life
promptly declared martial law in Alaska, the Yukon and British
Columbia and set aside resource-rich areas of Alberta and the
Northwest Territories as restricted zones.”

“So what are
restricted zones, then? Aren’t they under martial law, too?”
another prisoner asked from the bunk below Browning’s.

“The difference is
that, along the Pacific Coast, there’s supposedly a threat of
Chinese attack, so militarizing the region would make sense,”
Browning replied. “But further inland there’s no credible threat
from the Chinese, so the Unionists had to give their land grab
another name.”

“Okay, I understand
the U.S. wanting to grab Canadian oil and gas, but what’s the point
of a camp like this?” the youth with the wild eyes shot back.
“There’s no oil within hundreds of miles, and if there were, none
of us would know how to drill for it.”

“Ahh, now you’re
getting to the heart of the matter,” Browning replied, peering down
at his audience from his high bunk. “You see, the regime didn’t
want to face an insurgency in Canada, so they set about driving out
the locals by seizing property along the major roads and restricting
travel into the backcountry. That’s what has enabled the Unionists
to colonize the region with camps like N-320. And what the camps
offer is cheap captive labor to do grunt work on basic infrastructure
while technicians are brought in under contract to ramp up production
of oil, gas, gold, tungsten, and rare earth elements. In fact, the
camps are so important to national defense and the economy that the
President-for-Life gave the Corrective Labor Administration complete
dominion over the restricted zones up here from the Pacific to Hudson
Bay.”

“Will is right,”
came a familiar voice from behind Linder’s bed. Linder turned
around and recognized the bearded face of Sam Burt. “I learned
about the CLA when I was working on Capitol Hill,” Burt continued.
“Ever since the Allied retreat from Manchuria, the CLA has been
building dozens of new corrective labor camps up here every month.
Behind a phony curtain of military secrecy to hide the fact that
thousands of American servicemen who escaped from Russia are being
held in those camps.”

To Linder’s surprise,
Burt’s disclosure was met with silence. Perhaps the other prisoners
simply couldn’t believe what Burt was telling them, or perhaps they
were too shocked or depressed to talk about it. In any event, the
listeners responded by huddling more tightly together and changing
the topic of their questions to everyday camp life.

Their initial questions
centered on work assignments and camp discipline. The most desirable
work, Browning explained, took place indoors in offices,
dispensaries, kitchens, workshops, and garages, where one could avoid
the perils of frostbite, exhaustion, logging accidents, mine
cave-ins, and arbitrary shootings by trigger-happy guards. Indoor
work was reserved for selected professionals, technicians, and
skilled tradesmen, along with a small number of Unionist Party
members, DSS informants, and favorites of the camp administration.

The vast majority of
prisoners at Camp N-320, however, formed the general labor pool and
worked outdoors at mining, logging, construction, road building, and
snow clearing. Of those in mining, some worked outdoors at gold
placer sites that operated only in summer, while others worked a
longer season at open-pit mines for tungsten or drilling mud and
still others all year long in underground hard-rock mines. The
loggers plied their trade in every season, though sometimes filling
in as road-builders or snow-clearers as the need arose.

Although all outdoor
labor was to be avoided, according to Browning, the most onerous
tasks were reserved for the disciplinary units. As punishing as a
general laborer’s life might be, that of a disciplinary laborer was
nothing short of desperate. Since he received only two-thirds of the
daily food ration allotted to general laborers and could earn more
only by meeting a steep production quota, few could remain in such a
unit for more than a few weeks without slipping into a tailspin. In a
disciplinary unit, it was impossible to conserve energy through
slacking, because the foremen and guards drove the prisoners
relentlessly. The only respite, other than outlasting one’s
sentence in the unit, was to inform against one’s mates in return
for supplemental food rations, delivered during secret interviews
with a camp security officer.

Now that enough lodges
were completed to house nearly all the newcomers, Browning predicted
that at least half of the men assigned to lodge construction would
receive new work assignments the next day after roll call. That would
be the critical time, he advised, for anyone with special skills to
speak up to avoid assignment to the general labor pool. But he
cautioned against complaining too loudly or creating a disturbance
over one’s assignment, as anyone labeled as a troublemaker also
risked being sent to a disciplinary unit.

At this, Browning’s
listeners shook their heads in despair. How could they possibly
navigate such a narrow passage between salvation and damnation, they
asked each other. What counted as a valuable skill? And how did one
press his case for special treatment without being seen as an
agitator?

While they debated this
among themselves, Linder thought back to his exchange with Bracken
and considered the price he could expect to pay for having refused
the Deputy’s offer of special treatment. He possessed no technical
skills that could legitimately exempt him from the general labor
pool. And once his fellow prisoners learned of his service in the
DSS, some would doubtless target him for abuse, making clashes
likely. If sent to a disciplinary unit for defending himself, Linder
resolved to go willingly and endure it as best he could. No matter
what they did to him, he would not accept any favor or advantage at
the expense of his fellow prisoners or take the government’s side
against them. He had come too far for that.


* * *

Linder awoke the next
morning with a start. Outside the hut, someone hammered on a length
of steel rail to sound reveille. The warmth of the nearby stove had
permitted him to sleep more deeply than he had in months. He pulled
his thin Army blanket tightly around his shoulders and closed his
eyes in hopes of resuming his dream for a few more moments. Except
for the occasional nightmare, he had not dreamt in weeks.

In this dream, Linder
was preparing dinner in his flat overlooking Limassol Harbor while a
tanned Patricia Kendall, barefoot in a white embroidered caftan, set
the dinner table. Across the room, the doors to the balcony stood
open and their gauze curtains stirred in the steady offshore breeze.
As he watched Patricia lay the silver beside each plate, he noticed
that she had set three places. On the sofa, young Caroline Kendall
lifted her eyes from her paperback novel and smiled at him as she
might for a favorite uncle. At that moment, the vision faded to
black.

“On your feet!” a
voice barked a few steps away in the darkened barracks.

“Two minute warning!”
the voice repeated, while whacking a nightstick against one of the
wooden pillars of Linder’s bed. The intruder’s black armband
designated him as a trusty, a senior prisoner who received special
privileges and extra rations in return for enforcing discipline
against his campmates.

Linder pulled off his
blanket and let his stockinged feet dangle over the edge of the bed.
He took a moment to stretch his arms over his head, then retrieved
his hat and gloves from under his pine-needle pillow and lowered
himself gently to the sawdust-strewn floor. He had barely pulled his
boots onto his feet when the trusties returned with nightsticks
raised. Linder bolted for the door and escaped into the frigid
darkness just ahead of them.

Moments later, Linder
joined the stream of prisoners shuffling toward the latrine and from
there to the mess hall. He downed his breakfast quickly so as not to
be late for roll call. Standing at ease before the assembled
prisoners, the Deputy Commandant waited with a handful of veteran
prisoners and civilian experts gathered behind him. Linder guessed
that, as Browning had predicted, the experts had come to help screen
the new arrivals for qualified technicians and skilled workers.

For the next three
hours, while the new prisoners stood in loose formation, the experts
announced a series of occupational specialties and called for
prisoners to step forward if they possessed the requisite skills.
Linder was intrigued at seeing men who had first identified
themselves as salesmen, lawyers, accountants, and schoolteachers,
step forward now to claim expertise as carpenters, bricklayers,
mechanics, and electricians.

When the screening was
complete, nearly a hundred men had been reclassified as technicians,
while those remaining were assigned to ordinary work teams designated
A through R. To reduce the potential for conflict among the men, no
one was told which teams would be assigned to mining, logging, or
heavy construction, or to lighter work like snow removal or the
sawmill. A man would know only who was assigned to each lettered work
team and no more.

Even after the
assignments were read aloud, a lively exchange took place among the
men, as those eager to work with friends searched for someone willing
to trade places. The guards and trusties tolerated this to a degree,
but once a team’s roster was recorded, no further changes were
permitted.

Linder did not discover
that his team had been reassigned to logging until their truck
deposited them outside the tool shed where he had started every
workday since his arrival at camp. Although timber felling had become
familiar to him by now and he had become fairly proficient at it, the
work was depleting his fat reserves at an alarming rate and he
fretted over how he could possibly survive the winter as a logger.

Almost as worrisome to
him was the discovery that Rhee was also on his team. Since learning
of Linder’s past in the DSS, the former soldier seemed to have
focused his entire animus toward the Unionist regime onto his former
chain-mate, apparently from some paranoid notion that Linder had been
sent to inform against him.

A few minutes after
having gathered at the tool shed, Charlie Yost stood before the
assembled logging teams and reintroduced himself as site supervisor.
Then he proceeded to lay out the work rules, the division of labor,
the calculation of output quotas, their link to rations, and what he
expected of each man as their work supervisor.

Yost cautioned the men
that, though strenuous physical labor under such harsh conditions was
not beyond the ability of a reasonably healthy man, the question was
how long one could expect to remain healthy.

“Logging is one of
the heaviest forms of labor in the camp,” he noted. ”Few men last
more than two years at it. Most succumb to illness or injury within a
year. Some of those recover if given lighter work, but for most
loggers, the path out of the forest leads through the mortuary.”

Yost paused to let the
assessment sink in. While some of the younger men seemed oblivious to
it, most shuffled their feet nervously, shot furtive glances at the
faces of those around them, and set their jaws with a grim resolve.

When Yost spoke again,
he stressed that unit cohesiveness was essential to individual and
collective survival and left the men with a piece of advice:

“Consider that, over
time, each of you will come to resemble the average of the five men
you spend the most time with. Your life span, your work output, your
state of health and state of mind: all will track those of your
closest companions. My advice to you is to surround yourself with the
best men you know. Seek out those with a strong will to survive and a
buoyant spirit. Avoid cynics, shirkers, and parasites. The margin for
error is slim. Pick your workmates well and do your very best every
day not to let them down. Team dismissed.”

When the speech was
over, Yost summoned his foremen and assigned each to one of the newly
formed work teams. The foreman for Linder’s team was the grizzled
Montanan, Browning, who approached his charges and seemed to size up
each man as to his likely contribution to the team’s work quota.
When he passed Linder, he nodded to acknowledge their acquaintance
from the previous night’s discussion in Hut J-6. Out of the corner
of his eye, Linder saw Rhee regard Browning’s gesture with
suspicion.

“How many of you know
how to use an ax?” Browning inquired when he reached the end of the
row.

Eight hands shot up,
among whom Linder recognized more than half from his logging team the
week before.

“Okay, then, you can
teach each other,” Browning directed. “Those who raised their
hands line up here and those who didn’t line up opposite. You’ll
be working in pairs.”

Linder instinctively
went to the end of the line. Somehow, Rhee also ended up in the rear,
opposite Linder, with the annoyed look of someone who had just lost a
game of musical chairs.

“You and Browning set
this up, didn’t you?” Rhee accused. “They sent you to spy on
me.”

“Don’t be
ridiculous,” Linder replied. “If you want to work with someone
else, be my guest.”

“Quiet in the rear!”
Browning barked. “We’re going to start by splitting some short
pieces to see who knows how to swing an axe. Old-timers go first. Now
pick a tool from the rack and have at it. But be careful. There’s
no first aid station out here.”

Linder selected a
twelve-pound maul and split four short logs easily before handing it
to Rhee. But Rhee had already selected his tool, an axe designed for
felling rather than splitting.

“Don’t use that
one. It’ll get stuck,” Linder advised, offering him the maul.

Rhee ignored him and
imitated the swing of a nearby veteran who had selected a lighter
splitting ax. As Linder predicted, the axe head lodged tightly in the
wood. After several failed attempts to pull it out, Rhee gave up,
red-faced and cursing. A moment later, Browning appeared and managed
to work it free.

“Use this instead,”
Browning ordered Rhee, tossing aside the felling axe and handing him
the heavy maul. “But don’t swing too hard. Ease up and let the
tool’s weight do the work for you.”

Again, Rhee ignored the
advice. He swung the maul around with all his might, as if it were a
sledgehammer in an amusement park game. But his swing went wide and
struck the log a glancing blow, striking his own foot. The soldier
winced in pain and hopped up and down on his good leg.

“Of all the stupid…,”
Browning began, but checked himself when he noticed that Rhee was
trembling with anger. The other prisoners reacted with peals of
laughter.

“Here, let me take a
look at your foot,” Linder offered, hoping to divert attention from
Rhee.

“Get away from me,”
Rhee demanded.

“Oh, for heaven’s
sake. Stand still and let me take a look.” Linder approached to
inspect Rhee’s boot.

Suddenly Rhee lowered
his head and rushed at Linder, knocking him off his feet. Bellowing
with rage, he sat straddling Linder’s chest and struck him in the
face with his gloved fists. Linder raised his forearms to protect
himself, then rolled onto his side to topple Rhee onto the snow.

But before Linder could
emerge from under his attacker, the younger man raised himself once
more and reached for the axe handle. In that moment, Linder seized
Rhee by the throat and squeezed hard.

That was what the
guards were waiting for. One of them, an acne-scarred Hispanic, fired
a short burst from his submachine gun into the snow scarcely a foot
from Linder’s face, then brought its buttstock down between the
Rhee’s shoulder blades.

“Who started it?”
the guard demanded, glaring first at Linder, then at Rhee.

Both combatants gasped
for air but made no reply.

“Yo, anybody, who
threw the first punch?” the guard asked the onlookers. But no one
answered.

“Okay. Have it your
way,” he told them. “It’ll be the disciplinary squad for both
of you. Now, on your feet!”

Linder felt the sting
of cold metal against his wrists as the guard handcuffed him and spun
him around.

“Wait a minute,
Sergeant,” came Yost’s voice. “Why are you punishing both men?
The young buck started it; take him and let the other one go. We’re
short of men as it is.”

“Holzer wouldn’t
like that, Charlie,” Rivera objected. “He’ll want them both.”

“Never mind, I’ll
straighten it out with Holzer later,” Yost assured him. “Meanwhile,
please uncuff this man and get the troublemaker out of here.”

When Linder’s hands
were free, the site supervisor took him aside.

“That Korean kid is
insane, you know,” Yost told him the moment they were out of
earshot from the others. “I hear he was a fine soldier. Two Middle
East tours. But the Russian War really messed him up. Do you know he
escaped once already from a camp in Alaska?”

Linder shook his head.
He remembered Rhee saying he had been sentenced to ten years for
escaping the Unionists in Anchorage, but he hadn’t taken it
literally.

“Well, I suspect that
Rhee’s run through most of his nine lives by now,” Yost observed.
“If he survives the punishment squad, I suggest you steer clear of
him.”

“I’ll do that,”
Linder answered.

“You’ve got an
unusual accent. Where are you from?” Yost continued, to Linder’s
surprise.

“I grew up in Ohio.”

“Oh, yeah?” Yost
asked. “What part?”

“Cleveland.”

“Where? East Side?”

“Lyndhurst.”

“Brush High?”

“No, I went away to
boarding school. But my father taught science at Brush. His name was
Ivan Linder.”

“Oh, for God’s
sake. You wouldn’t be Ivan and Rose’s boy, would you?” Yost
pressed. He grinned when Linder confirmed it with a tentative smile.

“You won’t believe
this, but I knew your mother years ago when she worked at the Eaton
Company. And my wife and I learned ballroom dancing from your father
at the Mayfield Country Club. You won’t believe this, but we aren’t
the only East Siders here by a long shot. This place is turning into
quite the Little Cleveland.”

“All we need is some
smokestacks and a polluted river,” Linder quipped.

“No, seriously, we’ve
been getting a handful of Clevelanders with each convoy. West Siders
mostly, militia people. You might want to get together with some of
them.”

By now, Linder was more
than a little surprised at the turn the conversation had taken and
puzzled by Yost’s ingratiating tone, especially since Yost likely
knew by now of his DSS past. But as Yost seemed to mean no harm,
Linder decided to take the man’s friendship at face value.

“If there are that
many of us, do you suppose we could get some kielbasa or fried
bologna up here once in a while?” he deadpanned.

To Linder’s surprise,
the joke failed to draw a smile.

“I doubt that any of
us will taste kielbasa again,” Yost replied, suddenly turning
serious. “If you ever get out of here, have some for me, will you?”

“Will do. I owe you
one.”

“Don’t mention it.
And call me Charlie.”


* * *

When the training
session ended, Linder’s work team was divided into squads of five
men, so that each prisoner could rotate through both lighter and
heavier tasks. While two men worked the crosscut saw, another hacked
off boughs and branches from fallen trees, one piled the waste limbs
for burning, and one measured and marked the downed trunks for the
sawmill. After marking, a foreman counted the logs and turned in his
tally sheet for use in calculating the team’s progress toward the
quota.

At day’s end, the
prisoners returned their tools to the shed and sat round the warming
fires, stretching their bared hands toward the drums to thaw. Linder
studied the array of hands before him, blackened by work and whitened
by frostbite, then gazed into the dull eyes of his fellow prisoners
and watched the shadows of darting flames play against their numbed
faces. As he rose at the whistle to join the column for their return
to camp, he, too, felt the unaccustomed weight of swollen fingers,
the icy jabs in his lungs, and the aching of wasted limbs.

Once in formation, the
men kept their distance from one another like inhabitants of a
plague-infested town. Silence reigned, except when broken by the
despairing cry of someone who fell and then rose in haste to evade a
rifle butt or a dog’s bite. Nonetheless, here and there a few
prisoners kept up a steady flow of poisonous bickering.

“For God’s sake,
knock it off,” one weary prisoner called out at last. “A month
ago most of us would have given our right arm for somebody to talk
to. Now all we do is argue.”

Upon their return to
camp, the men slouched off to the mess hall for dinner. After eating,
some of the newer prisoners remained at the tables to talk or play
cards, while veterans visited friends in other lodges or retreated to
their bunks to rest or do chores. Linder, still overjoyed at having a
warm bunk of his own, returned promptly to Hut J-6. Lying on one’s
bed at the end of the day, lost in reflection, Linder thought, one
should feel free at last. But without hope for the future, he
realized, the difference between work and rest lost its meaning.

Some nights, on the
road back to camp, Linder felt like a drowning man who has survived a
shipwreck and swims desperately toward a distant island. As long as
he struggles against the waves, no matter how great his suffering,
hope makes the pain worthwhile. Only when he realizes that rescue
from the island is impossible, does his true suffering begin. So
while at the end of every workday Linder talked and joked with his
peers like a free man, once the lights went out he lay in his bunk
drowning in despair.


* * *

With each passing day
at the logging site, Linder noticed himself sink further into
exhaustion while his respect grew for the power of cold, hunger, and
fatigue to crush a man’s soul. Out of respect to Yost and his
teammates, he had resolved to give his best effort each day without
regard to fatigue or pain. He also resolved, despite growing
peevishness, to find the admirable qualities in others and to offer
help and encouragement to those in need.

But after four days on
the logging team, Linder felt as if his arms and legs would fall off.
He shivered whenever he stopped to rest and he feared that his output
had sunk below the level required to earn full rations. In short, he
was at the brink of collapse. Yost dropped by that day to inspect the
squad’s work, but he seemed distant, and Linder was too proud to
seek his help.

After dinner, while
lying on his bunk, Linder considered for the first time taking his
own life rather than sink to the level of a beast who would accept
any humiliation merely to stay alive. Until now, he had always
condemned suicide, both on philosophical grounds and from some vague
superstition left behind from years of Sunday school. In the past,
whenever he had faced moral issues of the kind that had led some of
his Agency colleagues to self-destruct, he had always managed to
rationalize his way out by the simple formula of admitting his
mistakes, regretting he hadn’t known better, and vowing not to make
the same mistake twice. But how could he apply that formula to
suicide, which was final? Failing to resolve that question or to
settle on a proper means of killing himself, he put the matter off to
another day.

The next morning,
Linder went through roll call in a daze. As he marched toward the
front gate for his fifth day on the new work team, he lifted his eyes
from the ice-encrusted boots of the prisoner before him and saw
nothing but formless white all around.

Barely a half hour
earlier, he had devoured a bowl of watery oatmeal sweetened with corn
syrup and a mug of coffee, but his hunger was already creeping back.
His near-constant shivering had resumed, since the march through
ankle-deep snow had not been long enough to bring his core
temperature up to par. He raised his free hand to his cheek and felt
a numbness despite the protection of his balaclava and the crude neck
gaiter he had crafted from a discarded strip of fleece. Even worse,
the fingertips of both hands had lost sensation—and this was before
even touching an axe.

Where would he find the
stamina to survive another day? Was it even worth trying? Linder felt
his knees buckle and, for a moment, feared collapse even before he
reached the gate.

He passed the camp’s
administration building, a one-story lodge constructed of spruce logs
and noted a wisp of smoke rising from its stone chimney. As he
imagined warming himself at the huge walk-in fireplace, he felt a
gloved hand tug on his upper arm and pull him out of line with an
unusually soft touch, as if the guard did not want to call undue
attention to his leaving the column.

“It’s the boss,”
the guard said through his face covering. “He wants to see you.”

The column barely
slowed while a pair of armed troops culled Linder from the ranks and
diverted him from the stream of bodies flowing toward the logging
sites.

With both guards
following behind, Linder trudged up the short rise to the command
hut’s front deck and held out his wrists for handcuffing before
being ushered inside.

The Deputy Commandant
was seated behind a battered oak desk. Bracken looked up from a
ledger he was reviewing to address his visitor abruptly and without
warmth.

“You know why you’re
here, Linder. I won’t waste your time with niceties when we both
have work to do,” Bracken told him. “This is my final offer. Work
with us undercover and in six months we’ll make you a trusty.
You’ll have a bunk in one of the best cabins along with double
rations. Refuse and you’ll join the disciplinary unit. There you’ll
be a bag of bones within a week.”

Linder lowered his eyes
and focused his mind on the answer he had settled upon days before
when Bracken had offered him a similar choice.

“Assign me wherever
you like. I won’t be an informant.” Though he could barely
articulate the words with his frozen lips, their intent was clear.

To Linder’s surprise,
Bracken did not explode at him. Instead, the Wolfman frowned, shook
his bearded head in disgust, and rose from his desk to retreat into
the darkness at the rear of the lodge. Moments later, Linder noticed
another figure dressed in guard’s coveralls emerge from the shadows
to take Bracken’s seat at the desk.

Linder was aghast when
the new man suddenly raised his head. “Look at me,” the stranger
commanded in a voice he knew.

To Linder’s utter
surprise, the man before him was Bob Bednarski. At once Linder’s
mind became lucid, his vision clear, and a fresh vigor infused his
limbs. He gazed at the man across the desk. This was not the arrogant
bully he had known from Cleveland and Beirut. Now Bednarski’s
expression was tentative, anxious, even fearful, beneath his bluff
façade. He also appeared twenty or thirty pounds lighter than the
man who had visited his cell in the Beirut embassy; the loose flesh
on his formerly rotund face sagged into papery jowls.

Bednarski picked up the
polished stone paperweight that served as base for an ornamental desk
flag in the style of the Unionist “New Stars and Stripes,” the
banner that the rebels called the Flag of Lies because it no longer
stood for a free republic. For a moment, Linder thought Bednarski
might throw the paperweight at him, flag and all.

But instead of
belligerence, Linder detected distress, even desperation, in
Bednarski’s eyes, and this set his mind racing to turn the man’s
weakness to his advantage. Slowly the ex-Base Chief released the
paperweight and drew the heavy oak chair out from behind the desk
toward a matching chair at Linder’s side. As Bednarski invited the
prisoner to sit, Bracken stood several paces away, behind Linder and
out of his field of vision. On seeing Linder’s wary expression,
Bednarski gave a rasping laugh that resembled a dull knife scraping
rusty iron.

“The Department has
studied your contacts with Philip Eaton and his daughter all the way
back to the Creation,” Bednarski declared. “We know everything
worth knowing about you and the Eatons. We can prove that you were in
league with the old man even before he looted the Cleveland banks. We
also have a list of your visits to Patricia in London. There’s no
point in denying it, Linder. You’ve been lying to the Department
about Patricia Eaton from day one.”

“That’s garbage and
you know it, Bob,” Linder replied, the words distorted by his
numbed lips. “I refuted that theory a hundred times. Read the
interrogation reports.” Linder shook his head in disbelief that
Bednarski had come all the way to Camp N-320 to dredge up tired old
charges that he ought to have known were baseless after Linder
refuted them the first time they were raised.

“Is that so? Then why
does Patricia’s husband agree with our version of events? Even
Kendall had to accept the truth once we showed him the evidence.”

“Then Kendall’s a
fool,” Linder answered without so much as a blink. “After the
wringer you’ve put the poor bastard through, he’d probably say
his wife screwed the entire British Parliament if it would get him
extra rations.” Linder struggled to imagine what additional
evidence the DSS might have fabricated against him and what they had
to gain by tormenting Roger Kendall with it.

“No, you’ve got
Kendall all wrong,” Bednarski insisted. “Actually, he was pretty
torn up when he found out what you and his wife were up to. But why
not ask him yourself? He’s right here in this camp.” At this, the
former Base Chief paused to measure Linder’s reaction and caught a
startled look that Linder could not conceal. “But don’t wait
long. I’m told Kendall is in rotten condition after his stay in the
disciplinary unit. The same one you’ll be going to if you don’t
change your tune pretty fast.”

Linder felt the heat of
anger rise within, giving him renewed strength.

“Why do you people go
on wasting your time with old rubbish?” he challenged Bednarski.
“Even if it weren’t a total fabrication, what would it matter?”

“What matters, my
friend, is that Philip Eaton held onto what he looted from those
Cleveland banks till the day he died. And we think Roger and Patricia
know where it is. Up to now, they’ve both claimed that no more loot
exists. But we think they’re lying, because our finance people have
calculated that Eaton couldn’t have spent more than a fraction of
what went missing that day in Cleveland. The rest of it must still be
cached away somewhere, and we think Patricia or Roger or one of
Eaton’s old militia contacts can lead us to it. Which is where you
come in.”

Linder crossed his
arms, sat back in the chair, and gazed at Bednarski as if he had
landed from Mars. But the ex-chief went on, unfazed.

“Headquarters thinks
we have one more shot at getting to the bottom of this. And you’re
going to help us do it.”

Bednarski watched
Linder for a reaction but found none.

“You see,” he
continued, “the Department has assembled here in this camp all the
captured members of the Cleveland militias having any connection at
all to the downtown bank job. The idea was to let them to talk freely
among themselves. Where knowledge may have been compartmented, our
aim was to bring the all the pieces together in one place.

“We also let the
prisoners know that, if any of them provides information that leads
us to the loot, his life will get a lot easier. Your assignment,
Linder, is to make friends among the Clevelanders and find out where
the money went. If you agree, Holzer and I will identify target
prisoners to you and help you to locate them inside the camp. If you
don’t, we’ll keep squeezing you until we get what we want or
there’s nothing left to squeeze.”

“And if I were to
succeed in finding what you want, what’s in it for me?” Linder
asked.

“We’ll have you
transferred to a light-duty camp in the Lower Forty-Eight, perhaps
somewhere warm like Utah or Arizona,” Bednarski offered. “But
don’t expect to be set free or get your old life back. You’re
still a traitor, Linder, and your life sentence stands.”

Linder looked away in
disgust, and in that moment, he noticed a sheepskin coat and hat
hanging from a hook on the wall behind Bracken’s desk. These were
of the grade issued to ranking camp officials like Bracken. By
contrast, the threadbare coveralls and jacket that Bednarski wore
were standard issue for guards and low-level support staff. All at
once it struck Linder how far Bednarski’s fortunes had fallen.
Despite the man’s show of bravado, his situation was nearly as
desperate as Linder’s.

“So what will it be?”
Bednarski demanded with beads of sweat forming on his forehead.

“Count me out,”
Linder answered.

“It’s a pity,”
Bednarski responded. “You might have saved yourself, Linder.
Instead, you’ll work until you keel over like one of your damned
old trees.”

Bednarski looked over
Linder’s shoulder and shot Bracken a concerned look. The Deputy
said nothing, merely pressing a buzzer for the guards to come and
take Linder away.

“And what does Neil
have to say about all this?” Linder ventured while waiting for the
guards to arrive. “Does he know we’re having this conversation?”

Bednarski’s cheeks
flushed and Linder knew he had struck a nerve.

“What kind of stupid
question is that?” Bednarski shot back. “All of this, every last
twist and turn, has been Denniston’s brainchild. He’s been
tracking the Eatons ever since the three of us stood outside the
Cleveland Federal Reserve with our thumbs up our asses while the old
man and his crew got away with the money. Denniston is the one who
put us both here, for God’s sake! He couldn’t care less about you
or me. All he cares about is getting his hands on Eaton’s cash.”

“I don’t know what
you’re talking about,” Linder retorted. “The Neil I know would
never do that.” Though he felt in his heart that Bednarski was
right about Denniston, it was now his turn to bluff.

Bednarski gaped at
Linder in apparent disbelief before uttering a hoarse belly laugh.

“So you think that
Neil-Boy is your friend and gives a bloody rat’s ass about what
happens to you? Well, I hate to be the one who ruins your day, pal,
but I can assure you that Neil Denniston is not your friend and
probably never was. He has hated your guts for as long as I have
known him. When the three of us were together in Beirut, I was amazed
that you still trusted that weasel. He brought you to Beirut to
destroy you and I was stupid enough to believe that I would come out
of it with a pile of dough.”

“Neil? Hate me?”
Linder scoffed to draw Bednarski out further. “For what reason?
We’ve been friends since college. He’s the one who brought me
into the Department. I did him a big favor by coming out to Beirut to
meet with Eaton. I’ve always been there for him.”

“And he’s never
forgiven you for it,” Bednarski snapped. “That’s the way he is,
don’t you get it? Neil envies and fears you. No matter how high he
may rise in the Department, he lives in fear that someday you, or
someone like you, will reveal to the world what an incompetent
bungler he is and how he bluffs and cheats to cover up his mistakes.
So there you have it. You can believe me or not.”

“I don’t,” Linder
lied. “And I don’t blame Neil for what’s happened to me,
either. It’s all my own damned fault…”

Though the statement
was only half true, Linder had an intuition that, if he were ever to
come up against Denniston again, his best shot would be to lull his
old college mate into believing that, despite everything, he still
considered Denniston a friend.

“Suit yourself,”
Bednarski concluded with a shrug. “If you change your mind, talk to
Bracken or Holzer. But don’t wait long. Where you’re going, time
has a way of getting away from people.”

Linder stood in silence
until the guards took him to the door, where he addressed Bednarski
for the last time.

“You die first. I’ll
die later,” Linder said in a quiet voice before leaving.
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A good man must not obey laws too well. Ralph Waldo Emerson


SEPTEMBER, FIVE YEARS EARLIER DURING CIVIL WAR II, CLEVELAND, OHIO

Warren Linder opened
his eyes and gazed up at the water-stained ceiling of the vacant
office where he had spent the night on a canvas army cot. The last
time he had visited the DSS Base in Cleveland, the entire floor had
been bustling with DSS operations staff. Today the empty desks were
not a good sign, he thought. A lot had happened since he had been
sent to Cleveland to infiltrate the West Side militias, but lately
little of it had been good. Through a half-open window, Linder heard
the thumps of light mortar rounds exploding in the distance and
government troops returning fire from fifty-caliber machine guns
guarding the airport perimeter.

With limbs stiffened
from having slept in an unheated office without a blanket, Linder
rose and approached the window. The late September morning was crisp
and dry, and the skies over Cleveland Hopkins International Airport
were free of clouds as well as aircraft. Tall weeds grew from cracks
in the runways and dead grass covered the median strips along the
main access roads to the airport. At each entrance stood a security
checkpoint manned by National Guard troops and an anti-truck-bomb
barrier constructed from sandbags, precast concrete, and
gravel-filled Hesco barriers.

In the distance, Linder
spotted a wide-bodied civilian cargo aircraft taxiing onto a runway
for takeoff. Though the airport remained nominally open to both
passenger and cargo traffic, few civilian passenger flights operated
now, in part because of Cleveland’s failure to rebound from the
nation’s economic collapse and in part because of the sporadic
mortar and rocket attacks on runways and towers aimed at disrupting
military aviation.

Cleveland Hopkins
Airport was now the Unionist government’s primary military
stronghold in Cleveland, a self-contained air base and security
compound from which the President-for-Life’s military, security,
and law enforcement organs ruled northern Ohio. In this context, the
remaining commercial passenger flights at Hopkins held a special
importance to the Department of State Security, because they offered
a plausible cover for undercover officers like Warren Linder and his
agents to pass through the gantlet of checkpoints surrounding the
airport to reach the DSS’s Cleveland Base, a few buildings away
from the passenger terminal.

Linder turned away from
the window and directed his attention to a coffee maker on a nearby
table, pouring the carafe’s stale dregs into a wastebasket and
searching for supplies to brew a fresh pot. In a file drawer, he
found a can of generic supermarket coffee and a box of filters, but
no sugar. He sniffed the powdered non-dairy creamer; it was rancid.
But when he pressed the power button on the appliance, the red light
blinked on. Now, if he could only find a sink with running water, he
could brew coffee.

As Linder opened the
door to the corridor, he found himself face to face with a
fresh-looking Neil Denniston carrying a tall lidded cup in each hand.

“Did you sleep well?”
Denniston asked offhandedly as he offered Linder one of the cups.

“What the hell are
you doing here?” Linder asked with an amused smile.

“I’m from the
government and I’m here to help you,” Denniston quipped. “Are
you here to see Bednarski, too?”

Linder nodded.

“Well, then, we might
as well combine forces.”

“Where are you posted
now? Headquarters?” Linder inquired. “Have you read any of my
reports lately?”

“All of them,”
Denniston acknowledged. “That’s why I flew out here. The Chief
thinks your assessment of rebel plans on the West Side is right on
the money and he wants to make sure that Bednarski is giving enough
weight to it.”

“Nice of you folks to
notice,” Linder answered. “But, at this point, my work here is
just about finished. If I’m right and we block the rebel offensive
I’m expecting, the militias will figure out sooner or later who
spilled the beans and come gunning for me. If I’m wrong, and they
fail to mount a campaign, it’ll prove the Cleveland militias are
the spent force that most people think they are. So, either way,
there’s not much point in my sticking around after I see Bednarski
one last time.”

Denniston pried the
plastic lid off his cup and tossed it aside. He drank deeply of the
steaming coffee, then approached the window to scan the horizon. To
the southwest was a clear view of the airport’s primary military
facility at the I-X Center. The center was built as a bomber aircraft
factory during World War II, operated as a tank factory until the
1960s and, after lying vacant for most of the 1970s, saw intermittent
use from the 1980s until Civil War II as an exposition hall and
indoor amusement park. Rumored to have several levels of
nuclear-hardened facilities underground, the two million square foot
behemoth was the perfect place from which to rule a city operating
under martial law. As Linder and Denniston surveyed the complex, a
steady stream of traffic flowed in and out.

“Is this the part of
Cleveland where you grew up?” Denniston asked Linder after a long
silence.

“No, we lived across
town, on the East Side. But I had an aunt and uncle who lived in
Parma, not far from here.”

Linder pointed out the
window to the southeast.

“The area surrounding
the airport is a patchwork quilt of neutral and pro-government
neighborhoods,” he explained. “The ones closest to us, and all
those to the northeast of here are solidly Unionist. They’ve been
home to unionized blue-collar workers since the early 1900s. Now you
find government employees, teachers, and technical people there, most
of them left-leaning. But drive just a few miles to the northwest or
the south, and the majority of locals side with the insurgents. Where
I operate, out west in Rocky River, Bay Village, and Westlake, it’s
mostly white-collar, with high concentrations of professionals and
business owners. Both the western lakefront and the wealthy East Side
suburbs, a few miles beyond where I grew up, are where the militias
have taken strongest root.”

Linder stopped to drink
from the coffee Denniston had given him.

“Wow, this stuff is
good! Is that real cream? Where on earth did you find it?”

“The Air Force PX,”
Denniston replied with a sly smile. “Rank has its privileges.”

Linder drank deeply and
felt the warmth of the invigorating brew.

“So when are we going
to see Bednarski?” he asked. “Do we call him or will he call us?”

“I already called
upstairs,” Denniston replied. “His aide will ring us back when
he’s ready to see us. Meanwhile, why don’t you freshen up? You
look like hell.”

“How kind of you to
notice,” Linder answered in a weary tone, suddenly annoyed at
Denniston’s compulsive one-upmanship. “Stay right there. I’ll
find a bathroom and be back in a flash.”

A few minutes after
Linder returned, a phone rang across the office and Linder ran to
pick up the receiver.

“You have ten
minutes,” the voice said.

The DSS Base Chief’s
office was located several floors above where Linder and Denniston
had been waiting, in a nondescript glass-and-brick administration
building overlooking the Berea Freeway. The Chief of Base, Bob
Bednarski, had been an intelligence officer in the U.S. Army in Iraq
and Afghanistan, and had been seconded to the Ohio National Guard
shortly after Civil War II broke out. That war had largely bypassed
Cleveland and other major cities on the Great Lakes States, but even
while the flames of the secession movement died out, a few pro-rebel
pockets and militia strongholds remained. Now Bednarski, as DSS Base
Chief, provided intelligence support to the Ohio National Guard and
local law enforcement agencies operating against domestic insurgents.

Cleveland, one of the
five poorest cities in America, had been in steady decline since the
1940s, with a post-Events population down to less than 300,000 from a
peak of nearly a million in the early 1950s, and half a million as
recently as 1990. Once the fifth largest American city, it had
dropped out of the top fifty by 2020. Entire neighborhoods had been
razed when neglect, arson, and abandonment had rendered them
uninhabitable. In the remaining slums, only the indigent, the
criminal and the insane stayed behind.

A chasm now separated
the impoverished inner city from the scattered islands of affluence
in the outlying suburbs. In those relatively comfortable enclaves,
resistance to the Unionist regime was mounting.

Linder, having been
born and raised in Cleveland, was a perfect DSS candidate to
infiltrate the Rocky River Militia. Now on his third domestic
assignment since joining the DSS the year before, he had been
unexpectedly thrown into undercover work against the rebels following
the Unionist coup and the outbreak of civil war soon after. Posing as
a refugee from a neighborhood along the burnt-out confrontation line
separating the city’s blighted urban ghetto from affluent eastern
suburbs like Cleveland Heights and Shaker Heights, Linder had joined
the anti-Unionist militia in the closing months of the civil
conflict. At that time, government forces across the Midwest were
stretched thin from having launched incursions into Canada to capture
fleeing rebels, and few troops were left to root out insurgent
pockets along Lake Erie’s western shore.

With interstate
vehicular traffic rerouted around the city along a ninety-mine
stretch between Elyria to the west and Ashtabula to the east,
bypassing entirely the I-90 route through downtown Cleveland,
Unionist forces saw no compelling reason to patrol the suburban wedge
north of I-480 and west of the airport. Sensing government weakness,
the militias recruited heavily among local youth and focused on
boundary-drawing between pro- and anti-government neighborhoods,
expelling loyal Unionists from their midst in a manner akin to the
ethnic cleansing practiced in Bosnia, Serbia, and Lebanon decades
earlier.

Within the affected
areas, the entire civilian population lived in fear of flying
checkpoints, nighttime raids, and random massacres. Mutilated corpses
of registered Unionist voters and federal employees were found daily
along roadsides, in burnt-out buildings and dumped in ravines.
Pro-government forces retaliated with death squads of their own and
razed entire residential blocks along the confrontation lines. Over
time, it became impossible to distinguish the excesses of one side
from the other. But the militias thirsted for vengeance, and before
long, Linder learned of secret plans for an attack that promised to
humiliate Unionist forces and reinvigorate the rebel cause.

Base Chief Bob
Bednarski met Linder and Denniston at the elevator and led them past
the pair of contract guards and the receptionist into his office, a
corner suite with a view to the north and east along the Berea
Freeway. In the distance, Linder could see the Terminal Tower rising
above the downtown skyline. Unlike the Spartan offices on the floors
below, Bednarski’s office was paneled in dark wood and the
furniture was several grades above standard government issue.

“Okay, tell me
something I don’t already know,” Bednarski began after retreating
behind his mammoth desk.

Denniston exchanged a
knowing look with Linder and spoke first, being the senior of the two
and having flown in directly from Headquarters.

“Over the past few
days we’ve been seeing signs that the Cleveland militias intend to
mount a coordinated attack somewhere in the downtown area. This is
based not only on signals intelligence and overhead photography, but
also on agent reports, including those from undercover operators like
Officer Linder. What’s unique is that, for the first time, we’re
seeing militias on the West Side cooperate on a large scale with
their counterparts east of the city. This is significant because,
while the West Siders have far more men under arms, the East Siders
are better funded, better equipped, and better led.”

Linder suppressed a
smile. Denniston’s line of reasoning dovetailed closely with what
he had been reporting from Rocky River, but until now Bednarski was
having none of it.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,”
Bednarski scoffed. “Analysts have been predicting that sort of
thing all year. What they’re missing is that, apart from detesting
the President, these people have absolutely nothing in common and
hate each other’s guts. What kind of sophisticated joint operation
do you expect from people who can’t agree on the time of day?”

“What we’re seeing
is a radical change in rebel strategy that runs completely counter to
conventional wisdom,” Denniston persisted. “What most observers
have anticipated from the West Siders are attacks on weapons storage
facilities aimed at capturing the heavy weaponry they lack. And from
the East Siders, analysts have expected attacks on political targets
to show that the insurgency can still challenge government power in a
way that matters to ordinary citizens.”

“This is still
nothing new,” Bednarski claimed, folding his arms and tilting back
in his swivel chair.

“What is new,”
Denniston replied, “is that the rebels seem to have recognized the
complementarity of their capabilities and goals. The West Siders
control their own turf but lack the ability to project power outside
their enclave. The East Siders have the capability to mount a
large-scale operation that could breathe new life into the
insurgency, but the scope of their ambition requires them to enlist
additional troops from the West.”

Now Denniston was
drawing even more directly from Linder’s field reports. Bednarski
cast a skeptical glance toward Linder.

“Okay, then, so
what’s the target?” Bednarski demanded. “Obviously, it’s got
to be downtown.”

“That much seems
clear,” Denniston went on. “We’ve had fragmentary reports
pointing to the Federal Building, the new Coast Guard Station, the
Federal Reserve Bank, City Hall, the Terminal Tower, the KeyBank
Tower, and several other targets. One possible scenario is a
multi-pronged attack aimed at occupying four or five major downtown
sites to make it appear that the entire city center is in rebel
hands.”

This was the thesis of
Linder’s very latest report, dispatched only two days before. And
now, it seemed, Denniston had come to Cleveland to get Bednarski to
take the reporting seriously. Linder felt a warm glow inside and
wondered if it showed.

“If they had the
troops and the weaponry, that sort of operation might give us a black
eye, I suppose,” Bednarski conceded. “But the National Guard
doesn’t have nearly enough manpower to defend every high-value
target in the city. Even if we enlarged our downtown footprint, the
insurgents could still seize the undefended sites and put us all in a
pickle. What you’ve given me isn’t nearly enough to go to the
Guard Commander and suggest a redeployment. I’d be putting the
Department’s credibility at risk.”

“Maybe you’re both
right,” Linder broke in, spotting an opening now that Denniston and
Bednarski had reached momentary stalemate. “Maybe what we need at
this point is a better sense of the enemy’s priorities. To me, the
key is that every insurgency runs on money. And downtown is where the
money is.”

Bednarski gave a
tentative nod in Linder’s direction.

“Fair point.
Insurgents are always low on cash,” he allowed. “One expects a
certain number of bank and payroll robberies from them, especially
from those on the left. But the militia guys around here are
right-wingers. They claim to defend private property and get their
funding from the rich. To my knowledge, none of them has even laid a
hand on a bank or an armored car.”

Denniston scowled and
seemed ready to speak, but Bednarski kept going.

“The Federal Reserve
is a whole other kettle of fish, of course,” the chief observed.
“Everybody hates ‘em. And with the electrical grid down in so
many places and electronic payments disrupted, the Cleveland Fed has
been holding unusually large amounts of paper money. But the place is
a goddamned fortress.”

“Fortress or not,”
Denniston argued, “I think we should put it at the top of the
enemy’s likely targets list. The militia leaders must know that our
forces would crush them if they attacked the Fed, but let’s not
forget that they’re fanatics. Over the past forty years, every
insurgency worthy of the name has eventually resorted to suicide
attacks. If these local boys have the stomach for it, downtown could
get ugly real fast.”

“After living among
them, I believe they do have the stomach to take on something big,”
Linder noted. “And in the past few weeks, we’ve seen an unusual
influx of battle-hardened rebel fighters from the western states and
Appalachia, where government forces are mopping up the last pockets
of resistance. I’ve met a few of those guys and they’re total
dead-enders; when they fight, they get jacked up on a half-dozen
drugs and become well nigh indestructible. If you ask me, I think
they’d love nothing more than to go down fighting in a modern-day
Alamo. And whether or not the rebels make off with the Fed’s money,
the publicity would draw millions in donations from wealthy exiles
and bring in thousands of new fighters. Given their current weakness,
some of them have to believe that a sacrifice play is worth a try.”

Bednarski shook his
head.

“I don’t buy it.
They may be thinking about it, for all the reasons you mentioned, but
I just don’t see them putting it all together. Even with ringers
from out-of-state, these local Catholic boys just aren’t the
suicide type. Hit-and-run is their game. They go for soft targets and
quick getaways, with IEDs, mortar attacks and sniping.”

“I wouldn’t
underestimate these people, Chief,” Linder warned. “They believe
the President is out to destroy their church; to them, he’s the
Antichrist. Don’t forget that, when street fighting first broke out
here, Catholic churches in the inner city were torched and white kids
caught with crucifixes or St. Christopher medals around their necks
were pulled out of their cars and clubbed to death. Many of the
militia’s most loyal recruits are first- and second-generation
immigrants. America is their last stand.”

“Warren is right,”
Denniston agreed. “I think it would be a mistake to sell the
militias short. A major flare-up in Cleveland, which everyone assumes
to have been pacified over a year ago, could have national
consequences. If there’s another Mistake-on-the-Lake, you don’t
want the press to blame it on an intelligence failure,” he said,
looking at Bednarski.

The chief shrugged, but
then unfolded his arms and tilted forward in his chair.

“Okay, so what do you
want from me? I’ve already got the entire downtown perimeter wired
and the Guard and the Cleveland police have deployed as many men as
they can spare around the business district.”

“We need more
overhead imagery and signals intelligence to help us determine when
and where the militias will strike. Can’t you order up some drones
to cover the Flats and the western bridges?” Linder proposed.

Bednarski shook his
head.

“Every serviceable
drone in the inventory has been shipped to the Pacific Command to
keep tabs on the Chinese. But since the two of you feel so strongly
that the rebels are planning a move downtown,” Bednarski continued,
“I’m going to send you on a recon assignment while I see what
else can be done. This morning I received a report of militiamen
attempting to infiltrate downtown through the Flats from Ohio City. I
want you to go down there and tell me if this could be the leading
edge of that large-scale assault you’re predicting.”

As if to confirm the
order, a pair of mortar shells exploded between the DSS office and
the tarmac like a loud “Amen.”


* * *

Within the hour,
Linder and Denniston had requisitioned an armored SUV from the DSS
motor pool and were driving northeast on I-71 into the city. Traffic
was sparse and they made good time until they reached the last exit
before downtown, where police cars with flashing blue lights diverted
traffic off the freeway and a mobile electronic detour sign directed
drivers to follow West Fifth Street back to I-490 East.

Denniston rolled down
the passenger window and called out to the nearest policeman.

“How do we get
downtown from here?”

“You don’t,” the
officer replied. “Follow the signs to I-490 and proceed east.” He
turned to leave.

“We’re law
enforcement,” Denniston pressed, flashing his DSS badge. “Now,
what’s the best way in?”

“There isn’t one,”
the patrolman persisted. “We’ve got fighting at the Superior
Avenue Bridge. Mobile units have been dispatched to block all major
roads and bridges. No exceptions without orders from the
Commissioner.”

“Okay, then. How
about the Flats?” Linder asked.

“That might be a
possibility,” the officer conceded.

“I’m all ears,”
said Denniston.

“All right, then,
don’t tell anyone I said this, but if you want to try it, go back
one exit, take Willey Avenue to West Two-Bits and take Two-Bits all
the way north to Superior Avenue. The Superior Bridge is blocked,
like I said, but one of the smaller bridges in the Flats might still
be clear.”

With a screech of
skidding tires, Linder steered the SUV onto to the southbound onramp
and followed the officer’s directions. Just short of reaching
Superior Avenue, Linder made a sharp turn onto a side road leading
down a steep hill onto the low-lying mud flats along the winding
Cuyahoga River where the city’s original settlers had first landed
in the early 1800s.

For much of the
twentieth century, the Flats were Cleveland’s industrial
powerhouse, famous throughout the nation for John D. Rockefeller’s
Standard Oil refineries and the steel mills of U.S. Steel, Republic
Steel, and Jones & Laughlin; and then became notorious for the
pollution that culminated in the Cuyahoga River catching fire in
1969.

Despite a short-lived
revival as an entertainment district in the 1980s and again the early
twenty-first century, the city’s declining economy, shrinking
population, aging demographics, and rising crime rate brought the
Flats back gradually toward a state of nature. As Linder and
Denniston drove past the crumbling hulks of deserted warehouses,
factories, and saloons, the only signs of human habitation were an
occasional squatter’s hut or an old cabin cruiser tied up along the
Cuyahoga for use as a houseboat.

Navigating largely from
memory and intuition, Linder followed Riverbed Street north along the
winding waterway, passing under the majestic concrete arches of the
century-old Superior Avenue Bridge, while both men scanned the river
for a way across. At last, Linder spotted a low-level bridge and
turned toward it.

But no sooner had the
SUV reached the bridgehead than a delivery truck pulled out to block
its path, and four men wearing ski masks emerged from cover, their
assault rifles aimed at Linder and Denniston.

“Ditch your DSS badge
fast and don’t open your mouth,” Linder directed. “I’ll
handle this.”

Linder took his right
hand off the steering wheel and unbuttoned the top two buttons of his
shirt to expose a thin gold chain and pendant before bringing the
sedan slowly to a halt.

One of the four gunmen
slung his rifle across his waist and approached the driver’s
window, covered by another gunman standing a few steps behind him.
The second two gunmen did likewise on the passenger’s side.

Linder lowered his
window and held his driver’s license out for inspection. Apart from
his ski mask, the gunman was dressed in jeans, a hooded sweatshirt, a
green camouflage field jacket, and battered work boots.

“Where are you fellas
going?” the gunman asked casually. He held a hand out for Linder’s
driver’s license and gave it a close look.

“I heard they posted
some new job openings down at City Hall,” Linder offered
innocently. “Me and my buddy were looking to get in there quick and
put in our applications. Any problem with that?” Linder replied in
a strong Cleveland accent.

“Not a good day for
it,” the militiaman replied before noticing Linder fingering the
gold pendant at his neck.

“Nice piece you got
there. Mind if I see it?” he asked.

“No prob,” Linder
replied, confident that the gunman would identify the informal
militia emblem. The medal was about the size and weight of a dime,
oval in shape, and bore the image of St. Christopher carrying baby
Jesus across the water. Embossed around the rim was the phrase,
“Behold St. Christopher and go thy way in safety.” Linder held it
in the palm of his hand for the gunman to inspect.

“Very nice work,”
the militiaman repeated as he fingered the pendant. “So what’s
your outfit?” he asked, looking Linder in the eye.

“The Rocky River.
Under Major Matt Donohue,” Linder replied evenly. “I’ve got
orders to make a pickup from downtown and take it back out to the
Major.”

“All right,” the
gunman replied, taking a step back from the SUV and putting a hand on
his holstered pistol. “Tell me the password.”

“They sent me out
without it,” Linder replied with upturned palms. “But yesterday
the challenge was Preakness and the parole was Big Brown, if that
helps,” he added with an obliging smile.

“It’s okay, he’s
one of us,” the militiaman called out in a loud voice to his
partners. “Good to see you, dude,” he addressed Linder with a
palpable sense of relief. “How can I help you?”

“Tell me: is it safe
to go downtown this way?”

“Probably, but you’d
better hurry. Things are heating up around here faster than anyone
expected. Our scanner shows that the feds have gone on alert.”

“Any suggestions of
how to get from here to City Hall?” Linder inquired.

“Sure thing,” the
militiaman offered, “If I were you, I’d follow this here road
till the signs say you’re on Canal Street, then hang a louie onto
Old River Road and keep moving north till you hit the warehouse
district. At Lakeside, turn right and you’re there.”

“Thanks, buddy,”
Linder answered as the gunman handed back his pendant. “One more
favor: do you mind giving me today’s challenge and parole? Like I
said, they sent me out without it.”

“You got it: today’s
challenge is England and the parole is Stonehenge. You shouldn’t
run into any of our boys from here on in, but you’ll likely need
the parole on the way back, especially if things keep heating up.
Good luck, fellas.”

Linder waited for the
truck to withdraw from the road before he drove across the bridge and
followed directions into the warehouse district.

“Okay, Neil, now it’s
your turn,” Linder informed his companion as they wove their way
through block after block of gutted storefronts over a shimmering sea
of broken glass before turning east at Lakeside Avenue toward the
city center. “This is government territory. I didn’t bring my DSS
badge, so if we get stopped, you’ll have to speak for both of us,
okay?”

Out of the corner of
his eye, Linder could see that Denniston had gone pale and droplets
of sweat covered his forehead despite the cool air.

“Is that okay?”
Linder repeated.

“Yeah, right,”
Denniston replied uneasily. “But are you sure you know where you’re
going? It seems awfully quiet around here for a weekday morning.
Where the hell are all the people?”

Without speaking,
Linder lowered all four car windows at once. The pops of distant
gunfire could be heard above the sounds of the moving vehicle.

“I think we’re in
the right place,” Linder observed. “Let’s get closer in.”

And without waiting for
a response, he turned the car toward the source of the gunfire,
letting his training and experience override his fears. As the
crackle grew louder and more distinct, a smile spread across Linder’s
lips. At that moment, he felt a heightened sense of focus and
awareness, a satisfying sense of living directly in the now, while
Denniston appeared to regard him with an irritation bordering on
resentment.

Linder turned the car
radio to a news station and within moments heard an emergency
bulletin reporting heavy exchanges of automatic weapons fire near
East Ninth Street and Euclid Avenue, in the heart of Cleveland’s
commercial district. They were closing in on that intersection now.
Linder turned onto East Sixth and parked just south of the vacant
Civic Center.

“This is where we
start earning our pay,” Linder noted wryly as he locked the car and
set off at a brisk pace in the direction of the gunfire without
waiting for Denniston to follow.

After traveling a
little more than a block, Linder spotted a pair of pickup trucks
ahead with armed men in civilian work clothes riding in back. Another
pair of trucks followed. All four discharged their passengers at the
corner of East Sixth and Rockwell, while several more trucks could be
seen crossing East Sixth, headed east on Superior.

“Where could they be
going?” Denniston asked breathlessly, flattening himself against
the wall just behind Linder. “Is there a target in that block?”

“Holy shit,” Linder
muttered when he thought of the answer. “We were right—they must
be going for the Federal Reserve.” He turned to Denniston with a
look of triumph. “It’s a wrap—I’d say we have what we came
for. Now let’s get out of here.”

“Roger that, dude,”
Denniston agreed, following Linder back toward the parked SUV.

But before they reached
it, Linder ducked inside a doorway of an office building and entered
the lobby. The reception desk was empty and the elevators were open
but unlit. Linder tested the door to the staircase and found it
unlocked.

“Come on, let’s try
something different,” he said, and climbed the stairs at a run, two
steps at a time. As they climbed, Linder could see that, if they
could reach the upper floors, the stairwell windows might provide a
view across Rockwell at just the right angle to gain a view of the
militiamen converging on the Fed. At the eighth floor, out of breath
and with legs aching from the climb, they gained the view Linder had
hoped for.

By now, black smoke
billowed from the ground floor of the Federal Reserve and a pitched
gun battle ranged along Rockwell Avenue as the militiamen stormed the
building. The booming of explosions and the staccato fire of
automatic rifles poured into the stairwell the moment Linder popped
open a window.

“Ah, vindication is
sweet,” Denniston remarked with a triumphant smile when he gazed on
the scene below. “Bednarski is going to have a cow when he hears
about this.”

“More like an
elephant,” Linder added. “I hope we live long enough to see the
look on his face.”

The two men wasted no
time in descending the stairs and retreating to their parked SUV,
which had already taken hits from several stray bullets, one
shattering a headlight and another ripping a gash in a front fender.

From the SUV, Denniston
radioed back their report over an encrypted voice channel. To their
disappointment, however, Bednarski had already learned of the attack
from the National Guard.

“It’s all taken
care of,” the chief told them. “The Guard has sent in
reinforcements from their base at Burke Lakefront Airport.”

Linder felt momentarily
deflated at not receiving credit for his intelligence scoop. Here he
was, sitting right on top of a rebel attack on the goddamned Federal
Reserve Bank of Cleveland, just as he and Denniston had predicted,
and Bednarski was acting as if he and the Guard were taking it all in
stride.

As if sensing this, the
radio crackled back to life and Bednarski spoke again.

“Anyway, you boys
turned out to be right. So, get the hell out of there and come on
home. We’ve got a long day ahead of us.”


* * *

By afternoon, local
news broadcasts reported that insurgents had infiltrated the downtown
commercial area in vast numbers and laid siege to the Federal Reserve
Bank. While battles raged around the Fed, rebel forces captured both
the Terminal Tower and the Key Bank Tower, along with several nearby
office buildings. According to unconfirmed reports, the rebels had
moved heavy machine guns, mortars, rockets, and large quantities of
ordnance into those buildings before Ohio National Guard troops could
cordon off the area. Rather than risk heavy casualties by attempting
to retake the office towers by frontal assault, the Guard had brought
in armored vehicles and artillery and was shelling the floors from
which the rebels fired on them. This proved less than effective,
however, as the rebels moved the weapons frequently from one place to
another.

Fighter-bombers and
helicopter gunships roared overhead, but no airstrikes were ordered
until nightfall, by which time all noncombatants had been evacuated
from the downtown area. From a distance, television cameras showed
tracer shells and explosions shooting back and forth like lightning
bolts between the rebel-held towers and adjacent government-held
high-rises. Though the Ohio National Guard appeared to be gaining the
upper hand, the heart of Cleveland’s downtown commercial district
was being systematically gutted in the process.

All evening and
throughout the night, bullets and explosive shells pummeled the rebel
fighters until, by dawn, Unionist forces had retaken everything east
of East Ninth and south of Tower City, including the Flats, and were
closing in on Public Square from the north and west.

Shortly after first
light, Linder and Denniston reentered the city with Bob Bednarski as
part of a military convoy. Their first stop was the Federal Reserve
Bank, where the DSS team was relieved to learn from the commanding
Guard officer that the Fed’s defense force had repelled the
insurgents’ initial surprise assault and held out against repeated
attacks during the night from a determined and well-armed foe.

The cathedral-like
lobby of the historic bank, built in 1924, now looked like photos
Linder had seen of Berlin in 1945 or London during the Blitz. The
delicate wrought iron gates and partitions were twisted and torn
where rocket-propelled grenades had struck. The gold-veined Siena
marble walls and floors were coated with an oily residue of toxic
black smoke. The floor under the colossal central dome was littered
with chunks of stone and plaster as well as shards of glass from the
tall arched windows and weighty chandeliers.

“If you don’t mind
my asking, just how much gold and currency did you have in this place
last night?” Bednarski asked the Guard officer after hearing his
account of the nightlong battle.

“I’m sorry, but I
can’t answer that, Colonel,” the officer replied. “It’s
outside my need to know. But I can tell you this: the Fed holds a
great deal more currency and coin in the vault now than it did before
the Events. With so many ATMs down and the Internet all screwed up,
more transactions are conducted in cash now than at any time in the
past fifty years.”

“How about a rough
guess of what you’re sitting on in paper currency? Ten million? A
hundred million? A billion?”

“Oh, I suppose it
would be somewhere in the low hundreds of millions,” the Guard
officer ventured. “But, fortunately, we weren’t holding nearly as
much cash last night as we did earlier this week, because much of it
was delivered to the downtown commercial banks in preparation for
meeting payroll on Friday.”

“And which banks
would those be?” Bednarski asked with a note of alarm in his voice.
“Just the biggest ones—say, the top five?”

“Oh, off the top of
my head, I’d say Key Bank, of course; then Huntington Bank,
National City, U.S. Bancorp, First Merit, and perhaps the Fifth
Third. Why do you ask?”

Without responding to
the National Guard officer, Bednarski removed his mobile radio from a
holster on his belt and called the DSS duty officer back at the
Cleveland Base.

“What are we hearing
from the downtown banks, Wes?” Bednarski demanded. “Have they
checked in yet this morning? Yes, just give me Key Bank, Huntington,
National City—the big ones.”

“Please hold, sir.
I’ll check.”

A moment later, the
duty officer spoke up again.

“We have nothing from
them, sir,” the officer replied. “You may want to send messengers
over there. Each of the banks you named is within a few blocks of
your current location.”

“Which one is
closest?” Bednarski demanded.

“That would be Fifth
Third Bank. It’s right next door to you on Superior. National City
and Huntington are two blocks south, at East Ninth and Euclid.”

Bednarski thanked the
Guard officer for his briefing and led the DSS team outside. As they
made their exit, he ordered Linder to visit the National City Bank
and report right away by radio, while Denniston was to drop in on the
Huntington.

Linder set off at a
fast jog down East Ninth and had to take care to avoid slipping on
the treacherous layer of broken glass. When he reached the entrance,
he was surprised to find no troops or policemen outside. The lobby
was deserted, though it showed signs of fighting. By radio, he asked
Bednarski to find out from the Guard officer at the Fed where he
could locate the vault.

“Find the central
stairwell and go down two flights,” the officer told him. “It
should be somewhere under the lobby.”

Linder did as he was
told but, upon hearing an odd murmur from behind a closed door,
opened it to find a room full of bank employees lying bound and
gagged on the floor. He immediately set about cutting the plastic
loop restraints that bound the employees’ wrists and ankles, then
left his knife with one of the freed employees and followed another
to the main bank vault and the safe-deposit boxes.

Nothing could have
prepared Linder for the shock of what he saw when he entered the
anteroom to the main vault. He had expected to see the massive steel
door swinging open or perhaps even blown off its hinges, and the
cavernous vault picked clean. But the main vault door remained
securely closed. Instead, a gaping hole had been blasted in an
adjacent wall. Not only had the main vault been emptied, but the safe
deposit vault had been breached, as well, and every individual safe
deposit box drilled open and looted. The floor around the safe
deposit boxes was a complete mess, strewn ankle deep in
non-negotiable documents like property deeds, wills and trusts, birth
and marriage certificates, along with empty envelopes and containers
that had once held cash, gold, jewels and negotiable securities.

For several minutes,
Linder remained speechless as he waded through the debris. Then he
turned to his escort, a bank officer who appeared equally dazed, and
asked the question that bothered him most.

“How did they get
in?”

“Underground,” the
banker replied. “They left the same way, with everything they could
cart out.”

“When?”

“Two or three hours
ago.”

As Linder surveyed the
chaos, loud static burst forth from his two-way radio.

“Linder here,” he
answered.

“Are you inside?”
Bednarski asked.

“I’m in the
safe-deposit vault. We’re too late.”

“Why? What’s
there?”

“It’s what’s not
here,” Linder replied. “The rebels blasted their way into the
main vault and breached every last safe deposit box. They came and
went underground without anyone noticing. It’s a clean sweep.”

Bednarski kept the
transmit button on his radio depressed while he cursed aloud.

“What do you mean,
underground? Are you talking tunnels? Sewers? Subways? Nobody over
here told me anything about any goddamned tunnels. Fred!” the chief
bellowed, apparently addressing an aide within earshot, “get that
FEMA guy back in here! And send one of your people down to where
Linder is and find out how the bastards did it!”

Then he addressed
Linder.

“Does anyone know
where the tunnel leads to?” Bednarski demanded.

“Not yet,” Linder
said. “Until a few minutes ago, everyone here was all lying bound
and gagged on the floor.

“Well, find out,"
Bednarski ordered. “We need to intercept the sons of bitches. Fred,
get the Coast Guard back on the radio again and tell them to watch
for any suspicious vessels leaving the waterfront.”

“Chief, stand by,”
Linder interrupted. “I have a question for you. When you spoke to
the Coast Guard, did they say whether the rebels attacked the Guard
base and got away with any captured weapons?”

“That’s a
negative,” Bednarski replied. “The rebels never breached the
perimeter.”

“Did they attack the
Guard base in force or might it have been a feint?”

“I see what you’re
getting at, Linder. You don’t think the weapons were ever their
target, do you?”

Linder chose not to
reply. Instead, he asked, “Has Denniston checked in?”

“He’s been trying
to get through,” the Chief of Base answered. “Stand by and I’ll
ask him.”

While he waited for
Bednarski to get back to him, Linder combed through the litter on the
floor. Among the discarded papers were pieces of jewelry that Linder
thought exquisite but that apparently were fakes or otherwise failed
to meet the thieves’ standards.

A few moments later
Bednarski’s voice came back over the radio. His tone was somber.

“That was Denniston.
They hit his bank the same way. Safe deposit boxes and all. Clean as
a whistle.”

“And I’ll bet you
ten to one that these aren’t the only two banks they hit,” Linder
replied. “It looks like we’ve been duped. While our forces were
defending the Fed and battling a bunch of suicidal fanatics in the
Terminal Tower, the insurgents pulled off the greatest bank heist in
American history.”
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The pickup truck that
was to take Linder to the camp’s disciplinary unit was an hour in
coming. While Linder squatted in the snow outside Bracken’s office,
he tried to recall what a veteran prisoner had told him one night at
dinner about life in that dreaded troop. Lately, the veteran had
said, the disciplinary unit had been working to clear the Point, a
rocky outcrop that lay in the path of a proposed logging road leading
to a virgin spruce forest north of the camp. Owing to a shortage of
bulldozers, the unit’s task was to clear unwanted rock using
explosives, picks and shovels. The work was backbreaking and the pace
unremitting. The disciplinary unit was the only work team required to
work a twelve-hour day every day of the year, using headlamps or
floodlights during the long hours of winter darkness.

When the pickup
arrived, Linder’s two guards flipped a coin to determine who would
ride in the back with the prisoner and who would ride in the heated
cab with the guard dog and its handler. The loser muttered a curse
before climbing into the cargo bay, kicking Linder to move aside so
he could sit with his back against the cab to dodge the wind.

“Make a wrong move
and I’ll blast you,” the guard warned as he padlocked Linder’s
shackles to a steel rail that ran along the side of the pickup’s
cargo bed.

The pickup had
difficulty on the rutted logging road, fishtailing as the driver
gunned the engine to maintain forward momentum. When they reached the
edge of the spruce forest, the road leveled slightly as it emerged
onto a narrow shelf that hugged the side of a canyon wall. The pickup
was now a hundred feet above the canyon floor where a frozen creek
wound its way among jagged rocks.

The truck rounded a
bend and the icy road narrowed, becoming scarcely wide enough for a
big log hauler to get past. Linder, who had a pathological fear of
heights, prayed that the driver would slow down and that the truck’s
studded tires would hold through the curves.

A quarter mile further
on they came to a shelf wide enough for the pickup to turn around.
The truck stopped.

“This is it,” the
guard ordered as he dropped the tailgate and opened the padlock that
held Linder fast.

Linder followed the
guard off the truck and around the next bend in the logging road.
Some fifty meters ahead, he spotted a scattered herd of slow-moving
scarecrows in filthy orange coveralls. Some swung picks against the
jagged rock face, while others pried apart boulders with iron staves,
shoveled loose dirt and stone into rubberized canvas hods, or dragged
crude sledges laden with debris to the edge of the road before
dumping it into the ravine below. The only modern equipment in sight
was a diesel generator connected to a bank of floodlights.

At ten-yard intervals
along the road, wood fires blazed in perforated oil drums but not a
single prisoner warmed himself, as these were reserved for the
guards. A feeble-looking gray-bearded prisoner shuttled between the
fires and a disorderly woodpile to stoke the flames.

The guard led Linder
past the fires to the command hut and put his head inside the door.
Moments later a solidly built man of average height emerged wearing a
Russian-style fur hat and a government-issue parka with the insignia
of a captain in the Corrective Labor Administration. The man’s face
was hard and lean, with intelligent brown eyes and an inquiring
expression. Linder guessed his age to be in the mid-thirties and
guessed that this was Holzer, the Camp Security Officer, who presided
over the disciplinary unit.

“Captain Holzer,
Sir,” the guard announced. “The Deputy has another one for you.
Special orders.”

“Okay, you can go,
Sergeant. I’ll log him in.”

Holzer turned to
Linder.

“From the new
convoy?” he asked.

“Yes, Captain,”
Linder replied.

Holzer gave Linder a
quizzical look, as if annoyed by Linder’s response. At once Linder
realized that, though his response was formally correct, his tone had
been that of addressing a peer, not a superior.

“What’s your name
and sentence, prisoner?” the captain demanded.

“Linder, first name
Warren. Life at hard labor for seditious conspiracy, espionage and
sabotage.”

“Party member?”

“Expelled.”

“What the hell is a
ex-Party member doing in the disciplinary unit? Didn’t Bracken’s
people talk to you about work assignments?”

“I told Bracken he
could assign me wherever he liked.”

“Hold on a
second—you’re not the one from…”

“State Security,”
Linder answered. “But that’s history. I don’t want special
treatment.“

“I wouldn’t have it
any other way,” Holzer replied with a wolfish grin. “You can
start with those rocks over there. Otherwise, work begins when the
trucks drop you off in the morning and ends twelve hours later.
You’ll get bread and hot water at the worksite around midday. Leave
the perimeter for any reason and you’ll be shot without warning. Is
that clear?”

Linder nodded.

“Then get started.”

For the rest of the day
Linder joined a crew of six men assigned to fill sledges with loose
rocks and to pull the sledges up the road to a spot where they were
tipped into a ravine. By the end of the first hour, Linder’s
calloused hands were bleeding where jagged rocks had cut through his
threadbare gloves. By sunset, shortly before four, the muscles in his
shoulders and thighs ached miserably. By the end of the workday at
six, Linder could barely make it down the road to where the trucks
were waiting to take the men back to camp.

The next day Linder
joined the same rock-hauling team. By now, he was anything but
surprised at the lack of team spirit among the men. While each did
his share of the work, there was little talk and no effort to develop
rapport with one another. On the contrary, squabbles broke out over
the most trivial matters and several of these ended in fistfights.
But the combatants were so enfeebled by malnutrition and exhaustion
that the fights usually subsided quickly without posing a mortal
danger. Even so, it alarmed Linder that neither the guards nor other
prisoners ever separated the combatants.

From time to time,
Linder crossed paths with Rhee, who had been assigned to a
pick-and-shovel crew at the opposite end of the worksite. Rhee looked
no better than Linder felt, but seemed to pull himself together
whenever he noticed Linder watching him. By his third day with the
disciplinary unit, Linder noticed that Rhee seemed to quarrel with
someone every afternoon. The former soldier’s eyes grew darker and
more intense with each day, and he glowered at anyone who dared make
eye contact with him. Still, Linder did not give up the idea of
reconciling with Rhee and greeted him daily as if nothing had come
between them. Each time Rhee looked at Linder as if he, and not Rhee,
were the madman.

On his fifth day in the
unit, Linder passed by Rhee’s work crew while they were attempting
to free a half-exposed boulder from the wall of frozen earth
surrounding it. Upon noticing that Linder was watching, Rhee swung
his pick with fanatic determination. Though the tool was not light,
he took powerful swings and would not stop to rest. It was an
astonishing show of strength for someone in his weakened condition.
Then, without warning, the pick fell from his hands and hit the
ground with a dull thud. Rhee stood with legs splayed and swayed for
a moment before his knees collapsed and he dropped face first onto
the frozen earth.

Linder dropped his hod
and ran at once to Rhee’s side. While the prisoner’s teammates
stood by with vacant expressions in their eyes, Linder removed a
glove from the man’s cold hand and pushed up the sleeve to lay bare
the wrist, then held the wrist against his ear to listen for a pulse.
He listened hard but heard nothing but his own racing heartbeat. For
the next minute or two, he sat atop Rhee and compressed the center of
his chest with the heels of both hands at a vigorous rate in an
effort to revive him.

But it did not take
long for a pair of guards to come along and pull him away. At their
order, Linder stood aside while another prisoner lifted Rhee’s
inert body by the armpits and dragged it to the side of the road. A
supervisor would come by before long to check his pulse once more. If
Rhee revived, he would be sent back to work or taken to the
infirmary. If he died, his burial would consist of four prisoners
swinging his naked corpse by its arms and legs into a ravine.
Trembling and out of breath, Linder hoped for Rhee’s recovery, but
quickly picked up his hod and went back to work under the kicks and
curses of his captors.

Later that evening, it
dawned on Linder that he had been wrong to expect any sort of
camaraderie among the prisoners in the disciplinary unit and just as
wrong to have expected friendship from Rhee. Friendship, he realized,
could not thrive under such desperate conditions. Its foundations
must be laid in better times, before misery and hopelessness robbed
men of their last vestiges of emotion. Once firmly established,
friendship could survive extreme hardship. But any hardship that
allowed the bonds of friendship to take root and flourish, he
thought, was not truly profound. In the disciplinary unit, hunger,
exhaustion, extreme cold, and deliberate cruelty combined to create a
level of hardship guaranteed to extinguish even the most heroic
friendship.

On Linder’s seventh
night in the disciplinary unit, a storm blew through camp, leaving
behind two feet of new snow and a mass of frigid Arctic air. The next
morning, en route to the worksite, Linder looked out from the truck
upon hills that glistened in the moonlight like glowing sugarloaves.
Even though the truck’s arched tarpaulin sheltered him from the
wind, the cold squeezed his chest with a vise grip and made it
difficult for him to breathe. When he spit, the phlegm froze in
mid-air.

Upon arriving at the
Point once more in the pre-dawn darkness, Linder despaired of
surviving a twelve-hour workday in such cold. But no sooner did he
utter a dejected sigh than he heard a faint tinkling sound and looked
up to see a million tiny crystals sparkling in the moonlight. The
sound reminded him of the first time he experienced his frozen breath
falling to the ground and realized now that this magical whispering
of stars was the sound of frozen dew falling to earth.

A few moments later,
Holzer announced that, for today only, the prisoners would be
permitted to gather around the oil-drum fires for warmth during the
last five minutes of every hour. The guards grumbled at this,
complaining that the fires belonged to them and not the prisoners,
but they grudgingly moved aside each hour when the whistle blew. The
concession could not have come at a more critical time for Linder,
nor from a more unlikely source, and aroused in Linder a profound
sense of gratitude.

Yet this humane gesture
stood out in stark contrast to the unrelenting callousness of the
guards. These young men, representing every region of the country and
every ethnic group, though certainly not every socio-economic class
and worldview, seemed to have been so brainwashed as to perceive no
commonality at all between themselves and the prisoners. As if to
prove the point, not long after Holzer’s announcement, Linder
overheard fragments of a conversation between a senior guard named
Dorsey and a civilian contractor claiming that lax treatment of
prisoners was counterproductive because it lowered their output and
made them soft and lazy.

“You could give these
loafers steak dinners and a sauna every night and it wouldn’t
improve their work a damned bit,” Dorsey declared between sips of
coffee from his insulated mug. “I think there’s some sort of
chemical reaction that goes on in their brains once they’ve been
out here a few months. Once it happens, that’s it, they’re
worthless.”

“I’ve seen lots of
work gangs in my time, but I’ve never seen rejects like these,”
the contractor agreed. He was a stout fellow in a full-length
sheepskin coat whose porcine face bore the rosy traces of past
frostbite. “Judging by their output on a day like today, it’s a
total waste of government money to go on feeding them.”

The senior guard, also
of hefty build, nodded his assent and felt compelled to add an
insight of his own.

“Anybody who hasn’t
spent a winter up here just doesn’t get it. The thing is, once
prisoners reach this stage, the cold is the only thing capable of
squeezing work out of them.”

Dorsey pointed to the
prisoners huddled around the nearest fire.

“Just look at them.
The cold makes them wave their arms and stomp their feet, whether
they feel like working or not. On days like today, all we have to do
is put tools in their hands and we have a fair chance of getting some
work out of them. Without the cold, forget about it.”

Though the guard’s
conclusion was repugnant, Linder had to admit that his premise was
sound. The cold was clearly on the side of the camp administration.
As the prisoners weakened, they lost their fear of beatings, of
lengthened sentences, even of death itself. One by one, the nobler
emotions of love, friendship, compassion, and pity wasted away,
leaving only the baser ones. And then, even fear, mistrust,
resentment, and hatred withered and died. In their place remained
nothing but utter indifference. Only the quest for warmth and food
kept them going.

Linder held onto this
thought during the final quarter mile of the hike to the worksite
that morning. As his fellow prisoners prepared to take their places
on the icy rock shelf for another day of work, each man’s physical
and mental condition was plain to see. One man would wrap his scarf
more tightly against the cold and stamp his feet in nervous agitation
while another would bow his head calmly in prayer, and still another
would curse and elbow his way to his favored spot. When the hike
ended, the strongest needed no prompting to find their way forward,
while the others merely followed the herd.

Linder’s way of
evading the harsh attentions of the guards was to remain in the
middle of the pack and avoid standing out in any way. At the same
time, he derived some small satisfaction from not being the elbowing
type. At least for the moment, the individual exertion of free will
that separated man from the lower animals remained more powerful than
the baser instinct for survival.

At the back of his mind
lurked the idea that he could end his life at any time if he found
himself losing his humanity. Yet, despite his occasional wavering,
Linder did not feel ready to die. He would perish someday, of course,
but not here, not under the scornful gaze of the guards and in the
company of beaten men willing to trade their souls for an extra
ration of bread.

As he stood beside the
fire at midday for his five minutes of life-saving warmth, Linder
watched the cold red sun hanging low on the horizon, barely above the
jagged peaks of the mountains to the south. He felt a strong wind
rising at his back and noticed that the wispy clouds at sunrise had
thickened and would soon obscure the sun. The last time this had
happened a blizzard had followed within hours.

Ninety minutes later,
the thing he had so greatly feared came upon him, as a fleet of
leaden clouds sailed in from the northwest, sending stinging gusts of
wind ahead of them. Then the snow began to fall, slowly at first,
with a sparse scattering of oversized flakes, and increasing
steadily, until the rock pile where Linder loaded his hod became
hidden under a snowy blanket. Before long, he could barely see his
way between rock pile and dump.

Linder slowed his pace
to cast a sidelong glance at the nearest guard. With visibility so
poor, the guards would have difficulty spotting the slackers and
spurring them on. This meant that he could load his sledge with
smaller rocks and leave the larger ones behind. His primary worry now
was getting back to camp safely. What if the trucks failed to make it
through the snow?

Linder saw a bulky
figure in a dark fur hat and a sheepskin overcoat approach a nearby
guard who warmed his hands at a blazing oil-drum fire. They had a
brief exchange, too muffled for Linder to hear, and then the figure
moved on. A moment later, the guard blew his whistle, a rare event
that usually signaled an escape attempt or a fatality.

“Roll call! Stop what
you’re doing and bring your tools back to the depot! Double-time!”

Linder emptied his hod
onto the ground and headed back down the hill, joining others until
they formed a slow-moving column following each other’s tracks
through the snow. It seemed inconceivable to him that one of these
zombies could have dared to escape. A death, he thought, or perhaps
several of them, was more likely.

When the men had
checked in their tools at the supply depot and formed ranks, the roll
call began. The guards seemed agitated and were quick to lash out at
anyone who stepped out of line. Linder held his breath, fearing the
brutal crackdown they would inflict on the unit if anyone had
actually escaped. At last, the orderly with the clipboard completed
his tally.

“All accounted for,
Captain Holzer.”

Linder took a deep
breath, then stomped his feet and rubbed his hands to stay warm while
he waited in the queue. By now, his fingers and toes were beyond
aching and nearly vibrated with pain. Barely ten meters away, Holzer
emerged from the command hut. He held a steaming mug in one hand and
a portable bullhorn in the other while talking to Sergeant Rivera, a
guard whom Linder recognized from the logging site. Terminating the
conversation with an abrupt nod to Rivera, Holzer emptied his mug
absently into the snow. Then the Captain advanced toward the gathered
prisoners to address them through his bullhorn.

“Prisoners! Listen
up! I have a proposition for any of you who want to earn some extra
rations. A survey team has failed to return to Logging Site D from
their remote site. Sergeant Rivera here needs some volunteers to go
out and retrieve them. We need men who’ve worked the logging sites
before and know their way around. Who’s interested in two days’
extra rations?”

Though two day’s
rations represented a fortune to men at the edge of starvation, no
one spoke or raised a hand. Snow was falling so hard now that Linder
had difficulty discerning the outline of Holzer’s body only a few
steps away. Nearly a foot of snow had fallen since the blizzard
started. To go out in search of the missing survey team would be
onerous work, even for a trained search-and-rescue team. For someone
beyond the point of exhaustion, it was next to suicidal.

“Really?” Holzer
taunted. “I’m surprised at you. Don’t you men have any
compassion at all for fellow human beings in distress?”

No answer.

“Not even for your
fellow prisoners? I’m told that one of your team leaders, Charlie
Yost, is among the missing. Any friends of Yost among you?”

Still no response.
Holzer and Rivera put their heads together to confer. Holzer tried
again.

“Okay, I’ll raise
the stakes. Two days’ rations and two days off your time at the
Point. Who’s in?”

“Why us?” a voice
shot out from the back. It was the Giant, a towering former Special
Forces sergeant, reputed to be indestructible, and known to be a
thorn in the camp administration’s side. “Why not send the
loggers?”

“Because we’re
closer to the survey site,” Holzer responded. “And because,
unlike you, the loggers produce something of value and might be
missed. So I ask again, who wants to earn two days’ extra rations
and a reduction in sentence?”

“We’d need a
guarantee on the extra rations; we should get them whether we find
the surveyors or not,” the Giant countered. “And if we bring any
of them back alive, we want a week of double rations and two days in
sick bay to recover. If that’s the deal, I’m in,” the Giant
declared.

Rhee’s voice chimed
in next. “Count me in, too.”

Linder was amazed to
see Rhee raise his hand, having presumed him dead earlier in the
week. But it was just like Rhee to do something as crazy as this. It
brought joy to Linder’s heart to see the young Korean miraculously
brought back to life, even though Rhee probably still hated him. He
wondered if Rhee knew that Linder had tried to revive him. And had
the chest compressions truly restarted his heart, or had he simply
failed to detect Rhee’s faint pulse? Linder longed to ask Rhee in
person if the latter would be willing to speak to him.

“Okay, I’ll meet
those terms,” Holzer answered the Giant. “But not for you and
Rhee. You’re disqualified because you’ve both attempted escape
before. Now, who else wants to accept the new offer?”

Rhee and the Giant
looked back at Holzer in mute fury.

“I’ll go,” Linder
said, raising his hand and stepping forward. Though he acted on
impulse, a similar decision had been taking shape in his mind for
days as a kind of compromise between the fear of losing his humanity
and his scruples against suicide. The choice seemed acceptable
because, while his chances of surviving the rescue were slim, they
were not so small that the mission represented wanton
self-destruction. Thus, to risk his life to save another would not be
an affront to life but an affirmation of it, a sort of grand gamble.

While Holzer recorded
Linder’s name, another volunteer’s hand shot up, then two more
from a pair of young ex-soldiers, and another two from middle-aged
men whom Linder had noticed praying together over their food at
lunch.

In less than a minute,
Holzer had recruited six men to accompany Rivera, a second dog
handler and two riflemen on the mission. When the volunteers’ names
were recorded, Holzer briefed the men about the missing survey team,
their last known location, and their expected route back to the
logging site.

Sergeant Rivera then
distributed a fresh battery-powered headlamp to each man, handed each
a half dozen meal bars, and poured each a fresh mug of coffee before
leading them along a forest path with his mixed-breed husky blazing
the trail. Linder went next, followed by the other prisoners and the
riflemen, while the second dog handler, Corporal Gallo, brought up
the rear. Each man was careful to follow the fixed guide rope
stretched along the right side of the path in case he lost sight of
the man ahead. When they reached the logging road, Rivera’s dog
rooted around in the snow and soon picked up the scent of the survey
team, although the falling snow had obliterated their day-old tracks.

“Should we rope in?”
one of the younger prisoners asked Rivera.

“Not feasible. Just
stick close together. If anybody gets separated, stay put, and the
dogs will find you. Now let’s get going.”

Rivera’s husky leaped
forward and the team trudged on through snow that was a foot deep and
growing deeper by the minute. Before long, Linder found it impossible
to keep up with Rivera and the dog, who were now barely visible as
dark blurs behind a curtain of white. One by one, the other prisoners
and the riflemen passed him, except for Gallo and his dog, whom he
presumed were still behind him. Although Logging Site D was close to
where Linder had felled timber for the new barracks, he no longer
recognized the landscape.

Linder called out for
the others to stop and wait but heard no reply. The blizzard
swallowed up sound so completely that he doubted his voice could be
heard more than ten meters away. There was nothing else to do but
keep moving in the team’s tracks, but even these proved unreliable,
as gusts of wind quickly erased them. Linder’s anxiety mounted as
the light from his headlamp failed to penetrate the whiteout and the
footprints before him grew indistinct. Then a wave of dread hit him
when he realized that he had not looked behind him for nearly a
quarter of an hour. He stopped and turned around. There was no sign
of the Gallo or his dog. He was alone.

Linder waited quietly
for a minute, then two, listening for any signs that others were
nearby. Moments later, panic set in. How had he allowed himself to
get lost so quickly? Why hadn’t the guards forced him to keep up?
And why was it so difficult to think of what to do next? The lethargy
that weighed down his limbs and the absence of any adrenalin-fueled
rush of panic offered a clue. He had reached his physical limit. His
body could no longer offer his brain the support it needed to
function. If he didn’t find his way back quickly, doubtless he
would pass out and freeze before anyone could find him.

Linder looked around
him carefully to identify any familiar landmarks but, finding none,
tried again to retrace his footprints back to the Point. But the
further he went, the fainter the footprints became, until he found
himself wandering aimlessly among the trees, unable to see more than
a few feet ahead and without any sense of where he was or what
direction he should take.

At last, Linder decided
to stop and began digging a snow cave behind the overturned stump of
a fallen tree. He remembered the old adage that it’s the wind that
kills, not the cold, and burrowed deeply into the compacted snow,
more out of training and habit than any yearning to survive. As he
lay there, his mind drifted in and out consciousness, and as darkness
closed in, he sensed that he was not alone. From time to time, he
would feel something brush against his half-numbed legs, then against
his shoulders, then the back of his head. He opened his eyes and saw
moving images in the darkness that he recalled dimly having seen
before.

Then he remembered. It
had been many weeks since his last nightmare, but the worst of them
had started like this. What he saw were the spirits that had
tormented his sleep and driven him to drink. Though he had expected
to drift into a tranquil oblivion this time, the deceased targets of
his renditions and assassinations were still lying in wait for him.
And now he had no means to elude them.

A surge of dread
energized him but he found himself unable to shake himself out of the
dream. In an instant the snow and ice were gone and he was in some
dark, dank, and musty place, like a cellar or a cave but without any
perceptible walls. The nudges and shoves came more frequently now and
were more powerful. He heard muffled laughter just beyond his reach.

His dread blossomed
into terror. This was all wrong, he thought. He had quit the Agency
and had been on the verge of leaving the DSS rather than continue to
persecute the regime’s political opponents. He had offered to help
Philip Eaton and had lost everything by it. And now he was an
exhausted wretch dying alone in the Yukon. Hadn’t he suffered
enough?

He felt sharp teeth
suddenly sink into his calf and the pain was beyond anything he
thought possible. He kicked the creature with his free leg but it
clung more tightly than ever. To his surprise, it was no hairy beast
but an unclothed, greasy-skinned human being. It lunged forward and
bit a chunk out of his thigh, which gave Linder an opening to pull
the creature away and send it sprawling with a powerful blow from his
knee.

In that instant, Linder
knew that more creatures surrounded him than he could fight and, in
his pain, fear, and rage, raised his voice and called on God and
Jesus and all the saints in heaven to save him. To his surprise, the
creatures raised an earsplitting howl but approached no closer. As if
waking from one dream into another, he blinked and found himself in a
pine forest, much like the Yukon but without snow and not nearly as
cold. In the distance and across a rocky stream, he spotted a group
of people waving and calling to him. Somehow, he sensed that these
were his friends and could be trusted, but in the dim light he could
not distinguish any of their faces.

As he drew closer to
the stream, a large dog broke free from the group and bounded across
the stream, swimming through the deep water at midstream and
regaining its footing on some flat rocks. To Linder’s utter
surprise, the dog bore a strong resemblance to his boyhood dog,
Violet, a black-and-tan German Shepherd. Violet had been dead for
more than twenty years, but when this dog finally reached Linder, it
ran around him in tight circles as Violet used to do before rubbing
her head against his thigh to beg for a hug or a treat. What a
deep-chested bark Violet had, Linder thought, as he sank his hands
into the thick fur of the animal’s neck and shoulders. And this
dog’s bark seemed just as deep and heartfelt as Violet’s.

But the bark Linder
heard was not that of his boyhood pet. It was the same bark that had
reached Charlie Yost in his snow cave some thirty meters away. Yost
crawled out into the open and heard it again, a sharp, insistent
signaling bark, not the snarling bark of a wolf on the attack.

Yost probed in the
mound next to his and tugged at Will Browning’s sleeve.

“Do you hear that?”
Yost asked.

“That sounds like
Gallo’s dog,” Browning replied. “I’ll bet it’s me he’s
after. That mutt hates my guts.”

“What do you say we
go find him?” Yost proposed.

“Sure. But you go
first in case he remembers me,” Browning answered as they set off
in the direction of the barking.

Across a clearing that
on second glance turned out to be the logging road, Yost and Browning
found Gallo’s Malamute mix sniffing at Warren Linder’s head and
licking his frostbitten nose and cheeks, having tunneled into the
snow to find him. A thirty-foot leash dragged from the dog’s
harness.

“You stay here and
see if you can revive him,” Yost ordered. “I’ll go back and see
if there are others. By God, that dog had better know where he’s
going.”

“Shhh, not so loud,
Charlie,” Browning replied with a gleam in his eye. "You don’t
want to risk insulting a dog who’s that damned smart... ”
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With lies, one can only move forward; there is no going back. Russian
Proverb


LATE JANUARY, CAMP N-320, YUKON

Warren Linder opened
his eyes to find himself in a hospital bed laid with clean white
sheets and a double layer of heavy wool blankets. The room held two
dozen beds in rows facing each other across a central corridor. High
windows let in the low oblique rays of the winter sun. Linder looked
once to either side and raised himself slowly to a sitting position.

An orderly, who was
stripping a bed across the hall, noticed Linder looking at him.

“Might as well get on
your feet now,” the man suggested without stopping his work
remaking the bed. “The toilet is down the hall on the right. You’re
rated as able-bodied so you’re going to have to take care of
yourself around here. Don’t expect anybody to hold your hand.”

The orderly, a compact
man with pug nose and a Boston accent, approached the foot of
Linder’s bed and took up the clipboard hanging there, which Linder
assumed contained his medical charts.

“You have three days
until discharge,” he said, reading from the clipboard. “Enjoy it
while it lasts.”

“Thanks, got it,”
Linder replied before swinging his legs over the side of the bed,
sliding carefully onto the floor and plodding off down the hall in
his aching bare feet.

Once the lavatory door
closed behind him, Linder stepped up to a sink and viewed himself in
the mirror. He barely recognized the image as his own. The scraggly
beard, matted hair streaked with gray, the sallow cheeks and
forehead, the white patches of frostbitten skin at the tip of his
nose and chin, the dark bags under his eyes, all made him look at
least a decade older than his thirty-eight years. On impulse, he
stripped out of the threadbare cotton pajamas and examined his torso
in the mirror. The physical decline distressed him: the once-rippling
muscles now shrunken to stringy bundles of sinew under translucent
skin, the livid scars from recent logging injuries, the hunched
posture brought about by chronic pain in his lower back and hips.

“I’m too young to
look like this!” he protested to the mirror, overwhelmed at seeing
the indelible effects of scarcely two months in the Yukon following
three months in solitary confinement. He turned his back to the
mirror in disgust and put the pajamas back on.

On returning to the
ward, he scanned each bed for familiar faces. Two beds away from his
own, he found a face he recognized, but he could not manage to recall
the man’s name or where they might have met. Stepping forward to
read the clipboard at the foot of the bed, he flinched upon seeing
the name Roger K. atop the page. Then he remembered Bednarski telling
him that Kendall was also at the camp, in failing health after his
own stay in the disciplinary unit.

Linder took a closer
look at the pinched, stubble-covered face and recognized the Roger
Kendall he had met only five months earlier in Beirut. But this was a
grotesquely emaciated version of the tanned, confident and impeccably
groomed Roger Kendall with whom he had shared lunch on the day of
their arrest. Kendall had been forty-seven then, yet this grizzled
scarecrow looked not a day under sixty.

As the patient remained
asleep and Linder could not decipher his medical charts, he dared not
wake him. But when the orderly approached the next bed, Linder
brought Kendall’s clipboard to him and asked why Kendall had been
admitted.

“He collapsed at the
recycling plant with some kind of heart problem. This time the doc
says he’s a goner, but the Deputy ordered him kept alive. So here
he is.”

“Does he ever wake
up?” Linder asked.

“Too early to say.
They brought him in around the same time as you.”

Linder brought a chair
to Roger Kendall’s bedside and kept vigil for the rest of the day.
At sunset, the patient moved an arm, and then rolled onto his side as
noise levels on the ward rose shortly before dinner. When the
squeaking wheels of the food cart rolled into the room, Kendall
opened his eyes at last.

“Would you like some
dinner?” Linder asked.

Kendall nodded and
looked around with vacant eyes.

Linder called over the
orderly to help him tilt the bed so that Kendall could eat. When the
dinner tray was placed before him with a plate of warm casserole and
mixed vegetables more appetizing than anything Linder had seen in
months, Kendall stared at the food blankly for several minutes before
slowly picking up a fork. Then, to Linder’s surprise, the prisoner
began eating slowly and methodically until every morsel was gone.

Though Linder had taken
a dislike to Kendall when they met, sizing him up at that time as a
self-satisfied hypocrite unworthy of being Patricia Eaton’s
husband, he felt a flood of sympathy for the man who now lay near
death from exposure, overwork, and malnutrition. And because he had
played a role in bringing Kendall here, Linder resolved to do
whatever he could to ease the man’s suffering. He waited for
Kendall to finish his food before he spoke again.

“Good job there,”
Linder commented when Kendall had cleared his plate. “How are we
feeling tonight?”

Kendall cast a puzzled
glance at him, as if noticing him for the first time.

“Terrible,” came
the reply.

“You’ve slept quite
a long time,” Linder went on. “Would you like to use the toilet?”

Kendall’s gaze seemed
unsteady and out of focus, as if his vision or his thinking were
impaired.

“Are you the new
orderly?” he asked.

“Not exactly,”
Linder replied. “But I’ll help if you want me to.”

“If you’re an
orderly, why are you wearing patient pajamas?” Kendall answered. As
he pointed to Linder’s hospital gown, his bony finger trembled.

Linder knew that, if he
wanted to keep the conversation going, he would eventually have to
offer his name. The problem was that Kendall had known him in Beirut
as Mormon Joe Tanner. If Linder introduced himself as Tanner, or if
Kendall recognized him as Tanner without his disguise, it could
deliver a nasty shock to a man as ill as Kendall. On the other hand,
for Linder to use his true name risked exposing both his DSS
affiliation and his prior connection with Patricia, depending on what
Kendall’s wife and his interrogators may have told him.

“I’m just another
prisoner, like you,” Linder replied after a moment’s pause. “My
name is Warren.”

“Very pleased to meet
you, Warren,” came the reply. A moment later, Kendall closed his
eyes and drifted back to sleep.

Though Bednarski had
already revealed that Roger Kendall was at Camp N-320 and near death,
it disturbed Linder to see a man once as proud and capable as Kendall
reduced to a hollow vestige of himself. The sight moved Linder deeply
and made him feel intensely ashamed for having set him up for
rendition. All at once he recognized his initial antipathy toward
Kendall for what it was: envy, not only for the man’s good looks,
wealth, and social standing, but for the unforgivable offense of
having made Patricia Eaton his wife.

As soon as he could be
sure that he would not disturb Kendall by removing his dinner tray,
Linder returned it to the orderly.

“Hey, I’m not very
experienced at this,” he offered while the orderly emptied the tray
and stacked it on his cart. “But is there something I could do
around here to help the old guy without getting either of us in
trouble?”

The orderly gave a
raucous laugh.

“What you can do is
stay in bed and save your strength. You may be listed as able-bodied,
but you’re only here for three days and you’ll need all the rest
you can get. Never mind the old fart. He’s a goner and isn’t
going to make it, anyway. Why bother? Is he an old war buddy of yours
or something?”

“I knew him and his
family on the outside,” Linder answered. “I feel I owe it to
them.”

The orderly shrugged
and retrieved another empty tray from the next bed.

“Then knock yourself
out,” he replied without slowing his pace. “There aren’t nearly
enough of us staff to look after you people, anyway. And goners like
him are more trouble than they’re worth.”

The orderly turned to
leave but stopped unexpectedly and gave Linder a searching look.

“Look, buddy, if it’s
that important to you, what he’ll likely need most is help getting
to the toilet and cleaning himself up. The washbasins are over there.
If you want a sponge and some soap, I’ll get them from the
storeroom. One more thing. Make sure he wakes up in time for meals.
If he misses one, there’s no second chance. The vultures will
snatch what’s his the moment the cart goes by.”

The orderly cast a
sidelong glance at a wizened old prisoner across the aisle, who eyed
them intently. The man’s facial features had an Asiatic cast and
Linder guessed he might belong to one of Canada’s indigenous
peoples, like the Kaska or the Tutchone.

“Got nothing for you,
Scotty,” the orderly called out to the watchful prisoner, and moved
on.


* * *

The following
morning, Linder rose early and waited for Kendall to stir while most
of the other prisoners slept. The room was still dark except for the
dim glow of emergency exit lights and a night-light next to each bed.
The room was eerily quiet, as if death had seeped into the room and
was slowly smothering any patient too tired to stir.

At last, the overhead
lights flickered on and a pair of male nurses began their rounds,
moving from bed to bed, taking temperatures and pulses and writing
cryptic notes on each patient’s medical chart, Across the room, a
nurse pulled the blanket over the face of a prisoner who died during
the night and pressed a button that rang a bell in the hall. A few
moments later, an orderly arrived to wheel the bed away with all the
care of a sanitation worker emptying an overflowing garbage bin.

When at last the
breakfast cart made its noisy approach and Kendall failed to wake,
Linder shook the patient gently by the foot. A few of the patients
awakened by the noise moaned and called for help but none of the
nurses or orderlies paid them the least attention.

“Time to eat,”
Linder announced softly. “Don’t let the vultures take it. You’ll
need to eat everything you’re given if you want to grow up big and
strong.”

Roger Kendall opened
his eyes and stared blankly at Linder, then all at once sat up
without a word and, as if by habit, dug his spoon into the oatmeal.
But the slow, lifeless way in which he went about it and the
persistent tremor in his hand left Linder wondering how much of the
old Roger Kendall remained inside the shell.

Suddenly, as if Kendall
could read his thoughts, he looked across the bed at Linder and
spoke.

“Don’t I know you
from somewhere?” he asked in an odd monotone.

Linder responded with
an amused smile.

“Yes, in another
world a long time ago,” he answered, looking to either side to make
sure no one could overhear him.

“Tell me your name,”
Kendall asked next.

“Warren Linder. I
introduced myself last night.” Linder pulled his chair closer to
the bed and sat where Kendall could get a better look at his face.

“No, you’re not
Warren Linder. I remember that name and I remember your face, but you
can’t be him.”

“And why not?”
Linder asked, doing his best to appear unruffled.

“Because after they
kidnapped me, my interrogator kept asking me about a Warren Linder,”
Kendall replied, raising his voice a notch. “If I had known someone
by that name, I would have remembered. But I do know your face. So
that means we’ve met, only not as Linder.”

Kendall turned his
attention back to his oatmeal in that moment and Linder could not
help but laugh uneasily at the lucidity of Kendall’s response.

“Well, I can assure
you that I am indeed Warren Linder. If you doubt it, ask the staff or
take a look at my clipboard,” Linder replied with studied
smoothness. “Names of prisoners are not something the CLA gets
wrong often.” Now Linder held Kendall’s gaze steadily in his, as
if to influence the man’s response by sheer force of will.

“Perhaps so,”
Kendall replied, as if the lights suddenly turned on inside his head.
“But if I had met you as Warren Linder, I’m certain I would have
remembered. You see, my interrogator claimed that Linder was a
childhood friend of my wife. He also insinuated that something
improper was going on between the two of them. Now, you wouldn’t
claim to be that Warren Linder, would you?”

Now it was Kendall’s
turn to fix Linder in the eye and at once Linder realized that Roger
Kendall, the former litigator, had come back to life. And rather than
feel threatened, it made Linder feel happier than he had felt in a
long time. He flashed Kendall a grin.

“Well, I wouldn’t
subscribe to the last part and I’m sure Patricia wouldn’t,
either. In case she hadn’t already told you, she and I met in
middle school and talked to each other only once or twice since then,
while we were in boarding school. Really, Roger, you ought to know
better than to believe everything an interrogator tells you. Now, let
me ask you a question: can you describe the interrogator for me? And
did he give you a name?”

“He called himself
Dennis,” Kendall replied, dipping a finger in his coffee mug to
judge if it had cooled. “I saw him only during the first days after
my arrest. He was about your age, tall and lanky, with fair hair and
a narrow face, but he had cold blue eyes and a wide, thin mouth that
gave the impression of a snake about to strike. Quite a pitiless
sort.”

“I think I know him,”
Linder responded, lowering his voice as a nurse passed by. “His
true name is Neil Denniston. He and I worked together during the
Battle of Cleveland, chasing the militias who looted the downtown
banks. Neil’s been trying to get his hands on the missing loot ever
since. And your father-in-law, the man accused of planning the
operation, has become Neil’s very own white whale.”

Linder stopped and
watched for Kendall’s reaction but had to wait while the orderly
cleared Kendall’s empty breakfast tray.

“So you served in
State Security,” Kendall observed when the orderly was out of
earshot. “How fascinating. And you remained a DSS officer
until...?”

“Until my conviction
for sedition,” Linder replied.

“Then you are a
regular prisoner and not a guard or an orderly?”

“Just look at me,”
he told Kendall, opening his arms wide. “Do I look well-fed enough
to be anything else?”

Kendall gave a weak
smile.

“I suppose not,” he
answered quietly, and for a moment his mind appeared to drift off
again. “But, in that case, where could we possibly have met?” he
continued, gazing at Linder with such fierce concentration that
Linder felt goose bumps on his scalp and neck and wondered whether
Kendall might still recognize his face, bearded, sans disguise, and
considerably leaner than that of the ruddy-faced Joe Tanner from
Utah.

As if on cue, a glimmer
of recollection appeared in Kendall’s eyes.

“Could we have
crossed paths in London?” he ventured.

“Not likely.” The
half-truth came easily to Linder, as his instincts told him to draw
Kendall’s focus away from London, lest it lead him to ask about
Beirut before Linder was ready for it. “But, listen, I’d rather
not dwell on my time in the government just now. Besides, it’s
ancient history. So why don’t we both get some rest and talk again
in the morning?”

Kendall gave Linder
another searching look and fell silent, his concentration apparently
fading once again. The conversation had probably required more mental
effort than Kendall had exerted in weeks of mindless work at the
recycling plant. Though he longed to confess that he had met Kendall
in Beirut as Mormon Joe Tanner and seek his forgiveness, it was hard
to know whether Kendall was strong enough to confront the man who had
lured him into captivity. If Linder moved too quickly and Kendall
spurned his advance, any chance of reconciling with Kendall, or with
Patricia, might be irretrievably lost. Unsure of success and
unwilling to risk a setback, Linder decided to wait.


* * *

On his third morning
in the infirmary, Linder awoke shortly before breakfast and was
pleased to find Kendall chatting with a neighboring patient while
they waited for the breakfast cart. Linder hurried to the lavatory,
returned in time to wolf down his breakfast, and rushed off to the
outpatient waiting room where he was scheduled to undergo a
pre-release physical exam. Since CLA regulations required the exam to
be conducted by a physician and the camp doctor considered such exams
a waste of his time, Linder waited ninety minutes for an examination
that lasted fewer than five.

On his return to the
ward, Linder found his former work team leader, Charlie Yost, seated
at Kendall’s bedside, their heads huddled in hushed conversation.
Having not seen Yost since being sent to the Point, Linder looked
forward to telling his former team leader that he would be returning
to Yost’s unit upon his release from the ward. But upon seeing
Linder’s approach, the two older men lowered their voices until he
came within earshot.

“Welcome back to the
land of the living,” Yost greeted Linder as they shook hands. “Now
I owe you, big-time. When you get back to the unit, don’t worry
about making your quota for a while. Get your strength back up.”

Linder grinned. “Quite
a surprise to see you here, Charlie. I didn’t realize you two knew
each other. Is Roger an alumnus of your forestry unit?” he asked
Yost.

“Yes, and a fellow
Clevelander,” Yost replied. “Before you came, I was telling him
how you saved my life.”

“The dog deserves all
the credit,” Linder protested.

“But the dog isn’t
from Cleveland,” Kendall pointed out.

“True enough, I
suppose,” Linder agreed. “Tell me, do you two know each other
from Cleveland, or did you meet here?”

“Charlie’s an old
friend of the family,” Kendall replied, leaning back in his chair.
“For many years he worked for my…”

“Oh, there you go
again, glorifying the old days,” Yost interrupted sharply. “Let’s
just say I knew Roger as a young man, before he left for New York to
make his fortune on Wall Street.”

“Now who’s
glorifying,” Kendall countered, apparently taking Yost’s cue to
change the subject. “On Wall Street, we lawyers weren’t the ones
who made the big money. All we did was protect those who had it from
losing it. And in the end, I suppose we even failed at that...”

Linder opened his mouth
to respond but thought better of it. Like many other Wall Street
moneymen, even now Roger failed to grasp how their excesses fueled
the class hatred that swept the Unionists into power. But nothing
Linder might say was likely to make Kendall see it now.

“Anyway, putting all
that aside,” Kendall continued, “Charlie is someone to keep close
to you. He knows all the Clevelanders here, including the ones to
avoid. If Charlie vouches for you, that’s good enough for me.”

At that, Yost grasped
Kendall’s hand and gave him a concerned look.

“I’m sorry to leave
so soon, Roger, but they’ll be out looking for me if I don’t
board the truck back to the logging site. I’ll come again as soon
as I can. Meanwhile, get lots of rest. Warren will be here a while
longer to help if you need him.”

And without waiting for
a response, Yost made for the door.


* * *

At the midday meal,
Kendall ate heartily and seemed more at peace than he had been in two
days, but after rising from his afternoon nap, he appeared anxious.
Despite Linder’s best efforts to draw him into conversation, the
lawyer became withdrawn and faded in and out of consciousness. At the
evening meal, his appetite was weak. He ate a few bites at Linder’s
insistence but soon pushed the tray away, urging Linder to eat the
rest. But no sooner did Linder reach for Kendall’s plate than he
noticed the elderly native across the aisle eying the food hungrily.
On impulse, Linder carried the remains of the dinner tray over to old
man’s bed.

“Here, take it,” he
told Scotty. “If a man your age still has that strong a will to
live, you should have it. But tell me, after all you’ve been
through, why would you want so badly to go on living in a place like
this?”

The old man dug into
the food at once and did not speak until he had wolfed down most of
what was on the plate.

“Some men here need
help,” Scotty replied. “I am medicine man; they respect me. If I
not teach them old ways of healing and keeping strong, some will die
too soon. But not me. I will live until my time come.”

 “Amen to that,”
Linder replied before retreating across the aisle.

Later in the evening,
after Kendall had gone to sleep, Linder considered his own situation.
He would be discharged from the infirmary the next morning. Yet he
had not summoned the courage to reveal to Kendall the truth of how
they had met in Beirut.

If he failed to clear
his conscience of what he had done to Roger and his family, not only
would he carry a burden of guilt, but he might also miss a chance to
heal his soul and do something useful with his remaining time on
earth. As he contemplated this, he felt an unexpected surge of hope
and resolved that, if he managed somehow to survive the camps, he
would find Patricia Kendall and her daughter, ask their forgiveness
and do everything in his power to atone for what he had done to them.

Linder sat by Kendall’s
side throughout the evening, returning to his own bed only when the
orderly came for his nightly lights-out inspection. He waited for
Kendall to wake of his own accord, possibly from thirst or a bad
dream or a fit of coughing, rather than disturb the lawyer’s rest.
If the man did not wake during the night, Linder decided he would
rouse Kendall before breakfast to offer his confession.

It was three o’clock
in the morning when Kendall finally let out a low murmur, rolled onto
his side to face Linder, and opened his eyes.

“Roger?” Linder
greeted him softly so as not to wake the others.

“I’m here,” came
the terse reply.

“I have something to
tell you. You’re not going to like it.”

“If you’ve been
waiting there all night to tell me, I don’t expect I will,”
Kendall answered. “But go ahead.”

“When we first
spoke,” Linder began, “you questioned whether I was Warren Linder
and wanted to know if we had met in London. The answer is no; we met
in Beirut. I came to you in disguise as Joe Tanner and I said I was
from the Mormon Return Movement. You and I had lunch and then we went
to your father-in-law’s apartment. And that’s where they grabbed
us.”

Kendall remained silent
and appeared not even to breathe. Yet, in that brief moment, Linder
felt a burden fall from his shoulders that emboldened him to
continue.

“I was the undercover
officer sent by State Security to lure Philip back to the U.S. The
operation failed and they arrested all of us instead.”

“But why?” Kendall
asked in a hoarse whisper, his eyes wide. He let out a sharp, rasping
cough before speaking again. “Philip had retired from the Movement.
His war chest was almost gone, for God’s sake. He was a toothless
old lion. Why did they have to send in the storm troopers? What could
the regime have to gain from it?”

“I don’t know the
whole of it,” Linder answered. “All I can say is that that they
had Philip’s place wired from the start. They heard him expose the
flaws in my cover story and offer to turn himself in if the DSS would
just leave Patricia and you alone. My mistake was to break cover and
agree to take Philip’s offer to my superiors. They thought it
treasonous of me to make a deal with an insurgent and decided to step
in and do things their way.”

“Treason? Merely
because you offered to pass along Philip’s offer?” Kendall
challenged, newly energized by Linder’s admissions.

“It’s more
complicated than that,” Linder responded. “They needed my help to
get Lebanese government clearance to fly us out, which involved my
confessing to crimes I didn’t commit. When I refused, they threw
the book at me and the situation spun out of control. That’s how I
ended up here with you.”

“So the delay in
flying us out of the country—that was your doing?” Kendall asked,
laying a cold hand on Linder’s wrist.

“You could say that,”
Linder answered, sensing that something significant lurked behind the
question. “I imagine my refusal to be the fall guy set back their
schedule by a day or two.”

Kendall remained silent
for a long time before withdrawing his hand and speaking again.

“Did you know that
Philip Eaton is dead?”

Linder’s throat
tightened.

“I found out at
trial,” he replied. “I’m terribly sorry.”

“My father-in-law had
an adverse reaction to the gas they used to knock us out. He suffered
a stroke soon afterward and never woke up.”

“Oh, my God,”
Linder replied softly.

“They brought in a
doctor to examine him but, instead of taking him to the American
University Hospital, they waited to fly him back to the States before
giving him proper treatment. By then, the damage was done. Philip was
dead on arrival.”

Linder felt his own
blood pressure rise and suppressed an urge to scream.

“But they had a
world-class hospital right there in Beirut!” he exclaimed.

“Dennis said the
Lebanese government wouldn’t let the Embassy repatriate any of us
until they received an official account of what happened during our
capture and the opportunity to interview everyone involved in the
incident,” Roger went on. “Since the Embassy refused any
interviews on diplomatic grounds, the flight clearance took longer
than expected.”

“Then Philip never
regained consciousness?” Linder inquired, curious to know whether
Eaton’s stroke prevented the DSS from interrogating him.

Kendall shook his head.

“His secrets died
with him,” the lawyer added. “But, of course, the people who held
us didn’t want to believe that. Instead, they spent months trying
to coerce Patricia and me into telling them where Philip kept the
money the militias removed from the downtown banks. By God, they must
have injected us with every known drug in the psychiatric
pharmacopoeia. But it was a waste of time. Patricia and I had no idea
where Philip kept the money. He never spoke of it.”

“And Patricia?”
Linder asked in a quiet voice, affecting sympathy but not too much.
“How did she come through it all? Did you see each other at all
during your interrogation?”

He watched Kendall’s
face closely for signs of suspicion but saw none.

“In Virginia they
brought us together every week,” Kendall answered in an oddly
detached tone. “I saw Patricia and Caroline for the last time at a
transit camp in Utah before I was sent here.” A note of fatigue had
crept back into his voice.

“Do you know where
they were held?”

“At a labor camp
outside Park City called Kamas. I wrote to Patricia for weeks
afterward, using every address I could find. But all my letters were
returned.”

Kendall’s half-closed
eyes took on a distant look. “She probably thinks I’m dead by
now,” he added in a barely audible voice.

Linder put a hand on
Kendall’s shoulder to comfort him. Whatever sort of relationship
Roger and Patricia may have had before their arrest, they would
likely never see each other again. And Linder knew that was wrong,
though his hand had been in it.

“Do you know anything
else about the camp at Kamas? I mean, it’s not as grim as this one,
is it?” Linder asked, aiming to strike an upbeat note.

“I don’t know,”
Kendall replied weakly. “I rather doubt it, but then...”

Linder cast an
expectant look at his companion and Kendall went on in a weary voice.

“Perhaps it’s only
wishful thinking, but the reason I believe Patricia and Caroline may
be spared harsh treatment is that the people in charge don’t seem
to have given up on using them to recover Philip’s assets. You see,
they coerced Patricia into signing some legal documents before we
left the interrogation prison and they’ve hired a Beirut law firm
to file a claim on her behalf to inherit any assets Philip held in
the Lebanese banking system. Though Lebanon has strict bank secrecy
laws, I suspect that the DSS has figured out which banks Philip dealt
with. So they might use Patricia as a stalking horse to get their
hands on whatever turns up.”

“Do you think
Patricia would go along with that?” Linder questioned, not having
foreseen the legal tactic.

“Not if she can help
it,” Kendall replied. “But she has Caroline to consider. If it
came to a choice between her daughter’s welfare and her
inheritance, I can imagine how she would choose.”

“And you believe
Philip had enough tucked away to make the Beirut lawsuit worth the
government’s while?” Linder asked in a low voice after making
sure no one was close enough to overhear.

“It depends,”
Kendall explained. “If they’re looking after the government’s
interests, they needn’t worry about Philip having enough money to
revive the insurgency. But if their plan is to steal whatever he left
behind for some secret DSS slush fund or to line their own pockets,
it might well be worth pursuing.”

Linder found this far
from reassuring, knowing the sheer force of malign attention that
Bednarski, Denniston, and the DSS were capable of focusing on their
exile targets to rob them of their wealth.

“The trouble is,
Roger, if you’re right and the lawsuit comes up dry, or even if the
DSS gets its hands on the money, then they would have no reason to
continue giving Patricia and Caroline favorable treatment. Which
means that nothing would stand between them and…”

Kendall finished the
sentence for him. “A camp like this. I know.”

Both men fell silent,
their eyes locked on each other in the hope that the other might come
up with a more promising outcome.

“There must be a way
to protect them,” Linder said at last. “But I’m completely at a
loss. Let’s sleep on it and talk again in the morning.”

Kendall, looking
haggard, nodded and closed his tired eyes. A moment later he awoke
with a shudder.

“Just one more thing,
Linder. In case I don’t make it out of this place and you do, will
you promise me something?

“Of course,” Linder
answered.

“Would you go to
Utah, find Patricia and Caroline, and do what you can to help them?”

Linder swallowed hard.

“If I can help them,
I will,” he answered soberly. “But, let’s face it, Roger. I’m
under a life sentence. The odds of my getting out are...” He shook
his head.

“Thank you,”
Kendall replied, and promptly fell asleep.


* * *

On the morning of his
fourth day in the infirmary, Linder awoke to the sound of prisoners
conversing while they waited for the breakfast cart to arrive.
Casting a glance toward Roger Kendall’s bed, Linder found it
vacant. He ran over to it in a near panic and felt that the bedding
was no longer warm.

“How long has he been
gone?” he asked the prisoner in the next bed.

“He fell ill during
the night and they took him to intensive care.”

Linder was still
standing by Kendall’s empty bed when the breakfast cart arrived
with a new orderly, a tall, awkward youth in his early twenties.

“Are you Roger
Kendall?” the orderly asked.

“No,” Linder
replied in an annoyed voice. “What are you talking about?” he
asked, looking in all directions for the missing Kendall.

“That’s too bad,
because if you’re not, I’ll have to take the tray back,” the
orderly answered, allowing a moment for Linder to compose himself.
“You don’t really want to waste good food now, do you?”

Across the aisle,
Linder saw Scotty looking up at him expectantly.

“Oh, I’m sorry.
Forget what I just said,” Linder replied a moment later. “Kendall
will be back in a minute. I’ll hold the tray for him.”

“That’s more like
it,” the young orderly replied with a knowing smile as he handed
over the tray.

The instant the cart
went past, Linder walked the tray across the aisle to Scotty and
returned to his own bed to devour breakfast in time for roll call.

As he rose to leave,
the old native put a hand on his arm to stop him.

“You are not like
others here,” he told Linder. “Your spirit is not spirit of
slave. I see your days here not long. Soon you become free again.”

“What’s that
supposed to mean? That I’m a goner like Kendall?” Linder
protested, alarmed by the prediction. “Well, you’re wrong. I’m
just getting my second wind. Just watch.”

“Not goner. Free
man,” Scotty answered with a serene expression. “I see you walk
away when snow is deep.” The old man fished inside his jacket and
tore out an object sewn into the lining. “But you will need help.
Take this and remember Scotty.”

Without another word,
the native scuttled back to his bed, leaving Linder to stuff the
object into his pocket. Linder hurried out the door and arrived at
the parade ground just in time for roll call.


* * *

As expected, Linder
was assigned to his old work team in the timber-cutting unit, where
Yost assigned him to a light-duty work crew with Sam Burt, Will
Browning, and other former teammates. After three days in the heated
infirmary, Linder had grown unaccustomed to the frigid outdoor
temperatures and spent most of his first day shivering. From time to
time, Yost came by to offer him hot coffee and an extra meal bar. He
also noticed Yost take aside prisoners who appeared to resent
Linder’s special treatment. One of those was a hollow-eyed Rhee,
who had completed his sentence to the Point after a near-miraculous
recovery and was reassigned to the logging unit.

During the final
afternoon break, Linder reached into his pocket for his last piece of
meal bar and felt the object that Scotty had given him that morning.
Upon opening its cloth covering, he found a small plastic compass.
Though cheap and mass-produced, it was liquid-filled for durability,
had a luminous dial and was designed to slip onto a wristband for
easy reference. Linder stuffed it back into his pocket and, for the
first time since arriving at Camp N-320, gave serious thought to what
it might take to mount a successful escape attempt.
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Are you prepared to die? Then you are also prepared to escape.
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn
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On the third day
after his release from the infirmary, Linder took stock of himself.
To his relief, his three days in the infirmary had permitted his body
to recover sufficiently from the disciplinary unit to support a
return to the timber-felling unit.

Now he felt better able
to tolerate the cold, fatigue, hunger, and sleeplessness, all while
keeping a clearer head and a relatively constructive attitude,
something that had eluded him before. It was as if his metabolism had
finally adapted itself to its environment. Even his senses seemed
enhanced; not only those of sight and hearing, but also his taste and
smell and that intuitive sense that prompted him to check a worn
chainsaw blade before it broke or dodge a tree that crashed toward
him from an unexpected direction.

More than that,
Linder’s nightmares ceased entirely and his personality seemed to
have undergone a gradual but perceptible shift. He felt more empathy
for others and could read their emotional states at a glance. At
times, he wondered if he might even be able to read their thoughts.

Perhaps, he thought,
this was because, under Yost’s comparatively benevolent leadership,
the men in the logging unit had grown close to each other. Their
mutual trust, with the notable exception of Rhee, was possible
because the unit was essentially free of Unionist sympathizers and
covert collaborators. This, in turn, resulted from their close
scrutiny of one another, as anyone who expressed approval of Unionism
or sought to evade his fair share of work or harsh working conditions
was shunned and would eventually seek transfer to a worksite where
Unionist toadies were rewarded with less onerous work. And,
conversely, this same close scrutiny enabled Linder to overcome the
initial suspicions of teammates who had heard of his DSS past and to
slowly gain their acceptance.

Buoyed by his newfound
confidence and Yost’s support, Linder let down his stony façade
and slowly opened up to others on his team. The first to gain his
trust was his fellow passenger on the cross-country flight to
Anchorage, Sam Burt, the Congressional staffer who had visited Alaska
on various inspection tours before his arrest and had conducted his
own quiet investigation into the camp system. Next, Linder befriended
Will Browning, the Montana rancher who was one of his original
bunkmates in Hut J-6 and who had been among the survey team rescued
from the blizzard the week before.

After spending years as
an undercover officer, avoiding attention and suppressing his innate
human drive for self-expression, Linder found it liberating to open
up to his workmates on every topic but one: his former line of work.
Though every man on his team was aware he had been in the CIA and
DSS, they did not press him to talk about it. For them, it was
sufficient that Linder now performed his fair share of work, was
willing to help when asked, rarely complained, and could be relied to
resist any notion or utterance tainted by Unionism. And in winning
his workmates’ trust, he slowly regained his self-respect.

But as one day passed
into the next, Linder’s thoughts returned often to Patricia Eaton
and her daughter. During his initial weeks in the Yukon, while he
teetered on the edge of survival, thoughts of Patricia had receded
from his mind. But now, having learned what had become of her and
Caroline, Linder thought of them at a labor camp in some arid Utah
wasteland and felt the shame of having helped to send them there. And
soon after, he realized that, if he needed a new goal to guide what
remained of his life, surely that goal had to be escape. Not to gain
his own freedom, or even that of the team he might bring with him,
but to atone for having robbed Patricia and Caroline of theirs.
Whether or not Patricia chose to accept his help, he would move
heaven and earth to offer it. And perhaps then he could be free.

Until now, like most
prisoners at Camp N-320, Linder had considered escape impossible and
had put the thought out of his mind. The isolation, the distance, the
climate, his lack of resources, and the vastly superior resources of
his captors, seemed insurmountable. But now, he dared to approach the
challenge logically. If I could slip out, how might I do it? And if I
did escape, how might I make my way across two thousand miles of
wilderness to Utah? And then, if I managed to find Patricia and
Caroline, what next? What could I do for them that would make my
ordeal and the risk to Patricia and Caroline worthwhile?

At first, Linder had no
answers to any of those questions. Before long, however, he had
devised a few working hypotheses as to how he might escape the camp
and how, once safely outside, he might make his way south. He shared
a few of those ideas with Sam Burt, who confided to Linder that he,
too, had felt a growing sense of urgency to escape. From that time,
the two men met nearly every day to work on their plan. To avoid
casual eavesdropping or the attention of possible rivals or
informants, Linder drew upon his espionage tradecraft to plan their
meetings at irregular hours and in a variety of places. They spoke
while working, while marching to and from work, and while walking in
the yard before or after meals. Between meetings, each prepared
separately for the breakout.

At the same time,
Linder and Burt became hypervigilant to gaps in camp security and
analyzed the best ways to exploit them across a variety of escape
scenarios. Within two weeks, they developed a tentative escape plan.
But since the plan required at least four and possibly five men to
execute, their first and perhaps greatest risk was to select
co-conspirators and to share the plan with them.

Will Browning, they
agreed, was the first candidate they would approach. His knowledge
and skills acquired as a rancher and outdoorsman in Montana, as an
insurgent in western Canada, and as a prisoner in several of the
northern camps would be indispensable for the escape and the ensuing
trek to freedom. Both Linder and Burt had grown to like and trust
Browning, and each had heard him speak longingly of his family and
ranch in Montana. They were nearly certain he would join them if
invited.

Charlie Yost was next
on their list. He, too, was at home in the woods, likeable and
trustworthy, a natural leader, and, as a foreman, could likely help
them procure the tools and provisions they would need for the trip as
well as cover their occasional absences to prepare for the breakout.
But, at age fifty, Yost would be the oldest of them and might not be
fit enough to keep pace. In addition, his trusted position as a
foreman might deter him from escape because, if the attempt failed,
he could expect punishment even more severe than that meted out to
rank-and-file escapists.

On the other hand,
while it might be useful to recruit a younger man with greater speed
and energy, the pair did not know any of the younger men well enough
to approach them. Too many appeared to be dreamers or chatterers or
perhaps even informants. A single wrong choice could land them all in
the disciplinary unit before taking a single step outside the
perimeter.

When asked to join the
team, Browning agreed without hesitation. Escape had been on his mind
for nearly a year and, though he did not lack ideas to achieve it, he
had not yet found suitable partners. Each time he came close to
inviting someone, he had hesitated on a hunch or some strange
circumstance had intervened. Many a night he had lain awake in a funk
contemplating whether God or fate had turned against him and would
never let him leave Camp N-320 alive.

Buoyed by Browning’s
acceptance, Linder and Burt decided to go forward with their pitch to
Charlie Yost as soon as a suitable opportunity arose. While they knew
Yost was a cautious man who tended to keep his own counsel and that
he would likely be under close scrutiny from the camp security
department, they estimated that, if given the right opportunity, Yost
might bet his life on a chance to escape.

The next day, shortly
before the end of the workday, they set out to steal a
plastic-handled handsaw by replacing it with a damaged saw of the
same type that Burt had found half-buried in the snow several days
before. While Burt left the work team to retrieve the broken saw from
its hiding place and exchange it for the good one, neither Burt nor
Linder noticed Yost observing them from a distance. When Linder
headed toward the toolshed with the broken saw to declare it unusable
and fetch a replacement, Yost moved in to intercept him.

“Where do you think
you’re going?” Yost challenged. The hard edge to the site
supervisor’s voice took Linder by surprise.

“To the toolshed.
Broken saw,” he answered, holding up the damaged tool.

Yost seized it from
Linder and inspected the damaged handle and missing teeth. But he did
not hand the saw back.

“Who broke it?” he
demanded.

“I did,” Linder
replied.

“When did it happen?”

“Just now.”

“You mean today, this
afternoon?”

“That’s right,”
Linder replied.

“Don’t lie to me,
Linder,” Yost warned.

“I wouldn’t…”

“Don’t go there.
Don’t dig yourself any deeper,” the foreman added. “I know that
saw. I’m the one who broke it.”

Linder froze.

“Now, why would
someone clean up a busted old saw and turn it in for a new one?”
Yost went on, as a teacher might question a pupil. “If I were a
stoolie, I might think you were setting up for a breakout.”

Linder kept a poker
face.

“You know, Linder,
around here, being pegged as an escapist has a way of shortening a
man’s life.”

“What people think
doesn’t matter if you succeed,” Linder answered.

“That’s what every
damned fool thinks who tries to escape,” Yost scoffed. “The
trouble is, they all fail.”

“It seems that most
everybody here thinks escape is impossible,” Linder countered. “And
yet they never stop talking about it. Listen, Charlie, I was a Party
member and now I’m a traitor. I’m under a life sentence. The DSS
will never let me out of here alive. The only option left is to
change my fate.”

“And you expect me to
look the other way? What do you think will happen to the rest of us
if you break out?”

“Then why not come
along?” Linder proposed.

“Because even knowing
that you plan to escape makes me a dead man if they catch you. It’s
all or nothing, Linder, and I’m not ready to bet the farm on a weak
horse.”

“Then why not just
forget we ever had this conversation? I won’t tell anyone about it
and, if I’m caught, you can count on my not telling the security
screws. But if I make it all the way to the final countdown, how
about if I save a place for you? If I fail, you have nothing to lose,
but if things look good, you have an option to come along at the last
minute. Hell, I don’t even ask that you agree; just give me back
the saw and let me walk.”

“And if I decide not
to go along, you’d really trust me not to rat on you?” Yost asked
with narrowed eyes.

“If you haven’t
ratted by the time I’m ready to move out, yeah, I’ll take that
chance,” Linder answered without hesitation.

Yost’s pale blue eyes
fixed Linder with a penetrating gaze.

“Okay, here’s what
I’ll do,” he said. “I won’t turn you in. But I won’t lift a
finger to help you, either, and don’t ever count on me looking the
other way if you screw up again. If you get caught attempting to
escape, I’ll deny I knew anything. But if and when you’re ready
to make your break, save a place for me. Who knows, circumstances may
change….”

Without waiting for a
response, Yost handed Linder the saw. Then he turned on his heel and
went back the same way he had come.

Linder felt his heart
race and his breathing become rapid and shallow while sweat moistened
his brow despite the biting wind. For a moment, he felt too weak at
the knees to continue up the hill to the tool shed. But a few minutes
later he returned to his work team with a smile on his face and a
spare saw in his gloved hand.

He took Burt aside at
the first opportunity to tell him about the conversation with Yost.

“Incredible,” Burt
replied, looking pale but unruffled on hearing the news. “What
could be the odds of that broken saw being Yost’s and of you
running into him like that? It can’t be a coincidence.”

“So you think Yost
already knew we had the saw?” Linder asked in disbelief.

“No, he couldn’t
have,” Burt replied, looking away as if deep in thought. “That’s
the point. Nobody could have seen me find it or hide it. No, what I
mean is that what just happened between you and Yost must have
happened for a reason.”

“Okay,” Linder
answered. “So what’s the reason? And where do we go from here?”

“It means the clock
is ticking on our plans. Now that Yost knows what we’re up to,
there’s no turning back.”


* * *

Over the next two
weeks, Linder and Burt redoubled their efforts to acquire and hide
the tools, food and spare clothing they would need for the escape. In
addition to the purloined hand saw, they laid their hands on a
kitchen knife, a length of rope, a partial spool of utility cord, a
hot water bottle, a butane cigarette lighter, a small metal cooking
pot, spare forks and spoons, a torn section of tarpaulin, and the
liquid-filled compass that the old native, Scotty, had given Linder
at the infirmary. For food, they laid aside a modest supply of dried
bread crusts, wild nuts and dried berries, foil-wrapped meal bars
acquired by bartering medicinal herbs and potions, and a kilo of
stolen oatmeal. Not much, but enough for a start, and already more
than they could easily conceal.

Since Burt had been a
gardener and amateur naturalist before his arrest, he sought out
like-minded prisoners who had learned how to forage for edible plants
containing essential nutrients not available in the official camp
diet. He also learned to create herbal infusions with healing
properties. Though such foraging was difficult and time-consuming,
those who practiced it claimed that the wild foods and medicinal
herbs gave them a vital edge on survival.

Burt was accordingly
delighted when Scotty, the old Kaska native, was transferred to the
timber-felling unit. Though Scotty refused to comment on the reason
for the transfer, word soon arrived through the grapevine that he had
lost his coveted slot at the sawmill for having led prisoners of
native extraction in a work stoppage over an alleged affront to
native customs.

Some saw the
reassignment as tantamount to a death sentence for the old man. But
far from posing a hardship to Scotty, work in the forest seemed to
agree with him. He clambered up and down hills all day long with the
agility of a man half his age and handled a crosscut or an axe as
well as any veteran lumberjack. Instead of placing his work team at a
disadvantage in meeting its weekly quota, Scotty helped them to
exceed it by enough to earn the team extra food rations.

Within days of his
arrival, Scotty began giving Burt and others a special tutorial in
trapping wild game for food and fur and in brewing an evil-tasting
pine bark extract to strengthen the heart and blood vessels. He even
showed team members how to trade pelts with locally hired guards for
vodka to be used in making energizing infusions from the woody roots
of Devil’s Club and other members of the ginseng family.

One evening after
dinner outside Linder’s hut, Burt urged Linder to include Scotty in
their escape plans. While the Kaska tribesman would be valuable for
land navigation, unlocking the hidden resources of forest and tundra,
and perhaps in enlisting aid from native tribes encountered en route,
Linder was concerned that a man of Scotty’s age might delay the
team’s movement.

“Look,” Linder
argued, “we only have room for one more man, and I’d rather pick
someone younger, someone with plenty of energy who we can count on to
take the point when we break new trail in rugged terrain or slog
through heavy snow. The rest of us aren’t exactly spring chickens,
you know.”

“Don’t let Scotty’s
weather beaten face fool you,” Burt answered. “Believe it or not,
he’s the same age as Browning. And if it’s stamina you’re
looking for, he’s a regular Sherpa. The way I see it, the real risk
is in not taking him. Now that I know what to look for, I’ve been
picking up hints that Scotty may have escape plans of his own this
winter. And if he were to make his move before we did, we’d be back
at square one.”

By now, Linder and Burt
knew that a fraternity of escapists existed in every camp and that
these men possessed an uncanny ability to detect talk of escape. Such
talk tended to ignite paranoia in every would-be escapist for fear
that a rival might flee first and spoil his plans. In fact, any
breakout attempt, successful or not, inevitably triggered a security
crackdown that could last weeks or months before new lapses in
official vigilance cropped up.

But before Linder could
speak up about Scotty, a blank expression suddenly came over Burt’s
face. In the next moment, Scotty appeared as if out of thin air from
behind Linder to stand beside Burt.

“If I want go away, I
can go any time,” he told the pair in a soft voice. “I stay
because other Kaska men who cannot leave need help from me. But
spirit guides want me now for other work far from here. They say you
also chosen for work outside but you need help from Scotty. Because
you good man, I help you. I come with you on long walk far from
here.”

Linder turned to Burt,
his eyes wide with surprise, before addressing Scotty.

“If it were anyone
but you, the answer would be no,” he told the native. “But tell
me one thing. Do you honestly believe that we can make it out of here
alive?”

“Escape not easy. But
if you try, no man catch you. This I see for sure.”

“Okay, you’re in,”
Linder declared with a twisted smile. “Burt will be your contact,
since you two already forage together. Welcome to the team.”


* * *

With advice from
Scotty, Burt devised a more detailed escape plan, while Linder and
Browning focused their efforts on gathering supplies. Together, they
decided to carry out their plan as soon as the next major snowstorm
hit. With spring still months away, vigilance among the guards would
be low while the snow was deep, for snow made any movement slow and
easy to track. So their plan required that they slip away at the
start of the storm and let the snow cover their tracks. They would
then need to make rapid progress before the weather cleared and stay
burrowed underneath the snow until it was safe to reemerge.
Improvised snowshoes would be essential. And to throw off their
pursuers, they would set off in a direction other than toward Alaska,
civilization, and the sea, where the authorities would expect them to
go.

Once they were on the
move again, they would travel primarily during the extended dusk and
dawn and by moonlight whenever they could. The primary risk of
detection would come from trackers and from aerial surveillance. If
detected by a tracker or his dog, they would have to outdistance him
or face disaster, for killing the dog would do little good unless
they also killed the tracker. And none of the four was willing to
take another man’s life to save his own. On that they agreed.

As for aerial
surveillance, there would be little or no risk of satellite coverage,
because most of America’s civilian and military reconnaissance
satellites had been knocked out by solar flares during the Events or
destroyed by the Chinese when U.S. forces joined the Russians in the
ill-starred Manchurian War. Based on information gleaned during their
days in government, Linder and Burt were confident that the country’s
remaining surveillance satellites would not be made available to the
Corrective Labor Administration for prisoner tracking and recapture.

That left the threat
from drones. Even during the height of the Manchurian War, old-timers
at Camp N-320 recalled that the CLA deployed a small fleet of
unmanned aircraft in Alaska for surveillance and interdiction of
escaped prisoners. Fortunately, however, recent news from a
clandestine short-wave radio in camp had reported increased Chinese
naval and air patrol activity all across the Bering Strait and
coastal Alaska. A few nights earlier, a Chinese reconnaissance
aircraft had reportedly been shot down over Sitka, putting the region
on heightened alert. If the reports were true, any available
government drones set aside for tracking escaped prisoners from
inland camps would likely be redeployed to the coast.

Every day, Scotty
consulted the skies for signs of an approaching storm while Burt
consulted a homemade barometer he had constructed from a water glass
and an inverted plastic bottle. At last, both men’s indicators
agreed that a massive storm was on its way. Burt passed the
information to Linder, who conferred with Browning. The four agreed
to move their supplies into position the next morning for an escape
from the logging site later in the day.

Now that the time for
action had come, Linder ran through his tasks for the next day and
suddenly remembered his promise to Yost. While he had offered Yost
the opportunity to join the escape, he and Burt had agreed not to
mention the offer to Browning or Scotty until the last possible
moment. In that way, Yost would not know about Browning and Scotty’s
planned participation in the escape and they would not know of his.

But now, Linder and
Burt faced a dilemma. To renew the offer to Yost would put Browning
and Scotty at added risk. At the same time, Yost’s cooperation
could greatly improve the team’s chance of success. While Linder
felt an obligation to keep his word to Yost, he could not do it in a
way that violated his trust with the other team members.

Only a half hour
remained before curfew. If he was going to approach Yost before they
left for work the next morning, now was the time. Linder slipped to
the floor from his bunk, put on his boots and hat, and headed for the
door.

“Where are you
going?” Burt asked as Linder passed his bunk.

“To see a man about a
dog,” Linder replied casually. But before Linder could pass, Burt
reached out and grabbed his sleeve.

“What dog?” Burt
hissed.

“The big one we
promised to take for a walk,” Linder answered, leaning over Burt’s
bunk and speaking softly so as not to be overheard.

“Can’t he hold it
till morning?” Burt replied with an anxious look.

“I’ve got a feeling
about this,” Linder asserted. “If there’s an issue, I’d
rather know now.”

“Okay, it’s your
call,” Browning said as Linder rose to leave.

Linder walked directly
from the hut to the latrines but returned by way of Yost’s hut. As
Yost often received visitors from men on his team, none of the other
residents appeared to pay much attention to Linder as he made his way
to Yost’s bunk, located in a corner of the hut. As this particular
hut was reserved for supervisors, foremen and trusties, the bunks
were spread out for added privacy and most were separated from one
another by makeshift partitions consisting of army blankets hung from
the tops of the triple-decker bunks. Linder found Yost darning a worn
sock and stood over him until he drew the foreman’s attention.

“Remember the broken
saw?” Linder asked in a low voice without introduction.

“I do,” Yost
answered, letting the sock fall to his lap.

“Still interested?

“When?” Yost asked.

“Soon.”

“Your timing is good.
How soon?”

Linder looked to both
sides to make doubly sure that no one was within earshot.

“Tomorrow.”

“What else do I need
to do?” Yost asked, scarcely moving his lips.

“Nothing. I’ll see
you at work and fill you in on the details then. Oh, and bring a
snack.”

Yost picked up the
paperback and returned to his reading. “Sweet dreams,” he replied
without looking up.

“And you,” Linder
answered before heading for the door.


* * *

The next morning,
before breakfast, Linder approached Browning and Scotty separately
and told them of the promise he had made to Yost weeks before after
being discovered with the broken saw. Without disclosing that he had
already renewed the agreement with Yost, he asked each man for
permission to speak to Yost at the logging site and re-extend his
invitation to join the escape.

While neither Browning
nor Scotty appeared happy to hear of the hidden contingency with
Yost, each agreed that, once Linder’s offer had been made, it would
be dangerous to attempt escape under Yost’s nose without offering
him the opportunity to go with them. Imagining Yost’s choice
between possible freedom if he joined the escape and certain
punishment if he stayed behind, they expected Yost to come along, and
in the end, they were pleased at the prospect of having him.

Upon arriving at the
parade ground for morning roll call, Linder looked in vain for Yost
and the other worksite leaders at the front of the assemblage.
Instead, he spotted the Deputy Commandant and his top security aides.
He watched with growing alarm as Bracken approached the podium and
raised a bullhorn to address the prisoners.

“As some of you know,
this camp has been assigned to supply laborers for the new expansion
at the tungsten mine just north of here. Last week the new shafts at
MacTung were cleared to start production and the mine’s general
manager has called on us to provide a hundred men to work the
deposits there.

“Effective today, the
following work teams will be transferred to the MacTung mine: from
Grounds and Maintenance, Team A3. From Recycling, Team B2. From
Logging, Teams A1, A2 and A3. These teams will remain on the parade
ground after roll call to receive their new orders. The Team leaders
and foremen involved have been notified and will direct their men to
prepare for the transfer. Prisoners dismissed.”

Linder and Burt were on
Logging Team A2.

The moment he heard of
the prisoner transfer, Linder’s guts started to churn. He cast a
sidelong glance at Burt, whose eyes were closed and his face white as
a corpse. Their transfer to the mine was to be immediate. Even if the
storm came as expected, they would not be at the logging site to make
use of it. There would be no escape today.

At Bracken’s order,
the teams assigned to the mining site remained at attention until the
last prisoners walked out the gate for work. Moments later, Captain
Holzer and the leaders of the teams selected for transfer emerged
from the administration building and stood before the assembled men,
while Bracken issued final orders.

“You will have
fifteen minutes to collect your belongings into one regulation
rucksack and report back here for the march to the mining site.
Latecomers will be sent straight to the disciplinary unit.
Dismissed!”

Linder, Burt, and
Browning retreated to their hut to pack their bags, leaving the
cached escape supplies intact in their hiding places. As they left
Hut J-6 for the last time, with their limbs feeling heavy as lead,
the first fine flakes of the approaching blizzard swirled around
them.


* * *

For more than a week,
Linder was unable to find Yost again to speak with him about the
aborted escape. Not only were they assigned to different shifts, they
slept in different huts. On occasion, Linder would catch a glimpse of
Yost trudging in or out of the mine while he slogged in the opposite
direction.

Similarly, while
Linder, Burt and Browning all worked the same shift, they were
assigned to different sections of the mine. After only a few days of
training, Linder alternated between operating a pneumatic drill to
bore holes for explosive charges and wielding a pickaxe or scaling
bar to remove loose rock from walls and ceilings. The heat, noise,
dust, and danger required his utmost concentration. When rest breaks
occurred, he usually collapsed on the spot to conserve energy until
work resumed.

Only at night, in the
sleeping hut, did Linder have an opportunity to talk to Browning and
Burt, as none of them had seen Scotty during the week since the
transfer. Because the three were assigned to different sections of
the hut and did not know their bunkmates well, they were careful not
to speak of the aborted escape except in the most cryptic terms and
then only if they were certain of being undisturbed. Even then, they
found little to say to one another, except to confirm that their
supplies remained hidden back at Camp N-320 and that they still
intended to escape somehow, once they found their bearings at the
mine and could concoct a new plan. At this point, their morale was so
low and their new work so draining that the three men were beyond
commiserating.

As it happened, Burt
knew a good deal about the MacTung mine from his former work on
national defense issues. As Burt explained, MacTung’s strategic
military importance lay in being one of only two tungsten mines in
North America and by far the largest source of tungsten concentrate
in the Western world.

Tungsten’s hardness,
density, high melting point, and conductivity made it indispensable
for cutting and drilling tools, turbine blades, electronics and
advanced military ordnance, where tungsten could substitute for
depleted uranium. Years before the outbreak of the Manchurian War,
China and Russia had stopped selling tungsten on the world market,
causing tungsten prices to soar. Upon America’s entry into that
disastrous war, the President-for-Life nationalized the MacTung mine
and ordered the CLA to supply as many technicians and laborers from
among its prisoners as might be required to step up production. But
even after America retreated from Manchuria, the MacTung Mine and its
nearby companion mine, CanTung, remained vital to America’s
national defense and were ordered to expand further.

While the U.S. Interior
Department and Natural Resources Canada searched the market for
scarce mining equipment for the two state-owned mines, the CLA
scoured its labor camps for qualified workers. In the crush to expand
production, civilian labor was put on forced overtime and replaced by
convict labor when output fell short. The day after the prisoners
from Camp N-320 arrived at MacTung, they were given rudimentary
training in mining operations and assigned to shifts. As at Camp
N-320, a prisoner’s rations depended on meeting output quotas. And,
as at the logging sites, prisoners were worked nearly to exhaustion.

One evening toward the
end of their first week at MacTung, when their shift was brought to
the surface early because of a ventilation system breakdown, Linder,
Burt, and Browning sat together after the evening meal in their
sleeping hut and stared into each others’ weary eyes. They sat
cross-legged in a corner, away from where their bunkmates were
gathered around the stove, and huddled their heads together while
going through the motions of playing poker.

“What the hell
happened?” Browning asked, breaking the silence at last. “A few
more hours and we could have made it out.”

“I don’t know,”
Burt answered. “Maybe Bracken got wind of a breakout from the
logging site and ordered the transfer to head it off. After all, all
three logging teams were transferred but only one team each from
Recycling and Maintenance.”

Both men looked at
Linder.

“Could Yost have
ratted on us?” Browning asked.

“Possibly, but I find
it hard to believe,” Linder answered with a note of defensiveness.

“But we all agreed to
wait till we got to the worksite before offering him a chance to come
along. We didn’t even discuss it until just before roll call,”
Browning protested. “How could Yost have told anyone if he didn’t
know we were going?”

“Actually, I told
Charlie about it the night before,” Linder confessed in a low
voice, looking Browning straight in the eye.

“But you had no
right!” the Montanan sputtered.

“Now calm down,
Will,” Linder continued. “I went to his hut just before lock-up
because I didn’t want to risk moving our supplies to the site the
next morning if Yost refused to go with us. But Yost said yes, and
everything I know about him tells me he would never sell us out. Not
for anything.”

“Warren told me he
was going to see Yost and I agreed,” Burt concurred, “which makes
us both responsible. But think about it: if Charlie betrayed us, why
aren’t we lying face down in some snowdrift with bullets in our
heads?”

“Okay, okay, I want
to trust Charlie, too,” Browning conceded. “It’s just so damned
frustrating.”

“So we’re back to
square one,” Burt concluded wearily. “We’ve lost access to our
supplies. We’re in a new environment that’s more closely
controlled than ever. And we’re all getting weaker by the day.
Let’s face it: if we don’t catch a break, it could be game over
real soon.”

“The only breaks we
can count on are the ones we make ourselves,” Linder replied,
gathering up the cards from the rough-hewn wood floor. “I think
that what we need most right now is more intel. Let’s keep our
heads and see if we can make contact with Yost or Scotty. They may
know something we don’t.”

“I’ll work on
tracking down Scotty if the two of you can link up with Yost
somehow,” Burt offered.

“I know people in
Yost’s hut,” Linder agreed. “I’ll see if there’s some way
to catch him there, or maybe pass him a message to come see us.”


* * *

Two days later,
Linder returned for work in the evening in time to wait for Charlie
Yost outside his sleeping hut before Yost joined the march to the
mine for the graveyard shift. Linder watched and waited in the
relentless subzero wind, his hood and neck gaiter gathered closely
around his stubbled face. To distract himself, he looked up at a sky
filled with more stars than he ever could have imagined before coming
to the Yukon, with the Milky Way looking like a vast plume of smoke
rising to the heavens. High above, the Northern Lights played like a
luminous green curtain fluttering in the breeze. Spotting Yost
leaving the hut, he stepped in beside him and kept pace.

“Long time, no see,
Charlie,” Linder began, examining Yost’s face carefully for any
signs of defensiveness or guilt.

“Yeah, the world has
changed a bit since our last talk,” Yost replied. “You must be
wondering what happened. Hell, I’m still wondering and I wouldn’t
blame you one bit if you suspected me of turning you in.”

“It’s not that we
suspect you, Charlie,” Linder answered, raising his voice to be
heard above the roaring wind. “We just want to know what on earth
happened.”

“What happened is
that Bracken went crazy on us. Do you remember the day when I came to
visit Roger Kendall at the infirmary?”

Linder nodded.

“Well, it was no
coincidence that Bracken assigned Roger and you and every other
prisoner with any connection to Cleveland to the logging unit,”
Yost explained. “From what I could see, Bracken and the DSS hoped
that, by throwing us all together, somebody who knew about the
Cleveland bank job would start talking. Then, around the time you
left the infirmary and Roger entered the terminal ward, it seems that
Bracken heard from one of the loggers that Eaton’s men had
recovered the last of the loot long ago and packed it off to Europe
before his death.”

“I don’t get it,”
Linder interrupted. “If Bracken had sources among the loggers, why
would he send them all to MacTung and lose the chance to learn more?”

“Because he had been
pressuring his informants for months to find out what happened to the
bank money,” Yost explained. “And when his deadline passed
without getting what he wanted, he had to follow through. Besides, if
it were true that all the loot had left the country, there would be
little to gain from continuing.”

“Okay, let me get
this straight,” Linder replied. “When I asked you to escape with
us, you knew about Bracken’s deadline?”

“Of course,” Yost
replied.

“But you said
nothing.”

“I was hoping Bracken
would give us one more day.”

“But you also might
have turned us in to save yourself from going to MacTung,” Linder
noted.

Yost gave Linder a
puzzled look, as if Linder had called him by someone else’s name.

“You ought to know me
better than that,” he chided. Then he brightened and asked, “So
tell me straight, do we have a new plan yet?”

“Not quite,” Linder
replied. “But we will.”

“Then count me in,”
Yost declared. “Now that I’m not responsible for a work team any
more, there’s nothing left to hold me back.”

“We’ll need to get
assigned to the same work team again, for starters,” Linder noted,
his mind racing ahead. “Or at least to the same hut, so we can
talk.”

“Leave that to me,”
Yost assured.

After dinner that
night, Linder found Burt and Browning deep in conversation on Burt’s
bunk, with no one else close by, and was about to interrupt them to
share news of his meeting with Yost, when Burt held up a hand to
silence him.

“You’ll never
believe this, but I think we got our break tonight,” Burt
whispered.

“Is that so?”
Linder answered doubtfully. “What kind of a break?”

“I found Scotty,”
Burt answered with an excited glow in his eyes. “He’s got a job
as a loader on the trucks that shuttle supplies between here and the
main camp. And he says he might be able to recover our stash of
supplies and send them to us if we tell him where to find them.”

“That’s a tall
order,” Browning added. “But if he can, it just might put us back
in business. “Now, all we have to do is find a way out of this
damned place.”


* * *

By the following
week, the ever-resourceful Scotty had collected most of the
provisions that he, Linder, Burt, and Browning had put aside for
their escape and delivered them to the mining site, where new hiding
places had been found. By now, however, the men were so weakened that
it took all their resolve not to raid the extra rations on the spot.

In another stroke of
good fortune, Yost had been promoted to foreman on the strength of
his prior work record and managed to have Linder and the other
escapists assigned to his team. Yost used his authority to rotate his
co-conspirators through every shaft and room in the mine so that they
had first-hand reconnaissance of the entire underground facility to
match Scotty’s mapping of MacTung’s aboveground layout.

After many nights of
study and deliberation, the team was able to work out a detailed
escape plan similar to the one they had devised at the logging site,
featuring an evacuation route toward the east, over the Mackenzie
Range, rather than westward toward Alaska and the sea, the route
favored by conventional wisdom among both prisoners and captors. This
had been Scotty’s proposal, not only because their pursuers could
be expected to search more actively along the South Canol Road to the
west, but also because, unlike the white man, he knew how to live off
the land and could enlist the help of any native peoples they might
come across.

The only problem was
that, unlike Camp N-320, where they had worked at a remote logging
site surrounded by only a basic security fence, their work at MacTung
was underground. More than that, the mine lay within an impenetrable
security perimeter featuring electrified fences, floodlights, remote
sensors, canine patrols, and guard towers manned by snipers with
orders to shoot to kill. Despite their best efforts, they had not yet
discovered a way to breach that perimeter.

As the winter wore on
and one storm after another descended on the mine, each one promising
to erase all traces of an escape, the men met more and more
frequently to find a way out before spring. Each week they considered
new theories and took on individual assignments to explore possible
lapses in the site’s security, even at the risk of drawing unwanted
attention to their efforts. What each of them felt but none wanted to
admit was that time was running out for a winter escape and they
might not survive long enough to try another.

It was on the eve of
yet another Arctic storm that Linder drilled his borehole, packed it
with explosives, and stood by while the technician set the primer and
secured the area for the next blast in one of the new exploratory
shafts at the western edge of the mine. Since it was the end of the
three-to-eleven shift on a Friday night, the civilian technician
planned to leave for the weekend directly after detonating the
charge. Perhaps he had been careless in measuring the charge, or
perhaps the rock was of a different quality in this part of the mine,
but the blast had an outsized effect and caused the ceiling to cave
in, both ahead of and behind where Linder took shelter.

When the last rock
fragment came to rest and the worst of the dust had cleared, Linder’s
relief at having escaped serious injury was soon overtaken by a
growing panic that he might suffocate. By the light of his headlamp,
he groped along the walls for any openings in the direction of the
main shaft but found none. Nonetheless, he continued exploring and,
to his great surprise, found a gap between the mine’s ceiling and a
tall pile of debris. Climbing to the top of the pile, he saw that the
opening led to a smaller shaft that he had not known to exist.

Linder cleared away the
rock and crawled through. The passage ahead was straight and narrow,
just under head height and sloping gradually upward. Relieved to have
found the air clear of smoke and dust and fresher than where he had
been, he moved further away from the cave-in, examining the shaft’s
walls and floor more closely as he went. It looked crude and
unfinished, as he imagined an exploratory shaft or an airway might
be, except that this shaft had not appeared in any blueprint of the
mine that he had been allowed to view.

After another ten or
fifteen meters, the passage opened into a high chamber. Linder looked
up and, in the weak light of his headlamp, saw what looked like an
iron grate above his head. Here the air was cold and fresh. He
switched off his headlamp, and when he saw a speck of pale moonlit
sky, his heart leapt. With energy he did not know he possessed, he
climbed up the steep rock wall and pushed with all his strength
against the grate. It moved aside and he found himself wedged within
a rocky crevice that looked out over the mine’s frozen runoff pond,
the distant peaks of the McKenzie range and no trace of a perimeter
fence in between.


* * *

Linder crawled back
through the opening from the exploratory shaft into the main mine and
filled the gap at the ceiling with loose rock before settling down to
wait for someone to rescue him. He turned off his headlamp to
conserve the battery and drifted off to sleep. He had no idea how
long he had slept when the sounds of a front-end loader clearing away
the rocky debris jarred him awake. Yost was the first man to crawl
through the hole to meet him. He nearly bowled Linder over with his
bear hug.

“You are one lucky
son-of-a-bitch, Linder,” Yost greeted him. “Nobody thought you
had a ghost of a chance in there. I had to threaten the supervisor
with a pickaxe before he’d let us back in to search for you. He was
going to wait till the engineers came back to work on Monday.”

“I wasn’t worried,”
Linder answered. “I figured you’d be back soon enough. Can’t
let a little cave-in get in the way of hitting the quota, eh?”

“Screw the quota,”
Yost replied. “Are you hurt? Do you need a doctor?”

“No, I’ll be okay.
I wouldn’t turn down a physical and a night in the infirmary, mind
you, but I doubt they’ll give me more than that. Tell me, though,
when do you suppose they’ll send us back in to clean up this mess?”

Yost shook his head and
looked puzzled.

“Now, why would any
man in his right mind ask a question like that after nearly being
buried alive?”

“I’ll tell you
later, Charlie,” Linder answered, looking around to make sure no
one could overhear. “But if that storm is still headed our way
tomorrow night, we might want to be down here when it hits.”


* * *

Linder accepted the
shift supervisor’s offer of a night in the infirmary to recover
from his close call in the mineshaft and made a show of coughing up
plenty of gray dust. But the next morning he rose early and, after a
hearty breakfast of flapjacks, scrapple, and high-octane coffee,
dishes available only in the infirmary and the officers’ mess, he
returned to the sleeping hut in the dark and roused Browning and Burt
from sleep.

“It’s on,” he
whispered to Burt as he sat beside him on his bunk in the overheated
room. In a few minutes the lights would come on and the morning alarm
chime would sound, but for the moment the only noise was of Burt’s
heavy breathing and a prodigious snorer two bunks away.

Burt opened his eyes
into an instant state of alertness but could not grasp at first what
Linder was telling him.

“What the devil are
you talking about?” he asked in a low voice. “What’s on?”

“I’ve found a way
out of the mine. But we have to move fast or we’ll miss our
chance,” Linder answered. “A snowstorm will roll in during the
night to cover our tracks. It’s now or never, amigo.”

“Have you talked to
the others?”

“I’ll talk to
Browning in a minute,” Linder replied. “Yost will come on later.
Do you think you can get a message to Scotty somehow before our shift
starts at three?”

“I’ll do my best.
What do I tell him?”

“He said once that he
might be able to steal a truck. If he can, tell him to meet us on the
access road headed outbound just east of the ford beyond the runoff
pond,” Linder said. “A pickup with a snowplow in front would be
best, if there’s a choice. But above all, he’s got to get there
without being noticed. We’ll need all the head start we can get.”

“That’s a mighty
tall order,” Burt answered doubtfully. “Scotty’s just a
prisoner. He doesn’t exactly have carte blanche to come and go from
the motor pool whenever he feels like it.”

“Okay, so it won’t
be easy,” Linder agreed. “He only has to do it once. Tell him to
find a way. Or he can meet us at the access road on foot.”

And without waiting for
a response, Linder moved across the room to wake Browning.


* * *

By the time their
shift started at 3:00 P.M., Linder, Burt, Browning, and Yost had
divided up their cached supplies and secreted as much as they could
conceal under their baggy jumpsuits. They milled around the mine’s
entrance with the rest of the men on their shift and waited under dim
fluorescent lights amid swirls of powdery snow until the elevator
doors rolled open.

Since it was a
Saturday, the mine was operating at reduced output, with most
supervisory and technical staff off duty. Though a normal guard
complement covered the facility’s perimeter and key access points
to the mine and the mill, prisoners laboring underground were
supervised only by their foremen and a shift boss stationed
aboveground at the entrance to the main shaft.

As Linder had
predicted, their work orders for the three-to-eleven shift centered
on clearing the obstructed shaft from the cave-in that had occurred
the night before so the engineers could recertify it for operation on
Monday morning. This was not luck, but the foreseeable result of a
relentless demand to maximize output. Accordingly, it was not
difficult for Yost to arrange for his team to tackle the cleanup.

At the start of the
shift, Linder and Yost retreated to a corner of the spacious freight
elevator and spoke into each other’s ears over the whirring of the
electric hoist and the clanging of the metal cage.

“What if Scotty
doesn’t show up with a truck?” Yost asked as soon as the
contraption made its initial downward lurch.

“We walk,” Linder
replied. “But our chances of getting away clean depend on how far
we travel before they discover we’re missing. First, they’ll
search along the perimeter fence. Next, they’ll sweep the roads,
all of which lead south or east except one. But if we head north to
the Canol Road and make it through the MacMillan Pass before they
know we’re missing, the snow will cover our tracks and most
everyone will assume we’ve bolted for the coast. In that case, it
could be days before they look for us across the Mackenzie Range.”

“Because nobody could
be so stupid as to go there,” Yost ventured. “Except maybe a
native...”

“Assuming ours shows
up,” Linder added uneasily.

When the elevator
reached their level, the men split up into work teams and headed off
to their respective tunnels and chambers to start work. Yost, Linder,
Burt, and Browning formed one team, with Yost operating the front-end
loader, Browning operating the shuttle car, and Linder and Burt
shoveling out the corners and edges. By the late-afternoon break,
they had cleared nearly a third of the rubble but had not yet reached
the spot where Linder had found an opening to the hidden exploratory
shaft.

During the break, Yost
reported to the shift supervisor that they were making good progress
and would soon begin checking the tunnel walls beyond the cave-in for
signs of structural weakness. As a safety measure, he posted his
team’s tunnel as off-limits to unauthorized personnel. When Yost
returned, the other team members withdrew the shuttle car and loader
to a safe distance from the cave-in and deposited their tools by the
car as if stopping for an early dinner break. With Yost acting as
lookout, Linder enlisted Burt’s and Browning’s help in clearing
away enough broken rock to reopen the gap between the mine’s
ceiling and the pile of fallen rock that led to the hidden
exploratory shaft. Moments later, Yost followed them through to the
other side and they refilled the gap in a way that would not be
easily detectable from the other side.

The passage through the
newly discovered tunnel was as straight and narrow as Linder
remembered it, a few inches below head height and sloping gradually
upward. As before, the air was clear and grew fresher the further
they moved from the cave-in. After a dozen meters, the passage opened
into a high chamber and all four headlamp beams converged on the iron
grate above their heads. Linder switched off his headlamp and led the
way up, pushing the grate aside and emerging into the snow-filled
cleft.

Tiny snowflakes whirled
in an eddy around Linder and fell so thickly that he could see no
further than the edge of the mine’s frozen runoff pond. But that
was enough for him to take his bearings and plot a course toward the
spot where the mine’s access road intersected a dry creek bed. One
by one, the other men followed him through the grate and into the
rocky cleft.

“We’re beyond the
perimeter fence now,” Linder began. “When your eyes adjust, look
out at two o’clock until you spot the edge of the runoff pond.
We’re going to head single file toward the pond’s western shore
until we’re within a hundred meters of the access road, then we’ll
hike due west along the straightaway. If Scotty’s there with a
truck, we’ll ride. If he isn’t, we’ll keep skirting the access
road till we hit the Canol Road and then follow the river north
through the Macmillan Pass.”

“How much time do you
expect we’ll have before they come after us?” Browning asked.

“That depends on the
shift boss,” Yost replied. “If he’s the coward I think he is,
he’ll shit his pants when he finds out we’re missing and won’t
be able to think straight. To delay having to report a possible
escape, he’ll order a top-to-bottom search of the mine in the hope
that we’ll turn up before the shift ends at 2300. That buys us a
good five hours.”

“Then what?” Burt
pressed.

“Since it’s late on
a Saturday night,” Yost continued, “you can bet the off-duty
guards will be too drunk to respond on time to the alarm. Even if
we’re on foot, I’d say we’d have a decent shot at making it
through the pass before they come after us.”

The men slogged ahead
through knee-deep snow, in single file, with Linder in the lead to
clear a track. The wind blasted across the slope and set about
filling each footprint with snow as soon as it was made. From time to
time, the men could see the road through a gap in the trees, but no
headlights broke through the darkness. When they reached the first
switchback in the access road, Linder led them stumbling and sliding
down a steep slope to the straightaway where Scotty had been
instructed to wait for them. But no truck awaited and no tracks could
be seen.

Linder waved the men
forward to descend to the next straightaway, bypassing another
switchback. “I’ll wait here for Scotty,” he shouted to Yost
over the howling wind. “If he doesn’t show up in the next ten
minutes, I’ll catch up with you.”

Browning took the lead
now and plunged feet-first down the next slope. Linder watched them
disappear among the slender, snow-laden larches.

Five minutes passed,
then ten, but as Linder turned to follow the others, he noticed a dim
glow coming up the access road from the highway rather than down from
the mine’s motor pool. Could it be Scotty? he thought. If he
stepped out into the roadway and let himself be seen, the act could
either save or doom the entire team, depending on who was driving the
truck. If this were Scotty, arriving from the wrong direction, the
truck could buy them several days head start. If it were anyone else,
their position would be betrayed and capture would be swift. His
decision would commit the entire team. Did he dare take the chance?

Linder stepped into the
middle of the road. He could hear the muffled jangle of tire chains
and the metronomic sweep of the windshield wipers as the vehicle
braked to a stop. It was a one-ton pickup truck with a six-passenger
crew cab, dual rear tires and a snowplow mounted in front. He
approached the half-fogged driver’s window for the moment of truth.
The window rolled down. The impassive face in the window was one he
had never expected to see again: it was Mark Rhee.

“Hop in, dude,”
Rhee ordered with the same sphinxlike expression he had shown on the
road from Ross River. In the next moment, Scotty’s grinning face
peered out from behind Rhee’s.

“Where are other
men?” Scotty asked, though not with alarm.

“You must have passed
them,” Linder replied. “They probably took you for the enemy and
hunkered down. Come on, let’s turn around. I’ll climb into the
cargo bed and wave so they’ll know it’s us. When I bang on the
cab’s roof, slow down till they come out.”

“You’ll freeze back
there, dude,” Rhee broke in with unexpected solicitude. “Ride up
front with us. You can spot them okay from here.”

But there was something
about Rhee’s offer that did not ring true, coming from someone who
had hated him so. Though Linder could not put his finger on it, he
decided to ride in the cargo bay until the others were on board,
rather than in the heated cab with Rhee.

As Linder had hoped,
midway along the next straightaway, Browning, Yost, and Burt emerged
tentatively from behind the trees in response to his waving and
approached the truck with joy written on their faces. Linder shared
their delight and helped them one by one into the warm cab with
Scotty and Rhee, but remained in the back as a lookout.

Within moments, his
euphoria turned to dread as he fell backward from the truck’s
acceleration and felt his foot sink through the snow into something
hard and unforgiving that lay along the wall of the cargo bay.
Intuitively, he sensed what it had to be and reached down with both
hands in the darkness to confirm it. He had stumbled onto a corpse
dressed in the coveralls of the kind worn by civilian drivers and
mechanics.

Of course, Linder
thought. So that’s why Rhee wanted me up front with him.

Linder banged on the
cab again with his fist but the truck did not slow down. Not until
they had traveled another two or three kilometers did the truck slow
to a halt where the road passed through a glade of trees and was
partially concealed from view. Linder leapt down from the truck and
tugged at the handle of the driver’s locked door. After a few
seconds, the window rolled down half way.

“Come out here, all
of you,” he barked at the lowered window. “We’ve got a
problem.”

Linder opened the
tailgate and dragged the body into clear view without saying another
word. A few minutes later, he and Browning finished searching the
dead man’s body and confirmed by the identification card in his
wallet that he had been a civilian contract driver. Linder pointed at
the corpse.

“Who killed him?”
he demanded, looking straight at Rhee.

“I did,” Rhee
answered at once. “There was no other way if we wanted the truck.”

“I don’t have time
to argue the point, Mark,” Linder snapped. “But tell me this. How
soon do you think anyone will notice him missing?”

“The same time they
miss me and Scotty and the truck. We were due to report back to the
mine before the night shift,” Rhee answered coolly.

“Then nothing’s
changed,” Browning commented with obvious relief.

“Maybe the time line
hasn’t changed, but when you kill someone, something always
changes,” Yost replied. “We just don’t know what it is yet.”

“Scotty,” Linder
addressed the native. “Did you have a hand in this?”

The diminutive Kaska
stared back at Linder with sad eyes. “It is done,” he said
without answering the question. “Egg hatch later. Now we move on.”

Linder and Yost
exchanged glances and Yost spoke next.

“Okay, let’s get
going,” he declared to the group. “We’ll sort this out later.
Rhee, I want you to get in the back with Browning and the corpse.
I’ll be driving the rest of the way.”

After having taken a
lead role in the escape from its inception, Linder felt relief that
Yost had stepped in to defuse the tension between him and Rhee. As
their foreman in the logging unit and later at MacTung, Yost
possessed a natural authority that was invaluable in times of stress.

The truck made good
progress on the newly plowed access road, taking just over an hour to
cover the remaining thirty kilometers to the Canol Road. But the next
twenty kilometers to the Macmillan Pass were slow going, having been
cleared of snow only infrequently since the stuff had begun to
accumulate in October. Many stretches required repeated backing and
charging to clear a passage. Now, the wind, with growing force,
seemed to fill in the path behind them almost as soon as they broke
through. At last, a few kilometers north of the Macmillan Pass, the
road veered to the lee of a glade of birches that served as a natural
snow fence and was covered to a depth greater than the truck could
possibly clear. Yost brought the pickup to a stop short of the
waist-high snowdrifts and stepped out of the cab. The others followed
suit and joined him beside the road.

“About a quarter-mile
back I saw a ravine where we can ditch the truck and the corpse
without them being spotted from the road,” he addressed the men.
“With any luck, they won’t be found till next summer, which means
our pursuers won’t know where we stopped riding and began walking.
So they won’t know where to pick up our scent.”

“Before you ditch the
truck,” Browning responded, let’s search it for anything we can
use. It’s got to have an emergency kit and a tool box. We should
probably take the dead man’s boots and clothing for spares, too.
Burt, I’d like you and Linder to strip the body. Rhee, search the
cargo bed and make a pile over here of anything useful. Charlie and I
will search the cab. Scotty, why don’t you sort through the pile
and tell us what you think we should bring along?”

Thoroughly drilled at
working as a team, each man fell to his task, and within a few
minutes, the pile of scavenged goods began to grow.

“Yee-hah! We’ve hit
gold!” Browning cried out moments later. “Lookee here, gents!”

And without further
comment he tossed a zippered duffel onto the road. Burt reached in
and pulled out a pair of aluminum-framed snowshoes for all to see.

“How many pairs?”
Linder asked.

“Four. I guess we’ll
have to rotate.”

“We’ll figure
something out,” Yost answered, accustomed as team leader to
dispensing both good things and bad among his men. “Leave two pairs
in the rear for Rhee and me. The two of us will double back to ditch
the truck and catch up with you as soon as we can. When you have the
gear sorted and divvied up, find a spot among those rocks to wait
until we get back.

“Okay, then, let’s
step to it.” As before when Yost stepped in, Linder felt a release
of tension that made him realize how little he enjoyed the burdens of
leadership. If Yost was willing to take the lead, he was more than
willing to let him have it. Merely keeping up, Linder expected, would
be challenge enough for him.

A sullen Rhee climbed
into the passenger seat next to Yost and the truck made a ragged
three-point turn before heading back to the west. When the vehicle’s
taillights were out of sight from where it had dropped the men off,
Linder took Scotty aside.

“Of all people,
Scotty, why on earth did you have to choose Rhee?” he asked
uneasily.

The dark-eyed Kaska
held Linder’s gaze for several seconds before responding.

“I not choose. Spirit
guides choose. I know your thoughts. Rhee is angry man. But he is
with us for reason. Perhaps we not succeed without him.”

“Maybe so,” Linder
replied. “But we are not murderers. If we behave like the damned
Unionists and kill to get our way, we won’t deserve to be free.
What do your spirits say to that?”

“Your friend very
unlucky. He will be burden to us. But our destiny flows together and
we must move as one. Let the spirits decide.”
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All it takes for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing.
Edmund Burke
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Mark Rhee and Charlie
Yost returned a half hour later from the ravine where they had
ditched the truck and concealed the body of the slain driver. Yost
wore a somber expression while Rhee appeared chastened. Neither spoke
to or looked at the other. While those who had remained behind
stuffed their rucksacks with supplies from the truck, Linder turned
his gaze to each of his fellow fugitives.

Sam Burt’s long
fingers moved quickly and methodically among the pile at his side,
selecting items he found useful and easy to carry. While deeply
immersed in his task and as driven as ever to survive, there was a
dark and brooding cast to his eyes. Though once a long-distance
runner and fitness enthusiast, Burt had lost a disturbing amount of
muscle mass since their trek from Ross River in December, and
appeared wholly unfit for a thousand-mile forced march to the Montana
border and beyond.

Will Browning, by
contrast, looked supremely grateful for every moment of freedom he
might enjoy and confident of rejoining family and farm in due time.

“Feeling lucky?”
Linder asked Browning on an impulse.

“If we’ve made it
this far, God will find us a way,” Browning replied. “My
grandfather used to say that luck is what happens when heaven gets
tired of waiting. I believe our luck has turned at last.”

Linder returned
Browning’s benevolent smile as he knelt beside his own half-empty
rucksack. All at once, he felt so depleted that no amount of food,
warmth, and rest seemed capable of making him feel whole again. While
he considered himself in marginally better physical shape than Burt
or Browning, he felt completely unequal to the challenges that lay
ahead.

Since the age of
fourteen, when he had arrived at Exeter as a scholarship boy
completely unprepared for what an elite boarding school would demand
of him, Linder’s primary defense mechanism had been to live in
day-tight compartments and not ask what tomorrow might bring. His
motto, remembered from years of repetition in Sunday school had been:
“Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.” It came from the
Sermon on the Mount and had served him well through college, graduate
school, and his years of undercover work in the CIA and in the DSS
whenever he felt overwhelmed.

By living in the moment
at times like these, Linder had overcome the challenges he faced,
adapted to new situations, and even come to relish the curve balls
thrown at him from time to time. Early in life, his goal had been to
put Cleveland behind him, to learn a profession, and become master of
his own fate. He had done all that. But for reasons he still did not
grasp, at some point he had traded his freedom for the security of
his profession. Now, for the first time since taking that wrong turn,
he felt free to chart his own course again in life. By what star
would he set that course? Was one direction as valid as any other, or
was there a fixed standard? If God or fate existed, where would they
have him go?

In that moment,
Linder’s thoughts turned to the team as a whole, and to the idea
that each team member had a path in life, and with it a unique and
vital contribution to make. As Scotty had said, if Rhee was with them
for a reason, perhaps it was because the team required the best
efforts of each and every man to succeed. At that, Linder felt
humbled and realized that it might not be possible to know his own
contribution yet and that, in the meantime, it might be wise to open
his heart and listen to his inner voice.

Linder had nearly
finished packing his gear with these thoughts in mind when Yost
appeared beside him.

“Come along, Linder,”
the older man said. “I have something to show you.”

Linder followed to the
edge of the road, where Yost turned his back to the others so that
they could not hear what he had say.

“Scotty says he spoke
to you about your old chain mate, Rhee,” Yost began quietly. “We
all know that Rhee was wrong to kill that poor truck driver. And it’s
clear that we can’t ever let him do something like that again.”
At this, Yost stepped closer and gripped Linder’s elbow. “Now, I
understand that two wrongs don’t make a right. But if Rhee steps
out of line again, one of us is going to have to kill him. And that
probably means you or me.”

Yost seemed to have
expected Linder’s shocked expression.

“Listen, nobody in
his right mind wants blood on his hands,” Yost continued with an
intensity Linder had not seen before. “But believe me, none of the
others will do it. Kicking Rhee off the team isn’t an option here.
When and if the time comes, there won’t be time to hesitate.”

Linder nodded his
assent. Though the prospect was abhorrent to him, he knew that what
Yost said was true.

As if aware that he
might be under observation, Yost made a show of redirecting Linder’s
attention to some animal tracks close by. Linder knelt over the
tracks and made a show of inspecting them while Yost rejoined the
others.

“Now listen up,”
Yost addressed the group from the center of the road. “Most
escapees from camps in Alaska and the Yukon are caught heading west,
toward the coast. We’re heading northeast, which ought to buy us
extra time. Bracken and Holzer will have to bring in additional
trackers and dogs, which will set them back a while. If we can stay
ahead of the trackers for even two or three days, their theoretical
search radius will be so wide they won’t know where to begin
picking up our trail. That means we have to move fast, and keep
moving as long as we possibly can for the next forty-eight hours.”

At hearing this, Linder
and Burt exchanged glances. For someone who had joined the escape at
the last minute, Yost seemed to have given considerable thought to
the theory of escape, and his ideas made sense. To Linder, it seemed
a godsend that someone with fresh energy and clear thinking was ready
to step as team leader just as his and Burt’s energy had reached
low ebb.

“We have six men and
four sets of snowshoes,” Yost went on. “That means the last two
men will have to do without. We’ll move single file and follow the
buddy system. Scotty and Rhee will take the point, Browning and Burt
will follow, and Linder and I will bring up the rear. Every half
hour, as near as we can judge, the rear pair will take the lead and
the other pairs will fall back. Any questions?”

No one spoke.

“Okay, then,” Yost
resumed. “Browning will hand out snowshoes,” And while you’re
strapping in, Scotty has a few words.”

“Trackers use dogs to
find us,” Scotty announced. “If you leave your smell, dog will
follow and find you--or die trying.”

The old native held up
a faded orange prisoner’s hat that Rhee had discarded in favor of
the dead driver’s fur-lined aviator hat.

“Old clothing, take
it with you,” Scotty declared. “We burn it in campfire. Cut off
piece parachute cord this long and tie around wrist and ankle to keep
smell inside. Now put hood and face mask on and don’t take off
until I say.”

“What if we need to
piss?” Rhee interrupted with a smirk.

“Wait till all stop
together,” Scotty answered. “All piss at same spot, away from
trail. If you want piss now, piss on rock. This place stink from us
already.”

Next, Scotty held up a
fragment of a discarded and worn soldier’s sheepskin jacket
attached to a length of parachute cord. He tied the other end of the
cord around Yost’s wrist, dropped the sheepskin in the snow, and
told Yost to drag it along behind him.

“When we walk one-two
hour, we leave sheepskin behind on trail so dogs not know whose scent
they smell. It may not stop trackers from chasing, but it will buy us
time. Later on, we double back and walk in circles sometimes to trick
dogs even more.”

“What if the trackers
find things in our bunk with our scent on it?” Burt inquired. “How
do we throw them off our trail then?”

“Same thing. Once dog
know our scent, not easy throw him off,” the old native answered.
“Our job is stay ahead till handlers give up, because dogs never
give up. And to stay ahead, we go where dogs cannot, like big rocks
and cliffs.”

Without another word,
Scotty strapped on his snowshoes and stood at the roadside for the
others to fall in behind. Upon leaving the road, they headed south
through wind and falling snow, rotating their positions roughly every
half hour, and sitting down to rest about once an hour. Though at
times it seemed to Linder as if they were traveling blindly and
without direction in the dark, once in a while Scotty would pause to
inspect some moss growing on the sheltered side of a tree and order a
course correction.

At last, a few hours
after a barely perceptible dawn, when a watery sun appeared through
thinning cloud cover, Scotty called a halt. He led the shivering men
into a shallow bowl-like depression, where a moaning wind overhead
made tree limbs creak and snap. As if by animal instinct, Linder
trained his ears for the barks of pursuing dogs but heard nothing
more than the whispering branches and the labored breathing of his
teammates.

Without a spare word or
gesture, Scotty instructed his exhausted teammates in how to build a
native-style shelter at the base of a large tree. First, he burrowed
through the snow down to the tree’s exposed roots and hollowed out
an area covering little more than a square meter. Then he piled snow
into a low wall around the entrance and chopped some fir branches to
cover the opening.

“Snow? Who worry
about too much snow?” the native teased. “Just wrap it around you
like feathers and you sleep as warm as in sleeping bag.”

Without waiting for
more, each man set to work digging his burrow, much as the sled dogs
had done on the way north from Ross River. Linder did not know how
long they slept, although it seemed to him as if he had barely shut
his eyes and his legs felt even more stiff than before with cold and
fatigue. When Scotty woke them, the sun had already begun its low
sideslip along the horizon. For the remaining daylight hours, they
would be at heightened risk of detection from the air but could not
afford to stop moving any longer than was necessary to rest. Once out
of immediate danger from the dogs, the group would travel only during
the long-shadow hours around dawn and dusk and at night when
visibility allowed. Tonight their luck would be good, for the skies
were clear and the moon was nearly full.

Upon rising, they took
a few minutes to eat before moving on in single file, with Scotty and
Rhee in the lead. Climbing one hill after another and crossing
icebound streams in the valleys between them, the men noted no sign
of pursuit, and it occurred more than once to Linder that perhaps
this was because their pursuers expected them to die soon in any
event. Perhaps the reason why no prisoners had fled to the east
before was that it was impossible. But, as the hours went by, he and
the others pressed forward anyway, battling cold, pain, and fatigue
at each step. Burt and Yost seemed to suffer most. Yet, despite his
age, Scotty set the pace and uttered no complaint.

Traveling without a map
and trusting Scotty’s woodcraft and native lore, the men had only a
vague idea of how far they must go before the mountains would end.
Scotty said little in response to their questions. Linder surmised
that the old man was reluctant to tell them more for fear they would
lose heart. By the end of the second day, Linder questioned how much
further he could force himself without rest and something warm to eat
and drink. Yet, Scotty would not permit a campfire until they had
found a safe place to pitch camp, and each man’s rations had been
set at a mere half a meal bar or the equivalent each morning and
afternoon.

Linder remembered
little of the second and third days on the march, except that shortly
after sunrise on the third day, Scotty spotted a cave high in the
valley and led the men up to it by a serpentine route that required
more than enough rock-climbing to block even the most sure-footed dog
from following. Before entering the cave, the Kaska warned he must
first check for bears, and borrowed the team’s sturdiest knife and
Burt’s LED headlamp for the task.

“How can you be sure
you’ll find the bear before he finds you?” Burt asked as he
handed over the headlamp.

“Bear stink pretty
bad,” Scotty replied. “I know him. But bear wake up fast, too.
Fighting grizzly not so easy in small cave.”

“You mean to kill
him?” Burt asked in surprise.

“We need food,”
came the Kaska’s blunt reply.

Scotty entered the cave
and returned in less than a minute.

“No bear inside. Cave
too big,” he announced. “But good size for us. We stay, make fire
inside.”

Scotty showed the men
how to make sparks with a bent nail and flint, using dried tree
fungus for tinder. Before long, their campfire was hot enough to melt
snow in a pot for tea. Dinner consisted of military-style
freeze-dried entrees found in the truck’s emergency kit and warmed
in aluminum mess tins from the camp. Each item was dished out to the
men as it became ready.

All of them knew from
experience the enormous numbers of calories required to traverse
mountainous terrain during the sub-Arctic winter and to heat each
breath of frigid air they inhaled. And all were well aware that their
collective food supplies, even with strict rationing, would not last
more than a few days. But for the moment, the hot tea warmed their
bones, the starchy food filled their stomachs, and the rest for their
weary legs helped them forget their pains. Having evaded pursuit for
two days and arrived at a place of temporary safety, their spirits
rallied. One by one, they found a comfortable position near the
banked fire, sipped their tea and waited for sleep to overtake them.

But as exhausted as
their bodies might be, their minds were too agitated for sleep.

“We’ll need to post
a watch,” Browning noted after a brief silence. “Who wants to go
first?”

“I’ll go,” Yost
offered.

“I’ll follow,”
Linder added.

“Come get me next,”
Burt chimed in, until the full rotation was settled and the group
fell silent. Then Browning spoke again.

“A doctor who
survived a German concentration camp many years ago wrote that those
who have a ‘why’ to live can bear with almost any ‘how.’ I
believe his point was that it’s not our circumstances that make
life intolerable, but our lack of meaning and purpose.”

The other seemed to
contemplate his words, yet didn’t volunteer a comment.

“It seems to me,”
Browning continued, “that for a man to survive what we’re up
against, he’s got to have a goal, something that makes his
suffering worthwhile. Otherwise, he’s just going to give up and die
like the goners back in camp. The trouble is, we can’t afford any
goners here. We need every man we’ve got. So my question is, does
everybody here have a goal? And would anybody like to tell us what it
is?”

“Sure, I’m headed
for Mexico. First bar I can find,” Rhee offered with half-closed
eyes.

“Anybody else?”
Browning added without rising to the bait. “Sam?”

“I’ll pass, if you
don’t mind,” Burt replied. “Maybe tomorrow, if I’m still
alive and can get my brain functioning again.”

“Warren?”

“I’ve got a sister
back in Cleveland I’d like to see,” Linder answered cautiously.
“But there’s someone in Utah I need to find first. I promised her
husband I’d help her if I ever got out.”

Yost spoke next without
prompting.

“Right now it looks
like I’ll be following Linder and Rhee as far as Salt Lake City,”
he said amiably. “I’ll be looking up the daughter of an old
friend. If I find her, I’ll do my damnedest to get her and her
daughter back east, where I have a shot at getting us out of the
country.”

“Wow, I like the
sound of that one,” Browning whistled. “Can I tag along?”

“It’s a bit out of
your way, isn’t it?” Yost teased. “I thought you were headed
back to the family spread in Montana?”

“I am. But the wife
and I have always wanted to visit Paris. I could pick her up in Butte
and join you in Salt Lake for the trip east.”

“You’re on, buddy,”
Yost replied.

“If you don’t mind
my asking, Charlie, just how do you plan to get out?” Browning went
on. “Last I heard, the borders were still locked down.”

“Well, now, that’s
for me to know and you to find out,” Yost answered with a sly
smile. “Come with me and I’ll show you.”

Linder felt gooseflesh
rise when Yost gave Utah as his destination. Since both men knew
Roger Kendall, the similarity of their goals was not likely a
coincidence. When Yost rose to sit watch at the cave mouth, Linder
followed and took a place beside the older man.

“Your destination
wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with Roger Kendall, would
it?” Linder asked.

Yost gave a knowing
smile.

“You don’t miss
much,” he answered amiably.

“I didn’t realize
you and Kendall were that close,” Linder probed.

“We weren’t. But
his father-in-law and I were.”

Linder gave a puzzled
look. “Letting it all hang out tonight, are we?” he asked.

“You know, it’s a
strange feeling to be outside the reach of Holzer and his stoolies,”
Yost mused. “It’s made me want to stretch out my arms and take a
deep breath. Back in camp, I didn’t dare talk about my life in
Cleveland. But now that I’m free, I’ve been feeling the need to
share it with someone because, frankly, it’s become more than I can
handle at times.”

“And now you’ve
decided to share it with me, the guy who helped put Roger and his
family behind the wire?”

“Tell me, would you
do it again, knowing what you do now?” Yost asked.

Linder lowered his
head. “I’d sooner die,” he answered.

“I believe you,”
Yost said. “But that’s not the answer I’m looking for. Do you
know the camp saying ‘I’ll die later?’”

Linder nodded.

“That phrase
originated in the old Soviet gulag,” Yost went on. “American
troops picked it up from the Russians during the Manchurian War. In
the gulag, the phrase had a purely cynical and fatalistic meaning.
But in the American camp system, it got turned around to mean that
man has a moral obligation to preserve his own life as long as he can
to help others and live up to his own potential. At the same time, he
has to respect his neighbor’s choice whether to live or die. The
complete phrase is ‘You die first, I’ll die later’ and, in its
modern sense, it restores free will and divine providence to their
rightful place above survival of the fittest.”

“That’s all very
nice,” Linder responded. But how does all that relate to you and
me?”

“The point is to make
sure at least one of us survives to do something useful,” Yost
declared.

“And that something
would be to get Patricia Kendall and her daughter out of the camps?”

“Yes, but to me,
what’s important about Patricia is that she’s Philip Eaton’s
daughter, not Roger Kendall’s wife,” Yost explained. “You see,
I worked for Patricia’s father at the Eaton Company for nearly
thirty years. He was probably the finest man I’ve ever known.
Though Philip came from wealth, he never acted superior to anyone.
When he looked at you, you had his full attention, as if there were
no one else in the room.”

“How did you meet
Philip?” Linder asked, recalling that Yost had expressed the need
to unburden himself, and sensing that this might be a good time to
draw him out.

“My father worked for
Philip’s father, so I started working for the Eaton Company
part-time when I was in high school. Phil was in college then and we
would be assigned to jobs together sometimes. Years later, I came
back and started working as a plant engineer while Phil worked in
management. Our paths crossed often back then and we became good
friends, though our families rarely mingled. We shared the same
politics, though, so when Phil started actively opposing the
President-for-Life, I joined the opposition, too.”

“And is that how you
ended up here?” Linder asked.

“More or less,”
Yost replied. “One thing led to another.”

“But Philip made it
to England,” Linder pressed. “Why not you?”

“We each had our
roles in the insurgency,” Yost continued. “His was overseas, in
finance. Mine was here, in operations. That’s not to say that Phil
ever ran from a fight with the Unionist Party. Far from it. If
playing it safe were what he cared about, he wouldn’t have consumed
his entire personal fortune and devoted every waking hour to bringing
the Party down.”

“So what’s your
purpose in rescuing Patricia Kendall?” Linder asked. “Is it more
about helping Philip’s family or about sticking it to the
Unionists?”

Yost laughed. “Ah,
therein lies the genius of our future partnership. Now that you’ve
entered the game, my focus can be on the fight. While yours is on the
fair damsel. You see, Linder, I know more about you than you think.”

Linder blushed. “And
exactly how are you going to wage the good fight as a fugitive in the
wilderness?” Linder pressed. “Where will you find the men and the
money to pick up where you and Philip left off?”

“What do you know
about the Battle of Cleveland?” Yost asked in return.

“Plenty. I was
there,” Linder replied.

“Then you know about
the safe deposit boxes?”

Linder gave a knowing
smile.

“Yes, and the missing
treasure,” he added. “What can you tell me that I wouldn’t
already know?”

“Whatever you want. I
helped hide it away. And I know what’s left.”

“Holy shit,” Linder
sputtered. “There’s more? Where?”

“It’s a long story.
I’ll tell you on the trail tomorrow. Why don’t you get some sleep
first? It’ll be your turn at the watch in a couple hours.”

Despite his excitement,
Linder agreed to wait before learning what had become of the missing
loot. Moments after lying down beside the banked campfire, he dropped
off to sleep. Only after repeated prodding did he awake a few hours
later, more eager than ever to hear Yost’s secrets.


* * *

Now that more than
forty-eight hours had passed since their escape and they felt
confident of having evaded their trackers for the moment, the men
settled in for a day of rest and recovery. Shortly after sunrise the
following morning, they rose again, ate their meager breakfast and
prepared to leave the cave. But as Linder went to the cave mouth to
urinate in the designated spot, he heard an odd buzzing in the sky
above. Within a few seconds, he recognized the sound as an aircraft
engine, but with a distinctly menacing quality unlike that of any
civilian aircraft he had heard before. He listened closely and felt
some comfort that the buzz was low and falling rather than high and
rising, which suggested that the craft was retreating rather than
approaching.

A few seconds later,
still watching and listening from inside the cave mouth, he noticed a
metallic glint in the sky and withdrew at once to warn the others to
stay inside. While a drone’s cameras, radar, and infrared sensors
were not likely to detect them within the cave, if even one of them
strayed outside, he could give away the entire team.

Yet, with the aircraft
at so high an altitude, it was impossible to know whether it was on a
reconnaissance mission or was merely a passenger flight. As most of
America’s combat and surveillance drones had been lost in the
Manchurian War and the remaining ones redeployed to Alaska and
British Columbia for coastal defense, the odds were slim of a drone
being spared to search for six prisoners missing from the Yukon. At
the same time, this was an unpopulated area, devoid of any economic
infrastructure and far from normal air traffic routes. So why else
would a small propeller-driven aircraft appear now over this spot?

Linder waited inside
with the others around the dying campfire until the sound was gone.
Then he returned to the cave mouth to listen for its possible return.
By now the sun was well above the horizon in a cloudless blue sky.
While their plan had been to follow the valley south to its end while
the terrain remained in shadow, the route offered scant place to hide
from aerial surveillance once the sun was up. Instead, Scotty
proposed that they cross to the opposite side and climb into the next
valley to evade the aircraft, should it return. This, however, would
require a steep ascent up a jagged ridge and a traverse across
avalanche-prone slopes rather too soon after a major snowstorm.

They decided the
question by secret ballot, each man dropping a light- or dark-colored
stone into a mess tin. As the majority favored the climb over another
day’s wait, they set out at once across the valley, staying close
to large rock formations where they could hide if needed. From afar,
the ridge looked formidable. As the going would be steep and
treacherous, undertaking it without ropes or any other climbing gear
made it a reckless move. But they consoled themselves with the
thought that surely no dogs could follow here.

As usual, Linder and
Yost started out last in line, which gave them the opportunity to
resume their conversation of the night before.

“You know, I was in a
couple of those downtown vaults after the rebels ransacked them,”
Linder began. “I still don’t get how your men managed to escape
with so much booty before the National Guard arrived.”

“You have to remember
that no battle plan survives the first contact with the enemy,”
Yost answered. “Our original plan was for the East Side teams to
commandeer some Coast Guard vessels and other craft to exfiltrate our
men, while the goods would be ferried out to a freighter that was
steaming toward Buffalo and the St. Lawrence River. Any vessels that
might be used to pursue us were to be scuttled once we were safely
aboard the freighter. But it didn’t turn out quite that way.”

“You mean for the men
or for the loot?”

“The latter, mostly,”
Yost replied, slowing his pace so as not to slip on the steepening
path. “Nearly all the men found their way to their exfiltration
points along Lake Erie and the Cuyahoga, where they met boats that
took them across the lake to Canada. Even the last troops to evacuate
Tower City made it out okay, although some were caught later, after
they went into hiding. But as soon as we took the seized assets to
our repacking site, it was clear that we had far more than we could
transport to the freighter and safely conceal on board. We realized
we would have to cache the rest.”

“Ah, so that’s how
the legend of the hidden treasure started,” Linder commented.

“Yes, nearly all the
currency, negotiable securities, and finished gemstones made it to
the freighter, along with as much gold as we could handle,” Yost
explained. “The rest of the gold, along with assorted jewelry, fine
art, and antiques were crated up and taken by boat to the West Side,
where they were loaded onto a pair of trucks. Only the crew who
packed the crates had any idea of what was inside. My assistant and I
then drove the crates from the pier to a prearranged spot outside the
city, where he and I blindfolded the loaders who came with us and
drove the trucks the rest of the way to the cache site.”

“Rest of the way to
where?” Linder pressed. “Where are the crates now?”

Yost laughed. “In a
place that’s well enough hidden that no one’s found it yet,” he
replied, stopping to catch his breath from the climb. “For now,
let’s just say that we took it to a farm owned by a close friend of
mine. After we put away the crates, we blindfolded the workmen again
and headed south to hole up in the green hills of Kentucky.”

At that moment, Yost
interrupted the conversation to wave to Browning and Burt, who had
stopped twenty or thirty yards ahead. By now the way had become
increasingly treacherous, and from time to time Linder had to help
Yost hoist himself up and over difficult spots. When they stopped to
rest again, Linder asked more questions.

“And is that where
you were arrested?”

“No, that happened
after I moved up to Canada,” Yost explained. I made the mistake of
crossing back into Michigan for an operation and was caught at a
roving checkpoint. But by some miracle, the DSS took me for a common
smuggler and booked me under my alias ID without a thorough
interrogation and without even checking my fingerprints and DNA
against their database. They just tossed me into the meat grinder to
meet their quota.”

“Did that happen
before or after Philip’s arrest in Beirut?” Linder probed.

“Before. I had just
received a message from Philip a few days earlier, asking me to check
out a character named Joe Tanner.” Yost gave Linder a searching
look. “Had I been free, I suppose I might have warned him.”

“I wish you had,”
Linder replied.

But before Yost could
respond, Browning shouted out for the two stragglers to catch up and
they suspended their dialog to tackle the final portion of the steep
climb. Linder’s arms and legs cramped more than once along the way
and at times he felt as his lungs might burst. Now and again, Yost
made wheezing noises that caused Linder to fear for him. But at last,
they reached the ridgeline, where the others awaited, equally
exhausted. As the two men lay under the bright sun, a short distance
from the rest of the team, Yost moved closer to Linder to finish what
he had wanted to say.

“Our side lost a
giant in Philip Eaton,” he said, once he had caught his breath. It
may be a long time before someone else comes along who can fill his
shoes.”

“And refill the rebel
coffers,” Linder added. “Insurgencies run on money. These days,
even the Brits and Aussies are tightening their purse strings.”

“I suppose that’s
true,” Yost added. “But what’s so sad to me is that, with the
military phase of the insurgency over and done, it wouldn’t be
nearly as expensive now to fund an entirely new campaign based on
non-violent opposition. “If only we had found a way to bring out
more of the money we left behind, the underground dissident movement
would have funding for years of non-violent political organizing.”

“Do you suppose the
money is still there?” Linder inquired.

“I see no reason why
it wouldn’t be,” Yost asserted. “If you and I can get to it, we
might have a decent shot at taking it out the same way we did last
time. Now that you’ve slept on it, are you still willing to partner
up with me?”

“How could I refuse?
But knowing my background, why would you ever trust someone like me?”

Yost waved off the
objection with a smile. “Good men learn and grow,” he observed.
“If there’s anyone I’d trust to recover Philip’s war chest
and put it to good use, it’s you, Warren. Now, let me show you
how.”


* * *

Once the men
recovered their strength under the sun’s gentle warmth, they began
their traverse across the snowfield that descended into the next
valley. After taking just a few steps, however, Scotty stopped and
borrowed Sam Burt’s long wooden staff to poke a hole through the
snow’s icy crust. Then he cut a shaft with a knife to expose the
layers beneath. Browning looked expectantly over Scotty’s shoulder
as the old man crumbled the mix in his gnarled hand and muttered a
few words that only Browning could hear.

“The snowpack is
unstable,” Browning repeated aloud. “The snow layers haven’t
bonded. We’ll have to string ourselves out, at least ten meters
between men, to avoid putting too much stress on the surface layer.
And take extra care to stay in the track made by the man ahead of
you, okay?”

The men agreed and the
file order was changed, with Scotty and Browning going first since
they knew the most about snow conditions. Rhee and Linder went next
because they were physically fittest. And Burt and Yost, as the
slowest, went last.

A half hour later, with
Scotty moving cautiously in the lead and barely fifty meters from
reaching the far edge of the snowfield, Linder looked up to see Rhee
step off the beaten track and wait for Linder to pass him.

“You go ahead. I need
to take a leak,” Rhee muttered without making eye contact.

“For God’s sake,
Mark, get back in line. You could get us all killed,” Linder
exclaimed.

“Screw yourself,
we’re almost across,” Rhee replied.

“And what about the
scent your piss will leave for the dogs?“

“No dog is going to
follow us up that cliff, dude,” Rhee answered, pointing back toward
the ridge.

But no sooner did the
words leave Rhee’s lips than a crack appeared in the snow beneath
his feet, shearing off a slab of snow that began sliding down the
mountainside and drawing in the snow resting above it. Though the
first four men in the file stood above the shear line, Burt and Yost
remained below it and now they bore the full impact of the onrushing
snow. All six of them were carried tumbling downhill, accompanied by
a roar like that of a speeding locomotive, and came to rest buried up
to their chests in the rapidly congealing mass of snow. But as Yost
had been on the steepest part of the slope when the avalanche hit
him, he was taken faster and farther than any of the others.

Five of the six men
emerged from the mess and dug each other out within minutes in order
to pursue the search for Yost. Fanning out in a standard search
pattern, the five paced the area for over half an hour, probing with
walking sticks and sometimes with bare hands. Rhee seemed
particularly shaken by losing his ex-foreman, and perhaps driven by
remorse, probed harder and deeper than anyone.

But before long, the
low sun set behind the ridge they had just climbed, casting them into
deep shadow. Scotty pointed out the change and reminded them that
they had one more ridge to climb before sunset to avoid spending the
night out in the open.

“But he’s got to be
down here somewhere,” Linder insisted, out of breath from the
exertion. “He was the last one to cross. Let’s climb back up the
slope and rework the far edge of the debris field.”

As if on command, Rhee
set off immediately for the top of the debris field.

“We’ve been at this
the better part of an hour, Warren,” Browning replied evenly,
approaching Linder and putting an around his shoulder. “Even if
he’s close enough to the surface where we can get to him, he hasn’t
had any air and his body temperature will have plummeted. It would be
a miracle if he were still alive.”

“Depends how you
define death,” Burt argued. “Chilling the body actually helps
protect it from oxygen shortage. Avalanche victims and people who
drown from falling into icy lakes have been revived hours later.”

“Maybe he found an
air pocket,” Linder added, thrusting his arm through the newly
formed crust and removing it to create a cavity. “It would be wrong
to give up till we do all we can to find and revive him.”

While Linder spoke,
Browning and Scotty conferred quietly a few paces away. When Linder
fell silent, Browning addressed the team.

“All right, then, so
maybe we find him,” Browning conceded in a voice devoid of emotion.
“And let’s say we’re able to get him breathing. Even if we did
that, and by some miracle, Charlie managed to wake up again, he’d
be in no shape to climb. So how would we carry him over the next
ridge? And if we wait here until morning, what if the drone comes
back? The reason we decided to take this route in the first place was
to avoid being spotted from the air.”

“That’s just a
hypothetical,” Linder countered. “The fact is…”

“The fact is, we
haven’t found Charlie’s body and we’re running out of time. If
we don’t find shelter by nightfall, Charlie’s sacrifice will be
meaningless. I say, let’s offer a prayer for his soul and move on.
Charlie would understand that.”

Burt stopped probing
the snow with his walking stick and gave Linder a discouraged look.

“Will’s right,”
he conceded. “It’ll be dark soon. We need to keep moving.”

Though Linder
surrendered in the end to Browning’s reasoning, he simply could not
bring himself to believe that Yost was dead. At some deep level, he
just could not make sense of it. Though he joined the prayer for
Yost, he refused to grieve.
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It is the nature, and the advantage, of strong people that they can
bring out the crucial questions and form a clear opinion about them.
The weak always have to decide between alternatives that are not
their own. Dietrich Bonhoeffer


MID MARCH, SOUTH NAHANNI RIVER, NORTHWEST TERRITORIES

The morning after the
avalanche, the five survivors scaled yet another sawtooth ridge and
reached the lip of a high mountain pass. From that overview, they
caught sight of a wooded river valley below.

“That is River
Nahanni,” Scotty declared. “Nahanni very angry river, not like
see people here. But if we follow him, he take us to Fort Liard and
British Columbia. From there, we find highway south to Dawson Creek
and Edmonton in three days.”

“And how many days
from here to Fort Liard?” Rhee broke in.

“For men who reach
it, two weeks, maybe three.”

“And what’s that
supposed to mean?” Rhee challenged. “Do you know something the
rest of us don’t about who’s going to make it and who isn’t?”

“I know path is
dangerous and we have little food,” Scotty replied. “Man with
strong will, he survive. Take rest now. And give thanks.”

Without responding to
Rhee, the quiet Kaska seated himself on a rock overlooking the river
and intoned a chant with bowed head.

They ate their only
meal of the day at midday, when Browning handed each man half a meal
bar. Also at midday, the snowshoes were rotated among the men, for
Yost had been wearing one of the four pairs when he was lost and now
only three pairs were left for the five men.

For the next two days,
they made steady progress through the winding river valley, for the
frozen river was like a highway, with the packed snow less than a
foot deep, allowing even those without snowshoes to walk relatively
easily. Now that the men were beyond the likely reach of trackers and
the threat of aerial surveillance had also receded, they walked from
before dawn to after dusk, letting the reflected moonlight guide
their path along the white carpet of snow so long as they had the
strength to keep moving. The air was dry, and so the cold’s bite
seemed less harsh and the midday sun offered an extra measure of
warmth.

At the end of each
day’s hike, the men stopped at a time decided by unanimous consent
and accepted Scotty’s choice of a campsite without question.
Without Yost’s steady leadership, however, tempers flared
occasionally over the allocation of camp duties.

“My knee is killing
me,” Rhee complained on the second day, objecting to his usual job
of collecting firewood, although he was the youngest and therefore
the fittest of the group. “I twisted it on the rocks. How about if
someone else does firewood tonight?”

“Sure, if you’ll
trade me your turn with the snowshoes tomorrow,” Burt replied while
clearing a spot for the campfire.

“No way I’m giving
up my turn. How about I take midnight watch, instead? Who’s got it
tonight?”

Earlier in their
journey, the incident might have led to a quarrel, but by now even
Rhee’s hard edges had been worn down, and no two personalities
clashed sufficiently to spark open hostility.

“I’m on midnight
watch,” Browning replied. “You’ve got a deal if you throw in
your coffee ration.”

“Fat chance, old
man,” Rhee shot back. “Straight trade or it’s not on.”

“Come on, guys, while
you’re horse-trading the rest of us are freezing,” Linder chimed
in. He sat with his back to a tree, watching Scotty light a tuft of
dried tree fungus with a spark from a bent nail and flint and then
nurse the flame that would ignite their campfire. While the haggling
continued in the background, Scotty gathered a few twigs and branches
from nearby to feed the fire. At last, the Kaska turned to Linder and
spoke.

“You keep fire alive,
Warren. I go fetch wood.”

And as often happened
when such matters were not soon resolved, the impasse was resolved by
Scotty walking off and doing whatever had to be done. The old Kaska
never argued with anyone and, despite his age and small stature,
always delivered more than his share.

By the third day on the
river, the meal bars, coffee, and the last of the MREs were gone, and
the five men were reduced to sharing a single tea bag with each meal.
The only food left was a fist-size bag of steel-cut oatmeal found in
the cargo pocket of the dead driver’s parka. They used half of it
for breakfast and saved what remained for the following day.

Spirits were low by
late afternoon, when they heard an unfamiliar sound while passing
single file through a dense scrub forest along the riverbank. Linder
walked at the head of the group and leapt when he heard a shuddering,
deep-chested cough, followed by a powerful thumping and crashing as
if a gigantic beast were hurtling toward him through the undergrowth.
Yet no beast appeared. Once again came the sound of labored
breathing, and then eerie silence.

Linder stepped forward
and waved for the others to follow. Around the next bend, he heard
the cough again and then he came face to face with a stag thrashing
its well-muscled body violently from side to side, it muzzle foaming
and flared nostrils pumping steam into the frigid air. The buck’s
eyes were wide with fear upon catching the men’s scent and Linder
noticed that the animal’s forelegs had dug two wide grooves in the
frozen earth in a vain attempt to disentangle its magnificent rack of
antlers from the gnarled roots of a fallen tree.

No one but Scotty had
the faintest idea what to do next. But the Kaska did not waste a
second. He ran forward and brought his steel hatchet down hard at the
nape of the animal’s neck. The deer arched its back and then
slumped forward to collapse on its side.

Though the men did
their best to dislodge the stag’s antlers, they soon tired of it
and switched to sawing at the neck with their knives until they
severed head from carcass. Scotty, noticing the sun sinking toward
the horizon, coached the men through slaughtering the carcass. And
because the meat was too heavy to carry and too precious to waste,
they decided to take shelter among nearby rocks, light a fire, and
camp long enough to gorge themselves on whatever they would not take
with them. For twenty-four hours, they roasted the choicest cuts,
gnawed at meat and bone, then writhed in agony for just as long while
their digestive tracts struggled to break down the hunks of sinewy
flesh after going hungry for so long.

When at last they broke
camp and continued downstream, the river’s channel deepened and the
powerful current flowed swiftly beneath the covering sheet of ice.
One day, as they passed between massive granite outcrops, Scotty
halted the men by a tangled pile of driftwood logs and bade them
watch while he selected a sturdy length of hardwood trunk as thick as
his thigh. At his direction, Linder and Browning helped him wrest the
shaft free of the pile and carry it to the center of the stream,
where Scotty cleared snow from a spot the size of a manhole cover.

Then the native raised
and dropped the vertical log rhythmically onto the ice.

Burt looked on with a
bemused expression.

“Has it cracked yet?”
he asked during a brief pause in the pile driving.

“Soon. But first we
find fish.”

“What kind of fish?”
Browning piped up.

“Grayling, trout,
pike, whitefish,” Scotty replied. “Whatever lives below.”

“Sounds fine to me,”
Browning remarked. “But how will we catch them without nets or
tackle?”

“Easy way. You
watch.”

The Kaska continued
pounding. Then he brought the log down heavily onto the weakened ice
with a single blow that broke through and let out a powerful
upwelling of pressurized water that teemed with a dozen or more fish,
many of them a kilo or more in weight. The men stepped back to avoid
the surging water, then scrambled to collect the flopping creatures
from the ice.

As they gathered fish,
Browning wasted no time in gutting and filleting one of the larger
ones and slicing the filets into thumb-sized chunks.

“Who likes sashimi?”

“I’ll have some,”
Rhee called out.

“Me, too,” Burt
added.

Linder lined up behind
them and Browning carved up two more fish and passed the chunks
around until each of the men had eaten his fill.

“We’ll cook the
rest tonight and save some for breakfast,” Browning informed them.
“Looks like there will be more where this came from, so there’s
no sense in holding back. Damned good thing, too, unless we run
across another trapped deer.”


* * *

For the next several
days the men had all the fish they could eat, raw, steamed, and
grilled. Scotty also brought down a snowshoe hare at dusk one day
with a tossed stick and made a simple stew from the meat and some
roots he dug out from under the snow. But the men could not afford to
stay in one place long enough for trapping, and did not have weapons
for bringing down the occasional deer or wapiti that might cross
their path.

The night they dined on
rabbit stew, the men lingered around the cooking fire to talk about
their plans upon reaching civilization.

Sam Burt, whose
physical stamina and mental outlook seemed to rally after several
days on ample rations of fatty fish, appeared eager to join the
discussion despite having declined to speak about his goals the night
before Yost’s death.

“So where will you
go, Sam, back to Delaware?” Browning asked.

“Not on your life.
Everybody knows me there. They’d arrest me on the spot,” he
replied. “No, I’m going to find a small town in Idaho or Wyoming
where a stranger can carve out a small niche for himself and be left
alone. Once I find a way to support myself, my goal is to sit down
and write a book.”

“What kind of book?”
Linder asked. “What’s the title?”

“I want to call it
‘The Book of Revelations,’” Burt answered earnestly.

“I believe the name
is already taken,” Linder replied with a flippant tone. “And it
was a real downer.”

“So is this one. It’s
about how the Unionists took over the government. I was working on
Capitol Hill when it happened and saw things that nobody dares talk
about.”

“What sort of
things?” Linder asked.

“The Unionist coup,
for one,” Burt answered. “I was there when the President for Life
dissolved Congress, created the one-party state, purged the military,
sealed the borders, and created the labor camps. And when the new
rubber-stamp Congress went back into session, I was chief of staff
for the Chairman of the House Armed Services Committee, so I had a
ringside seat all during CWII, the Canadian and Mexican incursions,
and the Manchurian War.”

Mark Rhee suddenly
raised his eyes from the campfire. “So can you tell me how the hell
we got roped into fighting the Chinese in Russia?” Rhee asked.

“I can, but you’re
not going to like it,” Burt warned.

“I didn’t like
fighting it, either,” Rhee remarked in a bitter tone. “Or being
thrown into a camp for losing. Only six men from my company survived.
So I feel like I’ve kind of earned the right to know.”

Burt shot Linder an
anxious look over Rhee’s reaction.

“You know, if the DSS
realized how much I knew when they arrested me, they probably would
have killed me on the spot,” Burt continued. “In the detention
facility, I didn’t breathe a word of the things I’d seen. It’s
still hard for me to talk about it. That’s why I feel compelled to
write it down.”

“But what if the book
never gets out?” Linder asked, his curiosity piqued. “Wouldn’t
it be a good idea to share the highlights with us to make sure the
information doesn’t get lost?”

“Maybe,” Burt
conceded. “It’s just hard for me to open up about it. I’ll have
to think it over.”

“You do that,”
Linder agreed. “Now let’s change the subject. Does anyone have a
good story to tell before we hit the sack? How about you, Scotty?”

The native gave a
pensive look and shook his head.

“Maybe one of your
cooking stories, Sam?” Linder pressed. “You could conjure up one
of your virtual desserts for us.”

“No, don’t,” Rhee
complained. “Hearing about food drives me crazy.”

“I don’t think I
could tonight, anyway,” Sam Burt added. “My guts are still
screwed up from all the fish I ate.”

“Anybody else?”
Linder asked.

“All right, then,
who’d like to join me for a virtual nightcap?” Linder suggested.
“Does anybody here drink whiskey?”

“Now you’re
talking,” Browning ventured.

“Sure, go for it,”
Burt added.

“Any objections?”

Rhee and Scotty
remained silent.

“Okay, close your
eyes and put your drinking shoes on, because we’re all going to the
High Mountain West Saloon in Park City, Utah, for a nightcap. Now
imagine our limo has just pulled up to the curb and we’re stepping
out now. The temperature is below zero, but it’s a dry cold and we
have our goose down jackets on and our fur hats pulled over our ears,
so we’re toasty warm. All we have to do now is cross the street to
a one-story building with a weathered two-story facade that looks
like an old-time mechanic’s garage.

“We step inside, hang
up our coats in the entrance hall, and enter the bar, walking past a
huge stone fireplace stacked with cut wood. And as we pass the
fireplace, we each take a split log and toss it onto the fire. Just
feel that heat on your face and tell me you aren’t getting mighty
thirsty.”

“I’m parched,”
Burt broke in. “Get the bartender over here.”

The others laughed and
Linder went on.

“All right, then.
We’re all seated at the bar now, on high rough wooden stools. The
bar itself is polished hardwood, but nothing fancy. Around us are
just enough people to make the place friendly but not too crowded.
And in the background, you can hear Hank Williams singing ‘Your
Cheatin’ Heart.’

At that, Browning let
out a cowboy whoop, and Linder went on.

“’I’m buying
tonight,’ I tell Jimmy, the bartender. Jimmy has been at the saloon
for years and makes a fine Manhattan. ‘Rye Manhattans all around,
straight up,’ I say. Jimmy nods and lines up his ingredients on the
counter: a bottle of house-made four-year old rye, red vermouth,
bitters, brandied cherries, an ice-filled pitcher, and five stemmed
cocktail glasses. The ice cubes are so cold that they stick to his
hand when he tries to toss a few into the sink to leave more room for
the whiskey.”

“Enough with the ice,
Linder,” Rhee protested. “I haven’t had enough time by the
fireplace yet.”

“No problem—switch
stools with Will and get closer to the fire. Cocktails are meant to
be sipped ice cold, so you need to warm yourself up first. Good then,
now we’re going to watch Jimmy mix. First, he pours five hefty
slugs into the pitcher, adds vermouth, and splashes in equal dollops
of Angostura and orange bitters. Then he stirs with a long spoon
instead of shaking, to avoid diluting the blend and making it cloudy.
Finally, he pops a brandied cherry into each glass, fills it up to
the brim, and plants a glass in front of each of us with a cocktail
napkin laid underneath. Are we thirsty yet, gentlemen?”

“Parched. Can I drink
it now?” Browning asked eagerly.

“Go ahead, take a
generous first sip. Feel the silky burn as it slides down your throat
and warms your chest from the inside out. Then pay attention as a
pale haze fills your head and filters down to relax your neck and
shoulders. On your next sip, feel the fog gather at the base of your
skull and note how your memory for names and places has slipped just
beyond reach.”

“My God, I actually
feel it,” Burt blurted out.

“Then take another
pull, plant your elbows on the bar, and look around. Watch the
flaming logs in the fireplace and give the man next to you a warm
smile and a pat on the back. It’s a quiet winter night in old Park
City and soon you’ll be off to bed to sleep it off and start a new
day.”

The men went silent and
Linder waited before speaking again.

“Uh-oh. Has the
feeling started to fade?” Linder asked without waiting for a
response. “No problem. ‘Jimmy, one more round for my friends and
me.’ Two will be our limit tonight, because after two stiff ones,
diminishing returns set in. Wouldn’t you know it, Jimmy is two
steps ahead of us. He has a fresh pitcher ready and tops up each
man’s glass. Now, take a sip and feel the lovely burn as it goes
down, then the gathering fog in your brain and the sense of
effortless release.

“Very slowly now, and
with great care so as not to spill our drinks, we rise on wobbly legs
and gather around the fireplace to bask in its warmth just a little
while longer. We look around the room again and all the faces are
smiling, everyone is our friend, and all our troubles have faded
away.”


* * *

For the next two
days, the fugitives followed the Nahanni River through rugged canyons
and wooded hillsides, crossing tributaries and skirting frozen
rapids. All day long, Mark Rhee rarely left Sam Burt’s side,
grilling him ceaselessly with questions about the Manchurian War, its
origins and prosecution, the rout of the Allied Expeditionary Force
sent to relieve the Russians, the cover-up that followed, and the
detention of tens of thousands of surviving combat veterans in Alaska
and the Yukon upon their return.

But by the second day,
the river grew wider and the temperatures dropped and the men were
unable to find suitable logs to break through the ice to catch fish.
They became hungry again and Burt had difficulty keeping up. At
first, Rhee volunteered to lighten Burt’s rucksack, then carried
nearly its full contents in his, and let Burt take turns for both of
them in the snowshoe rotation. He even offered to share his meager
rations but Burt refused.

Linder and Browning saw
this and shared their surprise over Rhee’s uncharacteristic show of
compassion. The two men had long sensed that the Manchurian War was
what had undone Rhee and that the President-for-Life’s abandonment
of U.S. troops in the field lay at the core of the man’s
bitterness. Yet, they were at a loss to explain how or why Burt’s
lengthy discourses on the war could have made him feel differently
about it. Perhaps Burt’s patient attentiveness to him had helped
soothe some deep sense of neglect or abandonment that predated even
the war.

Whatever the dynamics,
Linder was alarmed when on the morning of the third day, Rhee
staggered into camp with his coveralls encased in ice. Though his
face was numb and he could barely speak, the panic in his eyes and
the absence of Sam Burt led Linder to conclude that the two men had
fallen through the ice in an attempt to catch fish. While he and
Browning struggled to subdue Rhee, remove his soaked coveralls and
wrap him in a foil-laminate survival blanket, Scotty set off in
Rhee’s tracks to search for the missing Burt.

The native returned a
few minutes later with a somber expression.

“Hot springs. Weak
ice. River take him.”

The four men remained
at the campsite for another day until Rhee was fit to resume the
journey. When he did, the taciturn, bitter Mark Rhee of old was back.


* * *

No sooner did they
resume the journey to the southeast than they sensed a change in the
weather. That night, a thin halo surrounded the full moon, and Linder
could see the fingers of high clouds streaking in from the north.

“Snow moon,” Scotty
pronounced. “Snow storm here tomorrow. Must find shelter tonight.”

The men made good time
all day, now that they had three pairs of snowshoes for four men and
a weakened Burt no longer held back the pace. One less mouth to feed,
as well, Linder thought, but felt ashamed immediately after. As
Scotty had said at the outset, each man in the group had something
vital to contribute, and now that two of the original six were gone,
the team would be poorer for it.

When the storm broke,
the men were encamped in a forest under a lean-to erected from fallen
trees and fir branches. Food was low again, as fish had become
scarce, and Scotty had not replicated his early luck in bringing down
a hare. At the same time, the terrain had grown steeper, with
ice-encrusted rocks adding to the danger and requiring frequent
detours.

As the snow fell, the
four men talked for hours about their plight and how far they had to
go before reaching Fort Liard and the outskirts of civilization. When
conversation flagged, the stillness of the brooding mountains seemed
to engulf them. Linder did his best to resist feelings of self-pity
while wrestling with a desperate fear that now, with hundreds of
heart-breaking kilometers behind them, the tide of fate might have
turned against their desperate project.

While he suspected that
Browning and Rhee, and perhaps even Scotty, might suffer their own
private pangs of despair, none showed signs of wavering. With each
dawn, the outlook always seemed to brighten for a while. Though fear
still lurked in some dark corner of his brain, movement and action
and the application of rational thought to daily challenges kept it
at bay.

After the storm,
desperately short of food and sensing that the Liard River basin
might lie just ahead, the team fell prey to a compulsive urge to keep
moving to the point of exhaustion. The flames of obsession were
stoked anew each time one of them uttered a cheery “Keep it up”
or “Not far now” to the others. No one pleaded for a few minutes
of rest. They just went on, walking the stiffness out of their joints
and the chill of the dark hours from their spent bodies.

But as fatigue set in,
each new irritation piled onto the one before and their nerves became
as tightly strung as piano wires. At night, they were too agitated to
sleep but by morning, they felt too drained to get back on their
feet. Any one of the four might have succumbed and drifted into a
deadly sleep but, as somebody else was always slogging forward, all
four kept pace.

“We’ve got to keep
moving while we still have light,” Browning urged as the sun sank
below the ridge. “We must make it into the next valley before
dark.”

Around the next bend,
they came upon a mighty waterfall, where the water broke free from
the ice and plunged nearly a hundred feet into a churning pool.
Scotty directed the others to wait while he scouted for a traverse
that would avoid a frontal assault on the granite cliffs to either
side of the falls. The men were only halfway across the traverse when
darkness fell and they dared not continue for fear of slipping on the
rime-encrusted rock.

They found shelter for
the night on a broad ledge where snow had accumulated in deep drifts.
Though the snow was not deep enough to permit burrowing, the men
punched through the hard crust to create a shallow dugout for
huddling together out of the wind. To their dismay, the lack of wood
nearby made a campfire impossible.

Before long, Linder
felt as miserable as he had been on the coldest night of his forced
march from Ross River to Camp N-320. But now, no food wagons were on
hand to offer hot coffee and oatmeal. Though sleep lay on his eyelids
like lead weights, he remained awake, sitting cross-legged with arms
linked through those of Browning, Scotty and Rhee, knowing that to
doze off meant risking death from freezing. Each man became his
brother’s keeper, watching for nodding heads and drooping eyes.
Three times Rhee, the arch-sleeper, let his chin sag and snored, and
each time Linder elbowed his ribs and jostled him back to
consciousness. At intervals, the men rose and jogged in place,
stamping their feet to restore the circulation to their stiff limbs.

In the dismal pre-dawn,
cold and fatigue set Linder shivering uncontrollably from head to
foot. Breaking loose from the others, he probed in the snow for his
rucksack and threaded his frostbitten hands through its straps.

“Let’s get going to
some place where we can light a fire,” he said to no one in
particular. “I don’t think I could handle another night like
this.”

Each man received a
chunk of frozen fish to chew for breakfast and set off behind Scotty
toward the next ridgeline. But no sooner had they begun to warm from
the exertion than the track ended abruptly on a foot-wide shelf
overlooking a dizzying drop. As Scotty halted at the brink, Rhee
plodded ahead blindly like a sleepwalker and nearly drove Scotty over
the edge. By some minor miracle, Scotty caught hold of a rocky
outcrop and righted himself. Then he shrugged, flashed a sheepish
smile, and waved for the others to reverse direction and follow their
tracks downhill until a new route could be found.

Despite his relative
youth, physical conditioning, and innately hardy constitution, a few
months in the camp system and weeks in the wilderness had drained
Linder’s last reserves of strength. He possessed enough
self-awareness to know that, when the stresses of cold, hunger, and
exhaustion exceeded his limits, his mind tended to withdraw from
rational thought and take refuge in distant memories and dreams.
Though this dissociation posed dangers, he was beyond caring now and
allowed his mind to run free.

For hours that day on
the mountain, Linder lost all touch with his surroundings while his
body moved along under some instinctive pre-rational control. Later
he pieced together recollections of it, as if observing himself and
the other three men from above, spotting the correct path forward as
if lit from beneath the snow.

Then he remembered
soaring high above the Mackenzie Mountains and flying south at an
impossible speed to descend upon a small town that he knew
intuitively was located in Utah. As his descent slowed, he found
himself headed for the steeply pitched roof of a rundown row house.
Instead of colliding with the roof, he passed through it and landed
without perceptible impact in the kitchen, where a slim, dark-haired
woman stood at the stove cooking something for herself and her
teenaged daughter.

Though both women had
their backs turned to him, a mental image of their faces flashed in
his mind, and he recognized them instantly as Patricia Kendall and
her daughter, Caroline. Around Patricia’s head he saw a cloudy
swirl of grayish mist and sensed feelings of frustration, stress,
depression, and remorse, while Caroline’s head and shoulders were
shrouded in an amber glow that conveyed boredom, confusion, blocked
expression, and stunted growth. He felt a sudden upwelling of empathy
for the two women as images of their cell beneath the American
Embassy and their crowded barracks at the Kamas labor camp flashed
before his mind’s eye.

In an instant these
fleeting impressions of the women blinked out and he was cruising
along a divided highway past a sign for Interstate 80 and another
that read “Coalville Next Exit.” In the next instant he was back
in his physical body, tramping up a snow-covered trail. But now, he
realized, the trail was descending gently and the sun was well above
the horizon, and in the distance over Will Browning’s shoulder he
glimpsed the frozen expanse of a great river that he knew had to be
the Liard.

Though the confluence
of the Nahanni and the Liard would be at least a day’s hike away,
the sight gave Linder renewed strength. And as if to confirm that the
team’s luck had truly changed for the better, Scotty also chose
that moment to stop abruptly, fall to his knees, and bend forward
like a Muslim praying to Mecca.

While Scotty muttered
in a plaintive tone that seemed more sorrowful than thankful, the
other men waited to catch their breath. At last Scotty rose.

“Do you know this
place?” Linder urged. “Is that the Liard up ahead?”

“Once I live not far
from this place with wife and little girl. I bury them in valley long
time ago.”

“I’m sorry,
Scotty,” Linder offered. “Would you rather not stop there? Should
we pitch camp up here instead?”

“No, we camp in
valley. Here no good. I think we find good luck down there.”

The Kaska led on with
renewed vigor and, when they reached the lower slopes, Scotty slowed
from time to time as if to detect hidden traces of a long disused
trail. They passed through stands of pine and spruce into
snow-covered meadows and frozen bogs until, upon entering an aspen
grove, Scotty made a most extraordinary discovery: a one-room log
cabin with a sagging roof. Outside was a wooden sign carved with the
legend: “Protected Forever! Nahanni National Park Reserve.”

According to Browning,
the hut had likely belonged to Parks Canada, the governmental body
once responsible for managing the former Nahanni National Park
Reserve. After the President-for-Life’s blitzkrieg-style Canadian
incursion, Canada’s government had ceded control over vast areas of
the Yukon and the Northwest Territories to the United States. Under
the authority of the hastily signed North American Defense Treaty,
Canadian military and police forces withdrew to the south, and the
U.S. military forcibly removed inhabitants of these remote lands,
closing off public access to all national parks within. In place of
campgrounds and hiking trails, the North Country’s new caretakers
erected military bases and corrective labor camps, giving the phrase
“protected forever” an altogether different meaning.

The log cabin was so
remote that it did not surprise the four fugitives that, in five
years, no one had broken into it. Though the windows were locked and
well sealed, Browning had little difficulty jimmying open the door.
Inside, the place smelled of mildew but it was so sparsely furnished
with rough-hewn pine tables, benches and bunks that Linder saw little
inside that could molder.

Rhee was the first to
explore the kitchen and soon came upon a row of covered plastic bins
filled with foil laminate packets of dehydrated foods. Browning
searched the closet and found axes, saws, hatchets, canoe paddles,
fishing rods, and a tackle box full of fishing gear. Linder rifled
through a cheap chest of drawers and found it was full of resealable
plastic bags stuffed with spare socks, polypropylene long underwear,
t-shirts, and other men’s clothing. On a coatrack nearby hung
several spare windbreakers, anoraks, fleece pullovers and, in a
wicker basket underneath, lay an assortment of old hiking boots.

Meanwhile, Scotty
examined the woodstove and peered up its chimney.

“Mark,” he said to
Rhee with the trace of a smile. “Bring snow for water and search
kitchen for coffee. I go find wood for fire.”

Rhee nodded and emptied
a plastic washtub to take outside and fill with snow.

“I’ll rustle up
some soap and towels so we can all get clean,” Browning joined in.
“We’ll want to deep-six the jumpsuits and pick out all new
clothes. And if anybody finds scissors or a razor before I do, give
me a shout. This beard has simply got to go.”

Linder continued
emptying the chest of drawers and sorted through the clothing to find
something in each man’s size that would make him look like a hunter
who had lost his way in the wilderness. After removing each drawer,
he inspected it on all sides to insure he had not missed anything.
Linder had searched the residences of too many suspect insurgents to
drop his habit of thoroughness now.

The extra care was
rewarded when he upended the last drawer and found taped underneath
an envelope containing ten fifty-dollar Canadian banknotes. For a
moment, he thought of taking them for himself and looked around to
see if he had been noticed. Though he had not, he felt ashamed that
he had even thought of cheating his teammates and rose with the
envelope in hand.

“Three guesses. After
food, soap, and a change of clothes, what would be the next most
valuable thing for a bunch of escaped prisoners like us to have?”

“Whiskey?” Browning
quipped.

“A shotgun?” Rhee
asked.

“A map, maybe?”
Scotty added with a rare smile.

“All wrong,” Linder
replied. “Cash, and we just found five hundred bucks worth to buy
whatever we need and get us where we’re going. Now, all we need is
the whiskey, so we can have us a celebration.”

Though they did not
come across any whiskey, Browning did find a tattered roadmap of
western Canada, a pair of scissors and pack of disposable razors. So,
after each had eaten a good meal and removed weeks of accumulated
grime with soap and washcloth, they took turns giving each other
shaves and haircuts before changing proudly into clothes that, for
the first time in many months, did not mark them as prisoners. Then
they cut their coveralls into pieces and fed them to the stove. And
with full stomachs, freshly shaved cheeks, warm feet, and a peace of
mind none of them had felt since their long journey began, the four
men surrendered at last to a sound and untroubled sleep.
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Man has greater endurance than any animal. Camp saying


LATE MARCH, NORTH OF FORT LIARD, NORTHWEST TERRITORIES

In the north, trees
die lying down like people. The taller ones prop themselves up on
bared roots spread flat across thin stony soil like the claws of a
monstrous bird. Each summer the permafrost retreats by a fraction of
an inch, allowing tiny root tentacles to penetrate deeper and tighten
their grip. But over time the tallest trees become easy prey for
strong winds, toppling them onto a soft bed of bright green, yellow,
or crimson moss that in due time covers them like a shroud.

Only the shorter trees,
stunted and gnarled from their seasonal orientation toward the sun’s
rays, stand firm and strong. But such an intense struggle for
survival renders worthless the wood of such trees. It resists the
axe, cannot be made into useful implements, and does not even burn
well as firewood.

Linder thought of
Scotty as one of those gnarled trees, while he and Browning and Rhee,
though tall and strongly built, remained at the mercy of the
wilderness. The comparison came to Linder when he tried to arouse
Scotty from sleep on their first night in the open after three nights
in the cabin. Usually Scotty was the first to rise and Linder
wondered if the Kaska’s inexhaustible reserves of stamina were
finally running out.

All day along the
trail, Scotty wore a meditative look and spoke even less than usual.
During their midday rest, Linder saw him cast a brooding look across
the Nahanni. While the others ate, Scotty remained still.

“Have you been to
this place before?” Linder asked in hopes of drawing him out.

“One summer long time
ago I live here with wife and daughter,” Scotty replied. “Their
spirits live in river now.”

“Is that a good
thing?” Linder questioned.

“No good, no bad.
They wait here now, move on soon,” Scotty replied before rising and
heading back toward the trail.

The next morning, when
Scotty did not answer his wake-up call in the pre-dawn darkness to
stand watch, Linder came closer and noticed a gray cast to the old
man’s face. Only when he touched the man’s cold flesh did he
realize that Scotty had died in his sleep. His wife and daughter had
waited for him, and now the spirits of all three could move on.

Before breakfast,
Linder, Browning, and Rhee carried Scotty’s body up a hill
overlooking the river and buried him under a pile of rocks to protect
it from scavengers. When the pile was complete, Linder asked the
others to wait while he said a few words over the grave.

“This is a message to
the spirits who guided our friend Scotty to this place,” he began
self-consciously, twisting his new fleece-lined hat in his hands. “We
thank you, as we thank Scotty, for the many times our lives have been
spared since our escape. Now that Scotty is gone, we ask that you
continue to watch over us in this vast wild land and inspire us to be
as good to one other as Scotty was to us. And lead each of us to
fulfill the destiny we came here to fulfill, so that our efforts, and
Scotty’s, will not be without meaning. This we ask most humbly.
Amen.”

At that, Linder turned
away and started back down the hill to the cabin, feeling ashamed at
having paid so little respect to the old Kaska while he was alive.
Since joining them, Scotty had taught the men basic survival skills,
helped harden them to survive on minimal rations and, by bringing
them to the ranger’s cabin, had left them with enough supplies to
continue their journey through the populated areas ahead.

The dangers that the
three survivors faced now would differ from the ones that Scotty had
helped them overcome. But by now each understood that, for any or all
to reach freedom, he would need to trust the others, share all he
had, and act as one.


* * *

Late in the day, they
came upon the confluence of the Nahanni and the Liard Rivers and
spotted the first signs of civilized life since escaping MacTung. On
the far bank of the Liard, they caught sight of houses, telephone
poles, upturned boats, parked snowmobiles, and columns of white smoke
from workshop chimneys rising pencil-straight into the sky. The
terrain was flat here, and dotted with stands of oak, birch, willow,
and lime trees.

In the fields along the
river, warm moist air from the south had laid bare the dirty yellow
rags of fall, with tufts of dead grass poking out where the snow had
melted. And slowly, by degrees, Linder noticed a ringing in his ears
and a dull ache in his fingers, toes and face, where circulation was
returning to places that frostbite had gnawed during the winter
months.

The fugitives decided
to bypass the settlement for fear of being reported to police by
suspicious townspeople and set their course to flank the main highway
leading south to Fort Liard. They scouted their route warily,
choosing side roads where possible and avoiding those with telephone
poles, which tended to draw greater traffic. Frequently, they saw
people moving in the distance and sometimes heard men’s voices
calling to one another.

At dusk, they spotted
the lights of Fort Liard from afar and spent the night in a stand of
spruce along the river’s steep banks. Though their new civilian
clothing was not as warm as their well-insulated prison jumpsuits,
their newfound sleeping bags kept them snug through the night.

For the next week, they
moved south at a steady pace, passing Fort Nelson, Prophet River, and
a handful of tiny hamlets in between. At times, they were sorely
tempted to come out of the forest and walk the shoulder of this
section of the famed Alaska Highway. With tourist traffic having been
reduced to zero by security measures imposed under the North American
Defense Treaty, most of the road traffic consisted of trucks serving
the oil and gas industry. And since that industry had been
nationalized, the drivers would be government employees who were
required to report any suspicious activity they spotted along their
route.

By the time the three
fugitives had reached the halfway mark between Fort Nelson and Dawson
Creek, they were running low on food again and halved their daily
rations. Though they had passed many small farmsteads, none of the
men had proposed poaching farm animals, until Browning smelled sheep
one evening before dusk and spotted a flock grazing a few hundred
meters away.

“Back in Montana, it
would be lambing season about now,” he commented idly.

“A broiled lamb chop
would be mighty tasty,” Rhee added. “Maybe we should do a little
recon.”

“No thanks,” Linder
replied. “I’m not hungry enough to get caught for rustling.”

“Will?” Rhee asked.

“I’m a rancher.
Where I come from, we shoot rustlers. Besides, where there are sheep,
there’ll be dogs. One wrong move and you could get us all busted.
Forget it.”

But Linder could tell
from the look in Rhee’s eye that he would not forget so easily. And
later that night, Linder awoke to the sound of a broken twig and
found Rhee creeping back into camp from the direction of the sheep
pasture. To Linder’s relief, the Korean was empty handed.

“No luck, eh?”
Linder remarked as Rhee unzipped his sleeping bag.

“Damned sheep,”
Rhee cursed. “I slipped inside the wire and crept up to a bunch of
them three times with my knife in my teeth, but the moment I got
close, they trotted away. The moon was too bright to risk standing up
and chasing after them, so I came back.”

At that, Browning, whom
both had thought was asleep, let out a deep guffaw.

“Dumb greenhorn,”
he told Rhee. “The sheep mistook you for another animal because you
came up to them on all fours. If you had walked over to them like a
two-legged master, you could have had your pick of the flock.”

“Damn,” now you
tell me,” Rhee replied lamely.

“You never asked,”
Browning rejoined. “Now here’s another tip. If you ever go
thieving like that again without telling Linder and me, you might not
wake up the next morning. The driver was strike one. This is strike
two. No more.”

Though it was too dark
under the spruces for Linder to see the expression on either man’s
face, he knew that neither was smiling.


* * *

The rivers and
streams were frozen hard and snow still covered the ground in places,
but each day the wind grew milder and a few more trees showed buds on
their branches. From time to time, they heard the beat of wings
overhead and saw ducks and geese headed north to their summer
breeding grounds. Green shoots rose from dead tufts of grass and
danced in the wind, luring rabbits from their burrows. Groundhogs by
the dozen popped out from their mounds to look around, drawing tossed
sticks from the men, who had watched Scotty kill them this way. But
the rodents moved too fast to be hit.

Every time the three
men saw the lights of a village at night or the faraway silhouettes
of buildings, they steered clear and sought to remain hidden among
the trees. After two more days, they cut their daily rations further,
down to one meal per day, eaten at mid-morning, as they were down to
their last kilo of steel-cut oats and little else. Though it was a
prisoner’s reflex to hide a few bread crusts or pieces of meal bar
deep in one’s pockets, Linder shared everything he had, holding
nothing back.

They continued to the
south, moving parallel to the highway across hilly and wooded
terrain, with stiff climbs and scrambles down into steep-sided
east-west valleys. Just past a deserted settlement, the men camped
for the night. Having eaten little for three days, they could think
of nothing but food. Rhee revisited the issue of stealing livestock,
this time proposing to leave one of their fifty-dollar Canadian
banknotes to pay for the meat, but Browning rejected the idea.
Stealing the animal and leaving the money would draw unwanted
attention, since only a fugitive was likely to do either.

The next day, upon
entering a clearing in the forest, they came upon a horse hitched to
a crude sledge. The horse’s bridle was looped around a tree branch,
and across the back of the sledge lay the pelts of what looked like a
fox, a beaver, and several muskrats or badgers, alongside a weathered
double-barreled shotgun and a leather ammo pouch.

Browning seized the gun
at once and then scanned the clearing for signs of its owner, who was
not long in coming. He was a broad-shouldered trapper in his fifties
or sixties, with clear, intelligent eyes and neatly trimmed gray hair
and beard, though his bib overalls and parka were patched and worn.
He entered the clearing from the direction of the nearby stream and
approached the trio calmly, showing no sign of fear or alarm. He went
at once to the horse, ran his hand through its mane and laid his
walking stick across the sledge where his shotgun had been.

“Howdy,” the man
greeted them while sizing up each of the fugitives in turn.

“Good to see you,”
Browning replied evenly. “It’s been a long while since we’ve
seen anyone out here.”

“How can I help you
fellas? Am I right that you’re just passing through?”

Browning hesitated and
Linder could see that he was weighing how to respond.

“You got it right,
mister. We’re headed home and don’t mean to harm anyone. But
we’re short of food and would be grateful if you could spare us a
few bites till we get to the next town.”

“Always ready to help
travelers in need,” the man replied with a simple dignity that
Linder found disarming. He removed his backpack, set it on the
sledge, and reached deep inside, removing a thick-crusted loaf of
brown bread, a half-dozen smoked fish, and a slab of cured meat. Then
he slowly withdrew a long hunting knife from a scabbard hanging from
his belt and cut the loaf and meat into four equal pieces before
handing a fish and a piece of bread and meat to each man.

“You don’t have to
worry about me. I live alone and I’m the only soul for kilometers
around.”

“Thanks,” Browning
said as he accepted his portion of the food. “But this doesn’t
leave much for you to eat later.”

“I’ll be fine with
what’s left,” the stranger replied. Yet Linder could see an
unspoken question in the man’s eyes.

“I’m sorry, my
friend, but we’ll have to take your gun with us,” Browning said,
addressing the man’s apparent point of concern.

For the first time the
stranger appeared annoyed.

“I understand your
situation. But you know it won’t be safe for you to fire it around
here.”

That much was true.
Using it to hunt game would attract notice. But the fugitives
couldn’t just leave it with the trapper and risk his using it to
threaten them or signal others.

“Why don’t you hang
it on a tree along the trail where I can find it after a while?”
the trapper proposed.

Browning looked at
Linder and then at Rhee before agreeing. Then all four men sat on the
snow-covered ground to eat together in silence. When the food was
finished, the trapper rose to leave.

“Good luck to you,”
he said in parting. “I hope you find what you’re after.”

The three fugitives
walked on for an hour or more without speaking. Linder felt a nagging
unease at having taken something of great value from the trapper.

“Well, at least we
left him his horse,” Linder noted. The comment drew an uneasy laugh
from the other two men but failed to make Linder feel better.

Five kilometers further
on, Browning slung the rifle from a low tree branch overhanging the
trail after wrapping the breech and muzzle with plastic film.

Later that evening they
used a thick pole to break through the ice on a frozen pond and
caught some fish using Scotty’s techniques. While roasting the fish
over a fire, Linder and Browning interpreted this success as fate’s
endorsement of their decision to leave the trapper unharmed. This
time even Rhee agreed.

As he gazed across the
fire at Browning’s weather-beaten face, Linder was troubled by how
much the Montanan seemed to have aged since they met on the forestry
detail only a few months before. His tall, lean, broad-shouldered
frame appeared stooped, his face haggard and his right hand had
acquired a tremor.

“Not far from Montana
now, Will,” Linder remarked as Browning handed him a piece of
skewered fish to roast over the fire.

“Yep. The border
won’t be more than a day or two away once we hit the rail lines,”
the older man replied.

“You must realize the
DSS will be waiting for you if you show up at your ranch, don’t
you?” Linder probed.

Browning nodded as he
held his own skewer above the embers.

“Yeah, but I’m not
so sure I’d want to go back to the ranch, anyhow. It’s an odd
thing, but somewhere along the way I think I’ve lost my love of the
land. What the camps have taught me more than anything is to hate
physical labor. All I care about now is my wife and kids. I think
that, if I make it home, I’ll never want to be more than a step
away from my wife again. Wherever she goes, I’ll be right on her
heels.” Browning looked up and Linder could see tears welling in
his large brown eyes.

“Do you have a safe
place away from the ranch where your wife could come to meet you?”
Linder asked. “Why not stay in Alberta and have her come across to
the Canadian side?”

“I’ve been thinking
of something like that,” the rancher replied. “I have some
friends in Calgary who helped me out when I was running cross-border
ops during the insurgency. I might look them up.”

“Good idea,” Linder
responded. “Are you planning to enter the city or might you be able
to phone someone from the outskirts and arrange for him to pick you
up?”

“I’d prefer to call
if I can find any of their numbers. By the way, you’re welcome to
join me if you don’t have other plans.”

“Thanks,” Linder
answered, “but I’m headed further south and would rather stay as
far away from cities as I can. I think my biggest challenge will be
keeping under the radar while I bypass Edmonton and Calgary.”

At this, Linder tore
into his skewered fish and let out a murmur of satisfaction.

“If I were you,”
Browning suggested, “I’d try hitching a ride on a freight train
this side of Edmonton. That way, you’d limit your exposure in urban
areas and cover a lot more ground. There’s always a risk of getting
clubbed by a guard, but you’ve already developed a hard head in the
camps. Hell, I’ve ridden the rails plenty of times; I could show
you how to get around.”

“I’d like that,”
Linder answered. “It’s a heck of a long way to Salt Lake on
foot.”

“So you’re still
heading to Utah?” Browning asked with a doubtful expression. “How
do you plan to stay out of harm’s way in a place like that? Utah is
a restricted zone, for God’s sake.”

“That’s exactly
what makes it possible,” Linder answered with a gleam in his eye.
“You see, restricted zones are more about keeping people in than
keeping them out. If you’re registered to live in a place like Utah
or Idaho, the government doesn’t want you picking up stakes to seek
your fortune in Chicago or New York. They want you to stay put so you
don’t mess up the Five-Year Plan.”

“But the restricted
zones are where the insurgency was hottest,” Browning pointed out.
“They’ve got camps and military bases scattered all over the
place. How will you get through all the checkpoints? What will you do
for I.D.?”

Linder laughed.

“You haven’t seen
the government security apparatus from the inside, as I have. The
national I.D. database is a joke. First off, their computers don’t
work half the time and the new biometric I.D.’s are so expensive
and easily hacked or corrupted that, outside the major cities, the
government has gone back to issuing old-fashioned paper I.D.’s. Out
in the small towns and rural areas, nothing at all is digital and
there’s a thriving black market in forged documents. It’s the
Wild West all over again. Outside the Fort Apache stockade, the
Indians rule.”

“So you really think
you can survive by going underground?” Rhee asked, suddenly taking
an interest in the conversation.

“Not exactly
underground. More like underclass,” Linder replied with a hearty
laugh. “I’ll dress like a homeless drifter, work as a migrant
farm worker or day laborer, and score the best phony papers my
Canadian dollars can buy. I’ll be free to go wherever I want and,
as long as I don’t shoot anybody or walk around screaming
anti-government slogans, nobody in authority will give me so much as
a second look.”


* * *

Two days later, a
day’s walk from Dawson Creek, Alberta, amid increasing signs of
human habitation, the men ran short of food once again. This time, a
nagging fear that local town-dwellers might betray them to the police
in hopes of collecting a reward strengthened their determination to
stay far away from settlements. Each man vowed that he would rather
starve than face recapture.

But against Linder’s
advice, Rhee finally persuaded Browning to accompany him on a raid
shortly after dusk to capture a lamb from an isolated homestead they
had passed. It was a cold, misty night when Linder draped a sleeping
bag over the farm’s electrified fence and stood watch as the two
men strode across the meadow toward a stout ewe and her twin lambs.
Upon reaching the closest lamb, Browning grabbed it and set off at a
trot toward the fence, but seconds later an unseen dog raised the
alarm. The men were still at least fifty meters from their goal when
the Border Collie caught up with them. Having been forewarned by
Linder, Rhee stopped the dog with a savage martial arts kick and the
two men made it over the fence with their bleating quarry. But before
Browning reached the tree line, two distant rifle shots rang out.

Linder watched Browning
fall and roll, holding the lamb close to his stomach with both arms
like a football. Then he rose slowly and limped toward the tree line
with Rhee supporting him. Once safely behind a tree, Rhee seized the
lamb, silenced it with a savage twist to the neck, and rolled
Browning’s trouser leg up to the knee.

“In the army, we’d
call this a lucky shot—enough to get you a medevac but not enough
to kill or cripple you,” Rhee pronounced. “Good for you that it
was a small bore round and passed clean through the meat of your
calf. Does it feel like it might have hit a bone or a tendon? Any
sharp pain?”

Browning shook his
head.

“Aches like a
sonofabitch, but I think I can walk on it with some help,” Browning
answered. “Let’s try.”

Rhee wrapped the wound
hastily with some gauze and a compression wrap he had found in the
ranger’s cabin, then unrolled Browning’s trouser leg and helped
him to his feet.

Next Linder lowered
Browning’s backpack onto his shoulders, letting the rancher lean on
him while he ventured his first few steps. At that moment a steady,
drenching rain began to fall.

“Hand me my walking
stick and let’s get out of here,” the Montanan declared. “If I
bleed out, take my stuff and leave me behind, do you hear? I mean
that.”

“We’ll carry you
till either your heart gives out or ours do. But I don’t think it
will come to that. Our sheepherder is not going to come after us on a
night like this. He probably has a wife and kids holding him back and
pleading for him to wait till morning.”

Rhee’s prediction was
a good one, for the fugitives trod on unmolested for another three
hours through the rain before stopping for the night under an
overhanging rock in a steep-sided ravine. Since the mist hampered
visibility and the forest was dense, they risked lighting a small
fire to warm up and dry their clothing. While Linder prepared the
fire, Rhee unwrapped Browning’s wound and cleaned it before
applying fresh gauze and tape.

Meanwhile, Browning
kept his mind occupied instructing Linder in how to butcher the lamb,
and before long they were feasting on roasted lamb chops. They ate
every last bite of flesh and sucked on the bones before drifting off
to sleep around the banked fire.

In the morning, though
Browning’s leg had swollen, he declared himself fit to walk, and
the three men set off again to the south. With each hour on the
trail, however, Browning’s pace slowed. During their midday break,
Linder watched closely as the Montanan drank his mug of hot water and
noticed droplets of sweat break out on the man’s forehead.

“Managing to stay
warm?” Linder asked.

“For the moment,”
the older man replied, looking away. A few minutes later, Browning’s
face had gone ashen and his shoulders trembled.

“We need to spend
another hour or two on the road, Will,” Linder coaxed, holding
Browning’s feverish hand in his. “It’s important to make it to
the next valley so we can pitch camp without being seen. Do you think
you can do it?”

“Sure thing,”
Browning answered in a strained voice. “I’ll feel better once I’m
moving again.”

“Okay then, let’s
go,” Rhee said, pacing nearby.

They plodded on for
more than two hours before reaching the steep banks of a small river,
less than a mile from an old wooden bridge across the main highway.
By the time they reached a secluded spot to settle in, Browning had
stumbled more than a few times and could no longer walk without
assistance. When Rhee removed the pus-soaked bandage from Browning’s
wounded leg, he found the injury dark and grotesquely swollen, with
red streaks leading up the thigh. Though Browning was barely
conscious, his breathing was rapid and he moaned with pain when Rhee
tried to wash the wound. Rhee stepped away from his patient and
gestured for Linder to follow.

“It’s blood
poisoning,” Rhee said quietly. “He’s gone into shock and we
have nothing to treat him with. Without antibiotics, he could be dead
by morning.”

“You stay with him
and do what you can to keep him comfortable till I can get a fire
going,” Linder told Rhee. “Then I want you to get some rest. I’ll
stay up and do what I can for him.”

During the night
Browning slipped into a coma and Linder drifted off to sleep soon
after. By the time Linder awoke, Browning’s body was cold. Though
he reproached himself for not having done more to save the Montanan,
Linder realized that the most he could have done was offer comfort,
and perhaps not even that if the man never regained consciousness.
Having grown jaded in the camps to men dying before his eyes, he
thought of going back to sleep but instead tapped Rhee gently on the
leg to wake him.

Rhee emerged from a
deep sleep, took in the news that Browning was dead, and without
saying a word began helping Linder to strip the corpse, weigh it down
with Browning’s rock-stuffed backpack, and toss it into the swollen
river. Linder stayed and watched the body sink while composing a
silent prayer to the God of Browning’s Protestant forefathers. Then
he and Rhee divided the dead man’s belongings between them, burned
the excess, and put out the fire. The two men set out on the road
without even stopping to eat.

Though Linder held his
tongue, the sight of Browning’s lifeless body had brought to mind
Scotty’s description of Mark Rhee as an unlucky one who would be a
burden to his teammates. It also reminded him of Browning’s warning
to Rhee not to make a third mistake after having murdered the truck
driver and run off to steal sheep. Clearly, it was Rhee’s second
sheep-stealing raid that had caused Browning’s death. Yet Browning
had gone along willingly and the fatal bullet could as easily have
struck Rhee. But try as he might not to pass judgment, Linder could
not help blaming Rhee for nearly everything that had gone wrong since
their escape.

It did not take long
for Linder’s feelings about Rhee to rise to the surface. When
encamped or during breaks, Linder often avoided eye contact with the
younger man. Before long, the stretches of silence between them grew
painfully long. From time to time, when Rhee’s back was turned,
Linder cast baleful stares at him that lingered just long enough for
Rhee to catch out of the corner of his eye. Over the ensuing days,
the weight of Linder’s blame, and possibly Rhee’s own remorse,
seemed to bring out a paranoid fear in the Korean that Linder
intended to do him in. Linder knew that the tension was near the
breaking point but he no longer cared.


* * *

Shortly before
reaching Dawson Creek, the two men agreed to follow Browning’s
suggestion and proceed due east toward the north-south rail line with
the objective of traveling through the heavily populated
Edmonton-Calgary corridor aboard a freight train. Leaving the Alaska
Highway outside Fort St. John, they headed east along the Peace River
Valley with the sky black as pitch but for the glittering of stars
and the soft glow of the Milky Way.

As they headed back
into the wilderness with scarcely a bite of food in their rucksacks,
Linder remembered something that Scotty had said at the start of
their journey: that man has more endurance than any animal. Man
drives on, Scotty had said, not from hope, which he eventually
abandons, but by a relentless drive for self-assertion, a persistent
striving for something more, a drive both physical and insubstantial,
to which he harnesses the awesome power of his consciousness. Though
man may live in the wild on the same rations as a wolf or a bear, he
clings even more ferociously to life than they and, if he chooses,
can endure greater suffering than any beast.

By this point, nothing
more than each man’s naked endurance and will to live kept them
together on their journey to the south.

For the next week they
put mind over matter as they drove their bodies relentlessly across
hill, valley, and stream, navigating by the North Star and surviving
on fish, assorted roots and shoots, wild greens, boiled acorns, and
raw pine nuts. Having learned the rudiments of winter foraging from
old-timers on the timber-felling squad at Camp N-320, and having
practiced the art under Scotty’s tutelage, Linder and Rhee brewed
their pine-needle tea each night and wished they had paid closer
attention to their old guide’s instructions.

After traveling so long
on so little nourishment, their swollen legs tired easily now. They
decided to cover a shorter distance each day to allow more time for
foraging and to avoid the increasing risk of detection from local
settlers, traveling only during the long-shadow hours around dawn and
dusk. While they valued the added rest and greater security, they
slept fitfully while they lay concealed from mid-morning through late
afternoon each day. With travel increasingly hazardous the closer
they came to Edmonton, they scouted carefully before crossing open
ground or streams, as even a single report of suspicious activity
might trigger a search that could escalate into a full-blown manhunt.

On the afternoon of the
seventh day, they spotted a rail line from high ground some three
kilometers distant. They approached through the trees to within a few
hundred meters of it and hid in a niche under a massive rock to watch
for patrols. From their map, they expected that this would be the
Great Slave Lake Railway, Canada’s northernmost rail line that
connected Edmonton and Calgary with the rich Peace River Oil Sands
complex to the north. And it meant that they had come within two
hundred miles of Edmonton’s outskirts. If, as Browning had
proposed, they could catch a train in one of the rail yards ahead and
ride it all the way to the U.S. border, Montana might be only a
couple of days away.

From behind a
protective screen of conifers along the western side of the tracks,
they kept watch until sundown, seeing a half dozen trains pass in
each direction, but no police patrols. Shortly after dark, Linder and
Rhee advanced toward the rail line at a place where a bend blocked
the view to either side. There they crossed the tracks and headed
south, just inside the tree line and parallel to the tracks. As they
walked, Linder listened carefully for the sound of approaching trains
but heard nothing except the wind whispering through the treetops.

They had walked for
nearly an hour when Rhee suddenly grabbed Linder from behind and
pulled him to the ground. Confused at this, Linder turned around and
noticed over his shoulder the brilliant headlamps of a train coming
at them from around the bend.

As the train thundered
by, Linder saw the silhouettes of travelers through the cars’ grimy
windows and guessed that these were workers returning to Edmonton
after weeklong stints in the mines, oilfields, and logging sites to
the north.

“Do you think anyone
noticed us?” Rhee asked nervously once the train went by.

“I don’t think so,
but everybody on that train probably works for one state-owned
company or another, so you can bet they’ll know about the cash
rewards being offered for escaped prisoners. If they did see us, I
wouldn’t put it past them to report it.”

“Oh, shit,” Rhee
muttered.

“All they’d have to
do is jot down when they saw us and the Mounties could be back here
with dogs in a few hours.”

“Wait a minute,”
Rhee broke in. “Remember what Scotty taught us once about walking
the rails?” Rhee asked

“Something about
using a walking stick or a branch to throw them off our scent?”

“Yeah,” Rhee
brightened. “Let’s go back to the tracks and give it a try.”

Along the way, Rhee
broke off a long straight branch from a tree, shortened it to a man’s
height, and carried it to the top of the embankment.

“Now, mind your
balance and keep pace with me so we don’t fall off,” Rhee
cautioned, standing atop one rail and holding the branch out for
Linder to grasp. “Meanwhile, keep your eyes and ears open in case
there’s another train headed our way.”

For nearly an hour,
under the light of a full moon, the two fugitives stepped lightly
along the rails without setting a foot on the ground until they
reached a narrow wooden trestle over a frozen river.

“Wait a second,”
Linder spoke up in alarm as they approached the abutment. “You’re
not proposing that we walk all the way across that thing, are you?”

“No, just part way,”
Rhee replied, slowing his pace to match Linder’s. “Why, can’t
you handle heights? You seemed okay with that back in the mountains.”

“Yeah, but there I
always had something to hang on to,” Linder confessed, slowing
further. “I’ve been terrified of heights all my life. It’s not
so bad any more, but this one is way too much.”

“Okay, then, here’s
what we’ll do,” Rhee answered in a soldierly, take-charge sort of
way. “We’re going to walk out just far enough until we’re over
the ice, climb down the timbers, and then cross the river on foot.
That way, if any dogs still manage to follow us, they’ll lose our
scent over the trestle and, with any luck, won’t know where to pick
it up on the ice. Are you with me?”

Linder came to a full
stop and peered ahead. The vertical drop would be only about twenty
or thirty feet and the timbers were arranged in a way that he thought
he could maintain a firm grip on the beams during his descent.

“Okay, let’s do
it,” he agreed.

They walked out another
thirty meters, tossed the branch overboard and slid cautiously down
the snow-dusted beams, with Rhee in the lead, until they reached the
ice.

“No damned dog is
going to follow us down that jungle gym,” Rhee announced
triumphantly when Linder joined him at the bottom.

The two men looked back
up at the structure while they caught their breath.

“Smells like rain,”
Linder noted once his chest stopped heaving from the exertion. “If
they do track us this far, the rain will help cover our scent. But
just to be sure, let’s keep moving.”

The pair crossed the
river gingerly, noticing that the ice was rotten in places and might
break up before many more days. Minutes after reaching the far bank,
the sky clouded over as Linder had predicted and a light drizzle
began to fall. But now that the moon and stars were obscured, the men
lost their sense of direction and zigzagged aimless through the
forest for over an hour until they found themselves facing the river
at the same place as before.

After a short debate
over which direction to take, Rhee pointed to some driftwood aimed
downstream and they set off again with Linder in the lead. About a
half hour later, just as the rain began turning to sleet, Linder
stepped around a mass of rocks and driftwood only to feel the ice
give way beneath him. Before he could recover his footing, he plunged
into deep and fast-moving water. Bracing his fall with outstretched
arms, he kept his head above the surface but felt the powerful
current pulling him under. Each time he tried to lift himself out by
kicking and reaching, chunks of ice broke off under his weight. Now
panic held him in its grip.

“Stay calm and do
exactly as I say,” Rhee instructed from the rocks only a few meters
away. “You’ll get out of this just fine, but first stop and take
a couple of deep breaths. Now, can you reach your knife?”

Linder did his best to
slow his breathing and managed to croak out a hoarse “I’ll try.”
Next, he reached for the scabbard on his belt and pulled out his
hunting knife.

“Okay, now,” Rhee
continued. “Do a flutter kick with your feet and try to scoot
forward as far as you can on the ice. Then jab the knife into the ice
to keep you from sliding back. Got it?”

Linder did what he was
told while Rhee rummaged in his pack for a coil of rope, at the end
of which he tied a fixed loop.

“Now I’m going to
toss you the rope,” Rhee went on. “Slip your free hand through it
and wrap it around your wrist a couple times. Okay? When you’re
ready, say go and start the flutter kick again. While you pull
against the ice with your knife hand, I’ll haul you up with the
rope. Ready?”

“Go,” Linder
rasped.

While pushing against
the rocks with his feet, Rhee reeled Linder in slowly like a prize
game fish too heavy for the line. At the same time, Linder flattened
himself on the ice and flutter-kicked as fast as he could, jabbing
the knife into the ice again and again after each pull from Rhee.
Once Linder lay flat on solid ice, Rhee told him to do a slow roll in
his direction so as not to break through the ice again.

Seconds later, Rhee
seized Linder under the armpits and dragged him to safety. The moment
they reached solid ground, Rhee raised the shivering victim to his
feet and, despite Linder’s weakened condition, helped him climb the
steep ravine to a clearing twenty or thirty meters above the ice.
There he set to work removing Linder’s pack, undressing him and
zipping him into the only dry sleeping bag.

Linder lay shivering
and hyperventilating for the next half hour while Rhee busied himself
gathering twigs and wood, lighting a fire, and erecting a makeshift
scaffold over it to dry Linder’s soaked clothing. Though they had
nothing left to eat but a few roots and nuts and a half-spoiled fish,
Rhee filled one metal pot with snow for water to drink and another to
create a thin fish stew. By then, the rain had passed and the moonlit
sky had begun to clear. The hot water did wonders to raise Linder’s
body temperature and revive his flagging spirits.

“I guess I owe you
one,” Linder said at last, once his teeth had stopped chattering
and he could control his breathing sufficiently to speak.

“Actually, you
don’t,” Rhee answered, looking away. “Yost told me about how
you gave me CPR when I collapsed in the disciplinary unit.”

“But he wasn’t
there,” Linder answered. “How would he have known about that?”

“Charlie knew
everything. He told me the day after we escaped but I didn’t want
to believe it back then.”

“It’s funny how the
world works,” Linder went on after drinking more fish stew. “A
guy I thought was my friend sends me to the camps. And a guy I
thought hated my guts saves my life. Go figure.”

“Forget it,” Rhee
replied with a dismissive wave of his knife as he cut away pieces of
spoiled fish. “All that is behind us. Besides, it wasn’t really
you I hated, it was who I thought you were.”

“And who was that?”

“A DSS goon,” Rhee
answered. “One of the palace guards who protected the Unionist
elite when they sent American fighting men off to Manchuria. And
then, once we fought our way back home, one of the goons who herded
us off to the camps.”

“You can call me a
goon all day long, Mark, but I didn’t know any more about the
Manchurian War than anyone else did at home,” Linder replied. “I
believed what I read in the papers until Burt told us what really
happened over there.”

“So what did you
actually do in the DSS?” Rhee challenged.

“I worked undercover
against the rebel militias during the insurgency, and then against
rebel exiles in Europe,” Linder replied.

“Tossing them in the
camps, too, I suppose,” Rhee accused.

“Yes, but if you were
on active duty during CWII, wouldn’t that have put us on the same
side?”

“For a while, maybe,
but the DSS went on filling the camps long after the insurgency was
over,” Rhee rejoined.

“Okay, then, how
about when we arrived at Ross River on the same plane and walked the
Canol Road chained to the same truck. Wouldn’t that put us on the
same side?”

Rhee suppressed a
laugh. “I guess you got me there,” he answered. “Anyway, like I
said, all that’s behind us now. You and I have come a long way,
dude.”

“So why did you save
me today?” Linder asked. “We were alone. Nobody would have
known.”

For a moment, Rhee’s
face took on a hard look and a long-buried anger flashed in his eyes.

“After losing my
entire company in Manchuria and not being able to save Sam, how do
you think I’d live with myself if I let you die, too?”

“Thanks, Mark. I
understand better now,” Linder replied, pulling the sleeping bag
more tightly around himself. “And please forget about the CPR. I
still owe you one.”

“No, really,” Rhee
shot back, poking a stick distractedly in the campfire. “I’m the
one who owes all of you guys for putting up with the shit that I
brought down on your heads: setting off the avalanche that killed
Charlie, taking Sam ice fishing, and finally, my crowning
achievement, stealing the lamb that got Browning shot. All of it was
completely my doing, not to mention killing the truck driver. Scotty
was right. I’ve been nothing but trouble from day one. It’s
totally crazy that I’m the last one left standing here with you.”

“That’s not for
either of us to say, Mark. God only knows…”

“Leave God out of
it,” Rhee snarled. “If he exists, he left the phone off the hook
a long time ago. I don’t even know why I bother to go on living
some days, except to spite the bastards who want us dead.”

“Then what do you
plan to do now? Where will you go? And don’t give me that line of
bull about a bar in Mexico.”

“I don’t have a
destination,” Rhee declared. “Not home, for sure. My parents are
far better off thinking their son is a dead hero than a live
fugitive. If I went to see them, we’d all get arrested. But even if
I could go back to my family, I don’t think I would.”

“Why not?” Linder
asked. “Most men in camp dream of nothing else.”

“Because they
wouldn’t understand me. They couldn’t,” Rhee asserted, putting
down his stick to gesture with his hands. “The things that seem
important to my parents I know to be trivial. And the things that are
important to me they would find incomprehensible. My return would
only add terrible new fears to the ones that already fill their
lives. Let’s be real: none of our families should see the things
that you and I have seen.”

“That’s not true,”
Linder challenged. “Whatever happened to you back in Manchuria,
you’ve got to let it go. And let go of Sam and Will, too. Quit
carrying the dead, Mark. Spit it out—all of it. I’ll listen if
you want. Because, if you keep holding it in, it’ll kill you. Maybe
not today or tomorrow, but sooner than you think.”

Rhee lowered his head
and stared at his swollen hands.

“Here, let me show
you something,” he said at last, and pulled out a small plastic bag
that had been suspended around his neck from a rawhide thong. He
opened the bag, unwrapped another bag inside and removed four
Canadian fifty-dollar bills, a laminated photo identification card
from the MacTung mine, and a Montana residence permit and ration
card.

The identification,
Rhee explained, had belonged to a drunken mining engineer named
Horvath who passed out in a storm one evening and froze to death
while returning from the mine to the contract employees’ barracks.

Rhee, then working on a
snow-clearing team, had discovered the corpse the next day, stripped
it clean, and reburied it. Because Horvath frequently left his job
without permission, as Rhee later learned from a prisoner who worked
in payroll, the shift foreman had assumed that the engineer had run
off to drink his wages in Ross River and, after two days, the mine
had deleted Horvath from its payroll without reporting him missing.
Since the engineer was not declared dead, Rhee pointed out, the
documents might still be good.

“Take a close look at
the photo,” Rhee suggested. “It’s not much of a likeness, but
he certainly looks a hell of a lot more like you than me.”

Linder laughed. “Some
resemblance. The guy was butt ugly.”

“Yeah, but ugly in a
nice sort of way. And he’s about your age. Beyond that, he’s
definitely not Asian,” Rhee replied with a smile. “Go on, you
take it. Maybe it will come in handy down there in Utah.”

Rhee handed it over,
and Linder thanked him. The conversation ended with each man
retreating into his own thoughts until they fell asleep huddled close
to the warming fire.


* * *

The next morning,
they woke before dawn, added fuel to the banked embers, and fetched
some drinking water from the river. While they waited for the fire to
heat the water, they discussed how far it would be to the next rail
yard, where they might be able to safely board a southbound freight
train.

“I don’t see any
rail yards on the map,” Linder noted, “but there’s a town a few
clicks south of here. If it doesn’t have a yard or a siding, maybe
the next one will. Or maybe a train might slow down enough at a
crossing for us to catch it.”

“Then let’s do it,”
Rhee agreed. “It’s a long way to Edmonton. We’re bound to find
something before too long.”

After striking camp,
the men headed back toward the tracks and then skirted them as they
proceeded south. Since the terrain was unsuited for farming and no
homesteads were in sight, they decided to keep moving all day. Late
in the afternoon, with the sun sitting low on the horizon, they heard
the dull rush of water ahead, which seemed confusing because rivers
this far north would normally still be frozen. Before long, they
spotted a drop-off and a multi-span wooden railroad trestle
stretching across it. The men looked down and saw that the river
surged with slabs, chunks, and lumps of ice that until recently had
likely formed a smooth sheet over the river. The sound was louder
than any rapids and reminded Linder of a boyhood visit to Niagara
Falls.

“All right, what
now?” Rhee asked with a discouraged look. “There’s no way we’re
getting across that mess.”

“We could wait till
the ice is gone and try to swim it,” Linder suggested weakly.

“Too wide. We’d
never make it,” Rhee replied.

“We could search the
riverbank for a boat to steal.”

“Not likely.”

“Or head over to the
highway and make a mad dash across that bridge, along with the cars
and trucks,” Linder offered. “Major risk of being spotted,
though.”

“In that case, why
not try the trestle?” Rhee proposed. “Not much risk of being seen
out here.”

“Is it even
possible?” Linder asked, looking up at the tinker toy structure. “I
don’t see any kind of walkway alongside the tracks. It’s just a
flat platform all the way across.”

“Nothing is
impossible,” Rhee corrected him. “If there’s no walkway, we can
walk on the ties between the rails. We did it all the time when I was
in college. The big question is whether we can get across before the
next train comes. The trestle has two tracks, but I wouldn’t want
to be on one of them when a train barrels past on the other.”

“God, I don’t know
if I could do it,” Linder confessed, suddenly feeling weak at the
knees. “The last trestle was just about all I could handle. One
like this would have me crawling on hands and knees after the first
couple steps. I’d never make it across.”

“So what’s worse?
Facing up to an irrational fear of falling or getting hit by a
speeding freight train?” Rhee challenged.

“If I look down
between the ties, would I see rushing water beneath me?” Linder
inquired hesitantly.

“Absolutely not.
Think of it like any other bridge. It’s a solid platform all the
way across, only with ties and rails laid on top,” Rhee assured
him. “All you have to do is follow me, keep looking a couple steps
ahead and say a mantra or something to keep you from thinking too
much.”

“All right, I guess I
have no other choice here,” Linder conceded, feeling the blood
drain from his face and his cold hands sweat inside his gloves.
“Can’t be any worse than being back at the mine, I suppose,” he
added with a nervous laugh. “But let’s get a move on before I
change my mind.”

They marched rapidly
along the edge of the tree line toward the riverbank and hid near the
bridge abutment to watch and listen for approaching trains. Seeing
none, Rhee mounted the abutment and led the way across the first
span. Though scarcely wider than a one-lane road, the flat wooden
deck held two sets of railroad tracks laid side by side with a narrow
margin to either side, bounded by a flimsy-looking wooden handrail.
In places, the ties had rotted, and Linder blanched at the thought
that these might be the original ties dating back to the railway’s
construction some seventy years before.

Rhee advanced between
the rails of the left-hand set of tracks, with Linder following close
behind him, his eyes fixed on the rhythmic movement of Rhee’s boot
heels. So long as his mind concentrated on those feet, Linder was
able to contain his fear by shutting out all other thought. But after
about fifty paces, he tripped on a tie and fell forward, crashing a
knee heavily into the wood. Despite the pain, he rose quickly to his
feet and limped forward, but by now Rhee’s boots were too distant
to claim his full attention, and his body grew rigid from a rising
sense of panic.

They were slightly past
the midpoint of the bridge when Linder spotted the headlamp of a
train approaching from the far side of the river and felt his heart
stop.

“Looks like we have
company,” Rhee called back over his shoulder without breaking
stride. “Keep going as fast as you can but don’t run. As soon as
we see which track it’s on, we’ll move to the other one. Lie face
down on the outer shelf, hold on tight, and pray that nobody on the
train sees us.”

In the orange-yellow
glow of the setting sun, Linder saw that the train was approaching on
the track to the right. Both men stepped onto the margin beyond the
left set of rails, removed their backpacks, and lay perfectly flat
while gripping the crossties with hands and feet. To Linder’s
alarm, a clump of wood broke off in his hand and he found the ties
above and below it just as rotten.

The moment the engine
mounted the first span, Linder noticed a faint trembling beneath his
feet. Now he felt the tremors intensify the closer the engine drew.
His breathing quickened and his grip grew tighter by the second until
the train was directly upon him. The instant the headlight moved
past, he looked up and to his relief saw that the train consisted
almost entirely of flatcars bearing heavy equipment. Thus the only
witnesses aboard the train to report them would be the engine crew,
and even they seemed unlikely to have noticed a couple of gray lumps
in the glancing light of the engine’s halogen beams.

Once the final freight
car went by, Linder felt his pulse rate slow and he made a conscious
effort to relax his convulsive grip on the crossties beneath him. But
when he raised his head and saw how close he was to the edge, he was
overcome by a fresh bout of vertigo. So, instead of attempting to
rise, he watched Rhee lift himself slowly onto hands and knees, pull
his rucksack onto his shoulders, and climb unsteadily to his feet,
holding the wooden handrail for safety.

And in that moment,
Linder heard a dull crack of rotting wood giving way and watched Rhee
teeter on the brink where the guardrail had apparently given way.

“Damn!” Rhee
exclaimed as he reached for a crosstie and missed. Then the man
pitched sidelong over the side and cartwheeled silently into the
river below. He fell for what seemed like an eternity until at last
his head struck a floating slab of ice and his legs jackknifed
awkwardly into the churning water. Linder watched for Rhee’s head
to surface but it never did.

Now Linder’s limbs
and spine went completely rigid with fear. He could not get up. Yet
he knew that, if he did not leave the bridge, other trains were sure
to follow. Only by extraordinary mental effort did he manage to calm
his breathing and relax his muscles, put hands and feet under him,
and crawl back onto the tracks. There, regaining his balance, he
stood erect and set one foot stiffly before the other with his eyes
fixed on the dark landmass ahead. As he passed Rhee’s abandoned
backpack, he absently scooped it up, more from a base instinct to
cover his trail than from any conscious thought for his dead comrade
or the pack’s contents.

Once across the bridge,
Linder scrambled down the embankment holding the extra pack to his
chest and ran toward the tree line with all the strength and speed
that surging adrenalin could deliver. He ran until he was out of
breath and could run no more.

As he knelt on the damp
forest floor under the dim light of the crescent moon, Linder shook
with fear and rage from the effects of the stress hormones coursing
through his body and pummeled the soft earth furiously with both
fists. At that moment, he felt more alone than ever before, even more
than during his solitary confinement. At the same time, he realized
that he must guard against his natural tendency to withdraw into
himself. To survive, he must focus on the present. What must I do
right now, he asked himself again and again. But he had no answer.
Instead, his thoughts traveled around in circles until at last he
closed his eyes and found release in sleep.
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With lies, one can only move forward; there is no going back. Russian
Proverb


MID-APRIL, WEDNESDAY, WEST OF EDMONTON, ALBERTA

Linder awoke with a
start. Looking up, he could see from the moon’s position above the
horizon that he could not have slept more than an hour or two. He
rose, took a drink from his water bottle, and sorted through the
contents of Rhee’s backpack, stuffing anything useable into his
own, and returning the rest to Rhee’s. Then he walked back to the
river, added a few rocks to the Korean’s pack and tossed it into
the surging river.

Now would be the time,
Linder realized, to honor Rhee’s death with a prayer or a moment of
silent remembrance. But all he felt was confusion. What was the
purpose of their being chainmates on the Canol Road, their falling
out at Camp N-320, and their being thrown together again as fugitives
if it only came to this? And what did it mean that he was now the
last of the six fugitives left alive? Was it wrong for him to feel no
survivor’s guilt upon Rhee’s death? And what was he to do with
himself now that he was alone?

Linder watched Rhee’s
pack bob and sink in the raging current and suddenly felt very small
and insignificant. He did not know the answers to these questions and
could not answer them on his own. He would require help.

“Okay, spirit guides,
or God, or whoever you are” Linder said aloud, raising his eyes to
the star-filled sky. “If you’re out there, how about giving me
some guidance, the way you did for Scotty?” He felt the weight of
his backpack on his shoulders and added, “I’ve got a couple
hundred bucks and an I.D. that may or may not be any good and not a
bite of food. Now, do I find a town and try to hole up for a while or
do I catch the first train for the border? I could be caught by
nightfall either way. So which will it be?”

Linder closed his eyes
and waited for an answer. At that moment, an icy north wind gusting
across the river struck him full in the face, reminding him of the
terrible night the team had spent exposed on a mountainside above the
Nahanni River before Scotty had discovered the ranger’s cabin. Then
he remembered the final descent to that cabin, when, near exhaustion,
he had seen a vision of Patricia Kendall with her daughter, somewhere
in Utah. Now the image of Patricia’s face appeared to Linder again,
and he remembered his promise to Roger Kendall and to Charlie Yost
that, if he survived, he would go to Utah and do what he could to
help her. If he were recaptured along the way, so be it. But he would
not quit. And that, he realized, was the guidance he had sought.

With a renewed sense of
purpose, Linder refilled his water bottle from the river, drank till
his growling belly was full, and set off once again toward the rail
line. An hour later, he caught sight of a small marshaling yard about
a quarter of a mile from a brightly lit drilling camp.

Linder waited just
outside the yard in the pre-dawn darkness and watched men with
flashlights and lanterns signal the departure of a southbound train
consisting of half a dozen boxcars and about two dozen flatcars. He
waited until the men left the boxcars, and then tested the doors
until he found one that would not close fully owing to a broken
latch. He climbed in and rolled the door shut as far as it would go.
After fifteen or twenty anxiety-filled minutes, the train lurched
forward and rolled jerkily down the tracks before gaining speed and
rolling south.

Three or four hours
later Linder heard the engineer blow his air horn. Peering through
the crack in the open door, Linder saw a series of commercial
buildings along the tracks. The air horn blew again after ten minutes
or so, and with increasing frequency as the train entered the suburbs
of Edmonton and reduced its speed through numerous level crossings.
Each time the train slowed, Linder’s heart raced, anxious that the
train not stop and leave him stranded in the city. To his immense
relief, the train passed through Edmonton without interruption and
drove on toward Calgary. Linder used the time to sort through the
contents of his backpack. His spirits soared on finding a crushed
chocolate bar and a small bag of raw pine nuts among Rhee’s
effects. He alternated between eating the nuts and the chocolate
fragments, savoring them one at a time.

The air horn blew more
frequently again as the train approached Calgary another three hours
later. Once more, it snaked through the metro area and entered the
final stretch toward the city of Lethbridge and the U.S. border. Two
more hours elapsed, and Linder began to reconsider whether it would
be such a good idea to cross the border aboard a freight train. After
consulting his map, he decided to hop off at Lethbridge, just north
of the U.S. border, and approach Montana on foot from the mountainous
region to the east of Glacier National Park.

Before reaching
Lethbridge, the train pulled onto a siding late in the afternoon at a
Canadian Pacific rail yard where the north-south line crossed the
CPR’s east-west trunk road. As soon as the car slowed sufficiently
for Linder to jump off, he rolled open the door, sat on the edge, and
leapt to the ground holding his backpack in front of him to break his
fall. And fall he did, but not badly enough to hurt himself beyond a
few scratches from the coarse gravel. Yet no sooner did he pick
himself up than he spotted a team of railroad workers approaching the
train from the rear of the yard, cutting off his retreat. One of them
saw Linder and gave chase.

Detecting no other
avenue of escape, Linder fled in the direction the train was moving,
caught up with his old boxcar, and climbed back in. Though it took
all his strength to open the door on the opposite side of the train,
in time it gave way and Linder lowered himself once again to the
gravel roadbed. Seeing no workers or yard bulls on this side of the
train, he scuttled under a waiting tank car on the next track, then
under a flatcar on the track beyond. Out of sight from his pursuers
now, he ran in the opposite direction from the moving train and took
cover behind some shrubbery to catch his breath.

Linder remained hidden
until the sun went down, feeling like a hunted animal determined to
evade capture. His mind desperately sought assurance that he would
prevail, recalling various tight spots he had faced while working
undercover, as well as Scotty’s prediction soon after they met that
Linder would someday be free.

When darkness fell, he
steeled his nerves to leave his hiding place, crept out of the rail
yard and crossed the dimly lit tracks headed southwest toward the
Montana border. Though desperately hungry, he rejected the idea of
spending any of his Canadian dollars to buy food before entering the
U.S. He did this not only out of concern for his untested identity
documents, but also for fear that the Mounties might have been
alerted to two suspicious-looking men with backpacks along the rail
line north of Edmonton. If so, they might have connected that
sighting to his flight from the Lethbridge rail yard and pick up
their search from the latter.

Accordingly, Linder
suppressed his hunger pangs as he had done so many times before. He
was so close to the border now that he imagined he could smell it in
the air. Once over the border in the U.S., his Montana identity card
would draw far less scrutiny than in Canada. After all, who would
suspect a Montana resident of entering the state illegally? And he
could spend his Canadian dollars with little worry because hard
currency was in high demand on the American side.

Linder walked half the
night through the hills, navigating by the stars and by the tiny
compass that Scotty had given him at the camp infirmary. He slept
without a campfire and rose to continue walking at daybreak the next
day. About an hour into his hike on that second day since Rhee’s
death, he observed a distant road that led southeast toward Glacier
National Park.

That morning the
weather was unseasonably mild and the air fragrant with blossoming
lilacs, crabapples, and wildflowers. Unlike northern Alberta, where
the bitter end of winter still reigned, Linder had walked into the
warm embrace of spring, where birds sang, fields exchanged their
coats of brown for green, and flowers displayed colors that made
Linder’s spirit sing.

Before long, he found
an overgrown trail where old ruts from all-terrain vehicles and dirt
bikes led south. Within another hour, he came upon a metal sign on a
ten-foot post. The sign said “United States Boundary/Illegal to
Enter U.S. on This Trail” with pictographs showing that ATVs, dogs,
and firearms were prohibited. Further ahead was a sign with
“Warning!” written in bold red letters, and the words “If you
are entering the United States without presenting yourself to an
Immigration Officer, you may be arrested and prosecuted for violating
U.S. Immigrations and Customs Laws.” Similar notices were posted at
varying intervals in both directions, spaced according to the contour
of the land, so that a traveler could not help but see one regardless
of where he might cross the border.

Of course, Linder knew
very well that America’s border with Canada was a polite fiction
now that the Unionist regime had effectively annexed southern Canada.
But he had heard somewhere that the border was still patrolled
intermittently in the hope of catching the odd rebel, fugitive, or
smuggler. Would this place be patrolled? Linder doubted it, just as
he doubted that drones, satellites, or ground sensors monitored it.
With most of America’s electronic surveillance capabilities
destroyed or disabled since the Events, those that remained were too
important to waste in the backwoods of northern Montana.

Linder accordingly
stole past the warning signs and kept going until he reached the
north-south highway into Montana, skirting it just inside the tree
line for another hour or more. At last he came upon a road sign in
the shape of the State of Montana and read it aloud, his voice close
to breaking: “Montana Route 214. To East U.S. Route 2, Shelby 38
miles. To Glacier National Park 55 miles. To U.S. Interstate-15 at
Great Falls 124 miles.” And, with that, he let out a raucous cowboy
”Wahoo!”


* * *

Linder flagged down
the first car he found on Route 214 and hitched a ride to Shelby,
telling the driver he had been hiking in Glacier National Park and
lost his way. He used the same story at the thrift shop to buy fresh
clothes and a fresh backpack, and at a dollar store to buy a razor,
soap, and toothbrush. He did the same at a convenience store for food
and beer, and finally at a shabby motel, where he paid a reduced day
rate to take a bath in one of the many vacant rooms. As he expected,
the thrift shop owner was delighted to exchange a hundred Canadian
dollars illegally for greenbacks and cheated Linder shamelessly on
the exchange rate, to which Linder made no objection since the
illicit profit assured him of the owner’s silence.

Once in his motel room,
Linder ate every bite of food he bought before undressing and
settling into the bathtub for a hot bath. While soaking and
scrubbing, he pondered his impending identity change from escaped
fugitive Warren Linder to logging engineer Thomas Horvath. The key to
his transformation, he knew, would be his complete mastery of the
documents that Rhee had given him and the assumption of a persona
consistent with what was on paper. Linder examined the documents
closely and committed their details to memory. Then he set his mind
to fabricating corollary details of Thomas Horvath’s life.

Rising from the bathtub
and turning his face to the mirror, Linder gazed at his shaven visage
and then at Horvath’s photograph and back again. His own face was
leaner, more angular, a touch more severe. He struck the same pose as
in Horvath’s photo, with chin raised and head tilted at a dramatic
angle, and suppressed a laugh. Rhee had been right. The resemblance
was close enough for anyone but a trained professional or a biometric
face scanner. The documents might give him a fighting chance, after
all.

Linder changed into his
new clothes and stuffed the old ones into his fresh backpack. He took
pains to leave the bathroom tidy to preclude complaints from the
management, and left his key in the room to avoid showing his face to
the clerk. In case the clerk nonetheless saw him leave the premises,
he made a show of heading west from the motel and stopping to window
shop at storefronts along his path. Once out of view from the motel,
he entered one of the shops and left by the rear entrance to proceed
toward the bus station from a different direction.

Though Linder had
considered hitchhiking the rest of the way to Utah, he rejected that
idea, fearing security measures so close to the Canadian border and
not wanting to subject himself to the close scrutiny that a long
drive might invite from his driver. Instead, he considered the
relative anonymity of bus travel and the cursory examination that his
Montana identity documents might receive at a small-town bus station
like Shelby’s. If he were to rely on these documents from now on,
the safest place to test them would be within the state of Montana.

It was a calculated
risk that he was willing to take.

So Linder screwed up
his courage, strode into the bus station and approached the ticket
window.

“When does the next
bus to Idaho Falls leave?” he asked the grandmotherly woman in the
ticket window.

“In about an hour,”
she answered.

“And how much is the
fare?”

“Eighty-two dollars
and change. Would you like to book the ticket now?”

“I would,” Linder
replied. “Do you accept Canadian?”

“I can make that
conversion for you at the official rate,” the agent replied
cheerily. “But you might do better down the street. You’ve got
plenty of time before the next bus leaves if you want to try it.”

“That’s okay,
ma’am. Don’t want to get in any trouble using a moneychanger.
Here, this ought to cover it,” he said as he handed her cash for
the ticket.

With the change he
received in U.S. dollars, Linder bought some snacks for the road, a
bottle of genuine Canadian whiskey, and a couple of newspapers while
he settled in for the wait. The rest of the change, plus what was
left from his purchases earlier in the day, would be enough for bus
fare from Great Falls to Salt Lake and meals along the way, with
another Canadian fifty held in reserve.

When the bus’s
departure was announced, Linder was one of only a dozen passengers to
board. The driver barely glanced at his identification, comparing
only the name on the ticket with the name on Horvath’s Montana
residence permit. The bus looked far from new but it seemed well
maintained and the steady hum of its engine was reassuring. Linder
took a seat near the rear of the bus and soon fell asleep.

He was awakened when
the bus stopped at a State Police checkpoint just outside Great
Falls. While Linder had expected such checkpoints near the border,
their absence during the first hour of the southward journey had
raised his hopes of avoiding them altogether. So when the driver
opened the front door on command and four Department of State
Security officers boarded to check identity papers, Linder’s heart
sank.

The officers worked in
pairs, each pair working one side of the bus. From the time they
entered the vehicle, no one spoke except for the officers and the
persons being questioned. They moved rapidly and spent only a few
moments with the elderly and the very young, focusing their attention
on passengers between the ages of fifteen and sixty.

“Identification,
please,” the first officer, a stocky thirtyish black man with a
shaved head, demanded of the woman seated directly in front of
Linder, a bleached blonde of about fifty in a faded ski jacket. The
woman fished a wallet out of her handbag and slipped out a photo
identity card. The agent gave the photo a quick look, compared it
with the woman’s face, and handed back the card.

When the duo reached
Linder, the same agent took Linder’s identity card and asked him
his name.

“Tom Horvath,”
Linder replied, offering a friendly smile while making eye contact
with the unsmiling officer.

“Date and place of
birth?” the DSS man continued without returning Linder’s gaze.

“May 10, 1980.
Missoula,” Linder answered.

“Your current place
of residence?” came the next question.

Linder recited the
address written on the residence permit and added, “Except I don’t
live there any more. I lost my job and I’m moving down to Utah. I
hear they have openings down there.”

But the officer showed
no interest in the answer.

“Where was your last
place of employment?”

“At a government mine
up in the Yukon. No town, just the middle of nowhere,” Linder
replied with studied vagueness.

“And before that?”

“A lead-zinc mine in
Alaska,” he shot back, having anticipated the question.

“Do you have a
written offer of employment in Utah?” the officer asked next. But
Linder did not, and this was something he could not fabricate.

“Not yet, sir,” he
replied.

“Are you aware that
Utah is a restricted zone? Your Montana residence permit allows you
to visit for no more than thirty days and it’s not a work permit.
Would you mind following me outside? I’ll need ask you for a few
more questions.”

Though Montana was a
restricted zone like Utah, and Linder had been aware that legal
residents of one such zone enjoyed the right of free entry into
another, he had been unaware of labor restrictions between the zones.
For him to enter Utah was no crime and the DSS had no authority to
turn him back, but it was the nature of DSS men to prey on the weak
and unprotected. Having seen it done, and having done it himself so
many times during his tenure with the Department, he did not expect
to get off lightly. At the very least, his unemployed status was
likely to prompt a criminal background check that, depending on its
level of detail, could be his undoing.

With one officer behind
him and one leading the way, Linder was escorted off the bus and into
the doublewide trailer that served as the State Police outpost. Upon
entering the overheated entrance to the outpost, Linder could feel
the perspiration gather on his forehead and upper lip and smell the
sour odor of his own fear.

A uniformed DSS officer
with the rank of lieutenant entered the room within a few moments. To
Linder’s astonishment, he recognized the officer as Dan Dorsey, a
former guard at the Camp N-320 disciplinary unit, who sometimes also
guarded transit prisoners en route to the northern camps from Glasgow
AFB in Great Falls, where Linder’s own transit flight had refueled
en route to Ross River.

Linder could never
forget the remark Dorsey had made one frigid afternoon at The Point,
to the effect that letting prisoners warm themselves during breaks
made them lazy and that the cold was the only thing capable of
squeezing work out of them. Calculating that Dorsey was unlikely to
recognize him from among the thousands of prisoners he had guarded or
escorted over the years, Linder decided on a desperate gamble in
hopes of averting a background check. Though the attempt would likely
put his undercover role-playing skill to the acid test, he plunged
ahead.

“Hey, Dan, how are
you doing?” he greeted the officer warmly, advancing to hold out
his hand. “Tom Horvath. Great to see you again!”

Dorsey eyed him
suspiciously and declined the handshake. Linder remained unfazed.

“Don’t you remember
me?” he confronted the officer. It was a high stakes bet and Linder
knew it. If Dorsey possessed a memory for names and faces as sharp as
Linder’s, or if for some strange reason, his face had stuck in
Dorsey’s mind, Linder would be undone.

“No, I don’t,”
Dorsey replied.

“Well, how about
that!” Linder continued, undeterred. “You and I were on a plane
together up north. Your family name is Dorsey, and you were telling
me how you met your wife Carolyn at an airport in Yellowknife. She
had enjoyed a libation or two before boarding and they weren’t
going to let her on. But you put in a word with the crew and got her
aboard, anyway.”

Linder paused to flash
Dorsey a congratulatory grin. The DSS man looked puzzled, but seemed
to be warming.

“Anyway, after the
two of you became acquainted, you asked her out a couple times and
started dated by long distance. A couple of months later she brought
you home to meet her parents and the two of you got engaged. What a
story, eh, brother?”

Linder laughed heartily
and Dorsey soon joined in. Every word of the story was true, except
that Linder had overheard it not on an airline flight but while
Dorsey was regaling fellow guards around an oil-drum fire at Camp
N-320. Linder guessed from the guard’s garrulous manner that he had
told the same story dozens of times and in nearly as many places.

Dorsey seemed delighted
to hear the tale retold and to renew the acquaintance with the mining
engineer. Each then spoke briefly about his life and work since their
acquaintance, but without any mention of labor camps. After their
exchange, Linder offered to look up Dorsey on his next trip through
Great Falls and the officer returned Linder’s documents with an
apology, even offering him a cup of hot coffee for the road. Linder
accepted the cup eagerly and hurried back aboard the bus to wary
looks from his fellow passengers. Since State Security rarely gave up
its prey, he could hardly blame them for suspecting he might be an
informant. In fact, the irony of it brought a smile to his lips.

The world works in
mysterious ways, Linder thought when at last the bus lurched forward.
Though still a fugitive, he was now a documented resident of a
restricted zone and thus, at least on paper, more or less a free man.
For reasons that he could not quite fathom, the contradiction made
him feel right at home.
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It is not necessary to hope in order to undertake, nor to succeed in
order to persevere. Charles the Bold
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The bus delivered
Linder to Idaho Falls by early evening, where he exchanged his
remaining Canadian dollars for greenbacks and bought himself a cheap
steak dinner before renting a room at a rundown hotel near the bus
station.

The next morning,
Linder considered economizing on bus fare by hitchhiking the rest of
the way to Utah, having encountered no further checkpoints since
Great Falls, but decided not to take the risk. Instead, over
breakfast, he plotted the bus route from Idaho Falls to Park City,
and by local jitney bus to Coalville, the town whose name he had seen
in his vision the morning before reaching the ranger cabin. According
to the map, Coalville was located only thirty miles from the Kamas
labor camp where Roger Kendall had said that his wife and
stepdaughter had been held.

From Idaho Falls to the
Utah border, the I-15 highway was nearly empty. No border checkpoints
were encountered and, on crossing into Utah, Linder felt a sudden
exhilaration at having come so close to his goal. Yet, when he
thought of the hardships endured along the way, and the loss of his
fellow prisoners, he felt a profound sadness that nearly drained him
of his strength. But instead of repressing the sadness and guilt, as
he had done toward his DSS targets over the years, now Linder held
each comrade’s image before his mind’s eye and vowed to honor the
man’s sacrifice by completing the mission he had promised to carry
out.

Emerging from his
reverie outside Ogden, Linder noticed that traffic had thickened and
consisted primarily of military vehicles, long-haul trucks, buses and
a few boxy sedans of the kind found in government motor pools. Closer
to the city, the road became clogged with delivery trucks,
ride-sharing vans, and swarms of noisy, exhaust-spewing motorbikes
like those commonly seen all over the Third World. Upon reaching the
Ogden bus terminal, Linder rushed to board a local line from Ogden to
Park City and promptly fell asleep for most of the hour-long ride.

Entering Coalville,
population 1120, in a jitney bus, Linder’s gaze was drawn to
towering mounds of leftover snow flanking both sides of the road from
a bygone snowstorm. A layer of black road dirt encrusted each mound,
from whose base a trickle of melt water flowed along the curb and
into sewer grates below. Paradoxically, the sight of winter’s
doomed remnants left Linder feeling safe and warm, as if to assure
him that he had passed irretrievably beyond the north country’s icy
grasp.

He stepped off the bus
in the center of town and noticed at once that most of the buildings
within view seemed in serious need of repair. Tattered political
banners from some long-past civic event hung across the main street
at every second block, flapping in the steady breeze. The place gave
Linder the impression not so much of a sad little town as of one that
had never known joy.

After walking a couple
of blocks, he stopped at a seedy sandwich shop on South Main Street
to buy a burger and a soda. Then, finding the town’s sole hotel
padlocked as twilight fell, he kept an eye peeled for a cheap
boarding house until he found a “room to let” sign posted on the
door of a well-tended bungalow on an adjacent side street.

He knocked. A
stern-looking woman of about sixty, with long graying hair pinned in
a bun, answered the door wearing a clean white apron over a cotton
print housedress.

“I saw your sign,
ma’am,” he greeted her. “I just arrived in town and found the
hotel closed. Do you rent rooms by the night?”

“The room rate is
twenty dollars a night, one hundred a week,” she answered, looking
him steadily in the eye. “Payable in advance. How long do you
expect to stay?”

“Depends on my
finding work around here,” he said. “I have enough to cover a
week, but would you mind if I pay you just for tonight? I’d like to
see a little more of the town before I decide to stay longer.”

“What sort of work
are you looking for?” the woman asked in a not unkindly way.

“Whatever I can
find,” Linder answered. “I’ve done mining, logging, ranching,
factory work, office work, you name it. But things are tough all
over, so I really don’t know what kind of jobs might be open in
these parts. Do you happen to know of anyone who’s hiring?”

The woman shook her
head, yet her sympathy seemed aroused.

“Strangers looking
for day labor around here usually line up along the lower end of
South Main, just off the freeway. But I’d go early, no later than
seven, if you aim to have a chance. I can wake you up if you like.
Breakfast is three dollars, assuming you might want some ham and eggs
before you set out.”

“I’ll take it,”
Linder declared with a smile, reaching into his trouser pocket for
money. “Here’s twenty-five to get us started. By the way, I’m
Tom Horvath and I’m pleased to meet you.”

“I’m Sharon Unger,
but I hope you’ll call me Sharon. Being called ‘Mrs. Unger’
makes me feel like a dinosaur.”

Linder laughed, and
when the woman smiled in return, he could see from the wrinkles at
the corners of her eyes that in times past she had laughed often and
long. She stepped aside to let him in and showed him to the rear
bedroom, a small space with a single window and its own tiny
bathroom. It was sparsely furnished with a twin bed, stuffed chair,
dark-stained oak writing desk and chair, and a pine chest of drawers.
Linder nodded his approval.

“One more thing,”
she added. “There’s a set of house rules on the desk. Nothing
unusual, I’d say, but I am very strict about a few things. I won’t
permit alcohol, tobacco, firearms, or illegal drugs in my house. Do
your drinking and smoking off the premises, if you must. Will that be
a problem?”

“Not at all, ma’am”
he answered, and wished her a good night.


* * *

The following
morning, Linder rose before dawn and feasted on Mrs. Unger’s ham
and eggs and stand-up-and-cheer coffee before plodding out to Main
Street to take his place along the curb. Pickup trucks and SUVs
cruised up and down, stopping to negotiate labor rates with men
judged suitable for work. He waited ten minutes, then twenty, as the
vehicles whisked by without anyone pulling off to the shoulder to
speak to him. Then by the dim light of the streetlamps, he noticed a
white cargo van approach slowly and stop opposite him. The passenger
window was down, so Linder approached.

At that moment, he
noticed a flashing blue light some fifty meters away, and watched
with growing unease as an unmarked police cruiser stopped behind the
van. A tall sheriff’s deputy dressed in a khaki uniform and a
Smokey the Bear hat climbed out of the cruiser and stepped between
Linder and the passenger door.

“You don’t look
like one of our regulars, mister,” the deputy drawled. “How about
showing me your papers?”

Linder retrieved
Horvath’s Montana residence permit from his trouser pocket and
handed it over.

“You been sick since
they took this photo?” the officer noted with a scowl. “It don’t
look much like you.”

“I was on a mining
job in Canada and lost a lot of weight,” he replied, keeping his
story as close to the truth as he dared.

“Well, why don’t we
just check out your ID back at the station?” the deputy went on,
more as a statement than a question. “Hop in. If your papers are
good, I’ll have you back here within the hour.”

Linder had a sinking
feeling as the deputy waved the van away and opened the rear door to
the police cruiser. He knew that to run would be a big mistake. His
only hope was to count on the documents being in order or the
government’s verification system being out of order. If God
existed, he thought, now might be a very good time for Him to show
up.

Linder stepped toward
the cruiser’s open door. But before he reached it, both men were
bathed in the headlights of a heavy pickup that pulled up behind the
cruiser. An older officer wearing a similar khaki uniform climbed
down from the driver’s seat while a fiftyish civilian wearing jeans
and a polo shirt approached from the passenger side.

“There you go again,
Eldon,” the civilian, a sturdily built man with a shaven head and
two-day’s growth of beard, addressed the deputy in a jocular tone.
“Don’t you know how badly we need machine operators in this
county? This one here looks like he might actually have what it
takes.”

“Don’t know if he
does or not, Larry,” the deputy replied evenly. “That’s your
business. Mine is to check out the strangers in town and that’s
exactly what I’m going to do.”

“That’s all fine
and good, deputy, as long as you aren’t being too fussy about who
you let in,” the civilian went on. “I’ve met lots of
undocumented ranch hands around this town, and you don’t seem to
mind that. You wouldn’t be discriminating against factory labor,
would you?”

“Now, Larry, you know
we do our level best to be fair to everybody,” the older officer
remarked with a steady gaze. “If you want to offer work to this
gentleman and are willing to accept whatever I.D. he might have, I
suppose we could look the other way.”

The civilian gave a
gentle laugh but rather than respond directly to the sheriff, he
addressed Linder.

“You ever done
factory work before, mister?”

“I did when I was
younger,” Linder responded. “Worked an assembly line for truck
parts back east.”

“Are you good with
tools?”

“Any tools you’d
find in a mine, I can handle. And I know my way around most car and
truck repairs, if that helps,” Linder added.

“Think you could
handle a packaging line?” the civilian asked.

“I expect so. What’s
the pay?”

“Double minimum wage
to start. More if you’re worth it,” the factory owner proposed.
“I’d say that beats whatever Eldon here can offer, wouldn’t you
agree?”

Linder smiled and took
a deep breath. As unlikely as it seemed, perhaps somebody upstairs
was looking out for him, after all.

“It’s fine by me if
it’s okay with these two gentlemen,” Linder answered, nodding
toward the two officers. “Lead the way.”

The two lawmen stepped
aside to let Linder take a seat in the rear of the pickup’s
extended cab. The older officer drove it only a few blocks before he
stopped the truck opposite a late-model SUV and wished Linder and the
factory owner good luck.

As soon as Linder and
his prospective employer were aboard the SUV, the man introduced
himself as Larry Becker, owner and general manager of a newly
privatized nutritional supplement manufacturer. The company had lost
money ever since the Regional Economic Administrator of the Utah
Security Zone had seized the facility from its former owner, a Mormon
bishop accused of aiding and abetting the insurgency. Before coming
to Coalville, Becker had owned a feed store chain in North Dakota
before striking it rich in the shale oil business. He had been
attracted to Utah by the business opportunities created when the
President-for-Life forcibly resettled Utah’s practicing Mormons to
northern internment camps and seized their property under federal
asset forfeiture laws. All were charged with membership in an illegal
terrorist organization.

“How long have you
owned the company?” Linder asked at the first opportunity.

“Bought it from the
government last fall,” Becker replied. “My son and I moved up
here right after the deal closed. It’s been a pretty wild ride, to
tell the truth. We picked up the assets for a song, but it’s turned
into a real money pit so far. Jay and I haven’t had a moment’s
rest since we got here.”

“How’s it been
looking lately?” Linder inquired, intrigued by Becker’s mixture
of opportunism and initiative. Being taken under the wing of an
influential and businessman, he thought, might give him just the kind
of protection he needed.

“It’s slowly
turning around, but I can’t say it’s been easy,” Becker
answered with more enthusiasm than his words would seem to indicate.
“The market is absolutely starved for product, and we’ve been
buying up raw materials and packaging components from all our former
competitors. As long as those companies stay in government hands, we
ought to do just fine. For the moment, we’ve practically got a
monopoly out here.”

“What kind of
products do you make?” Linder inquired with growing curiosity.

“Multi-vitamins,
mostly. We could tie up our entire capacity with multis now, but we
also pound out tons of Vitamin C tablets, B-complex, garlic, and
other herbals. When we take on more capacity, we’ll add more
formulations.”

“How do you go about
selling them? Do you have your own retail stores?”

Becker laughed.

“Are you kidding?”
the entrepreneur answered. “We sell to independent reps, and they
sell to consumers from the back of a truck. No taxes, no red tape,
and it’s an all-cash business. That’s why Jay and I love it so.”

“And the government
doesn’t get in your way, what with martial law and troops on every
corner?” Linder pressed.

“Hell, no,” Larry
scoffed. “Out here, as long as you stay out of politics, the
military won’t go after you. Besides, the officers rotate so often
that they haven’t even figured out who to ask for bribes yet. Man,
are these restricted zones great for business, or what?”

Larry Becker gave a
hearty laugh and Linder joined in. Becker seemed to understand how
business worked under the Unionist regime and that gave Linder a
degree of comfort.

“You know, I’m
beginning to think I might like it out here,” Linder commented with
a grin. “Now, what can I do to be useful?”


* * *

They drove south on
I-80 for fifteen miles to a nondescript industrial park on the
outskirts of Park City, where Larry’s SUV pulled up outside a
two-story brick-façade building with “Becker Laboratories”
painted over the main entrance. Larry led Linder to a side door
between two loading docks, dodging a forklift on the way to a cramped
office with a picture window that faced the factory floor. Outside
the window were a half-dozen packaging lines separated from one
another by movable partitions and extending thirty meters or so to
the far wall.

Seated at a desk behind
a clutter of work orders, production schedules, and batch records was
a gangling, stoop-shouldered man in his early thirties, whose sallow
skin, sunken eyes, and deeply receding hairline made him appear a
decade older at first. The resemblance between father and son was
unmistakable.

“Jay, this is Tom
Horvath,” Larry began. “He just rode in from Montana and I found
him on the South Main strip this morning. He has a mining background
and says he knows his way around machinery. I thought you might put
him to work on a packaging line and see what he can do for us.”

Jay Becker looked
Linder over from head to foot and finished with a penetrating gaze.

“I like a man with
the spark of intelligence in his eyes,” Jay said at last, his face
easing into an unanticipated smile. “Leave him to me, Dad. Lord
knows, we have plenty to do around here. If he’s good, we’ll find
work for him.”

“Fine, then,” Larry
replied with a businesslike nod. “He’s all yours.”

When Larry closed the
door behind him, Jay rose and searched the rack behind the door for a
white lab coat in Linder’s size. Then he pulled out a disposable
hair net from a cardboard box on the bookshelf and handed it to the
new man.

“We all have to wear
these while we’re on the floor. No exceptions. In a few minutes,
I’ll call the shift supervisor and have Jose show you around the
packaging lines. But first, let’s talk a bit. My dad said you came
in from Montana. What line of mining did you do up there?”

“Hard rock, mainly,”
Linder replied. “And some open-pit along the way. Lately a lot of
new projects have popped up in Canada.”

“Whereabouts in
Canada, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Yukon, mainly,”
Linder answered obligingly. “Some in Alberta, too.”

“Tar sands?” Jay
presumed.

“Drilling’s not my
specialty, but I’ve spent some time there.”

“Interesting,” Jay
observed.

“How about you?”
Linder shot back, sensing from Jay’s demeanor that he, too, might
be hiding something. “Have you been up north lately?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t
care much for it,” Jay replied distractedly as he searched under
his papers for something.“ Now, we don’t bother with a lot of
paperwork for day laborers, but if you don’t mind, I need your help
to fill out a brief form for our records.”

Though Jay did his best
to make the inquiry seem a routine formality, Linder picked up
certain telltale signs in his face that indicated it was not.

“Name and place of
birth?” Jay began.

“Thomas D. Horvath,
born Missoula, Montana, May 10, 1980.”

“Any college or
technical school?”

“Bachelor’s in
Mining Engineering from Montana Tech.”

“Any special reason
why somebody with your background is doing day labor?”

Linder offered a
sheepish look and stared at the floor. He was in full undercover
role-playing mode now and sensed that Jay Becker was nobody’s fool.

“Had a bit of a
drinking problem up in Canada, sir,” he confessed. “The long
nights got to me after a while. So I thought I’d come down here and
see if the sunny weather might help. I’m 58 days clean and sober,
and aim to stay that way, one day at a time.”

“But why not apply to
the big state-owned companies where the wages are better?”

“Because I need work
now,” Linder replied. “A man could starve out here waiting for a
government work clearance. And if they find a black mark anywhere…”

“Don’t sweat the
clearance. We’ll arrange all that. But, from now on, I’ll expect
you to show up on time every day and stay until the work is done.
Overtime pay kicks in at eight hours, including lunch and breaks.
Miss a day during your first month and you’re out. Am I clear?”

“You can count on me,
sir,” Linder promised.

“You can knock off
the ‘sir’ stuff and call me Jay. The only Mr. Becker around here
is my father.” And with that, Jay Becker’s face flashed a
friendly welcoming smile.


* * *

At the end of the
day, Linder drew his wages in cash from the company cashier and rode
a jitney bus back to Coalville, his neck and shoulders aching from
feeding plastic bottles, caps, labels, and tablets to an automated
packaging line that dispensed a hundred tablets into each white
plastic bottle, added a cap and safety seal, affixed a label, and
dropped the bottles into 24-count cardboard cases.

The jitney dropped him
off on North Main in Coalville, where he stopped at the town’s
forlorn state-run pharmacy to buy aspirin, a pen, and some cheap
stationery. His next stop was the sandwich shop next door for a bowl
of chili, a hamburger, and a beer. The local brew was thin and
tasteless but felt heavenly going down. Suddenly Linder had a
flashback of drinking Almaza lager at a sidewalk café in Beirut’s
Hamra district. For a moment he sensed the sunny warmth he had always
associated with that city and wondered if he would ever see Beirut
again. Then just as quickly he put the thought aside.

Upon navigating back to
the bungalow on 50th Street, Linder knocked on the front door and
found Mrs. Unger waiting for him with an expression considerably more
hospitable than the one she had shown him the evening before. The
savory aroma of roasted chicken met him the moment he entered.

“I left you a plate
on the kitchen counter with some chicken and potatoes, and there’s
fresh coffee in the pot,” she offered.

Detecting a slight
hesitancy in the widow’s voice, Linder flashed her a warm smile.

“Good thing, too,
because I’m starved,” he said truthfully, despite just having
eaten. “It’s been a long day and there wasn’t much for lunch.”

“Tonight supper is on
the house,” she explained. “If you’d like breakfast and supper
on weekdays, I charge eight dollars a day, which is cheaper than the
greasy spoon on Main Street and a lot tastier, if I do say so.”

Linder grinned as he
pulled a ten-dollar bill from his pocket and another twenty for rent.

“Count me in for
tomorrow,” he said as he handed her the money.

Mrs. Unger went ahead
and set a place at the kitchen table but left Linder alone to eat.
The meal was the best he had tasted since his arrest and he left not
a morsel on the plate. After months of starvation rations, his body
craved food constantly, and his stomach was slowly enlarging to
accommodate his ravenous appetite.

Upon wishing the
landlady a good night and retiring to his room, Linder dropped his
purchases on the writing table, undressed, and prepared to shower.
When finished, he donned fresh shorts and t-shirt and looked
longingly at the bed. But instead of sleeping, he took a seat at the
table and composed a letter.

“Dear April,” he
wrote. But no matter how hard he tried, he simply could not imagine
his sister’s face and the words would not flow. At last, he tore
the paper into tiny bits and flushed them down the toilet. Then he
turned out the light, climbed into bed, and fell at once into a deep
and dreamless sleep.


* * *

The next day, Linder
rose at dawn, wolfed down his breakfast, and hurried over to Main
Street to catch a jitney to the industrial park. He started the shift
on the same packaging line as the day before, but after lunch, Jay
assigned him to a line that handled smaller lots. As before, Jose
instructed him on how to operate the equipment and then left him
alone to master it.

At the end of the
shift, Jose told him to report to Jay’s office before he left the
building. Through the window, Linder saw Jay signing papers at his
desk. He knocked and entered and, to his surprise, heard Paul Anka’s
“Diana” playing from mini speakers in the bookshelf behind Jay’s
desk.

“Man, that song
really takes me back,” Linder blurted out, remembering the ballroom
dance lessons of his youth. “My dad absolutely loved Paul Anka.”

“Mine, too,” Jay
answered with a candid smile. “Have a seat.”

Linder sat in the
straight-back meal chair opposite Jay’s desk and waited for the
younger man to finish. When Jay raised his head again, the smile was
gone.

“I think it’s time
we level with each other,” Jay began. He waited for a reaction but
Linder offered none, his professional experience having conditioned
him to surprises of this kind.

“Sure,” Linder
replied amiably. “Level away.”

Jay’s forehead
furrowed into a frown as he folded his hands and rested his elbows on
the desk.

“Yesterday you asked
me if I’d spent any time in the north and I said I had but didn’t
care for it. That much is true,” Jay confessed. “But there’s
more to it. I was arrested on suspicion of aiding the insurgency and
sentenced to hard labor at a labor camp in Alaska. I worked on a road
crew up there for nearly two months before Dad found a way to get me
out. Now it’s your turn. What were you doing up there?”

“Mining, like I
said,” Linder replied. “With some logging thrown in.”

“Okay,” Jay
observed. “In what capacity?”

“Contract employee,”
Linder lied.

“And your real name
is Thomas Horvath?”

“That’s right,”
Linder continued. “Why do you ask? Is there a problem with my
papers?”

“No, the documents
are good, as far as I can tell,” Jay responded. “It’s just that
you are not Horvath. I knew the Tom Horvath those papers belonged to.
He was one of the TDY engineers assigned to our camp and he was a
worthless, drunken mean-spirited piece of shit. Now, I don’t give a
rat’s ass what happened to that Horvath and I truly don’t mind
your taking his name. I just want to know who I’m dealing with and
whether it makes any sense to keep you on the payroll.”

“Does your dad know
about the other Horvath?” Linder ventured.

“Of course he does,”
Jay replied. “He figured right away you served time in the camps.
But, then, Dad has developed a soft spot for national security
prisoners. Now, one more time: are you going to level with me or
not?”

Linder hesitated. He
had lied his way out of so many tight spots in his career that
breaking cover was something he would not normally even consider
until every other option was closed. But he saw no other choice. To
have found Larry and Jay had been an extraordinary stroke of luck.
Without their support and their special relationship with the
sheriff, he would remain at high risk of having his fingerprints or
DNA compared with those of Thomas Horvath. He would have to open up a
bit.

“I really appreciate
the chance you’ve given me,” Linder began as he racked his brain
to decide how much to reveal. “Believe me, I don’t want to blow
it. So, yes, I was in the camps for a while. I have Horvath’s
papers because a buddy of mine found them on his frozen corpse after
Horvath passed out drunk one night up in the Yukon.”

“Your sentence?”

“Economic sabotage. I
worked on a mine that didn’t pan out and they blamed our entire
team. When I got released, the terms of my probation required me to
stay in the Yukon. But I decided I liked the climate better back in
the Lower Forty-Eight.”

“But why Utah? Are
you a Mormon or something?”

Linder smiled and shook
his head.

“No, I’m here
because a buddy told me his wife was doing time in a women’s camp
nearby. Before he died, he asked me to help her if I ever made it
out. So, being a superstitious kind of guy, and not having anywhere
else in mind, I figured I’d come down here and see what I could do
for her before making other plans.”

“Do you know the
camp’s name?” Jay pressed.

“Kamas. Ever heard of
it?”

Jay frowned. “Kamas
is where they sent me for out-processing after Dad got the charges
against me dropped. The men’s division is a strict-regime camp that
does a lot of recycling and construction work, but there’s also a
smaller women’s division that’s not quite as rough.”

“You say your father
got your charges dropped?” Linder asked in disbelief. “How the
hell did he pull that off?”

“We got lucky. For
starters, Dad knows all the politicians and Party officials in North
Dakota. Someone in the prosecutor’s office tipped him off that, due
to a long court backlog, the DSS sent me to Alaska before my
conviction was officially entered. Based on that, Dad paid somebody
off to get the conviction reversed on a technicality and the sentence
lifted. It was expensive, but it worked.”

“So now you’re free
and clear?” Linder asked in disbelief.

“Well, not entirely,”
Jay explained. “The DSS revoked my North Dakota residence permit
and reissued it in Utah, so I won’t be around in North Dakota to
make waves. That means the Utah Security Zone is the only place I’m
officially allowed to live and work. It’s internal exile for life,
but it beats Alaska. And having Dad around sure helps.”

“Same thing with me
and Montana,” Linder agreed, referring to Horvath’s Montana
residence permit. “But since Montana’s a restricted zone, too, my
Montana ID ought to be valid in both places. Provided that Tom
Horvath is not declared dead or they compare our biometrics.” He
conveniently omitted mentioning the thirty-day residence limit and
employment ban that the DSS man in Great Falls had cited.

“Does that mean you
intend to stay a while?” Jay went on.

“So long as I have a
job,” Linder affirmed. “It may take a while to find my buddy’s
wife, I expect. And it’s nice to have a roof over my head while I’m
looking.”

But then, as a seeming
afterthought, Linder spoke again. “Just tell me one thing. You and
your dad aren’t going to turn me in, are you?”

“Your secret is safe
with us,” Jay assured him gravely. “We’re not bastards.”

Had anyone else given
the same answer to Linder before his arrest, he would have
automatically taken the exact opposite to be true. But his experience
in the camps had given him quite a different view of men’s
character than the one he’d had before, and he saw something in Jay
that he felt he could trust. Ever since his arrival in Ross River, he
had come to realize how much of his destiny lay outside his control.
Faith and action were both essential to his survival, and he decided
to place some of his faith in Jay and Larry Becker.


* * *

After dinner at the
bungalow, Linder withdrew to his room and brought out the writing
paper once again. Throughout the day until his meeting with Jay, his
thoughts had repeatedly returned to his sister. He even had
considered putting aside his plans to find Patricia and Caroline
Kendall and traveling to Cleveland instead to help April. But he
could not realistically undertake the hazards of a trip to Cleveland
until he recovered his strength, saved some money, acquired better
identity documents, and planned the trip with meticulous care. Until
then, he had made a promise to Roger Kendall that he aimed to keep.

For the present, the
challenge he faced was how to communicate with April. He did not dare
mail her a letter directly, as her mail, phone, and other means of
contact would almost certainly be monitored, even more so since his
escape. And even if he did find a way to reach her without the DSS’s
knowledge, he could not be certain of her continued loyalty. In the
wake of his conviction for crimes against the state, she would likely
have lost her Unionist Party membership, her teaching job and most
other government benefits. Even if the DSS investigation failed to
turn up any offense of her own, once the investigators began
questioning those who knew her, even April’s closest friends would
likely abandon her and her isolation would be complete.

April was still his
sister, and Linder had faith that she would forgive him someday. But,
for all he knew, she might despise him now. So, when he finally
settled on a means to contact her at relatively low risk to her or
himself, he set pen to paper once again and drafted a letter to a
Cleveland cousin who had been one of April’s closest childhood
friends.

“Dear Ruth,” the
message began. “I hope my letter finds you in good health. Though
my return address may be unfamiliar, I think you will guess who wrote
this. My purpose in sending it is to learn how April is doing and to
let her know that I am alive and well. Do not respond to this
address, as I selected it at random and will pick another when I
write to you again. Instead, post a broadly worded message from
‘Cousin Margaretta’ in Cleveland via the National Refugee Locator
Bulletin. Refer to April as “Cousin Eliza.” I will respond to you
with another letter. With warmest regards.”


* * *

During his lunch
break on the following day, Linder went to the business office at
Becker Laboratories and asked Larry Becker’s receptionist-assistant
whether the boss might be free to see him for a few minutes at the
end of the day. She checked his schedule and confirmed that Larry was
free any time after four. Linder thanked her and returned to work.

Shortly after five,
Linder watched the receptionist leave for the day and approached the
owner’s office.

“Hi, Larry,” Linder
began. “May I have a moment of your time?”

“Sure, Tom, have a
seat,” Larry offered after signing a stack of invoices. “Jose
tells me you’re a fast learner and you’re doing a fine job for
him and Jay over in packaging. Glad to hear it. So what’s on your
mind?”

“Did Jay happen
mention to you the conversation he and I had yesterday?” Linder
asked in a low voice.

“You mean the one
about his time in Alaska?” Larry replied with a knowing look.

“That would be the
one. I wanted to apologize to you for putting you and your company at
risk for hiring a former camp inmate.”

“Don’t worry about
it,” Larry assured. “The truth is, I’m no friend of the
President-for-Life. And I can’t be too picky in who I hire or we
wouldn’t be able to keep this place running. My philosophy is, I
don’t need to know who you are or what you did to piss off the
regime so long as you don’t make trouble under my roof. I’ll take
care of the rest. But you and I aren’t ever going to have that kind
of trouble, are we?”

“Not if I can help
it, sir,” Linder answered.

“Fine then. It’s
settled. Do you have anything else on your mind?”

“Actually, there is
one more thing,” Linder ventured. “I’d like to ask a favor. I’d
like you to mail something for me. It’s a letter to my sister. And
I’d ask you to post it in North Dakota, if that’s possible. It
can’t be postmarked anywhere near here, if you know what I mean.”

Entrusting this task to
Larry Becker carried risks, of course, not only to himself but also
to his sister. But Larry and Jay had the power to turn him in at any
time, and if they did, the letter would make little difference. On
the contrary, the primary risk of posting the letter was to Larry and
it would put his good will to the test.

“I understand,”
Larry answered thoughtfully as he leaned back in his swivel chair.
“The goons have her under close watch, do they?”

“I expect so,”
Linder replied. “Right now I don’t even know where she is. The
letter will be addressed to a cousin of ours, and my goal is to find
out how my sister is doing and how best to reach her. The cousin is
completely trustworthy. And I promise I won’t contact my sister any
more directly till I’ve left Utah, so nobody here in Coalville will
land in hot water if I’m caught.”

“North Dakota,”
Larry mused before looking away thoughtfully. “I don’t go back to
Bismarck very often any more, to tell you the truth. Since my wife
died and Jay’s residence permit was transferred here, there didn’t
seem much point to it. My business holdings there are all passive
minority interests now.”

“I’m sorry to hear
about your wife,” Linder interrupted, but Larry Becker went on as
if he hadn’t heard.

“At home they all
treat us like strangers now. Ever since Jay was arrested, they dance
around us on tiptoes so as not to say anything that might get
themselves in trouble. Even when no snitches are within earshot, it
seems like one wrong word is all it takes to set the other person on
edge and push a relationship into decline. I just don’t like going
back there any more. Here in the Zone, everything is right out front
for everyone to see: martial law, checkpoints, troops, labor camps.
The trip wires are laid out in plain sight and everybody knows enough
to step clear of them.”

“I see,” Linder
acknowledged. “But are you planning any other trips soon? Might you
be able to mail it from somewhere else?”

“I’m flying to
Pittsburgh Tuesday afternoon. If I mail it from there, would that
work for you?”

“Perfect,” Linder
replied with a broad smile. “I’ll bring the letter to you first
thing Monday.”


* * *

Linder spent most of
the weekend in bed, dropping in and out of a shallow sleep, and
rising long enough only to walk into town for meals. As Mrs. Unger
had traveled to Salt Lake City to visit a daughter over the weekend,
she left him a key so he could come and go as he pleased.

Linder ate
distractedly, but with a voracious appetite, never leaving a speck of
food uneaten. After dinner at the sandwich shop, he sat at the
writing table in his room, brought out a yellow pad and began writing
cryptic notes of names, dates, and places, as well as recurring
thoughts and phrases that swam around in his head, with the hope of
organizing them into a coherent plan for the future.

When he finally
abandoned the effort soon after midnight, he slept hard, with dreams
almost as disturbing as those that had plagued him before his arrest.
The new dreams, however, picked up where his life in captivity had
left off, and he found himself sawing timber in the snow under
mercury vapor floodlights, crawling through dark mineshafts, fleeing
from armed guards and their snarling wolf-dogs, crossing snow-covered
peaks and ridges, dodging drone aircraft, and falling through river
ice.

All weekend it was the
same, with the repressed memories and feelings from his sojourn in
the north displacing all ordered thought. On Monday, he barely
remembered to drop off April’s letter at Larry Becker’s office,
sealed in a double envelope bearing instructions to open the outer
envelope and mail the inner one without looking at the address. The
rest of the day went by like a blur and Linder felt as if he had
dropped headlong into a bottomless pit of depression that thwarted
all attempts to escape.

Throughout the week,
the iron self-discipline that Linder had developed in the camps and
during his escape substituted for conscious thought, and allowed
Linder to perform his routine duties on the packaging line without
incident. He walked about as if in a daze and reverted to old habits,
like eating only half his lunch and stashing the rest in a pocket to
eat later in the day. Now, whenever the nightmares returned, Linder
fought back by switching on the bedside lamp and jotting notes about
each dream on a pad. By week’s end, nearly the entire pad was
filled.

The names that came up
most often in his nightly notes were of people who had been
significant to him before his arrest: his father and sister, Philip
Eaton, Roger Kendall, Patricia Kendall, Bob Bednarski and Neil
Denniston. The places mentioned were also ones he had known before
his arrest: Cleveland, Washington, London, and Beirut, plus one
other: Kamas, Utah.

With Larry Becker gone
the entire week and Jay struggling to pick up the slack at work
during his absence, Linder felt alone and adrift. Other than the
Beckers and the foreman Jose, he spoke to few others during the
course of an average day. Mrs. Unger, apparently recognizing his
desire to be alone with his thoughts, served his meals and cleaned
his room each day with minimal intrusion. Linder’s trance-like
mental state broke on the tenth day when he awoke at dawn, anxious
and weak, but with a purpose clearer than any he could remember.
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On the following
Monday, Larry Becker returned from Pittsburgh and Linder went to his
office to welcome him back.

“By the way, I mailed
your letter,” Becker assured him with an indulgent smile. “Don’t
worry, I slipped it right out of the manila envelope into the mail
slot. Your secret is secure.”

Linder thanked him
quickly and left as soon as Larry’s secretary entered the room.

Later that week,
instead of taking the jitney bus back to Coalville, Linder made a
detour to the Park City Public Library. After signing in and showing
his library card and residence permit at the entrance, he approached
the front desk and asked the librarian where he might find the most
recent issue of the National Refugee Locator Bulletin.

The librarian consulted
a dog-eared periodicals list.

“I see that we no
longer receive hard copies of that publication,” the woman
responded crisply. “The National Refugee Service stopped printing
the bulletin recently and is publishing everything on their
electronic message board instead. You can access the board on the
library’s computer monitors. Do you know how to log in?”

“I think so,”
Linder answered, trying not to show his irritation at losing the
anonymity of reading a printed document. He sat down at the last
monitor in the row, logged in, and found the message board without
difficulty, scrolling down to the Ohio listings. Midway through he
found the message he was searching for:

“Cousin Eliza is home
after an extended stay in rehab and is enjoying a speedy recovery.
She is back at work on light duty and is eager for news from her dear
siblings. Please write to Cousin Margaretta in Cleveland or respond
via this message board.”

Linder shook with
excitement, but as he parsed each word, a wave of sadness swept over
him because “rehabilitation” had become a common euphemism for
investigative custody. And “speedy recovery” implied that April’s
health might have suffered under interrogation. Similarly, “light
duty” probably meant that April had been demoted from her job as a
public school teacher and reported instead to a “rubber room”
where teachers on disciplinary leave spent idle days while drawing
reduced wages.

Though Linder longed to
help his sister, he was at a loss how to go about it. To deliver any
meaningful sort of help without endangering them both would require
time, money, and planning. Meanwhile, his work in Utah had barely
begun.

That evening, he
conversed with Mrs. Unger over dinner as if he didn’t have a care
in the world. Odd as it seemed, after temporarily setting aside
concerns for his sister, he felt more at ease than he had for some
time. Whatever he might face in the days ahead, it could not be worse
than what he had endured over the past year.


* * *

How often beneath a
calm surface, turbulent waters churn. Though Linder had slept soundly
all week, that night his dreams dragged him through one distressful
scene after another from the final days of his escape. He watched in
slow motion as the farmer’s bullet knocked Will Browning off his
feet, then felt the searing pain in the injured man’s calf and
tasted the fear and fatigue of their flight in the rain-soaked
darkness. Later, Linder sensed Browning’s faintness from loss of
blood, the alternating heat and chills of fever during the night, and
the rancher’s regrets as his life slipped away by degrees. Linder
felt as if he was both observer and participant of a 3-D movie shot
with a fisheye lens, viewing all perspectives at once, complete with
the full range of emotions that beset Will Browning during his final
hours. Yet, at the final moment, was that a smile on Browning’s
lips?

Next, in the blink of
an eye, Linder found himself walking along the railroad bridge with
Mark Rhee when the approaching locomotive came into view. He heard
the train’s deafening roar and felt the bridge shake with a
deepening sense of dread. The moment the train passed and Rhee rose
to his feet, Linder suddenly watched him fumble with his backpack,
then slip and reach out to break his fall. But just as he went over
the side, the panic in Rhee’s eyes was replaced by an expression of
ineffable joy and wonder.

Linder awoke before
Rhee’s head hit the ice. He threw off his blanket and sat upright,
peering at the dull light coming through the lace-curtained windows.
What did it mean? This dream was so different from the others. These
dead men did not reproach him and demanded nothing from him. Instead,
they offered him a glimpse into their thoughts at the moment of
death, and shared with him a peace that he would never have expected
after having seen so many men die in anguish.


* * *

The rest of the week
passed uneventfully. Linder switched off his conscious brain while on
the packaging line and performed his duties on automatic pilot.
Meanwhile, his subconscious mind was working overtime.

En route home in the
jitney van one afternoon, he noticed a disabled pickup truck on the
shoulder and a middle-aged cowboy kneeling beside it to fix a flat
tire. From a distance, the figure reminded Linder of Will Browning,
and on impulse, he asked the driver to stop the van. But when he came
closer to the cowboy, the resemblance to Browning vanished.

Later, on arriving in
town, he stopped at the sandwich shop to buy a beer and spotted
another uncanny resemblance. At the head of the line of customers was
a young man with a wiry physique and long black hair that spilled
over his ears and onto his collar like Rhee’s. Even the youth’s
voice, though indistinct against the background noise, seemed to have
an intonation and pitch like Rhee’s.

Once again, Linder felt
compelled to approach the man but, as they came face to face, he saw
that the youth was years younger than Rhee, not Asian, and far softer
in body than the sinewy Rhee. Linder returned quickly to the end of
the queue, shaken and half expecting to find someone next with a
resemblance to Scotty.

Over dinner, while Mrs.
Unger was in the kitchen, Linder’s thoughts turned to Scotty once
more, recalling their first meeting in the camp infirmary, when
Linder had given him Roger Kendall’s uneaten dinner and gained a
loyal friend. Soon after, the Kaska had given him his compass and
Linder had promised the dying Kendall to come to the aid of his wife
and daughter in Utah.

That night his dreams
returned, and Linder saw himself in a schoolroom with rows of long
tables facing a blackboard. But instead of students, a dozen
working-aged men and women sat at the tables and read newspapers,
solved puzzles or slept. Linder noticed one woman in particular, tall
and slender, dressed in freshly pressed blue jeans and a white
sleeveless blouse. Her mahogany hair, worn in a ponytail, was
streaked with gray and her olive complexion was tanned and lined from
hard work and worry. She sat erect and seemed to stare at the vacant
blackboard as if in a trance. As in his dream the night before,
Linder seemed to observe her from all directions at once and even to
read her thoughts and emotions. Instantly, he picked up vague
feelings of failure, regret, and despair, and a longing to regain a
sense of her life’s purpose. Drawing away from her now, Linder felt
that the room and the building were very real indeed and perhaps
within closer reach than he had thought. And as to who the woman was,
there could be no doubt.


* * *

Throughout the
weekend, Linder thought of little else but his dream of Patricia
Kendall. By the time he awoke Monday morning, he believed he knew
what the dream meant and had seized on a plan.

After work on Monday,
Linder visited Jay in his office to report the completion of a
special project Jay had given him. Jay praised his work and repeated
his offer of a salary raise once his probationary period was over.

“That’s okay, Jay.
I didn’t come here to hit you up for a raise. But there is
something you could help me with, if you don’t mind my asking.”

“I’ll do what I
can,” Jay said, tilting back in his swivel chair.

“I’d like your
advice, based on your time at Kamas,” Linder began, checking to
make sure the door was fully closed behind him. “I’m trying to
locate someone who may have been transferred to Kamas to serve out
the last months of her sentence. How do they handle releases over
there? Do they use parole or probation or halfway houses? How might I
go about making a discreet inquiry?”

Jay gave Linder a
severe look.

“Helping you with
something like that could come back and bite me in the ass,” he
replied with a stern look. “I think maybe I’d rather give you the
raise.”

Linder ignored the
bluster and waited for Jay to go on. Though talking about the camps
might be uncomfortable for Jay, the information sought from him was
not highly sensitive and put him at little risk.

“The CLA won’t
reveal the names of individual prisoners at a camp like Kamas,” he
answered after a pause. “If your friend is there, you won’t be
able to find out anything about her till she’s released. And it
could be risky to ask about her even then. On the other hand, you
might go about trying to find her by staking out the state employment
office closest to where she lives.”

“What does the
employment office have to do with anything?” Linder asked.

“Every released
prisoner, political or criminal,” Jay went on, leaning forward now
and lowering his voice, “is supposed to be placed in a job after
he’s out, even if it’s some bullshit job like picking up trash on
a road crew. But since there are never enough jobs to go around,
until your friend gets placed, she’ll have to punch in at a
reassignment center for four hours a day to qualify for benefits.”

Jay offered a
conspiratorial smile, apparently pleased at exposing the small ways
in which the regime controlled prisoners’ lives even after their
release from captivity.

“These reassignment
centers, how would I find them?” Linder asked.

“They’re usually
located in the same building as the state employment office. That
would be the town hall or county office building,” Jay explained.
“So if this person were released from Kamas but required to stay in
Summit County, as ex-prisoners usually are, you’d have to check the
employment offices in each town in the county, starting with Park
City, Heber, Kamas and so on.”

“Can you think of any
other way I could track her down, maybe through a network of former
prisoners or a support group for prisoners’ families?”

“I wouldn’t know
about that,” Jay replied, “but I could ask my dad. At one point
he must have known some people in the New Underground Railroad,
because they helped him arrange my release.”

“The NUR, here in
Utah?” Linder had heard of the organization, but knew little about
it, as the DSS had never succeeded in penetrating it beyond the
arrest of a few low-level operators.

“Sure. As far as I
can tell, the NUR operates in all the restricted zones. They help
released prisoners reunite with their families and, in many cases,
provide forged documents so they can start new lives outside the
zones. Think of the NUR like the witness protection program, except
that it hides people from the government, not for it.”

“Could you ask Larry
if he still has contacts with them? I might want to get in touch some
time,” Linder added as he rose to leave.

“I’ll ask,” Jay
responded. “But don’t get your hopes up. Still, if you ever find
a safe way out of this damned country of ours, for God’s sake, take
me with you.”


* * *

On the following
Saturday, when the vitamin plant was closed, Linder took a bus to
Park City and found the state employment office on the outskirts of
town. The historic Old Town had been devastated by avalanches after
five years of monstrous snowfalls that created mini-glaciers hundreds
of feet deep at the upper elevations of the Wasatch Mountains.

Despite the population
losses Park City suffered during the Events and the insurgency, and
from the mass arrests and forced resettlements that followed, the
town had stayed alive by attracting new inhabitants. Most recently,
these had been military and security personnel, civil servants, and
government contractors. But far more numerous were the refugees from
California and Nevada who had fled natural disasters and civil unrest
during the Events and became squatters in former rental units and
vacation homes that the Unionist regime had seized.

Even now, years after
the Events, these refugees subsisted primarily on government
benefits, augmented by the proceeds of petty crime, and clashed
frequently with long-time residents who had clung to their homes.
Everywhere he looked, buildings were rundown and shoddily maintained,
as the refugee squatters had little pride of ownership or incentive
to make improvements.

Linder looked off to
the mountains, where the town’s eponymous ski resort had been.
There he saw oversize bulldozers push snow away from open gashes in
the hills as newly licensed open-pit silver mines were being carved
out from the former ski slopes. While the mines would offer
much-needed employment for a few, the earth-moving equipment used to
create them spewed dense exhaust into an atmosphere already toxic
with smoke from the uncontrolled burning of local coal and wood.

Linder kept a watchful
eye on the street numbers along Kearns Boulevard so he would not miss
the state employment office among the strip malls and flea markets
lining the busy thoroughfare. In nearby meadows too steep for tent
cities or FEMA trailers, wildflowers bloomed in a bizarre contrast
between natural beauty and man-made blight.

Linder found the
employment office beside a strip mall. A sign on the door confirmed
that the office was closed on weekends, so he noted the office hours
and walked across the street to a coffee shop to buy a cup to go. Two
doors down, at a state liquor store, where sullen drunks milled about
waiting for the doors to open, Linder asked the uniformed security
guard whether the same sort of crowd appeared every day.

“It’s always worst
at opening time and at five, when the rubber room empties out and the
derelicts make a beeline to blow their wages on booze and weed,”
the guard replied sourly.

It seemed that every
main street and strip mall in Utah had at least one state liquor
store. Linder had shopped at the Coalville branch once to buy a pint
of gin and recalled the monumental headache he experienced after only
a few sips. Later he learned that the state liquor monopoly carried
only the rawest gin and vodka, along with ersatz whiskey and
rum—altogether undrinkable stuff. As in the former Soviet Union,
the excise taxes on alcohol had become a major source of revenue for
the regime. Spirits and regulated cannabis were now advertised
heavily on billboards and buses alongside state lottery tickets.
Linder imagined the elders and bishops of Utah’s banned LDS church
spinning in their shallow sub-arctic graves.

Nominal government
control of alcoholic spirits did not, however, keep cheaper bootleg
material off the streets. The illegal stuff was often tainted with
wood alcohol and other poisons that killed or blinded its victims,
sometimes with the very first swig. Though some decent whiskey
occasionally made its way down from Canada and onto the black market,
even that could be counterfeit and was generally not safe to drink,
unless you brought it over the border yourself or knew the person who
did.

Having settled on a
plan for his next visit to the employment office, Linder walked a few
blocks and caught the next bus for Coalville. On Monday, he asked Jay
for an extended lunch break later in the week. Jay offered him
Wednesday, and Linder rode a van from the industrial park to Kearns
Avenue at midday, arriving at the employment office just before one
o’clock to watch the applicants file in. He returned after work at
five to watch them leave but saw no one with the slightest
resemblance to Patricia Kendall.

The next week, he
requested another long lunch break to observe the mid-day arrivals.
Still no luck.

The week after that, he
tried the employment office at Heber, east of Park City. One week
later, he staked out the Kamas office.

By then, Linder’s
foreman had begun to complain of his frequent absences and, not long
after, Jay took him aside to inquire if he had any luck finding his
buddy’s wife.

“Not yet, but I’m
not giving up,” Linder replied wearily.

“How many offices
have you covered?” Jay asked.

“I’ve staked out
Park City, Heber, and Kamas, with no luck at all,” Linder answered.
“I could go back and try them all again but I’m beginning to
think it would be a waste of time. Assuming she’s not allowed to
move out of Summit County, where else could she be?”

“Have you tried the
Coalville office?”

Linder gave a quizzical
look.

“Coalville?”

“Sure, even our
little town has a rubber room for the unemployed. Why not give it a
shot?” Jay suggested.

“Might as well,”
Linder replied, brightening. “Do you mind if I leave a bit early
tomorrow afternoon to check it out?”

“Go for it,” Jay
replied, and resumed signing a stack of paychecks, for the next day
was the last Friday of the month, and payroll was due.


* * *

At half past four the
following afternoon, Linder stepped off the jitney bus at Center and
Main and walked up to the receptionist’s window at Coalville City
Hall.

“Excuse me,” he
asked, noticing that the woman was already busy tidying up her desk
for an early Friday departure. “I’m looking for the state
employment office. Is it in this building?”

“It’s one more
block north on your right,” she replied without looking up at him.
“You can’t miss it.”

Linder walked the extra
block to 100th Street North and found an imposing Romanesque-style
building of carved stone dating from the town’s salad days at the
turn of the twentieth century. He had never been inside, but knew it
as the Summit County Courthouse. Noticing a recent addition at the
building’s rear, he bypassed the front entrance and walked around
the side. Finding no entrance, he retraced his path and found his way
blocked by a Summit County Sheriff’s car driven by the same deputy
sheriff who had nearly arrested him on his first day in town.

“Looking for
something?” Deputy Eldon asked.

“Yes, the state
employment office,” Linder answered with a sinking feeling in his
stomach.

“Lost your job
already?” the deputy sheriff accused.

Linder looked at his
watch and saw that it was already quarter to five. He had only a few
minutes to find the reassignment office and locate a place from which
to observe the exit at a discreet distance. He decided to be frank
with Eldon.

“Not at all,” he
replied, avoiding a defensive tone. “I’m looking for the
reassignment center. You know, the office where they make people sit
and wait who don’t have jobs. I promised I’d be there at closing
time and don’t want to be late.”

“What do you want to
hang out with those people for?” Eldon challenged. “There’s
hardly a one of them who’s not a drunk or a junkie. You’re not
falling into bad ways, are you?”

Linder brushed off the
insinuation with an easy laugh.

“No, actually, my
boss sent me here to find one of his ex-employees. Company business,”
he lied, knowing that he could get Jay to back him up if needed.

Eldon stepped forward
and pointed to the left rear of the courthouse.

“Circle around to
your left and you’ll find it in back by the parking lot,” the
deputy directed. “But be careful around that crowd. They’re
liable to trample you on their stampede to the liquor store.”

Linder thanked the
deputy and arrived in the parking lot just in time to find a prime
vantage point behind a parked SUV before the first of the unemployed
streamed out with their pay in hand. Remembering Eldon’s comments
about the sort of people he was watching, he touched his wallet
reflexively to confirm that it still held his rent money.

While Linder mused over
how suspicious he must have looked to the deputy sheriff when he had
first queued up for work on South Main, he spotted three neatly
dressed women step out the door. His heart raced when he saw that the
dark-haired woman in the middle wore pressed blue jeans and a white
sleeveless blouse, and even from a distance bore a striking
resemblance to the person he had seen in his dream. All at once, his
mind froze and for several moments he lost any sense of what he had
planned to do next.

When the three women
were nearly out of sight at the far end of the parking lot, Linder
gathered his wits and set off in pursuit. The trio turned left and
parted from one another at the corner of Main and 50th Street North.
Linder followed the woman in the sleeveless blouse at a distance
along 50th North into a residential neighborhood.

The further she went,
the more exposed he felt. If she had spotted him and turned around
now to look, it would be obvious that he had been trailing her, and
she would likely quicken her pace. If he closed the gap, she might
take fright and call the sheriff. But if he broke off pursuit without
learning where she lived, he would have to start all over again the
next week, and he did not want to wait that long.

As for what he would do
if he caught up to her, he had no idea. How would he introduce
himself? Did he dare use his true name and risk having Patricia or
her daughter reveal it to someone else? If he did, would it be better
to feign coincidence at meeting her in Coalville or to confess that
he had taken pains to track her down? Though coincidence might seem
plausible at first, eventually the story would collapse and he would
be caught in a lie. Yet, if he presented himself as Linder and
Patricia had already learned that Warren Linder and Joe Tanner were
the same man, why would she do anything else but scratch his eyes out
or run from him at top speed?

Alternatively, taking
the more cautious approach and introducing himself as Tom Horvath
would make it nearly impossible to call himself Linder afterward. As
he considered the various options, he settled on the idea of simply
learning where the dark-haired woman lived and planning to approach
her another day. At the next corner, the woman turned right and kept
going south, across Center Street toward a school complex.

Of course, he thought,
if this were Patricia, she would be on her way to the middle school
to pick up Caroline. The school would have arrangements for
after-hours activities so that working parents could pick up their
students after work. And as they drew closer, Linder saw a dozen or
more students lined up at the school entrance for their five o’clock
pickup.

Linder crossed the
street and watched from the high school parking lot as the woman
resembling Patricia, now with her teenaged daughter, doubled back
toward the north, crossed Center Street again, and followed 50th
Street North to an apartment in an outbuilding behind a sprawling
ranch house. Despite all the thought Linder had devoted to preparing
for this moment, now that he was sure he had found Patricia Kendall,
he remained at a loss over what to do next.

After walking to the
end of the block and back again, keeping his eyes on the apartment
all the while, he decided to leave and return the next day. Only then
did he notice a hulking figure dressed in denim bib overalls emerge
from the side door of the ranch house and approach the outbuilding.
The man knocked and entered without waiting for a response. Linder
approached for a closer look despite the risk of no longer appearing
to be a casual passer-by. Two minutes later, Caroline burst out the
door with a panicked look on her face, scanning the street as if
seeking help. At the same time, he heard raised voices inside the
apartment.

“Help!” the
teenager shouted, looking straight at Linder. “Somebody help us,
please! Mister, over here!”

Linder ran to the girl.

“It’s the
landlord!” she cried. “He’s hurting my mom!”

A moment later,
Patricia Kendall burst out the door with the man in overalls in hot
pursuit. His face was livid with rage.

Linder let her pass but
stepped forward to block the path of her pursuer. The man, who was at
least an inch taller than Linder and more than fifty pounds heavier,
grabbed Linder by the shoulders and attempted to push him aside. But
Linder, having had basic martial arts training early in his CIA
career and having used it more than once to defend himself, put the
man off-balance, threw him to the ground and held him there.

“Get off me!” the
man spat in frustration, his face pinned to the dirt. “Let me up!”

“Settle down,”
Linder replied from astride his broad back. “First you’re going
to tell me why you’re all riled up chasing a woman who’s half
your size.”

“That woman is a
thief!” the big man protested. “She owes me two hundred dollars!”

“Is that so?”
Linder questioned. “How did she steal it? Did she take your
wallet?”

“Don’t be an
asshole. She’s a month behind in her rent, and the next month’s
rent is due today.”

“Do you have a lease
to back that up?” Linder demanded, unsure what to do next.

“I’m not answering
any more questions,” the landlord sputtered. “Get off of me or
I’ll call the sheriff on the both of you!”

“Now you listen to
me, fathead,” Linder spoke in a low growl directly into the man’s
upturned ear. “You’ll get your rent money if it’s due. But if
you so much as touch that woman, I’ll come back here and personally
take your head off.”

He released the man’s
twisted arm and removed his knee from the small of the man’s back,
then rose and stood aside.

By now a cluster of
bystanders had appeared as if out of nowhere, and a doughy-faced
woman dressed in a loose-fitting lavender fleece pantsuit waved a
finger in Patricia Kendall’s face, haranguing her over the unpaid
rent. To Linder’s surprise, Patricia looked slow-witted and
flustered in response to the woman’s demands that she pay in full
or be evicted. Could something have happened to impair Patricia’s
brain while in captivity? It hadn’t looked that way during her
brief conversation with the women outside the reassignment center or
her chat on the way home from school with Caroline. Could she have
knocked back a drink or taken a hit of weed or something stronger
during her few minutes alone before the landlord arrived? It hardly
seemed possible.

Caroline went to her
mother’s aid at once, interposing herself between Patricia and the
doughy-faced woman and attempting to draw her mother back to the
shelter of their apartment.

Meanwhile, Linder
noticed the beefy landlord retreat toward the curb, where Deputy
Eldon’s squad car had pulled up as if it had been lurking around
the corner all the while. Eldon left the car without a word and
approached the quarreling women at a brisk walk with the jabbering
landlord in tow.

“What seems to be the
problem?” he demanded sternly of the landlord’s wife.

“The problem is that
our tenant owes us two weeks’ back rent and won’t pay,” the
woman complained.

“Is that correct,
ma’am?” the sheriff asked Patricia with more sympathy than Linder
might have expected.

“It’s not that we
refuse to pay, officer,” Patricia responded slowly. “You see, I
just started a new job and they pay every two weeks. I have some of
the money now but I won’t have the rest till next Friday.”

“Pay us by tomorrow
or you can find someplace else to live,” the landlady warned.

“We know our rights,”
the husband echoed. “The padlocks go on tomorrow if we haven’t
been paid.”

“And what about the
911 call for assault and battery?” the deputy countered. “Would
someone like to tell me about that?”

Caroline stepped
forward and pointed her finger at the landlord. “He hit my mother!”
she accused.

“The dispatcher
didn’t say anything about a woman being hit, only that there was a
fight between two males. Did the dispatcher get it wrong?” Eldon
asked with arched eyebrows, as if accustomed to such cross-charges.

The landlord cast an
anxious look at Linder.

“I think I might be
able to clear up that part,” Linder interjected. “If you’ll
give the big guy and me a moment alone, I think we might be willing
to work something out.” Linder gestured for the landlord to step
aside with him.

“Okay, but make it
fast and keep your hands off each other,” the deputy answered,
looking directly at the landlord. “I’m getting awfully tired of
coming out here every few months to break up your fights with
tenants. This crap has got to stop.”

Without waiting for a
reply, Eldon took Patricia and Caroline aside for a private
conference of his own.

“Okay, here’s my
offer,” Linder said to the landlord when they were alone. He spoke
with an aura of barely restrained violence that he had learned to
project when addressing terrorists and insurgents. “Whatever she’s
already offered to pay, I promise you’ll get by tomorrow. Anything
else you’re owed, you’ll get next Friday. Meanwhile, she stays
put till sunset Friday, unless she finds a new place before then. And
in return for your leaving her alone, she won’t press assault
charges against you. How about it? Do we have a deal?”

“Okay by me,” the
landlord answered with a sullen look. “But if they’re not out by
next Friday, I’ll call the sheriff and have them both evicted. I’m
through with this.”

“Fair enough,”
Linder answered, and the two men shook hands.

He approached the
deputy sheriff next. “I think we may have a solution that will work
all around. Would you mind if I had a word with the tenant?”

“If she doesn’t
mind, I won’t,” the deputy replied. “But be quick about it.”

Linder took a few steps
toward the apartment door and Caroline followed with Patricia close
behind.

“Listen, this is
obviously not the right apartment for you any more,” Linder began.
“The landlord will give you till next Friday to pay what you owe or
go somewhere else. Now, I believe my landlady might have something
that would suit you. I’m on my way back there now. Would you like
me to check with her?”

“We can only afford
$150 a week,” Patricia offered dully without making eye contact.

“No problem. That’s
more than I pay now,” he answered.

Caroline cast a hopeful
glance at her mother and responded for both of them.

“Then please do,”
she said. “And thank you ever so much for helping us. And, by the
way, I’m Caroline and this is my mother….”

But before Caroline
could complete the sentence, Patricia turned on her heel and rushed
back into the apartment as if she had left something burning on the
stove.

“I’m Tom Horvath,”
Linder replied. “Never mind your mother. I can understand her being
upset. I’ll come back this evening and introduce myself to her
then.”


* * *

Sharon Unger was not
as receptive to Linder’s proposal as he had hoped.

“Tom, you’ve been a
very good tenant here,” she objected. “But what do either of us
know about these two women? How can I be certain they’ll pay the
rent if they take your room?”

“You don’t need to
worry about that,” Linder answered. “Since I’m recommending
them, I’ll guarantee their rent until they establish their credit.
In fact, here’s a down payment for their first week’s rent.”
And with that, he pulled out his wallet and counted out a hundred
dollars in cash.

“That’s a mighty
generous thing to do for someone you’ve just met,” Mrs. Unger
observed drily. “Have you always been so charitable? Or might this
mother and daughter have some, well, special qualities?”

“Let’s just say
that they remind me of someone I used to know,” Linder replied.

Mrs. Unger, apparently
moved by Linder’s kindness toward strangers and his consideration
for her own financial interest, seemed to soften.

“All right, bring
them over and let me take a look at them,” she replied.

Linder thanked her and
set off promptly to the apartment on 50th North. When he arrived,
Caroline came out alone to meet him.

“Mother is not
feeling well,” she offered before he had a chance to speak. “She
apologizes for not seeing you and asked if you could come back in the
morning.”

Caroline’s answer
seemed so pat that Linder wondered how often the girl delivered it.

“Certainly,” he
responded. “The rooms are available but you’ll have to come meet
my landlady before she’ll agree to rent to you. Do you think I
might take you and your mother to see her tomorrow after breakfast?
It’s only a few blocks away.”

“Yes, Mother usually
feels better in the morning. I’ll talk to her. Could you come back
around ten?”


* * *

Linder returned at
the appointed hour the next day and knocked on the apartment door. A
few moments later, Patricia Kendall opened it, looking fresh in
pressed jeans and a plaid cowgirl shirt, her mahogany hair, as sleek
as he remembered it but now streaked with gray, tied behind her head
with a blue ribbon. But in the nine months since her arrest, she had
aged markedly. While her figure had always been slim as a dancer’s,
in Beirut it had seemed the more alluring for having filled out
somewhat. Now she was thin to the point of angularity, and her olive
complexion, which before had seemed ageless, showed fine lines and
wrinkles around the eyes, forehead, and lips, and a blotchy
sallowness that her suntan could not hide.

Yet for all that,
Patricia Kendall still held an appeal for him independent of time and
physical appearance. Though it was born of a pre-romantic bond that
some might dismiss as puppy love, Linder wondered whether puppy love
didn’t sometimes produce a permanent imprinting like that between
mother hens and their hatchlings. For that reason, Linder was deeply
disappointed when Patricia Kendall’s dark eyes met his and he saw
not the faintest glimmer of recognition. If imprinting had occurred
back when they were teens, it was entirely on his side.

“Hi, I’m Tom
Horvath,” he introduced himself, doing his best to conceal his
chagrin. “I hope I haven’t come too early.”

“No, not at all,”
she said in a husky voice. “Caroline said you’d be coming at ten.
I’m Patricia Kendall.”

He noted that, despite
her polite smile, she offered no explanation for her odd behavior on
the previous day. And rather than invite him inside, she stepped out
and called for Caroline to join them.

“I gather you two are
new in town, like me,” he continued. “I arrived from Montana last
month. You know, I was very lucky finding rooms with Mrs. Unger when
I came here. It seems to me that you two might do a lot worse than
rent from her, considering the kind of landlord you’ve got now.
Would you like to meet her and see what she might have?”

Caroline came out the
door and locked the deadbolt behind her as he spoke.

“Good morning, Mr.
Horvath,” she greeted him with a cheerful smile. Like her mother,
she was dressed in jeans and a plaid cowgirl blouse.

“My, you two are
going to fit in here just fine,” he remarked on seeing them
side-by-side. “Shall we go? It’s not far.”

They covered the short
distance to Mrs. Unger’s bungalow in a few minutes and spent the
time in innocuous small talk about Coalville and the erratic spring
weather. Linder detected the smell of mint on Patricia’s breath and
a faint odor of alcohol from her body as she perspired from walking
in the sun. Linder grew concerned as he recalled Mrs. Unger’s house
rules but was unsure how to raise the subject without calling undue
attention to it.

The interview with Mrs.
Unger started off well, with Patricia and Caroline graciously
accepting their hostess’s offer of tea and answering each of her
questions in a way that built confidence. But when Mrs. Unger asked
how they came to be in Kamas, Patricia surprised him.

“Last Fall, our
family was abducted by Unionist security forces overseas and brought
back to stand trial on false sedition charges. After a security court
wrongly convicted us, the judge sentenced Caroline and me to five
years in a corrective labor camp. Why they let us out of Kamas on
probation after only six months remains a mystery to me. But, unless
something totally foreseeable happens, I expect Caroline and I will
be in Coalville for quite a while to come.”

“I see. And are you
employed in the area now?” Mrs. Unger asked without missing a beat.

“I work part-time in
the accounting department at the Wanship truck depot,” Patricia
replied, meeting her gaze head-on. “And Caroline attends North
Summit Middle School. Your house would be quite convenient for both
of us.”

“Well, let me make it
perfectly clear that I don’t approve at all of what they do to
prisoners at places like Kamas,” Mrs. Unger told her. “Believe
me, I’ve seen enough at my age to know that not everybody who lands
there is guilty of a crime. And this town is home to plenty of former
camp prisoners, most of them fine upstanding people.”

“Thank you, Mrs.
Unger,” Patricia responded quietly. “That means a great deal to
us.”

“Fine, then. Let me
show you the rooms. There’s no lease here, but rent is payable in
advance, either by the week or by the month, and I ask that you abide
by the house rules.”

Linder followed them to
the vacant rear bedroom, which would likely be Caroline’s, and to
Linder’s room, which Patricia would take over.

“But this is your
room,” Patricia exclaimed in surprise, pointing to Linder’s
packed duffel and some of his papers stacked on the writing desk.

“Oh, I’ve been
planning to move, anyway,” Linder lied. “I’ll be rooming with a
buddy from work who has more space than he knows what to do with.”

Patricia cast a
questioning look at the landlady, who said nothing. But on seeing
Caroline’s look of delighted expectation, the mother withheld
further objections except for the most important one: money.

“I would so like to
say yes, Mrs. Unger, but I’m afraid I won’t have the full rent
until I’m paid on Friday. Could I pay you fifty dollars now and the
rest next Friday?”

“I’m sure we can
work something out,” Linder broke in. “My rent is paid up through
next week and my buddy’s place is rent-free. Why doesn’t Mrs.
Unger hold my deposit on your account till you can pay her? I don’t
mind waiting a while to see my money back.”

“That would be fine
with me,” Mrs. Unger replied.

“Really? You would do
that for us, Mrs. Unger?” Patricia asked, clearly touched by the
offer.

“Don’t thank me.
It’s Tom’s deposit,” the landlady replied as she led them back
to the kitchen.

A few minutes later,
Patricia and Caroline returned to their old apartment to pack their
belongings, while Linder carried his bags to the front porch and
returned to the kitchen alone to make a phone call.

“Hi, Jay, did I wake
you up?” he asked when the connection went though. “Remember your
offer to let me spend a night or two on your living room sofa? Does
the offer still stand? If it does, I have a bottle of good Canadian
whiskey that I’ve been saving for a special occasion. Tonight could
be it.”

He smiled at Jay’s
response.

”No, don’t bother
picking me up,” Linder added. “I’ll be right over.”
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Courage is like love; it must have hope for nourishment. Napoleon
Bonaparte


LONDON, ENGLAND, JUNE, THREE YEARS EARLIER

Warren Linder sat at
his desk in the U.S. Embassy chancery building in Nine Elms and
looked out the window across the Thames River toward central London.
The diplomatic staff’s relocation to America’s new London embassy
complex had been completed during the darkest days of the Events,
when the Unionist regime was withdrawing from military bases, closing
consulates and cultural centers around the globe, and downsizing its
diplomatic staff in every major and minor overseas capital.

The gleaming
steel-and-glass cube in London remained half-empty, with entire
floors left unfurnished and unoccupied. The DSS’s London Base
occupied a choice location on a high floor facing the Thames, where
Linder idled away many an hour gazing out his window at the Queen
City of the Free World. As a senior operations officer in the base’s
Emigré Branch, Linder qualified for a private office rather than an
open cubicle, and savored his second coffee of the morning with The
Times spread across his desktop.

He put aside the front
section, which he had read in the Tube en route to work, and opened
the paper to the Life section, where births, deaths, weddings,
engagements, and celebrations were announced. A photograph of a
handsome young couple, the man in his mid to late forties and the
woman perhaps a decade younger, caught his eye immediately. The brief
single-column article announced the marriage of Roger Kendall, an
American banker, to Patricia Eaton, daughter of the exiled American
industrialist, Philip Eaton. Both were recently widowed.

The headline jolted
Linder out of his lethargy and cleared his brain of the haze that
lingered from his overindulgence in single malt whisky the night
before. While he knew that Patricia’s first husband had been killed
during the Battle of Cleveland and that she had fled America, fearing
arrest because of her father’s suspected role in the rebel attacks
there, Linder had not known of her arrival in London. Her father had
left the city for Switzerland some months earlier, after a
notoriously botched DSS rendition attempt by Linder’s predecessor
while Eaton drove his car on a country lane near Cambridge.

News of Patricia’s
engagement to her first husband more than a decade earlier had left
Linder depressed for days. Word of her husband’s death years later,
while Linder worked under cover for the DSS in Cleveland, had left
him irrationally hopeful about his prospects to win Patricia’s
heart. Locating her, however, had posed a thorny problem. In the
months following the Battle of Cleveland, her trail had gone cold and
Linder had feared that she and her daughter might have been captured
or killed.

Blanket government
surveillance of the Internet made it impossible for him to track
Patricia online without being discovered by his superiors. Yet to
request her DSS file or an official name trace on her also risked
raising suspicion of a prior relationship. Fortunately, Linder had no
difficulty gaining access to her father’s DSS file, since Philip
Eaton remained an active target of the Emigré Division and resided
within Linder’s operational territory in Europe and the Arab Middle
East.

According to documents
in the father’s file, Patricia and her daughter had fled to Canada
with retreating rebel forces after the Battle of Cleveland and from
there by sea to England, where she and Caroline lived briefly with
her father until he bolted to Basel. While Linder knew that Roger
Kendall had been active in London’s circle of anti-Unionist exiles
and was an acquaintance of Philip Eaton, he had not known of a direct
connection between Roger and Patricia until today. To Linder’s
dismay, nearly all the while he had been in London, Patricia had been
there, too, yet Kendall had beaten him to her.

Linder brooded on his
loss as he looked across the Thames toward the glittering skyscrapers
of London’s financial district, where Roger Kendall would return to
a successful career in banking after his honeymoon. For all Linder’s
disappointment, he could understand why Patricia might have wanted to
marry Roger after two years as a young widow. She was an exile with a
young daughter in a horrendously expensive city with no means of
support other than handouts from her father and no social support
network.

Viewing her situation
objectively, Linder could hardly deny that Roger was a good match for
her, since the latter was an attractive man not so much older than
she, of the same social background, possessing some money of his own,
and occupying an excellent position with a leading global bank.
Having been widowed himself when the Saigon flu claimed his wife and
young son during the Events, Roger had something in common with his
new wife that might even be expected to nourish their relationship.

But, in Linder’s
eyes, for Patricia to leave her father’s roof to live under Roger’s
seemed rather like jumping out of the frying pan into the fire. This
was because Philip Eaton appeared to be retiring from the
anti-Unionist movement just as Kendall was becoming more active in
it. Now, both Philip and his new son-in-law would rank high on the
DSS’s list of exile targets to be compromised, captured, or killed.

Linder heard a knock on
the door and turned just in time to see the Deputy Base Chief enter
his office. There was no time to fold the newspaper and, in an
instant, Neil Denniston was peering over his shoulder at the
photograph. For an instant, Linder weighed the idea of drawing
Denniston’s attention to the photograph and proposing a closer
operational focus on Kendall. This would likely win him a point or
two with his bosses, but it would also pose a serious threat to
Patricia’s new family.

Despite his momentary
pique at having been bested by Kendall, he could not bring himself to
target the man in this way. Experience and intuition told him that
Kendall’s remarriage to Patricia and his new role as stepfather
would likely put a major damper on his political activities without
the DSS lifting a finger. And if the Department did move against
Kendall, how could Linder ever reenter Patricia’s life after having
destroyed whatever happiness she might have found with her new
husband?

“Ah, if it isn’t
our friend, Roger Kendall,” Denniston smirked upon recognizing the
banker’s image. “What’s he been up to? Any new angles on him?”

“His interest in
exile politics appears to be waning at the moment,” Linder answered
blandly. “His bank has just promoted him, and now he’s remarried
and become a stepfather. I’d say he has his hands full.”

“Let me take a closer
look,” Denniston suggested. “Wow, his wife is quite a dish. But
she doesn’t look very British. Might she be a fellow Yank,
perchance?” he asked, brightening.

As Linder said nothing,
Denniston snatched up the newspaper and read the article silently.

“She might, indeed,”
he said, brightening in response to his own question. “And not just
any Yank, but Philip Eaton’s widowed daughter.”

“Makes sense, I
suppose,” Linder offered indifferently.

Denniston continued to
stare at the photo.

“You know who they
remind me of?” he asked, as if inspired by a sudden insight.

Linder remained silent.

“Gatsby and Daisy,”
Denniston continued. “Look at them, a couple of wayward souls, each
mistakenly looking to the other for salvation.”

He handed the newspaper
back to Linder for another look. Yes, Linder thought, the sadness was
there in both faces. Perhaps even a hint of desperation.

“Sorry, I don’t see
it,” he answered nonetheless. “If you ask me, they both look too
fat and happy to cut a tragic figure.”

“Maybe so, but that
photo is still one heck of an ops lead,” Denniston enthused,
pointing a finger at the groom. “If we could use Kendall to get
another shot at rolling up Old Man Eaton, that could be worth a
promotion for each of us. I want you to stay on top of this, Warren.
Let me know when you figure out a way to exploit it.”


* * *


LATE MAY, UTAH SECURITY ZONE

It was late afternoon
on the first Saturday after Patricia and Caroline Kendall moved into
Mrs. Unger’s Coalville bungalow when Linder mounted the front porch
and knocked at the door. He knew that his former landlady had planned
to spend the weekend with her daughter in Wyoming and was confident
of finding the new tenants alone.

Caroline greeted him
with enthusiasm and called inside for her mother.

“Mom, Mr. Horvath is
here. Are you decent?”

Patricia Kendall
emerged onto the porch a few minutes later, freshly dressed, her damp
hair gathered behind her head with an elastic hair tie. Patricia
invited Linder to sit with her on the wooden porch swing while
Caroline fetched iced tea.

As soon as they settled
back and set the swing moving beneath them, Patricia looked at him
with a bemused smile.

“You know, there’s
something I’ve been meaning to ask you,” she began. “Something
about you seems very familiar to me. Have we met before?”

Before he could reply,
Caroline arrived bearing a tray with a pitcher of iced tea and three
plastic tumblers, and waited expectantly. Though Linder realized that
this was his big opening with Patricia, he hesitated for fear of
having to defend himself in the unlikely event she connected his face
with that of Joe Tanner in Beirut. But then he had a lucky break.

“Sweetheart, why
don’t you take your glass back to the kitchen and put away the
groceries before we prepare dinner?” Patricia requested of her
daughter. “You know there’s not much time if we want to leave
here by six for the movies.”

Caroline rolled her
eyes but did as she was told.

When she was out of
sight, Linder spoke again.

“I’m afraid I
wasn’t completely open with you last Friday. Yes, we did meet, many
years ago in Cleveland,” he confessed. “Do you remember seventh
grade ballroom dance classes at Hawken School?”

A glimmer of
recognition showed in Patricia’s eyes as she struggled to recall.

“My real name isn’t
Horvath,” he continued with lowered voice. “If I share it with
you, do you promise not to tell anyone, not even with your daughter
or Mrs. Unger?”

“You’re not a
criminal, are you?” Patricia asked uncertainly.

“No more than you
are,” he answered. “But I’ve been in the camps, too. And I want
to be honest with you.”

“Okay, I promise not
to tell,” she answered, studying him closely.

“Does Warren Linder
ring a bell?”

Upon hearing the name,
Patricia remained oddly unresponsive and her eyes showed no sign of
recognition. Linder wondered if her memory of him had faded
naturally, or been cast by trauma into some dusty corner of her brain
with other memories of her pre-arrest life. Or might her mind have
become so clouded by alcohol that the old connections had been
erased?

On further reflection,
Patricia’s apparent failure to recognize his name seemed even
stranger to him. For, based on his own experience of interrogation,
it seemed inconceivable that her DSS interrogators would not have
grilled her quite hard about any links she may have had to Warren
Linder. And because the DSS would likely have questioned her about
both Linder and Tanner, there was a chance she might have connected
the two names despite his disguise in Beirut and the years that had
passed since she had known him a schoolboy.

Then, all at once,
Patricia’s face brightened and a youthful sparkle entered her eyes
that hinted at long-past happiness.

“Oh, that Warren!”
she burst out with a girlish giggle. “The Warren from Lyndhurst,
the one who could dance the tango! What a marvelous surprise!”

“Yes, that would be
me,” he acknowledged with a grin. “Of course, I could do the
tango. My father was the dance instructor. In fact, that’s the only
reason they let me join the class.”

“You were such a dear
boy in those days,” she went on with a wistful look. “For me,
seventh grade was a horrible, horrible time. When my mother died,
absolutely everything fell apart. You were the only person my age I
felt I could really talk to. I looked forward to dance class each
week because I could forget about everything else while we learned
all those complicated new dance steps. And when the music stopped, I
knew you would accept me just the way I was, without any thought
about the Eaton name or our family’s money or social whatever. Oh,
yes,” she said with a faraway look. “I remember that
Warren very, very well.”

Their eyes met for the
briefest moment before the door opened and Caroline returned to the
porch with an empty tumbler.

“Groceries are put
away,” Caroline reported as she poured herself more iced tea. “What
next?” she asked with a bored expression.

For a moment, Linder
felt annoyed at the intrusion, but then for an instant he saw in
Caroline the Patricia of his youth, and he could not help but smile
at the thought that, despite all Caroline must have been through in
the past year, the foremost thing on her young mind was a movie on a
Saturday night. He rose and returned his half-filled tumbler to the
tray.

“Looks like you two
have a schedule to meet,” he remarked graciously. “I’ll come
back another time.”

Linder watched with
fascination as a dull-eyed expression returned to Patricia’s face.
In the next moment he felt as if she were keeping him at arm’s
length once again.

“That would be nice
of you,” she answered without suggesting a time or place.

“Do it soon!”
Caroline added with a coy grin before retreating into the house


* * *

A few days later,
Linder phoned his former landlady to inquire how her new tenants were
doing and managed to extract an invitation from Mrs. Unger to dinner
on Saturday night. He arrived a few minutes early and found Patricia
and Caroline embroiled in a shouting match in the kitchen. Though he
could not ascertain what had caused the dispute, Caroline had thrust
her face within inches of her mother’s and Patricia appeared on the
brink of losing self-control. The combined wattage of their
screeching brought physical pain to Linder’s ears. Recalling how he
had disrupted some colossal rows between his mother and sister when
April was a teen, he put on a giant grin and stepped between them,
handing Patricia the bouquet of flowers he had bought from a street
vendor. Thrown off balance, she and Caroline both shifted their
attention to the flowers and lowered their voices.

Linder said hello to
both before beating a quick retreat to the living room, where he
found Sharon Unger reading a novel on the sofa. She shot him a
reproachful look, as if to say, “You never told me what that pair
would be like!” But Mrs. Unger considered herself a Christian woman
and he knew she would not permit herself to say anything uncharitable
about her tenants. Then Linder recalled the smell of alcohol on
Patricia on the morning when he had brought her to the bungalow and
wondered if Mrs. Unger had discovered more than she let on.

Dinner went by quickly,
and the food, which Patricia and Caroline had insisted on preparing,
was not very appetizing. Mother and daughter were barely civil to one
another, with Mrs. Unger having little to add to the discussion.
Linder managed to keep conversation going only by rehashing
second-hand tales of Montana from Will Browning, since his
impersonation of Tom Horvath required that he represent himself as a
Montanan.

After dinner, Mrs.
Unger took Caroline aside at Linder’s instigation to help wash
dishes and prepare coffee, so that he and Patricia might have some
time alone in the living room. But before sitting with him, Patricia
excused herself for a few moments. Thus, Linder found himself
wondering whether her freshening up included stealing a nip from a
secret liquor stash. The glassy look in her eye upon returning seemed
to confirm his worst fears.

Still, he resolved to
press on with his project of revealing to her why he had come to
Coalville and how he intended to help her and Caroline, if only she
would let him. He began by delivering some news that was certain to
gain her attention.

“Have you heard what
happened at Kamas?” he asked in a quiet voice the moment she took
her seat.

Patricia gave him a
puzzled look.

“At the camp,” he
added.

“No, and I don’t
think I care to,” she replied flatly.

“Well, you should.
The prisoners have revolted and taken over the facility. They’ve
kicked out all the guards and are demanding reforms. It’s the first
camp-wide revolt the CLA has ever faced.”

“I don’t care,”
she insisted. “I hope I never hear that name again. Except, maybe,
to learn that Roger has been released. And, lately, I’m not sure
he’s even there any more.”

“Roger, at Kamas?”
Linder asked, taken aback. “When was the last time you saw him?”

“At his sentencing
last October, before we came west.”

“And where do you
send his mail?”

“To the CLA’s
western mail depot. But I always assumed Roger was across the wall
from us in the Kamas men’s division.”

“This may come as a
shock, Patricia, but I saw Roger in January at a camp in the northern
Yukon,” Linder declared.

Patricia gasped. “The
Yukon? But how could he…?” she asked with a baffled look.

“I don’t know how,
but there were quite a few of us from Cleveland up there,” Linder
answered. “Roger was in the camp hospital when I spoke to him.”

“How was he…?”
she began again, only to swallow her words.

“In pretty bad shape,
I’m afraid. Some kind of heart trouble. I don’t know if he ever
recovered, because the next day they moved him to another ward and I
never saw him again.”

Tears welled in
Patricia’s eyes.

“Did he say
anything…?”

“Roger and I each
promised to do whatever we could for the other’s family if we ever
got out. It was clear that he loved you very much,” Linder said,
resisting an urge to take her hand.

Patricia Kendall bit
her lip and dabbed one eye with a handkerchief, then straightened
suddenly, and put it away. Linder turned in time to see Caroline
enter the room bearing two mugs of coffee on a tray.

“Can we all go out
for a walk when you finish your coffee?” Caroline proposed as she
set the mugs on the coffee table. “It’s kind of stuffy in here.”

Patricia shot her
daughter a disapproving glance.

“Caroline is angling
to go out for ice cream,” she observed. “The answer is no. We’ve
already had pie for dessert and ice cream would be too much sugar too
late in the evening.”

“On the other hand,
ice cream and pie go together awfully well, and the sandwich shop is
open for at least another fifteen minutes. Why don’t we all go
out?” he proposed. “My treat, and we’ll burn off the sugar on
our way back. It’ll do us good to get the blood moving.”

“Please, mama?”
Caroline appealed.

“You two go ahead,”
Patricia responded with a sigh. “I’ve walked enough for one day.
But make it a small cone, okay? And don’t stay out long.”


* * *

Linder and Caroline
reached the sandwich shop on North Main a few minutes before closing.
As they ordered their cones, a brawny fellow in his forties and a
girl close in age to Caroline came up behind them and Linder suddenly
recognized the man as the deputy sheriff, Eldon. The girls greeted
each other like long-lost friends.

“Good evening,
officer,” Linder addressed Eldon cautiously, uncomfortable at
appearing on the deputy sheriff’s radar screen so soon after his
scuffle with Patricia’s former landlord.

“Lovely night, Tom,”
the officer replied with unexpected bonhomie. He cast a quick glance
at the two girls, who were absorbed in conversation.

“Sure is,” Linder
replied.

“Kids sure have a way
of showing us what’s important in life, don’t they?” Eldon
mused.

“They certainly do.”

“I just wanted you to
know, it was mighty decent of you to step in and help the girl’s
mother.” Eldon volunteered after casting a sidelong glance to
confirm that neither teen was listening. “I hope they appreciate
it.”

“Thanks,” Linder
replied. “I believe they do.”

“Do you have any kids
of your own?” Eldon inquired.

“Nope. Always too
busy to settle down.”

The deputy nodded.

“They’re a handful,
but I wouldn’t trade ‘em for the world,” he answered.

Before Linder could
respond, the server handed him two ice cream cones, Caroline claimed
hers, and the deputy stepped up to the counter to order.

Caroline and Linder
retraced their steps along Main Street, stopping from time to time to
window shop and chat about what they would buy if they had all the
money in the world. At the corner of Center Street, as they waited
for the traffic light to turn green, Caroline changed the subject.

“Do you believe in
ESP?” she asked, gazing up to register his response.

“Do you mean things
like mind-reading and predicting the future?” Linder responded.

“Yeah, or finding
stuff that’s lost,” Caroline added. “I do that for my mom all
the time. She’s always losing things. Keys, especially.”

“Well, I’m not so
good at finding lost objects,” Linder answered, “but I’m pretty
good at reading people. And I’ve had some dreams of the future that
came true. So, I guess that makes me a believer.”

“I get dreams like
that sometimes, too,” Caroline agreed. “Now and then they seem
even more real than life. And they often come true, too. But mom
hates it when I tell her about them. She never wants to hear the
future, even when it’s good. She says it creeps her out.”

Linder laughed. “It’s
just the opposite with me,” he said. “I want to know the future
whether it’s good or bad. Probably more when it’s bad. Because if
I can’t change things, I want to prepare for them. So, tell me,
have you had any special dreams lately?”

“Yes, and you were in
one,” she answered. “From the moment I saw you outside our old
apartment, I knew you were going to change things. And I think you
already are.”

Linder gave an uneasy
laugh. For an instant, he thought of telling Caroline about the dream
that had led him to her mother, but decided against it.

“And how do you feel
about that?” he asked her. Does it creep you out?”

Caroline shook her head
and gave him a knowing smile.


* * *

In the days that
followed, Linder stayed rent-free in Jay Becker’s spare room in
return for keeping the apartment clean, handling household chores and
cooking an occasional meal. This suited Linder quite well, as it
enabled him to save more of his salary and kept him fully occupied
during the evenings when Jay worked late. The two men grew closer
week by week as Linder took on more responsibility at the plant and
Jay came to rely on him to handle special assignments. All the while,
Linder noticed a restless energy in Jay not unlike his own, and
wondered whether Jay’s brief time in the camps might continue to
haunt him.

Once or twice a week,
Linder dropped by the 50th Street bungalow to visit Mrs. Unger. When
he did, he sometimes crossed paths with Patricia, who greeted him
politely but kept her distance. According to Mrs. Unger, Patricia
took her work at the truck depot very seriously, paid off the back
rent promptly to her former landlord, and caught up quickly on her
rent payments to Mrs. Unger after receiving an unexpected promotion.
Her life and that of Caroline had seemed to stabilize.

Though Linder remained
determined to earn Patricia’s and Caroline’s trust, he took pains
not to impose himself on them. Now and again, he would catch sight of
mother and daughter together in town, and whenever he did, it took
his entire force of will not to approach them. Before long, he came
to realize that, though Patricia had rejected him long ago and later
married two other men, he had still not shaken off his infatuation
with her. He knew, however, that even with Roger Kendall missing and
very likely dead, he had virtually no chance of winning her heart.
The sad truth was that, once having decided to enter her life as
Mormon Joe Tanner, he dared not confess it or she had every right to
recoil from him in disgust, not only for his role in her capture, but
for having opted twice to conceal it.

His penance, he
reasoned, would be to follow Patricia at a distance and serve her as
best he could. A week later, that service began in earnest. Early
Wednesday evening, Mrs. Unger telephoned him to report that she had
found an empty gin bottle hidden in the trash, and two other full
ones cleverly secreted around the bungalow. Worse than the clear
violation of the house rules, Patricia had risen late that morning,
oozing alcohol from every pore, and had departed late for work. If it
happened again, the landlady said, it was only a matter of time
before others noticed it and Patricia’s job would be in jeopardy.
While Mrs. Unger didn’t want to evict mother and daughter, she felt
she must do something more than stand by while Patricia’s life
careened out of control.

“Until now, have you
noticed any other evidence that she’s been drinking?” Linder
asked.

“Sometimes she comes
home a bit wobbly or with liquor on her breath, but nothing
scandalous,” the landlady replied. “And if she brought home any
bottles before, she must have been a genius at hiding them.”

“Has anything
happened lately to push her over the edge? Was there a fight with
Caroline, or a problem at work?”

“No, but an envelope
arrived in the mail yesterday from the Corrective Labor
Administration,” Mrs. Unger went on. “She took it into her room
to read it and when she came out, she seemed very upset and left the
house for several hours. She didn’t return until just before
Caroline’s bedtime and we were both very worried for her.”

“As you should be.
Where is Patricia now?” Linder asked.

“She and Caroline are
out grocery shopping. They’re due back any minute and I’m not
sure quite what to do about it.”

“Would you like me to
come over?” Linder offered. “After all, I introduced Patricia to
you, so I feel responsible.”

“Nonsense, Patricia
is a grown woman and she’s fully responsible for her own actions,”
the landlady responded. “You’ve shown her and her daughter
nothing but kindness ever since you found them. No, I just wanted you
to know what’s going on. It’s up to me to take Patricia aside and
warn her what will happen if I find another bottle. Frankly, I’ve
also been considering taking Patricia to an AA meeting, if she’ll
have it. Those people saved my late husband’s life, bless their
hearts. Maybe they can help her, too.”

The next afternoon,
Linder left work early to visit Mrs. Unger before Patricia and
Caroline came home. Over coffee, the landlady reported that the
warning had gone well, and that Patricia had promised not to bring
any more alcohol into the house. But even more significantly, she had
shared the reason for her drinking binge two nights earlier. The
envelope from the CLA had contained a postcard sent to her former
address in Coalville. The postcard was from her husband, who had been
transferred some days earlier from the Yukon to the men’s division
at Kamas. Though alive and well, Roger Kendall was now trapped inside
a camp under siege.

Patricia had then gone
on to tell Mrs. Unger of her own ordeal in the Kamas camp, and how
she had managed to protect her daughter from the worst of the abuses
there, but only because the DSS had singled them out for some kind of
protected status.

The landlady was about
to offer more detail when Patricia entered the kitchen, looking pale
and exhausted. Her eyes seemed vacant and unfocused, as if her mind
were far away. When Linder exchanged concerned looks with Mrs. Unger,
the landlady’s eyes seemed to brim with tears at seeing Patricia in
such a weakened state. To their relief, Caroline remained outside on
the porch.

Patricia mumbled
something to herself before apologizing for not having bought
groceries on the way home.

“I’m not feeling
very well just now,” she remarked. If you’ll excuse me, I think I
might lie down for a bit.”

“Why don’t you let
me pitch in?” Linder offered. “How can I be helpful?”

“If you really want
to be useful, you could go with Caroline to the food store,”
Patricia responded in a weary voice. “She has the shopping list.”

As Patricia left the
kitchen, Mrs. Unger followed her out of the room with her eyes and
bit her lower lip to avoid revealing the depth of her unease. A
moment later, Caroline stepped into the room.

“There’s been a
substitution in the lineup,” Linder announced in a cheery voice.
“I’ll be filling in for your mother at the grocery store. Do you
have the shopping list?”

Caroline brightened.

“Sure do,” she
chirped. “I’ll get the money from Mom.”

“No, let her rest.
She can pay me back later,” Linder answered, and led Caroline back
outside. In truth, he looked forward to spending some time alone with
Caroline. Though she could be sullen and irritable at times, when she
was away from her mother, she seemed delightfully levelheaded and
resilient for a girl of fourteen. As they passed out of view from the
bungalow, Caroline slowed her pace and looked up at him.

“Do you mind if I ask
you a personal question?” she asked.

“Shoot,” he
answered.

“How did you happen
to be hanging around that day when our old landlord picked a fight
with my mother over the rent?” Caroline inquired. “And why have
you done so much to help us? I know my mom is good-looking and all
that, and you’re both about the same age, but there’s got to be
more to it. Did you two maybe know each other from before?”

“Have you asked your
mother that question?”

“Yes,” Caroline
answered. “She told me to ask you.”

Linder smiled.

“Well, if your mom
says it’s okay, I guess I can tell you,” Linder replied. “But
you’ll have to promise not to tell anyone else. Can you do that?”

“Absolutely!”
Caroline agreed.

“All right, then,”
Linder began. “A long time ago, when your mother and I were around
your age, we both lived in Cleveland and went to the same ballroom
dance class after school. Whenever we had a choice of dance partners,
I picked your mother and she chose me.”

He went on to describe
how he had lost contact with Patricia when she left for boarding
school and ended the story with their chance encounter at the dance
in Concord. By that time they had reached Main Street and were only a
couple of blocks from the food store. It was not yet dusk and, as the
night was balmy, more people than usual were on the street. In a few
minutes their conversation would no longer be private.

“Okay, then, so you
two did know each other from before,” Caroline noted impatiently.
“But how did you find us here?”

“Are you ready for a
shocker?” Linder asked, stopping short of the curb.

“Go for it!”
Caroline urged.

“About a month ago, I
had one of those special dreams you and I talked about,” Linder
confided in a low voice. “In that dream I saw your mother in some
sort of classroom and got the sense that the place wasn’t very far
away. So, I started searching in all the places I thought she might
be. And the last place I looked was right here in Coalville. I found
her looking exactly as she looked in my dream, right down to her blue
jeans, white blouse, and ponytail ribbon. So, what do you think: ESP
or coincidence?”

“Wow!” Caroline
exclaimed. “Does Mom know about your dream?”

“Not really,”
Linder answered with a sheepish smile. “I thought it might creep
her out.”

Caroline threw her head
back and laughed.

“It might if she
heard it from you,” she said. “But would it be okay for me to
tell her?”

“If you want,”
Linder replied. “Just be sure the two of you are alone, okay? If
anyone else knew, it might be kind of embarrassing.”

Caroline agreed and
then suddenly fell silent. At that moment Linder offered Caroline his
arm as they stepped off the curb to cross the street. She took it
with a faraway look and released it on reaching the far curb. A
moment later, the teen let out a deep sigh and spoke slowly, as if
revealing something for the first time.

“When I was little, I
remember how Mom used to be so calm and sweet and kind to everyone.
Then, when Dad died and we had to leave Cleveland during the
fighting, everything changed. Mom hated London from the moment we got
off the plane, even though granddaddy was there to take care of us.
That’s when she started to drink a lot. It got better when she met
Roger, but then the drinking started up again and became even worse.
When Roger asked her to stop, she just hid it from him.

“And then Roger
started having problems at the bank and had to travel a lot. Around
that time, we noticed men following us around and Roger said the way
to fix everything was to make peace with the government and move back
to Cleveland. But Mommy thought that was a terrible idea. So we all
went to see Granddaddy in Beirut and that’s when everything really
went to…”

Caroline’s voice
broke and her walking slowed and Linder saw tears welling in her
eyes, as if she were reliving the experience.

“I know, but that’s
all finished now,” Linder interrupted. “You don’t need to think
about it any more. Just leave it alone until you’re older. Right
now you’ve got enough to do just growing up.”

“That’s what mom
and my teachers keep telling me,” Caroline replied in a small, sad
voice. “But I have to think about it sometimes or nothing makes
sense. I mean, I know life is unfair, but why can’t it be unfair in
my favor once in a while?”

Linder laughed and gave
Caroline’s small hand a gentle squeeze. They were less than half a
block from the grocery store.

“When you get the
answer to that one, be sure to let me know. Now, is there anything
else on your mind or shall we buy some food for dinner?”

“We can go in now, if
you want,” she continued, though her thoughts did not yet seem
settled.

“What is it?” he
asked.

“It’s just that…
Something’s not right about my mom any more.”

Linder stopped short.
Not far ahead, shoppers were entering and leaving the store.

“Can you describe
what’s not right?” he said.

“She promises to do
things and then she forgets them,” Caroline answered. “And she
hides things.”

Linder listened and
nodded. It seemed that he and Sharon Unger had not been the only ones
to notice the effects of Patricia’s drinking. But as neither was a
blood relative, there was little they could do to help mother or
daughter without Patricia’s consent.

“If there’s
anything I can do to help…” he began before Caroline cut him
short.

“Don’t,” she said
wearily. “Don’t get close. She’ll only break your heart.”
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The greater danger for most lies not in setting our aims too high and
falling short, but in setting them to low and achieving them.
Michelangelo


FRIDAY, MID-JUNE, COALVILLE

The next morning,
Larry Becker summoned Linder and his son Jay to the front office and
closed the door behind him.

“Are you two
yardbirds paying attention to what’s been going on in Kamas?” he
demanded.

“I heard a rumor that
the prisoners took over the camp and troops have cordoned the place
off,” Jay replied. “I tried to get a look this morning but turned
around when I saw the roadblock.”

“I’ve heard much
the same,” Linder responded. “Why do you ask?”

“I hear it’s been a
standoff all week and that talks have gone nowhere,” the factory
owner replied. “It looks to me like the government is gearing up to
send in troops.”

“Those boys know what
they’re up against. I reckon they’ve decided to go down swinging
rather than bend over one more time,” Jay commented.

“And that’s
certainly their choice,” Larry agreed. “But it’s how a
government assault would affect the rest of us that has me worried.
Unless the prisoners settle, pretty soon all of Summit county will be
crawling with troops, and along with them will come hordes of
security men to round up parolees, dissidents, and anyone else they
suspect might interfere with a siege or the cover-up afterward.”

“So what are we
supposed to do about it?” Jay asked with a shrug. “We can’t
pick up stakes every time there’s some kind of security flap in the
neighborhood. We’ve got work to do.”

“Okay, then, here’s
my question, and maybe Tom can answer it,” Larry went on. “How
long do you suppose the prisoners can hold out? Or, more likely, how
long before the DSS brings in armor to demolish the place?”

“No revolt on this
scale has ever been seen in an American labor camp,” Linder
observed. “Even the Soviets had only one or two camp-wide revolts
and, as I recall, none of those was allowed to go on much more than a
few weeks.”

“Okay, let’s assume
it lasts a month. Why don’t the two of you hit the road for a
couple weeks till this blows over? We could arrange for you to hole
up in North Dakota, in friendly territory. Don’t worry about the
packaging lines. Jose and I can manage those.”

“Ahh, Dad, I don’t
know,” Jay demurred. “We’re buried in orders right now and we
need the volume. I think this thing will blow over.”

“I see your point,
Larry,” Linder agreed, “but right now isn’t a good time for me
to go away, either. Why don’t we wait it out? If they bring in
armor, it’ll arrive by rail and won’t be very easy to hide.
Meanwhile, we’ll all keep our eyes open.”

While Linder
appreciated the risk of being caught up in a security sweep, he felt
uncomfortable about traveling on his stolen Montana identity
documents. So long as he remained in Coalville, he felt reasonably
safe and expected sufficient advance warning of an assault on the
camp to hide out in the surrounding mountains, if required. To travel
further before he had made adequate preparations might be dangerous
not only for him, but for Patricia and Caroline.

“Okay, fellas, have
it your way,” Larry relented. “But at the first sign of trouble,
I want you out of here, okay? I’ll be making a quick trip to
Bismarck later this week and will set things up for you, just in
case.”


* * *

On returning to Jay
Becker’s apartment that evening, Linder sat down to draft a letter
to his cousin Ruth that Larry could post from North Dakota. Several
weeks had passed since Linder had heard from Ruth and the lack of
news troubled him. While his initial messages had sought to learn of
his sister’s condition without informing her of his escape, now he
felt the need to reveal more of himself to her.

“Dear Ruth,” his
letter began, “The time has come to inform my sister that I am
alive and well. Please go to her and tell her in person that I ask
forgiveness for the troubles I have caused her and will help as soon
as I can. You and she must tell no one that I am alive and she must
understand that she is being monitored at all times. Until I come for
her, she is to watch and wait and find several locations near home or
work where she and I can meet unobserved. I think of her always and
will love her forever. Please continue to post your replies on the
refugee locator board.

Signed/ Your Cousin

P.S. Burn this now.”

When the letter was
sealed, Linder slipped it between the pages of a magazine and set the
magazine aside. Then he opened a paper bag containing a boil-and-bite
mouthguard kit and some women’s makeup that he had bought from a
pharmacy in Park City and set to work creating a homemade dental
prosthesis to alter his bite and jawline. Having been trained in the
use of physical disguise and having employed it frequently in his
undercover work, Linder was reasonably confident that he could
deceive most live or photographic surveillance, as well as most
facial recognition software, through the skillful application of
makeup, eyewear, hairstyle, wardrobe and cosmetic dentistry, and
could do the same for Jay, as well, if needed. So for the rest of the
evening, he experimented before the bathroom mirror until he had
mastered three alternative looks for himself that could be produced
within minutes using his simple do-it-yourself kit.

On Larry Becker’s
return from Bismarck, Linder waited several days before his next
visit to the public library to check the refugee message board but
found nothing in it from Ruth. Meanwhile, his concerns for Patricia
and Caroline mounted with each passing day, as he heard nothing from
them or Mrs. Unger. While the landlady had reported the week before
that Patricia’s drinking appeared to have abated, possibly with the
help from Alcoholics Anonymous, Mrs. Unger’s communications had
intimated in no uncertain terms that she would prefer to handle
relations with Patricia her own way. Whatever might be brewing
between them, Linder knew it would be wise for him to stay away. His
job would be to deal with the aftermath.

Linder’s assessment
was confirmed when the landlady left him a voicemail at work to call
her. When he did, she told him that Patricia and Caroline had left
the bungalow by mutual agreement with her and had moved into a rental
cottage not far away, on 100th Street East, near the middle school.
Linder knew the house, as he had seen the ‘for rent’ sign in
front and recalled Patricia admiring it.

“I’m sorry to hear
that, Sharon,” Linder replied with a proper note of sympathy. “I
hope it all ended amicably.”

“Oh, yes, everything
turned out for the best,” came the chill reply, which conveyed the
exact opposite meaning.

“Not to pry or
anything, but is everyone doing okay?” he inquired gently. If
Patricia had moved out, he feared, her drinking was the probable
cause and a relapse might well send Patricia into a tailspin.

“It would seem so,”
Mrs. Unger answered with an audible sigh. “Of course, I will miss
Caroline terribly. We grew rather close, you know. And her mother
isn’t exactly the best example...”

“And Patricia?”
Linder interrupted. “Is she back on her feet?”

“For the moment, at
least,” Mrs. Linder replied. “And that’s not to deny the ordeal
that poor woman has been through. I have nothing but sympathy for
her.”

“Yes, of course,”
Linder agreed. “And I appreciate your taking them in when they
needed a place to stay. But now that they’ve moved out, let me
change the subject for a moment. By any chance, you wouldn’t have
rented out their rooms just yet, would you?”

“Not quite yet,”
the landlady answered coyly. “Why, do you have a tenant in mind?”

“I might,” Linder
replied. “Unfortunately, Jay’s sofa isn’t doing my back any
good, and I do miss your cooking, Sharon.”

“Very well, then,”
she replied with the hint of a smile in her voice. “Come by some
afternoon and we’ll talk.”


* * *

For the entire next
week, after moving back into his old room at the bungalow, Linder
could think of nothing else but paying a visit to Patricia and
Caroline Kendall at their new home. Not having heard from Patricia
since she received the letter from Roger, and not being sure of her
state of mind, he mapped out every conceivable permutation of his
planned approach to her until he was confident of being able to
handle them all. And so, on his next day off, he trailed mother and
daughter from the middle school to their cottage before retreating to
place a phone call.

“Hi, Patricia, it’s
Tom,” he greeted her. “It’s been a while, so I just thought I’d
call to check in.”

“Well, hello, Tom,”
she answered with more warmth than he expected. “It’s lovely to
hear your voice.”

“And yours,” he
replied. “Congratulations on finding your new place. Mrs. U gave me
the number. Is it the white cottage with the gray shutters on 100
East that you liked so much?”

“That’s it,”
Patricia acknowledged. “We’ll have you over to see it once we’ve
finished cleaning the place. Right now it’s in pretty bad shape
since the owners left it vacant so long.”

“I’d be happy to
help, if you need a handyman,” he offered. “I’m pretty good at
moving furniture. Strong back, weak mind, you know.”

He heard Caroline’s
stage whisper in the background: “Invite him! Invite him!” and
Patricia’s muffled “Hush!” in response.

“Well, actually, that
might not be a bad idea,” Patricia proposed. “We’re going to be
cleaning all evening, but the owners are bringing over some furniture
tomorrow and we might need some help finding room for it after
dinner. Might you be free to join us tomorrow evening, say, around
seven? I don’t know what we’ll eat yet, but Caroline will think
of something, I’m sure.”

“Well, yes, I suppose
I could adjust my schedule to fit it in,” he teased.

“Wear your overalls,”
she joked in return.

Linder appeared
promptly at seven the next evening bearing a bouquet of local irises
to match his blue coveralls with “Tom H.” embroidered on a patch
above the breast pocket. Patricia answered the kitchen door in jeans
and a sweatshirt, mop at her side, having just finished swabbing the
floor.

It had been a hot, dry
summer day, typical of late June in the Wasatch Mountains, and her
face was beaded with perspiration from the work. She held an icy
glass of lemonade in her spare hand and offered to pour him one from
a pitcher on the kitchen counter. The kitchen was spotless and the
kitchen chairs were still stacked upside down on the breakfast table.

“Let’s move
furniture later,” she suggested with a conspiratorial wink. “I’ve
done enough work for one day and would like to freshen up. Why don’t
you go in and ask Caroline to show you around?”

“Sounds great,”
Linder agreed, and followed Patricia into the spacious but sparsely
furnished living room, where Caroline slouched by the empty stone
fireplace in an easy chair, listening to a Joan Baez recording from
the 1960s.

“Wow, I think I’m
having a déjà vu moment!” Linder declared in a voice loud enough
to be heard over the music.

Caroline lowered the
volume and gave him a quizzical look.

“Déjà vu? Right
now?” she asked in disbelief.

“Did you realize that
Joan Baez was your mother’s absolute favorite when she was your
age?”

Aghast at the thought,
Caroline stuck out her tongue as if to gag.

“Where did you find
an old CD like that?” Linder inquired.

“A friend of mine
gave it to me,” she answered evasively.

“Just between you and
me, I wouldn’t let that one out of the house,” he advised.
“Owning banned music can get you into more trouble than you think.”

“I don’t care,”
she said defensively. “Besides, it’s nobody else’s business
what I listen to in private.”

“It wasn’t when I
was your age, but it is now,” he cautioned. “Just be careful,
okay? You’ve already seen where they send people who insist on
acting as if this were a free country. You don’t want to go back
there.”

Caroline scowled and
drew her knees up toward her chest. Then he saw her eyes glisten and
felt he might have laid it on too thick.

“Here, let me play
you something I think you’ll like,” he proposed.

He pulled a plastic
compact disc case from a zippered cargo pocket in his overalls and
inserted it into the player. Out of the speakers came the hammering
piano chords of Jerry Lee Lewis’s rock-and-roll tour de force,
“Great Balls of Fire.” In the next moment, Linder peeled the blue
coveralls from over his khakis and sport shirt and launched into a
frenzied jitterbug on the parquet floor. He held out his hands for
Caroline to join him.

“But I don’t know
how!” she giggled.

“Doesn’t matter,”
he answered breathlessly, “I’ll show you!”

Moments later, he had
her swinging and twirling to the music, doing steps she had never
imagined she could do. When the music stopped, both were beaming and
breathing hard.

“Want to try
something totally different?” he coaxed. It’s fantastic, I
promise.”

He swapped the disc for
another and selected a track.

“Okay, now, I want
you to listen to the first thirty seconds of this and see if you can
keep your feet from moving.”

It was the big-band
Latin dance number, “A Bailar Meringue” by the great 1950s Cuban
bandleader, Xavier Cugat. After a few bars of understated percussion
to set the beat, the brass and woodwinds blared out a driving dance
rhythm, with the male chorus joining in soon after. Linder stood
facing Caroline and asked her to watch and imitate as he bent his
knees slightly and dipped his hips from left to right in a sinuous
movement.

“Now, imagine being
feather-light on your feet while feeling the beat in your hips,” he
directed.

Once she had mastered
the basic meringue step, he led her sideways across the floor while
remaining opposite her, then circled her in small steps. Before long,
she was doing the same, and then they moved into a closed position,
with Linder extending his right hand to Caroline’s waist while
taking her right hand with his left and holding it at shoulder level.
And from there, Linder led her into a series of complex turns without
releasing her hand so that, before long, their arms became twisted
like pretzels.

As they danced, Linder
sensed the syncopated rhythm penetrating stiffened muscles and sinews
that had known beatings, hard labor and frostbite, and had carried
him on a trek of nearly two thousand miles to this place. He felt his
limbs relax to a degree not enjoyed since his youth, when he had
danced to the same music with a dark-haired girl not much older than
Caroline. It was as if his spirit had left his body and cast aside
the hardened shell of reserve he had accumulated over more than a
decade of undercover work for the CIA and the DSS.

Suddenly Linder noticed
Caroline was out of step and had turned her gaze toward the kitchen,
where her mother stood in the doorway with an amused look that slowly
faded into a dull stare. To Linder’s surprise, Patricia had changed
from her sweatshirt and jeans into a sleeveless floral dress with a
hem several inches above the knees that displayed her tanned limbs to
stunning advantage. The transformation left him momentarily
speechless.

Linder stopped the
music and noticed a cowed look on Caroline’s face before he turned
to address her mother.

“Can you recall any
of the steps?” he asked Patricia, offering her his hand. “I
remember how the rumba and the meringue came so naturally to you.”

“Heavens, no. It’s
been far too long,” she replied without moving toward him. “But
you certainly haven’t forgotten,” she added almost wistfully.

“It’s been just as
long for me,” he answered. “Are you sure you won’t give it a
try?”

Patricia shook her head
and Linder wondered what lay behind her hesitation. Since she
appeared to have noticed the dance’s remarkable effects on him,
might she fear its possible effect on her? She was, after all, a
married woman with a young daughter, which required keeping up
appearances in a traditional town like Coalville, where the locals
preferred things and people to stay in their proper place.

But Patricia was also a
strong-willed woman in the prime of life, whose ailing husband had
been condemned to a long sentence in a labor camp system from which
few prisoners emerged whole. And in front of her was a reasonably
attractive man of her own age, who once had feelings for her and
might harbor them still. If the music had indeed sparked the same
glow in her that it had in him, how might she have interpreted it?
Under his expectant gaze, a smile came to her lips but her eyes did
not join in.

Linder, still flushed
from dancing, spoke now to Caroline as if he might be addressing her
mother at the same time.

“Don’t think that
you’ll be stuck in Coalville for the rest of your life,” he told
her. “Somewhere out there, in the night clubs of London, Beirut,
and Havana, it’s after dark and people are dancing their hearts out
to a live band. Make up your mind that you’ll dance in one of those
clubs someday while you’re still young. Find a way. There’s
nothing else like it on earth.”

“Do you have a
favorite club? Tell me what it’s like,” Caroline urged,
apparently no longer inhibited by her mother’s presence.

But Linder shook his
head.

“To describe how it
feels to dance to a great dance orchestra in a top-notch night club
is, well, it’s like trying to capture a brilliant sunset by drawing
in the sand with a stick. You just have to be there.”

Caroline gave a final
glance at Patricia before returning to her chair to gather her CDs.

“I guess I’d better
pack if I’m going to be on time for the sleepover at Ella’s
house,” she said as she turned to leave. “Thanks for showing me
those steps, Tom.”

“Don’t mention it,”
he replied, following her with his eyes until she left the room.

Without speaking,
Patricia led Linder back to the kitchen, where, to Linder’s
surprise, the lights were dim and the table was set for two. On a
hunch, he had carried the portable CD player with him and set it on
the kitchen counter before taking his seat. Surveying the table
before him, he noted at once that to the right of each place setting
was a full water glass and an empty wine glass, and in place of wine,
a pitcher of lemonade lay at the table’s center. Since his primary
reason for arranging a visit was to check on Patricia’s state of
mind after learning that Roger was trapped at Kamas and to see if her
drinking was under control, Patricia’s buoyant spirits and her
teetotaling put him in a jovial mood.

Over a dinner of lamb
curry and stir-fried vegetables, Patricia opened up in a way he could
never have anticipated. From the moment they sat at the table, she
evoked shared memories of Cleveland and dance class, then launched
into a rambling monologue about growing up in a prominent family and
being sent off to boarding school soon after the death of her mother.

“I was so skinny and
shy and self-conscious in those days,” she recalled. “I worried
constantly about what other people thought about me, whether I had
the right friends and was invited to the right parties. I cringe at
how I used to turn up my nose at perfectly nice boys in favor of boys
from the right families who weren’t nice to me at all. In college,
I found myself liking men from backgrounds that were more ordinary,
but I feared losing status if I were seen with them. I’ll never
forget how enraged I was in my sophomore year at Penn when my uncle
predicted that I would end up marrying someone who attended my coming
out party. I hated him for saying that. And yet, that’s exactly
what I did.”

Patricia reached for
her water glass and took a long draught as if craving something
stronger.

“How did that
happen?” Linder inquired.

“I was fresh out of
Wharton and had just begun the Citibank training program. I went home
for the Christmas holidays and met Charles at a party. He was a few
years older than I was and had gone back to Cleveland to work in the
bank that his relatives founded.

“I don’t know how
to describe it,” she continued, pausing to take another sip. “One
day I was an ambitious career woman in New York and a few days later
all I wanted was a big Tudor house in East Cleveland with an
up-to-date kitchen, three or four kids, and enough charity work to
keep me out of the house a few mornings a week. I really can’t
explain it, except maybe as a reaction to my own mother’s total
lack of maternal instinct.”

“I remember seeing
the wedding announcement,” Linder commented. “You both looked
very happy. Unfortunately, that wasn’t a very enjoyable period for
me.”

“Oh?” Patricia
replied with a puzzled look. “And why was that?”

“It was right after
the Crash of 2008,” Linder explained, “and I was one of those
newly minted MBAs whose hopes of a lucrative Wall Street career
vaporized on contact with the global financial crisis. As it turned
out, the only job I could find before graduation was in
pharmaceutical sales and I hated every minute of it.”

“I can imagine,”
she agreed. “But what I remember hearing about you then was that
you had some mysterious job overseas in the Middle East. We used to
joke that you had joined the CIA.”

“You heard that I
left sales to join the government?” Linder asked, taken aback.

“I met some people
who knew you from Exeter and Columbia. They told me.”

“And here I thought
that you had completely forgotten about me,” he teased, happy that
she had not.

“And did you ever
marry?” she asked, toying with her water glass.

“No,” he replied,
waiting for her to look up. “And I regret that.”

Patricia blushed.
“Don’t,” she answered firmly. “You spared yourself a world of
pain. When Charles died in the riots after the Battle of Cleveland, I
truly wished I had died with him. Suddenly my entire life was turned
upside down. Because my father was suspected of helping the rebels,
Caroline and I had to flee for our lives with nothing more than a
small backpack for each of us.”

“Those were terrible
times for Cleveland,” Linder acknowledged without disclosing that
he had been present then. “I remember thinking of you then and
wondering whether you were safe. How did you manage to get out?”

“We hid in the cargo
hold of a freighter for days while it made its way through the St.
Lawrence Seaway into the North Atlantic,” Patricia answered. “And
even after we arrived in London and my father took us in, none of us
dared mix with strangers for fear of being kidnapped by the Unionists
and spirited back to the U.S. for one of their show trials. If I
hadn’t met Roger then, I don’t know how I would have stayed sane.
Poor Roger, if I had only known then how unhappy his life would
become, I might have spared him the anguish.”

Patricia refilled her
water glass reflexively, drank most of it, and cradled the half-empty
glass in both hands.

“And have you had any
news from Roger?” he asked, aware that the question might upset
her.

Patricia eyed him
warily.

“Would you have asked
if you didn’t already know the answer?” she said.

“I heard about an
envelope. I don’t know what was in it,” Linder lied.

“A postcard was
inside. Roger wrote that he had been sick and was back at Kamas to be
processed out on parole. Except that now, with the revolt, that seems
like a cruel joke. People say the government is going to move in with
tanks and level the place. I’m told they want to set an example to
the other camps.”

She looked up as hoping
that Linder would deny it.

“I expect they will,”
Linder replied.

“But what about the
prisoners who didn’t join in?”

“Once it starts,
they’ll all be treated the same,” he predicted, “There will be
no place to hide.” Linder gave his response without thinking of how
insensitive it must sound, especially when Roger’s death might be
seen as in his interest. But he knew the DSS mentality, and he knew
there was no other possibility if the prisoners did not surrender
without preconditions.

Patricia shook her head
in distress.

“I just can’t
believe that the DSS would let Roger die at Kamas when they seemed so
intent on using us to get to my father’s money. I’m sure that’s
why they released Caroline and me and I have to believe they’ll
find a way to release Roger, too. You see, before we left Lebanon,
the people at the embassy made us sign papers turning father’s
Lebanese assets over to the federal government. I think the
government still needs our help to pursue its claims there.”

“Did your
interrogators actually tell you that?” Linder pressed. “If they
needed your help that badly, I wouldn’t think they’d want you to
know it.”

“They didn’t say it
in so many words,” Patricia explained. “But my impression was
that, once father died, their reason for holding the rest of us was
only about the money.”

As she uttered the
words, Patricia looked distracted, as if recalling a distant memory.

“You know, something
just came back to me,” she continued. “At the embassy, the
interrogator also seemed very interested in Warren Linder. In fact,
he seemed to know quite a lot about you already. Why would that be?
You and I hadn’t seen each other in nearly twenty years.”

“Do you remember
anything about him?” Linder asked, evading her question.

“He was tall and
blond and called himself Dennis,” Patricia replied.

“Did he participate
in the entire interrogation or only one or two sessions?”

“I remember seeing
him every day in Beirut but only once in Virginia. He kept on asking
when I had seen you last and wasn’t satisfied when I insisted that

I hadn’t seen you
since we were teenagers. I hope they didn’t hurt you because of
anything I told them...” Patricia’s dark eyes glistened as she
spoke.

“Not at all,”
Linder assured her. “I remember them asking me about you, too, and
about your father, but I just repeated back to them what they already
knew. The things they asked about were all ancient history and didn’t
really make much sense.”

“Oh, yes, my father,”
she interrupted. Then suddenly she fell silent and her face lost all
expression. “They grilled me for hours about my father’s support
for the insurgency and then about how much money he had hidden away
in foreign bank accounts. Except that I knew nothing about that,
because my father was always very private about money. All his life,
he avoided conspicuous displays of wealth and taught us not to act
like we were rich, or people would value us only for our money.”

“It must have been
tough growing up in Cleveland with a last name like Eaton,” Linder
observed.

“That’s why he
insisted that I apply to boarding schools in Boston,” she replied.
“And why he was so happy when I moved to New York when I finished
graduate school. There, the Eaton name meant nothing and I would have
to sink or swim on my own.”

Linder thought of his
own experience in New York as a nobody, without money, name, or
connections, and tried to put himself in Patricia’s shoes. Had his
last name been Eaton, what doors might have been opened to him, even
during the Crash of 2008... But he did not dwell on it long, for
Patricia changed the subject once again.

“You have no idea how
much it means to me to see a friendly face here in Coalville after
all Caroline and I have been through,” she confessed, reaching out
to touch his hand. “Such cruelty! The things I saw at Kamas are
beyond belief. What has happened to this country?”

For a moment, Linder
feared that Patricia would ask him about his time in the Yukon, and
how he happened to be sent there and how he met Roger in the camp
hospital. When she did not, he felt enormous relief, and then
surprise that somehow she still did not connect him with the
Department of State Security. Having gained her trust, he longed to
reveal even more of himself. But the central obstacle remained: how
could Patricia possibly accept Warren Linder into her life once she
learned that he had deceived her as Joe Tanner?

Because he had no
answer to this, he changed the subject and tried another approach.

“Forget all that,
Patricia,” he counseled. “Forget Kamas: it’s the only way
forward. All I know is how happy I am to spend some time with you and
Caroline in this boring little town while we all get back on our
feet. One day, we’ll want to move on and we won’t wait around for
the government’s permission to do it. Do you follow me?”

“You’re a man
without children,” she replied, looking away. “It’s different
for you.”

“Is slavery different
for men and women?” Linder challenged. “Is stealing different?
Why let the Unionists enslave you and steal your birthright if you
can get out and claim it for yourself and your daughter?”

“We live in a
different world now, Warren. Who’s to say that the old one was so
superior?” she replied, reflecting a defeatism that ran rampant
within the camps.

“What you make of the
world is entirely your choice, Patricia. If you’re afraid of what
the Unionists might do to you if you escape, think of what they will
do to you if you stay. Is that what you want for Caroline? Is that
what she would want if given the choice?”

Patricia Kendall let
out a deep sigh and a look of inexpressible sadness came into her
eyes.

“And you, Warren?”
she asked. “You say you’re happy to be here. Then why would you
be in a hurry to escape? And to where?”

“I lived in some of
the same places you and your father did: London, Basel, Beirut. Any
of them would suit me just fine. I could be happy driving a taxi or
working in a factory as long as I was free to be myself and hold onto
my dreams.”

“And for that you
would risk all that you have here?”

“If I stay, I could
be sent back to the Yukon at any moment,” Linder replied crisply.
“If Kamas is retaken, there will be a crackdown all over Utah. I
don’t dare stay a moment longer once the tanks arrive. Maybe all I
need to do is hole up for a few weeks and come back when the dust
settles. But, as soon as I can manage it, my plan is to head back
east and find a way out of the country, perhaps the same way you got
out, through the Great Lakes. When I do, you and Caroline are welcome
to join me. But I understand how hard that might be while Roger is
still behind the wire at Kamas.”

“I don’t want to
think about it. Let’s talk about something else,” she said,
rising from her chair and carrying the serving platters to the
counter. Linder followed, clearing the dishes and glassware from the
table in silence, while Patricia filled the sink to soak the pots and
pans. As he laid the last dish on the counter, his hand touched hers
by chance. Patricia withdrew nervously, reaching instead for the
start button on the disc player as if to clear the air with some
music.

The disc resumed
playing where it had left off at the end of the meringue to which
Linder and Caroline had danced before dinner. To Linder’s surprise,
Patricia began swaying to the beat, giving him an idea.

The next song, another
Cugat standard, opened with a dramatic brass flourish before a team
of saxophones launched into a compelling mambo beat. Recognizing the
tune as “Jamay” from his ballroom dancing days, Linder stepped
back from the sink and showed Patricia the basic mambo step. Before
long he took her hand and led her through some more complex steps. By
the end of the song, they danced nearly as well as they had in their
youth and continued seamlessly into the next song, a languid rumba.

When that was over,
Linder found his disc case and replaced the Cugat CD with a disc of
early rock-and-roll hits. The first was Paul Anka’s dreamy foxtrot,
“Put Your Head On My Shoulder,” and it was all that two people so
long starved of earthly pleasures needed to ignite long-dormant
passions. Their feet slowed to a standstill early in the first verse
as their correct dance posture turned into a heated embrace and their
lips met. By the second verse, Patricia turned out the lights and led
Linder into her bedroom. There they undressed each other slowly in
the semi-darkness and cast aside all concerns other than the
momentary physical bond between them.

They fell on the bed
together and their hands went to work exploring each other’s
bodies, each intent on heightening the desire of the other. But when
at last Linder lay back and Patricia sat astride him, his
concentration suddenly broke. And with that, all arousal collapsed
under the weight of his remorse for having been the one to lead
Patricia into captivity and his shame at betraying her imprisoned
husband.

Patricia blinked in
surprise at Linder’s sudden inertness but said nothing as she
rolled off her partner and curled up beside him with an arm stretched
across his chest and a leg laid across his thighs.

“I’m sorry,” he
said at last. “Too much too soon, I suppose. Maybe we should
schedule a rematch.”

“Hush,” she said
softly with a note in her voice that sounded to Linder almost like
relief.

They remained in bed,
clinging to each other, agitated and sleepless but hardly saying a
word, until Linder fell asleep. He awoke an hour or two later to find
Patricia missing from bed. Hearing music from the other end of the
house, he padded into the living room and saw her seated at the
kitchen table with her back to him. She was writing what he guessed
to be a letter or perhaps a journal. But not wanting to intrude on
her privacy and needing to rise early for work, he returned to bed
and set his watch to wake him just after dawn.
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In a dream, in a vision of the night, when deep sleep falleth upon
men, in slumberings upon the bed. Then he openeth the ears of men,
and sealeth their instruction. Job 33:17 (King James Version)


THURSDAY, LATE JUNE, COALVILLE

Warren Linder stood
at the counter in Mrs. Unger’s kitchen and took the first sip of
coffee from the mug he had just filled. It was cold and tasted so
bitter that he spat it into the sink and poured out what remained in
the mug. How could the coffee be cold and bitter when the pot was
freshly brewed?

He looked out the
kitchen window and saw a canopy of high-level clouds in shades of red
and orange inching toward the east where the sun lay crouched behind
the mountains. Morning clouds like these foretold a storm, he
thought, and stepped out the door into the kitchen garden. To his
surprise, the air was chilly and thunder rumbled in the western
hills. Then all at once he felt the pelting of hail and freezing rain
from a freak mountain storm. As he watched the ice crystals
accumulate on the red brick walkway, he could not shake the sense
that something was terribly wrong. It was late June, when high
pressure and clear skies reigned and the remnants of last winter’s
piled snows were long gone.

Without warning, Linder
felt a panicked urge to flee for his life, an urge unlike anything he
had felt since his arrival in Beirut the year before, when a similar
dread had impelled him to seek the next boat to Cyprus. Another clap
of thunder, closer this time, startled him and drew his gaze toward
the street, where a black sedan pulled slowly to the curb.

He retreated into the
kitchen and locked the door behind him, suddenly chilled to the bone.
A moment later, he footsteps on the front walk, followed by a heavy
knock at the front door.

His hand hesitated as
he reached for the door and pulled it open. What he saw made his
heart drop. In front of him stood a smiling Neil Denniston, dressed
in navy dress slacks and a white polo shirt.

“Won’t you invite
me in?” Denniston asked. “I’ve come a long way to see you.”

Linder froze, unable to
speak.

“That was a pretty
neat trick to make it all this way from MacTung, Linder,” Denniston
remarked with an ingratiating smile. “But you came a long way for
nothing. The road ends here. All that’s left is to tell us where
Eaton and Yost hid the money and how you helped them do it. We know
you worked with them from the start, so you might as well come
clean.”

Linder bolted upright
in bed. In the rosy glow that seeped in through the lace-curtained
windows, he looked around and found himself not in Mrs. Unger’s
bungalow, but lying beside Patricia Kendall in her rented cottage.
When he had gone to sleep the night before, he had been more hopeful
than he had in years. Yet, now he sensed that his world might soon
collapse and did not know why. All he knew was that such dreams had
come true too often to be ignored.

Linder rose gently from
the bed so as not to wake Patricia, and stepped toward the half-open
bedroom window, where a balmy breeze rippled the lace curtains.
Though there was no storm brewing outside and no Denniston at the
door, he was far from feeling at ease. He dressed hurriedly and left
a note on the dressing table that he would phone Patricia after work.
By the time he left the house it was a few minutes after six A.M. and
the sky directly overhead was clear, though the sun still hung behind
the eastern mountains, where an orange-red canopy of high-level
clouds lined the sky. All was silent except for distant rumbling in
the west.

Upon arriving at the
vitamin plant, Linder found a message summoning him to Larry Becker’s
office before the start of the shift. He found Larry and Jay behind
closed doors.

“They retook the camp
this morning,” Larry announced as he entered. “The bastards
brought in armor by rail sooner than anyone expected. By first
morning light they’d rolled in and leveled the place, shooting
everything that moved.”

“Do we know how many
prisoners survived?” Linder asked. “What’s happening there
now?”

“Reports are coming
in that shock troops have finished off the wounded and are lining up
survivors in the yard,” Jay reported. “It’s too early to count
casualties, but one of our workers lives in the hills east of Kamas.
He has a telescope and spotted bulldozers digging mass graves. And a
dozen cattle trucks are lined up outside the perimeter, probably to
deliver survivors to the Heber rail yard for transfer to other
camps.”

“Which means that you
two need to skedaddle,” Larry concluded. “I’ve made some calls
to friends in the NUR, and we have people lined up to take you to
North Dakota. For the rest of today we all need to act as if
everything is normal. Tonight Jay will receive detailed instructions
for the move. Tomorrow the plan is for Jay to slip out right after he
issues the morning work orders, with Linder right behind.”

“Got it,” Jay
replied and Linder nodded his assent.


* * *

After work that day,
Linder returned to Mrs. Unger’s bungalow and found Caroline Kendall
in the kitchen with the landlady, cleaning vegetables for dinner.

“Man, I come home
half an hour late and somebody has already taken my job,” Linder
complained to Caroline with a smile. “I don’t suppose you’d
like to take on the dish washing duty, too?”

“Actually, we’re
not quite sure yet about Caroline’s dinner plans,” Mrs. Unger
replied. “She’s waiting for her mother to come for her.
Apparently Patricia didn’t appear after school, so we’ve left a
message for her to pick up Caroline here.”

“While you’re
making dinner, why don’t I go over to her place and check? Do we
have enough food for four in case she’s free to join us?”

“Certainly,” Mrs.
Unger answered with a questioning glance.

“Okay, then, I’ll
go see if she’s home. Caroline, do you mind if I borrow your key to
take a peek inside the house in case your mom doesn’t answer?” he
asked.

The girl handed over
the key but Linder could see that she was worried.

At the Kendalls’
rental house, Linder knocked on the front door several times without
a response. After a short wait, he used the key to let himself in,
then locked the door behind him and conducted a quick search without
turning on the lights or touching anything with his hands. The house
looked much the same as it had when he left it earlier that morning,
except for a book on the counter. This he picked up for closer
examination, recognizing it as a guide to nutrition and health that
he had lent to Patricia before she had moved to her new quarters.
Tucked inside the book was a sealed letter addressed to Roger Kendall
at the Kamas camp. Could this be what she had been writing in the
kitchen while he was asleep? He inspected the envelope and was about
to hold it up to the sunlit west window, when he heard steps at the
door.

A moment later,
Patricia unlocked the door and dropped a brown paper bag on the
counter with a clinking of glass bottles. When she raised her eyes,
she was startled to see Linder standing in the shadows by the stove.

“What on earth are
you doing here?” she demanded in a surly tone. Linder could see at
once from her unfocused, watery eyes and her unsteady movements that
she had been drinking more than a little.

“Looking for the
mother who didn’t show up for her daughter at school this
afternoon.”

“Oh, my God, not
again!” Patricia groaned, suddenly realizing her error. “Where is
she now?”

“At Sharon Unger’s.
What would you like me to do? Shall I bring Caroline here?”

Patricia gave Linder a
hard look.

“Yes, please do.”

“Before dinner?”
Linder asked coolly. “Or would it be all right if Sharon feeds her
first?” He noticed the hard edge to his voice and regretted it. But
to invite Patricia back to the bungalow for dinner in her present
condition was clearly out of the question.

“Whatever. Suit
yourselves,” Patricia snapped.

“In that case, I
think Sharon would prefer to have Caroline spend the night with her.
If it’s okay with you, she can bring her back here tomorrow after
school.”

Linder thought of the
pain Patricia must have suffered upon learning about the slaughter at
Kamas and the likely loss of her husband. And he imagined her
self-reproach at losing yet another battle in her struggle against
drink. Now, for the second time, Roger was missing in action, leaving
her alone but not yet free. What she needed most at this moment, he
thought, was empathy and support, not his judgment. And who was he to
judge her, having played a part in her downfall?

“Patricia, please
forgive me,” Linder began. “I didn’t mean to be sharp with you.
We were all worried for you after hearing what happened at the camp.
Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Pray for Roger,”
she said softly, staring at the floor. “Poor man, I’m afraid
marrying me didn’t turn out the way he expected.”

“We all will,”
Linder replied.

“It’s odd,” she
went on distractedly. “I feel Roger’s presence now, though I
don’t ever expect to see him again in the flesh.”

Linder waited a long
moment before speaking.

“Now that the
government has retaken the camp, they’ll be cracking down hard on
anyone with a record of opposing the regime,” he explained. “You’re
on parole, so you may be safe. But if there’s a roundup, I’ll be
a target. So, I need to go away for a while, at least until things
calm down. My offer still stands if you and Caroline want to join me.
Who knows, if we play our cards right, maybe we can get you both back
to London.”

Patricia looked away.

“I’m sorry, but
I’ve decided to stay,” she replied. “I have a good job at the
truck depot and I don’t want to lose it. Besides, Caroline has to
get an education, and the schools here aren’t so bad. When she
turns eighteen, she can make her own decisions, but until then, it’s
up to me.”

“It’s your call,
Patricia,” Linder affirmed. “But bear in mind that, as a former
detainee and a child of a moneyman, Caroline won’t be admitted to
any accredited college, and will probably never get a residence
permit outside Summit County, Utah. Is that the life you want for
her?”

Patricia Kendall pursed
her lips and anger flashed in her eyes but she did not answer.

“Okay, then, have it
your way,” Linder responded, aware that he had no standing to argue
the point. He swallowed and took a deep breath before speaking again.

“Listen, there’s
something else I want to tell you before I go,” he added. “It’s
that I haven’t been truthful with you about something you ought to
know.”

“About what?”

“About my work for
the government. You and your friends were right. I did go to work for
the CIA in the Middle East. But after the global pullout, I didn’t
leave intelligence work. What I did was transfer from the CIA to the
DSS. When civil war broke out, I worked undercover against the rebel
militias in Cleveland, and was there when your father’s people
looted the downtown banks. I was also posted to London around the
time you and Roger were there. But I want you to know that my work
back then was never directed against you or your family.”

Patricia’s mouth
opened and she drew a sharp breath, while expressions of surprise,
anger, fear, and sadness swept across her face in rapid succession.

“I don’t know what
to say,” she answered at last, grasping the kitchen chair before
her as if for support. “Just tell me one thing. Did you take any
part at all in the action to kidnap our family in Beirut?”

Linder bit his lip, for
he could think of no answer that would absolve him.

“Yes. But I was
brought in at the last minute,” he blurted out, forgetting the
carefully worded apology he had intended to deliver. “I didn’t
know the whole plan. What happened was not at all what...”

“That’s enough,”
she declared, holding up a hand to silence him. “I don’t need to
hear any more.”

“I tried to help your
father. That’s what got me in trouble...”

Patricia cut him off
again.

”No, stop,” she
said. “Now get out and don’t ever come near me again.”


* * *

Linder did as he was
told. Nothing he might say could justify his role in what had
happened to Patricia or her family. He still believed he had done the
right thing to confess, but he must have been out of his mind to
expect that she could ever forgive him. He had held her image close
to his heart all these years—for what? What was the meaning of
their lives intersecting in Beirut and of his crossing a continent to
find her, when all it came to was this?

He returned to Mrs.
Unger’s bungalow in a stupor, questioning every decision that had
led him from Beirut and Virginia to the Yukon and then all the way to
Coalville. By the time he arrived outside the back door, he felt
utterly drained from the mental and emotional turmoil.

Once inside the
kitchen, he found Mrs. Unger laying the table for dinner and Caroline
at the kitchen counter doing her homework. Both looked up expectantly
as he entered.

“Patricia came home
just as I was about to leave,” he told them. “She was feeling
pretty low and I got the impression she wanted to have some time to
herself while news filters in from Kamas. She apologized for not
showing up at school and said it might be best for Caroline to spend
the night here.”

Linder could see the
worried look in Caroline’s eyes.

“Don’t worry,
she’ll be good as gold in the morning,” he assured her. “Your
mother is a survivor.”

“Besides,” Mrs.
Unger added, “you’re welcome to stay here as long as you want,
darling.”

“I heard about Kamas
at school this morning,” Caroline replied impassively. “I know
that Roger is still there and they’ve killed a lot of prisoners.
I’m sad for the prisoners. And I’m sad for mother, too, but not
for Roger. He’s not my father, in case you didn’t know. All he
cares about is himself. And he’s the one who got us into this
mess.”

Her quivering chin and
shimmering eyes told a different story. She had placed her hopes for
protection in Roger once, it seemed, and he had let her down. Now
that Roger was likely dead, she and her mother were all alone.
Perhaps from a childish sense of hope, she expected Linder to step
in. But he could not see how that could be, for he must soon go, too.

After dinner, Linder
and Caroline cleared the table and worked as a team to wash and dry
the dishes. When they finished, Linder sat across the kitchen table
from where Caroline had set out her homework and asked if he could
have a word with her while he finished his coffee.

“Do you remember a
while back when you asked me how I found you?” Linder began, “And
I told you about the dream that led me to your mother?”

“You’re not going
to tell me that you made the whole thing up, are you?” she demanded
in a petulant voice.

“Not at all,” he
assured her. “That much of what I told you is true. But I left out
the part about why I came to Coalville. Would you like to know the
rest of the story?”

“I suppose so, if
it’s not too much of a downer,” she replied warily.

“You be the judge.
Anyway, not very long ago I was a prisoner like you and your mother.
In fact, they sent me to the same camp as your stepfather, to cut
timber in the Yukon Territory, not far south of the Arctic Circle. I
met Roger in the camp hospital, when both of us were in pretty lousy
shape. Roger’s heart was failing and he didn’t think he had long
to live.”

Caroline gazed at him
with renewed attention.

“When I learned who
Roger was,” Linder continued, “I told him about how your mother
and I met long ago and he and I became friends. Over the next couple
of days, I did what little I could to help him. On our last day
together, he asked me to look after you and your mother if I ever got
out of the camps. But when I woke up the next morning his bed was
empty. I assumed he must have died in his sleep.”

“So how did you get
out?” Caroline asked.

“I escaped,” Linder
answered. “And then I walked. For over two months. When we started,
there were six of us. I’m the only one left. So I’ve had to ask
myself, why me?”

Linder paused to drink
the remains of his coffee.

“I couldn’t find a
reason for it,” he went on. “So I decided to create one. That’s
when I remembered my promise to Roger and came here to find you and
your mother.”

“And now we get to
the part where you tell me you’re going to leave, right?”

“I’m sorry,”
Linder said. “Now that they’ve retaken the camp, there will be a
security crackdown all across the Wasatch Front. If I’m around when
it happens, it won’t be long till the feds find me and send me back
north. Believe me, Caroline, if there were a way for me to stay, I
would. And if I can come back, I will.”

“But what about Mom
and me?” Caroline protested. “Will they arrest us, too, and put
us back in some camp like before?”

“You and your mother
were paroled. You didn’t escape,” he corrected her. “And you
both seem to have something the government wants, so they seem
inclined to be decent to you. Your mother is right about wanting to
keep you here to finish school. Believe it or not, there are far
worse places in America to grow up than Coalville.”

“When?” she
interrupted. “When do you leave?”

“Early tomorrow
morning.”

“For how long?”

“I don’t know,”
he answered.

“Can’t you take me
with you?” Caroline pleaded. “You must know that Mother isn’t
well. She’s killing herself and I can’t bear to watch it. Soon
she’ll be gone, too, and I’ll be here all by myself.”

Linder reached out to
hold Caroline’s hand and longed to hug her but did not dare.

“Your mother loves
you too much to let go of you until you’re old enough to make
decisions on your own. And if she hasn’t recovered in time to go
back to work tomorrow or the next day, I’m sure you can stay with
Mrs. Unger until she gets back on her feet. If you change houses, be
sure to leave your forwarding address with her and I promise I’ll
find you, one way or another.”

Caroline’s chin
trembled and a tear streaked down one cheek before she rose from her
seat and rushed at Linder, pressing her face against his chest. He
did not have the heart to resist and wrapped his arms around her
narrow shoulders, as if that simple gesture would last for her as
long as Patricia’s young embrace had endured for him.


* * *

The following
morning, Linder rose at dawn and left the bungalow, carrying nothing
but a small daypack he had filled with a change of clothes and other
basics. At Jay’s apartment, he hopped into his friend’s
company-owned pickup for the ride to work. As planned, upon arrival
at the vitamin facility, Jay released the day’s work orders and
left the building a few minutes later for the parking lot. Linder
followed a short while later.

“Just got a call from
Dad a couple minutes ago,” Jay said as soon as they met outside.
“He wants to see us before we go.”

“Anything wrong?”
Linder asked.

“Let’s find out,”
Jay replied.

When Linder and Jay
opened Larry Becker’s office door a few minutes later, they found
Larry seated on the sofa with Deputy Eldon.

“Don’t worry,
boys,” Larry reassured when he saw the pair exchange worried
glances. “Eldon and the Sheriff are on our side.”

The deputy sheriff
acknowledged the two younger men with a formal nod before speaking.

“I promised your
father a long time ago I’d give you a head start if trouble was
headed your way, and that’s why I’m here. You all know what
happened today at Kamas. It came down a lot harder and a lot sooner
than anybody expected, and it’s hard to know where it will end, but
the fallout is already here.”

“What sort of
fallout?” Jay demanded.

“As I was telling
your father,” Eldon continued, “a swarm of federal agents landed
in town this morning aiming to round up suspects on their watch list,
especially former prisoners and undocumented persons. Both your names
came up.”

“Holy shit,” Jay
cursed.

Then Eldon turned to
Linder.

“But there was
another agent who also zeroed in hard on the Kendall woman and
anybody associated with her. He didn’t seem to have connected you
two, but I expect that when he does, it could mean trouble.”

“What makes you think
that?” Linder probed.

“He’s not from
around here,” the deputy replied. “He flew in from Washington and
seemed to know all about the Kendall woman, as if he’d been on her
case from the start. And he wasn’t letting anything get in his
way.”

“Can you describe
him?” Linder asked.

“Late thirties, maybe
six foot two, lanky build, fair hair combed straight back, and cold
blue eyes with the look of a rattler ready to strike,” Eldon
answered. “Why, you know him?”

“Yeah, and he’ll
know me if he sees me or gets his hands on a recent photo. Where
would he be now?”

“He left our office
about a half hour ago, just before I drove down here. My guess is
that he was on his way to find Mrs. Kendall.”

Jay opened his mouth to
speak next but his father interrupted him.

“I want to thank you
for coming here and talking to us the way you did,” Larry broke in.
“Give my best to the Sheriff and give him my solemn promise that
none of us will tell anyone about our meeting here today.”

“We truly appreciate
that,” Eldon answered. “The Sheriff’s a family man, too. We
just want to do what’s right.”

When the deputy had
left the room, Jay had his turn to speak.

“So, Tom, was there
anything you wanted to tell us about the Kendall woman? She wouldn’t
happen to be the person you were searching for at the reassignment
centers, would she?”

“Good guess,”
Linder replied with a weak smile. “It’s a long story. How about
if I tell you on the road? If that agent is who I think he is, it’s
best we get going.”

“Ditto that,” Larry
agreed. “Your underground contacts are waiting for you in Heber.
The plan is to move you out to North Dakota by separate routes. Now
that the feds are in town, you’ll have to take the back roads to
avoid checkpoints.”

“Just to be on a safe
side, Dad, I’d like to switch cars for this. Do you mind if we
drive the new company SUV to Heber? We’ll leave it in the lot
behind the old supermarket.”

Larry Becker agreed and
shooed him out the door. Linder followed behind, stopping in a vacant
office on the way to make a phone call.

“Sharon?” he asked
when the call went through.

“Oh, Tom!” came
Sharon Unger’s anguished reply. “Armed men with badges came to
the house this morning looking for Patricia. When I told them I
evicted her and didn’t know where she went, they threatened me! I
was so frightened that I forgot Caroline was still asleep in the back
bedroom! Thank God they didn’t search the house. But they’re sure
to find Patricia one way or another. And now I’m worried that they
may go to the middle school for Caroline. What shall I do? Should I
send her to school anyway?”

Linder hesitated. “She
won’t be safe there if you do,” he said.

“But what reason can
I give to keep her? She’ll surely want to go.”

“I suppose you’re
right,” he agreed, “and the school will check on her if doesn’t
show up. No, let her go there. I’ll think of something else.”

Linder hung up the
receiver and stepped out onto the curb, where Jay was waiting in the
company’s SUV. Once aboard, he told Jay a carefully edited version
of his relationship with the Kendalls that omitted any reference to
his work for the DSS. Then he told Jay to stop the vehicle just
before entering the highway onramp toward Heber.

“Listen, it’s only
8:15,” he told Jay. “Patricia’s job starts at nine. We might
still be able to catch her at home if she’s as hung over as I
expect she’ll be. Sharon said the agents didn’t have her new
address, so there’s not much risk of bumping into the DSS there
yet. But if we see any sign of trouble, we can abort. Are you game?”

“Let’s try it,”
Jay replied with grim determination.

They turned north
toward Coalville and, on arriving in town, found no signs of
stakeouts anywhere near Patricia’s rental house.

“Drop me off on the
next street. I’ll go in through the back just to be safe,” Linder
instructed.

But he came back a few
minutes later empty-handed.

“Nobody at home.
Either they got to her or she’s left for work,” Linder reported.
“Let’s beat it in case they’re one step behind us.”

“Where to?” Jay
asked, as stoic as before. “Didn’t you say she works at the
Wanship truck depot? Do you think we still have a shot at catching
her there?”

Linder looked at his
watch.

“Almost nine-thirty.
Even if the feds haven’t arrived there and we found her in time, we
wouldn’t get far. Every inch of the place is covered by security
cameras; they’d be right on our tail. No, I’m afraid we’ve lost
Patricia for now. But I have another idea. Hang a right on 100th
East. We’re going to the middle school.”

A few minutes later,
they arrived at the school just in time to notice a blue government
sedan outside the front entrance with a shaven-headed driver asleep
at the wheel.

“Keep going around
the back,” he directed. The middle school’s rear parking lot held
only a scattering of beat-up pickups, minivans, and school buses,
with not a government sedan or SUV in sight. Jay parked between two
minivans only a few spaces from the fire lane.

“Okay, I need you to
wait here and look inconspicuous,” he added. “If I’m not out in
five minutes, you’re free to go on to Heber without me. But as soon
as you see me come out, I want you to pull up to the curb and prepare
for a fast getaway. Got it?”

“Are you nuts?” Jay
asked in disbelief, at last questioning Linder’s instructions. “Do
you really think you can go in there, find the Kendall girl, and
bring her out just like that, in five minutes?”

“I already know where
her classroom is,” Linder answered. “I just need to find a way in
and catch some good luck on the way out.”

“Even if you get
inside, what makes you think the girl would agree to go with you or
that the school would let her?” Jay pressed. “How old is she,
anyway?”

“Fourteen. But you
don’t know Caroline. I think she’ll come,” he replied. “And I
couldn’t forgive myself if I didn’t try.”

“I still think you’re
crazy,” Jay answered at last. “But I’m with you.”

“Okay, here goes.”

Without another word,
Linder fished a hard hat and a set of blue coveralls out from under
his seat and pulled them on. Then he withdrew a pair of sunglasses
from his daypack along with an improvised mouthpiece that completely
altered his bite and jawline. The combined effect rendered him nearly
unrecognizable.

Linder left the SUV,
picked up a toolbox from the cargo bed, and approached one of the
school’s twin back exits. There he went to work pretending to
scrape excess caulking from around the doors’ heavy glass panels.
Within a minute or two, a woman in high heels and a business suit
opened the door from inside, stepped around Linder to leave the
building, and paid him no attention at all as he caught the open door
and slipped inside.

Upon entering, he
scanned the empty halls for surveillance cameras and fire alarms.
Finding none of the former but one of the latter located within easy
reach, Linder approached the fire alarm and pulled hard. Though the
electronic siren nearly deafened him, he stood aside in the corridor
and waited for students and teachers to stop work, leave their
classrooms and march toward the exits.

The luck he had hoped
for arrived before long in the form of Caroline Kendall’s seventh
grade math class. Linder waited for Caroline to pass, then stepped in
just behind her and shouted directly into her ear above the din.

“It’s me, Tom,”
he said. “Keep walking next to me. Something’s happened to your
mother and she needs your help. There’s no time to ask permission
to leave. I can explain later. When we get outside, follow five paces
behind me, and then get in the SUV beside me. Please, Caroline, trust
me just this one time.”

Jay pulled up the
moment Linder reached the curb and both he and Caroline made such a
smooth departure that nobody in the milling crowd seemed to notice
them. When they rounded the corner in front of the school, the
shaven-headed driver in the government sedan was still fast asleep.

Once past the sedan,
Linder turned to Caroline with a solemn face.

“Is my mom hurt?”
Caroline asked at once.

“It’s nothing
medical, but it’s just as serious,” he began. “You see, federal
agents showed up at the sheriff’s office this morning asking about
your mother and you. They went to Mrs. Unger’s, too, but she sent
them away empty-handed. I tried to reach your mother before she left
for work but we got there too late. We have to assume the agents have
found her by now.”

Caroline looked too
dazed to speak. Linder continued.

“Now that Kamas
revolt has been crushed, the government is rounding up everybody on
their watch list. Your mother’s name is on that list, along with
yours and mine and Jay’s. By the way, Jay’s the one driving. He
and I work together at the vitamin factory.”

“Hi, Caroline,” Jay
called out from the driver’s seat. “Sorry for putting you on the
spot.”

“Hi,” she replied
warily.

“Anyway, Jay and I
are heading east to find a way out of the country,” Linder went on.
“I’ve got an idea to escape to Europe through the Great Lakes the
way you and your mother did. If that doesn’t work, I have friends
and relatives who might be able to take care of us until we find
another way out. The question is this: will you come with us or would
you rather have us take you back to school to face the future here
with your mother? I know it’s a lot to ask of someone your age, but
after thinking about our conversation last night, I wanted to offer
you the choice. We don’t have much time, so you’ll need to decide
pretty quickly...”

He waited for Caroline
to answer. When she did, her composure surprised him.

“I like you, Tom, but
how do I know you are telling me the truth?” she asked, looking him
straight in the eye.

Linder gave an amused
laugh but cut it short when Jay shot him a reproving look.

“Okay, that’s a
fair question,” he said, trying to think of a persuasive answer.
“Let’s see. If you’re not sure you believe me, how about if we
call Mrs. Unger? Would that help?”

Caroline nodded. “Yes,
let’s do that,” she answered.

“What if they have
your landlady’s phones tapped?” Jay cautioned.

“We might still be
okay if we call from a pay phone and keep the call short,” Linder
mused.

“There’s a pay
phone by the gas station at Silver Creek Junction, if that helps,”
Jay offered.

“Good, that’s not
far,” Linder replied. “Now, Caroline,” he went on, “when you
get on the line with Mrs. Unger, it’s important to ask your
question as quickly as you can and then get off once you have her
answer. If you stay on too long or say too much, State Security might
be able to find us. Do you think you can do that?”

“I think so,” the
girl replied.

Before long, they
pulled up behind the gas station and Linder led Caroline to the
phone. Jay remained in the SUV and watched anxiously through the
window.

Sharon Unger picked up
on the second ring.

“Hi, Mrs. Unger. It’s
me, Caroline,” the girl began. “I’m calling from the school
infirmary because I have a fever and the nurse wants to send me home.
But when I called Mom at work, they said she left with some men from
the government and I could tell from her voice that she was pretty
worried about it. Can you tell me—did any government men come to
your house looking for us? Cause if they did, I know another place
where I’ll be safe and I’ll go there instead. Please, Mrs. U., I
need you to tell me the truth, please.”

Linder could hear the
anguished sigh on the other end of the line.

“Oh, you poor
creature, I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you about it before. Yes,
they did come this morning. So, no, don’t come back here. Stay
right where you are and...”

“I need to ask one
more question, Mrs. U. Is the reason you let me stay with you last
night because my mother was drunk? Please, I need to know the truth.”

A long pause followed.

“I’m afraid so,
kitten.”

“Don’t worry, Mrs.
U. I’ll be fine,” Caroline replied, then quickly hung up.

With a quavering voice,
she asked Linder, “You were there with her. Did you see her...that
way?

Linder nodded.

“And you left her
like that?” she pressed.

“I learned a long
time ago not to stay where I’m not wanted,” he replied with a
sorrow he could not hide.

“Then take me with
you,” she announced. “I can’t bear it, either.”


* * *

Patricia Kendall
opened her eyes and felt as if they had nearly dried shut. When she
tried to raise her head from the pillow, her temples throbbed as if
she had been clubbed. Off in the distance, she thought she heard
knocking and a voice that resembled Warren’s, but the concentration
it demanded made her nauseous. So she buried her head in the pillow
and went back to sleep.

The next time she
awoke, the knocking at the door was louder and the sunlight at the
curtained window brighter, but her headache had subsided. Still
groggy, she rolled onto her back and cast the pillow aside. But when
she heard footsteps on the parquet floor leading to her bedroom, her
head cleared almost at once, and she became fully alert to every
sight and sound around her.

“Who is it?” she
called out.

No answer.

“I can hear you,”
she continued. “Who’s there?”

There was a measured
rap at the bedroom door. Patricia held her breath as the door slowly
opened. A moment later she let out a surprised gasp upon finding
Roger Kendall standing at the threshold.

At first, the shock of
seeing her husband made her reconsider whether she was truly awake or
hallucinating from too much gin, or perhaps the sudden lack of it.
But her pounding headache, dry eyes, woolly mouth, and the room’s
stale air convinced her that this was no dream. She glanced at the
window one more time until the sun’s glare hurt her eyes.

Roger’s gaunt frame
and pallid, drawn, and leathery face shocked her. His blue eyes, once
his most attractive feature, had turned watery, and held the haunted
look of a beaten man. The veneer of civilization had peeled away and
his self-assured, lawyerly smile had been replaced by a brutish leer.
This was no longer the Roger she knew.

“Hello, Patricia,”
he greeted her as he stepped forward and pulled aside the curtains to
let in the sunlight.

As he sat beside her on
the bed and reached for her hand, she recoiled. The new Roger,
twisted and broken by his time in the Yukon, evoked both pity and
fear. While she pitied him for his suffering and loss, she feared
even more what he might be capable of doing, now that he had returned
from the outer limits of survival. Was he here of his own accord or
had he been directed to find her?

Still confused and
disoriented at his appearance in her house, having counted Roger dead
for a second time, suddenly Patricia remembered the letter she had
written to him two nights before, still tucked in the borrowed book
on the kitchen counter. In that moment, she felt a mounting tension
between her spousal loyalty toward Roger, tinged with compassion for
him, and her natural instinct to protect herself and her daughter.
While it seemed clear that she must break free from Roger once and
for all, she hesitated without quite knowing why.

“Sorry to barge in on
you like this. It must come as quite a shock,” Roger spoke on as he
stepped away from the window.

“Your postcard said
you were at Kamas,” she replied in a low monotone. “I heard very
few survived there.”

Roger gave a dismissive
laugh that showed stained and broken teeth.

“There was a prisoner
exchange. They let a handful of us leave before the attack. So, it
seems State Security hasn’t given up on you and me quite yet. How
about that?” he added with a smirk. “But first things first.
Let’s make some coffee, shall we? Do you have any in the house?”

Patricia pulled herself
up in bed and sat with her back to the bedstead, putting some
distance between her and her husband.

“I’ll make some for
you,” she replied. She slid out of bed on the side opposite Roger
as he cast a knowing glance at the empty gin bottle on the floor.
“I’ll be back in a jiffy,” she added, and slipped into the
bathroom. She emerged a minute or two later wearing a wrapper and
looking as fresh as she could manage.

Once in the kitchen,
she dropped the borrowed book into her handbag while her husband’s
head was turned and measured out a teaspoon of instant coffee into
each of two mugs while water heated on the stove. Though Roger took a
seat at the kitchen table, Patricia remained standing by the stove.

“The men who brought
me here told me a little of what you and Caroline have been through
while I was away,” he remarked. “I can’t blame you for being
less than thrilled at seeing me. Tell me, did any of my letters get
through?”

“Not a one,” she
answered.

“Nor yours. And has
anyone told you where I was sent before Kamas?”

“Not a word.”

“All right, then,
I’ll get to the point,” Roger continued. “In January, I was
dying a slow death in a camp hospital in the northern Yukon, when
suddenly one morning someone stuck an IV in my arm and a feeding tube
up my nose. The next thing I knew, I was on a medevac flight to the
regional hospital in Yellowknife.

“A few weeks later,
when I recovered enough to hold a conversation, I received a visit
from my old interrogator, a fair-haired snake-in-the-grass who went
by the name of Dennis. According to Dennis, State Security had
located a trust account that your father opened at a Swiss bank and
wanted you and Caroline, as the trust’s sole beneficiaries, to
appear in Basel to claim the funds. It seems they had already filed
suit in the Swiss courts on your behalf but couldn’t take it any
further without a personal appearance. And because you had already
refused, they offered to release me if I could persuade you to
reconsider.”

Patricia Kendall
recognized the tension behind her husband’s glib smile and felt her
blood run cold at seeing how completely Roger had fallen into step
with the DSS’s objectives. Mercifully, the whistle of the teakettle
interrupted her thoughts.

“What else did they
offer you, Roger?” she asked without emotion as she poured hot
water into Roger’s mug. When it was filled, her husband reached out
to take it from her hand. Instead, she set it before him on the
table.

“If you and Caroline
agree to appear in Basel and make whatever claims the government
tells you to make, they’ll pay you a ten percent finder’s fee of
whatever they recover from your father’s accounts under the tax
fraud provisions of the Internal Revenue Code. On top of that,
they’ll let the three of us stay overseas with no further pursuit
by the DSS.”

Now Patricia filled her
own mug, leaving it on the counter to cool.

“Ten percent?” she
replied coldly. “How generous they are with my father’s money.”

“I understand,
Patricia, but there’s more to their offer than just money,” Roger
urged. “Our passports would be reinstated and we would each have a
multiple entry and exit visa to come and go from the States if we
wanted. Depending on our level of cooperation, they might even vacate
our convictions and restore our civil rights so that I could qualify
for a license to do business in America again.”

“And if we refuse?”

Roger’s eyes turned
hard. “Then, if you’re lucky, you and Caroline will spend the
rest of your lives in this flyspeck of a town, or in another labor
camp. And I’ll be on the next transport back to the Yukon with
what’s left of the Kamas rebels. You see, unless we help the DSS
help themselves to your father’s money, they have absolutely no use
for us.”

For a brief moment,
still dazed by Roger’s appearance and the terms of his offer,
Patricia wavered and reached for her mug to take a sip. But when she
gazed into Roger’s hollow yellow eyes she knew that, in a land
where the government had the power to separate husband from wife in
more ways than by divorce, the man before her was no longer her
husband. He had come to Coalville not to liberate her, but to save
himself and curry favor with his tormentors at her expense. Though
tempted by the promise of release, her intuition told her not to
trust Roger, just as it had once warned her not to accompany him to
Beirut.

“All right, if what
you say is true, then time would be on our side, wouldn’t it?”
she challenged. “Until I show up in court, their case goes nowhere
and the government gets nothing, am I right? So why not bide our time
and see if they sweeten their offer?”

“Because these people
are utterly ruthless, Patricia,” Roger answered, his eyes wide with
fear. “If you don’t do exactly what they want, they’ll send you
back behind the wire and put their offer to Caroline next. If she
refuses, you’ll both be put through bloody hell until you give in
or die.”

“Already been there,”
she replied doggedly.

“That’s exactly my
point,” he argued. “Why risk subjecting yourselves to all that
again? Why not let them have the damned money while we seize the
chance to go free? After all, it was never your money and most of it
wasn’t your father’s, either. Hell, the lion’s share of it was
looted from the downtown banks.”

“That is simply not
true,” Patricia bristled. “Father always kept the family’s
trusts segregated from the Movement’s funds. The Eaton trusts have
been handed down to benefit future generations. The government has no
right to them, nor do I have a right to give them away. If Caroline
or I don’t come forward to claim our portion, the trustees will
seek out beneficiaries from other branches of the family.”

“Don’t be
pigheaded, Patricia,” Roger persisted. “How could any sum of
money be worth condemning Caroline to captivity?”

Ever the litigator,
Roger came up with one new argument after another, playing artfully
on his wife’s conflicted feelings. At last, she agreed to accompany
him to the courthouse in Heber for a brief meeting, solely to verify
the terms of the government’s offer, and more for Caroline’s sake
than for her own.

“We can stop for
breakfast on the way, if you like, or have a nice lunch in Heber
afterward,” he offered cheerily once she had agreed. “The DSS
even lent me one of their cars to use, now that I’m out on parole
like you and Caroline.”

Despite her misgivings
about Roger’s motives and her deep distrust of the DSS, Patricia
changed clothes for the trip to Heber, intending to return long
before the time came to pick up Caroline from school. When she called
in sick at work, her boss seemed unusually nervous and acted as if he
had been expecting her call. The DSS must have already spoken to him,
she thought.

Roger and Patricia had
nearly reached Silver Creek Junction in his government sedan before
either of them spoke.

“So tell me, how have
you and Caroline been getting along in Coalville since your release?”
he asked to break the silence.

“We’re adjusting,”
she answered guardedly. “Caroline is doing well in school. And I
have a job that pays enough to keep a roof over our heads.”

“Glad to hear that.
And how do you find the natives here?”

“Nice enough,” she
answered. “They’ve been decent to us.”

“By any chance, have
you come across anyone you knew from before?” he asked next.

She shook her head and
murmured a no.

“Any visitors come
through town looking for you?” he persisted.

“No, why?” she
answered.

“I had the most
extraordinary experience in the camp hospital,” he replied. “I
met another prisoner from Cleveland who claimed to know you.”

Patricia sensed that
Roger was watching her closely for a reaction but she offered none.

“When I met him,”
he continued, “I thought I was going to die within days and asked
him to find you and help you and Caroline if he ever got out. A few
months later, the man escaped. I always wondered if he kept his
promise.”

“What was his name?”
Patricia asked.

“Linder. Warren
Linder,” he answered.

Patricia swallowed
hard.

“I knew a Warren
Linder when I was a girl but I’m sure I haven’t seen him here,”
she declared under Roger’s watchful gaze.

“Have you come across
someone by the name of Horvath?

“Well, as a matter of
fact, yes,” she replied after a pause. “A man by that name helped
us find a new place to stay when we had trouble with our landlord.
Why do you ask?”

“Nice try, Patricia,
but it’s written all over our face. Linder and Horvath are the same
man and you know it,” he accused.

Patricia did her best
to remain expressionless.

“Well, I’ll be
damned,” Roger said excitedly. “Of all the places!”

“Whatever you might
think about Tom Horvath, I want you to promise you won’t say a word
about him to your friends in the government,” Patricia shot back.
“I will not repay a kindness by letting any harm come to that man.”

“Oh, I don’t need
to say anything to them. Either he’s Linder or he’s not. Of
course, I’d know right away if I saw him. But so will the
Department. And I’d hate to be in his shoes when they catch up with
him, though the bastard deserves every bit of it for what he did to
us.”

“What nonsense are
you talking now?” Patricia scolded. “What could Tom Horvath ever
have done to us?

“If Horvath didn’t
tell you his real name was Warren Linder, then I don’t suppose he
would have told you Linder was the undercover operative who came to
your father’s apartment in Beirut disguised as the Mormon rebel Joe
Tanner.”

Patricia’s eyes
widened involuntarily as she realized that this must have been what
Linder had tried to tell her the night before.

“Listen, Patricia,”
Roger went on, “I got all this straight from Linder’s mouth. It
seems he was roped into going to Beirut at the last minute to meet
with your father and me. But the operation failed to go down as
planned. And while he and your father were out on the veranda alone,
your father offered to turn himself in if the DSS would leave the
rest of us alone. Against orders, Linder agreed to pass his offer
along but, when his superiors learned of it, they were furious and
accused him of conspiring to aid the insurgency.”

Patricia looked away.

“Poor bastard,”
Roger reflected, “now I see why Linder went so soft-headed when we
were in the hospital together. He already knew you from before.”

In that moment,
Patricia Kendall realized that, despite Linder’s having come to
meet her father in disguise as Joe Tanner, it had never been his
intention to capture them. On the contrary, if he had been allowed to
deliver her father’s message, she and Caroline and Roger might
still be living peacefully in London. Instead, Linder, too, had been
arrested and subjected to the very same treatment as Roger. But
unlike her husband, whom captivity had corrupted, Linder had never
caved in under pressure and, having escaped the camps, had even
risked his life to come to her aid.

Now, she realized, her
best hope for the future lay not in Roger’s self-serving proposal
to meet with DSS lawyers, but in returning to Coalville, warning
Linder, and perhaps even fleeing with him if it were not already too
late.

“Stop the car,” she
ordered. “We’re going back.”

“What on earth are
you talking about?” Roger objected.

“I said turn around,”
she repeated.

“We can’t turn
around,” he answered, holding fast to the wheel. “They’re
expecting us.”

“I don’t care. Take
me back. Now!”

“You don’t
understand, Patricia,” Roger answered, his voice taking on a
pleading tone. “When I said they would go after Caroline if you
refused, that was no figure of speech. Dennis drove over to the
Middle School to pick her up before you and I left the house. You’ve
got to do what they want or they’ll send her back to Kamas. Alone.
Without you or anyone else to protect her.”

All at once Patricia
felt as if her head would split.

In a sudden fit of
rage, she seized the steering wheel with both hands and wrenched it
toward her so that the sedan veered onto the right shoulder. Roger
wrestled it back and now the car swerved left across both lanes and
ran off the road, careening down a steep embankment. It came to a
sudden stop amid a jagged rock formation, where it burst into flames
and burned with an all-consuming heat.


* * *

Jay Becker drove past
the crash site a half hour later and watched a fire crew finish
dousing the smoke and flames. Paramedics carried two stretchers
toward the ambulance, each bearing a corpse in a zippered body bag.

“Looks like a
government sedan,” Jay observed. “Poor slobs, probably choked on
their doughnuts.”

“Don’t slow down,”
Linder urged. “Let’s get past.”

A sudden feeling of
melancholy struck Linder as he watched the stretchers and he felt an
odd sense of loss without knowing why. He glanced behind him to
Caroline and noticed a dejected look on her face.

When they reached the
deserted supermarket parking lot where they were to meet their
underground contacts, Linder got out of the pickup and addressed
Caroline through her open window.

“Each of us will
travel separately now,” he said, placing both his hands over hers
on the door’s windowsill. “In a few days, we’ll all meet again
in North Dakota and stay with Jay’s people until we figure out what
to do next,” he explained. “I know some folks on the Great Lakes
who might get us aboard a freighter to Europe. Give it some thought
and we’ll talk more when we’re together again.”

Without further
leave-taking, Linder pressed his hand to Caroline’s cheek with a
reassuring smile before crossing the lot to an old black SUV with
tinted windows where a prosperous-looking couple in their mid-sixties
awaited him. He climbed into the back seat and introduced himself as
Tom while Jay parked the company pickup and Caroline was led off to
another waiting vehicle. The couple in the black SUV, whose names
were Ted and Joan, said little and seemed very anxious to get
started. As the SUV left the parking lot, Linder removed pen and
paper from his breast pocket and wrote hastily.

“Dear Ruth: Tell
April I will come for her soon. She should watch for me outside the
Rapid Transit Station on her way to or from work and be ready to
leave at a moment’s notice.”

He folded the paper,
sealed it in an envelope, and addressed it to his cousin in Cleveland
before handing it forward to Ted.

“Would you mind
dropping this into a mailbox before we get too far?” he asked Ted.

“Sure thing,” the
driver replied as he accepted the letter. “I know just the place.
But for now, I need you to lie on the floor and pull this blanket
over you. And don’t move or say a word till I say so.”

A few minutes later,
the car stopped.

“Okay, you can get up
and stretch now, but keep the windows closed and stay inside the
car,” Ted instructed.

Linder saw that they
were parked outside a convenience store equipped with gas pumps,
phone booth and a mailbox. Joan stepped out to mail the letter while
Ted turned around in his seat to instruct Linder in how to lift the
rear seat and enter a hidden compartment large enough to conceal a
grown man with ample room to spare.

“Don’t worry,”
Ted assured Linder with a smile. “It’s well ventilated and you
won’t be in there for long. Once we get through the next couple of
towns, you can come out again. We won’t be using the Interstate, so
it’s going to be a long drive.”

“I’ve done worse,”
Linder answered with a gentle laugh and lowered himself into the dark
compartment.
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History never repeats itself but it often rhymes. Mark Twain


MID-OCTOBER, CLEVELAND, OHIO

Warren Linder downed
the last of his lukewarm coffee and stared out the windshield of his
ancient minivan into the predawn gloom. Half a block ahead was the
floodlit steel-and-glass head house of the West 25th Street commuter
rail station, tucked behind Cleveland’s West Side Market. The
market, an immense yellow-brick cathedral of a building with
barrel-vaulted ceilings and a 130-foot clock tower built shortly
before the World War I, represented the focal point of Cleveland’s
historic Ohio City neighborhood, founded nearly a century before.

On entering the
neighborhood, Linder observed with sadness the broken windows, vacant
storefronts, and heaps of trash that showed how far this sooty
wasteland had fallen. He recalled from his schoolboy days that St.
John’s Episcopal Church, only a few streets away, was one of the
final stops of the original Underground Railroad in northeastern Ohio
during Civil War I. That the New Underground Railroad had brought him
to Ohio City was no coincidence, he mused, and felt renewed gratitude
for the volunteers who had helped him at each stage of his trip east,
just as they assisted many others fleeing the modern-day slavery of
the Unionist labor camps.

Linder had picked up
the minivan in Detroit, where Caroline Kendall joined him for the
drive to Cleveland. Caroline lay asleep in the back seat while he
watched and waited. From his cousin Ruth’s final posting on the
refugee locator board, he knew that his sister April now worked at a
public high school near the West Side Market and that she commuted to
it by the Cleveland Rapid Transit Red Line. The high school, once a
private Jesuit school for young men famous in the city for its
successful athletic programs, had been renamed for the
President-for-Life the year before.

Linder shook himself
awake and looked at his watch. It was a few minutes past seven and
classes started at eight. Since it was only a ten-minute walk along
Lorain Avenue from the station to the school, April would likely pass
the minivan some time in the next half hour. With the arrival of each
commuter train, a growing number of teenagers carrying book bags
emerged from the station.

Linder reached for
Caroline’s ankle and gave it a gentle tug.

“Time to wake up,
Caroline,” he announced gently. “She’ll be coming out soon. Do
you remember what you’re supposed to do?”

“Yeah, I guess so,”
she answered in a sleepy voice.

“Why don’t you
repeat it to me one more time, just to be sure.”

“When you point out
your sister, I’m supposed to follow her to the market hall. Then I
need to get her attention just before we reach the first entrance to
the hall on the right,” Caroline replied.

“What are you going
to tell her?”

“I’m going to say
‘I have news from Warren and would you please come inside.’ Then,
once we’re in, I’ll tell her that you’re waiting for us in the
van. Whether she comes with me or not, I go out the opposite side of
the building into the alley. Then I turn right until I hit West 24th
Street and then right again to come back to the van.”

“Bravo,” Linder
replied. “And don’t forget to give April a big smile. Once you do
that, it’s a cinch she’ll follow you.”

A few minutes later,
another group of students emerged from the brightly lit head house,
and so did a dark-haired woman in a navy pea coat and matching knit
hat with a book bag slung over her shoulder.

“That’s April,”
Linder declared with suppressed excitement. “Now go get her. But if
she won’t come, don’t argue—just break off and come right back
here, okay?”

“Got it,” Caroline
replied, locking onto her target. A moment later, she rolled the
minivan door shut behind her and set off in pursuit.

Linder watched Caroline
close in on the woman in the pea coat and, for a moment, he worried
that he might have misidentified her. But then the woman turned her
head to listen to Caroline and Linder breathed a sigh of relief at
recognizing his sister. As requested, April promptly followed
Caroline into the Market Hall and the next few minutes passed with
agonizing slowness as Linder scanned the streets and alleys for signs
of surveillance. Finally, he spotted the two women in his rear view
mirror and started the engine.

Caroline opened the
front passenger door and stood beside April as she peered inside the
van.

“Warren? Is that
really you?” came his sister’s anxious voice.

“It’s me, all
right,” he answered, choking back his tears. “Now get in and give
me a hug.”

Caroline, showing a
presence of mind that had often surprised Linder, closed the
passenger door behind April and looked up and down the street before
hopping in the back seat. She waited until the siblings finished
their hug before she spoke.

“Shouldn’t we be
going now?” she asked. “You’re making me nervous.”

Linder laughed as he
reached down to put the car in gear. Once in motion, he glanced
frequently in his sister’s direction as if to make sure she were
still there.

“I received your
messages but I hardly dared hope I’d ever see you again,” April
told her brother, laughing and crying at the same time. “Is it true
you escaped from a prison camp, or were you let out on parole? I
heard there might have been an amnesty.”

“Not for me,” he
said. “Escape was my only option. And now that I’m out, I intend
to keep moving till I’m free. Together with you, if you’ll come.”

April looked at him as
if he had just landed from Mars. Linder pretended not to notice the
troubled look in her eyes as he turned onto Lorain Avenue toward the
Northeast Freeway.

“But that’s
impossible,” she replied a pause. “It would be suicide even to
try. Everyone knows Homeland Security has the borders completely
sealed.”

“No more impossible
than my being here in Cleveland,” he asserted. “I got this far,
didn’t I? Listen, I don’t see this as a suicide mission at all.
If I did, I wouldn’t be asking you and Caroline to come with me.”

“Hey, can we talk
about this over breakfast,” Caroline broke in. “I’m starving.”

“Sure, after we get
on the freeway and put a little distance between us and downtown,”
Linder replied. “But we’ll all have to put on disguises whenever
we leave the car in case there are surveillance cameras around. Why
don’t you show April how to wear hers while I drive.”


* * *

They stopped to buy
breakfast from the drive-through window of a family restaurant near
the airport. From there, Linder drove April and Caroline on to
Strongsville, a bedroom community about ten miles further south,
where he dropped them at one of many low-priced motels near the
junction of Interstate 71 and the Ohio Turnpike. After giving April
cash to book a room, he instructed them to stay indoors until he
returned that evening. Next, he searched for a pay phone to call Jay
Becker, who awaited his call in a town a hundred miles to the west.

Linder found a pay
phone in the lobby of a truck stop a quarter mile away and placed the
call. Jay answered on the third ring. After each man each gave a
prearranged greeting to verify that he was not under hostile control,
Jay spoke first.

“The competition paid
a visit to Dad at the office two days ago,” he reported. “They
also visited the folks we stayed with in my home town. But it doesn’t
sound like they know what we’re up to, judging from the kinds of
questions they asked. Of course, they’ll be looking in the usual
places, but if you’re careful, you ought not to run into problems.
How soon do you think you’ll need me?”

“We’re on
schedule,” Linder answered. “Let’s meet tonight as planned.”

Linder hung up the
phone, checked his watch, and continued south on Route 42 for another
15 miles before turning onto a county road and from there onto a
one-lane dirt road. No more than twin tire tracks in the dirt and a
center strip of tall grass, the road led through rolling pasture and
up a steep rise to a deserted farmhouse flanked by a dilapidated red
barn and a pair of small sheds. This was the place Yost had described
to him in their final conversation before the avalanche.
Perpendicular rows of tall poplars screened the farmstead to the
north and west, while an untended apple orchard obstructed views to
the south.

Linder parked behind
the barn and circled it on foot before tugging at the handle of a
Dutch door beside the larger main door. The door would not budge. Nor
would the main door, which had jumped its track. He gave the barnyard
a long searching look, as if to commit its features to memory, before
heading back to the van.

Before he traveled more
than a few steps, a gruff voice called out from one of the sheds.

“Raise your hands and
turn around slowly.”

The voice was muffled
but sounded oddly familiar. Linder turned around and faced the shed,
watching a man approach from out of the shadows with a pistol raised
and pointed at his heart. His jaw dropped when he saw that the man
was Charlie Yost.

“Yes, it’s me. And
I’m not a ghost,” Yost assured him as he tucked the .45 caliber
autoloader into his waistband.

Linder stepped forward
to embrace Yost, who had regained some of his lost weight and now
looked like a stern old Ohio farmer in his rust-colored twill hunting
jacket and plaid hunting cap. Linder grasped him by his sinewy
shoulders and examined him at arm’s length.

“But I saw you fall
in the avalanche,” Linder protested, his feelings a mixture of joy
and confusion. “We searched every inch of it for you.”

“You gave up too
soon,” Yost said with a forgiving laugh. “When I came around, you
were already gone. Fortunately, I had enough air around my face to
breathe and was able to work my hands free and dig myself out. But my
knee was twisted and I couldn’t hope to catch up. The next day,
some Dene natives hunting elk in the next valley spotted my tracks
and took me with them.”

“But how did you make
it all the way to Cleveland?” Linder asked.

“When my knee got
better, the Dene helped me find my way to Great Slave Lake. From
there, I cadged rides on freight trains and trucks to Toronto, where
I have friends from the old days.”

“Amazing,” Linder
commented, shaking his head. “But how did you happen to be waiting
here today, of all days?” Are you really that lucky or did you know
I was coming?”

“It was a little bit
of luck and a lot of patience,” Yost answered. “I thought you
might try to reach Patricia Kendall if you survived the trip, so I
did some digging to track her down at the Kamas camp. But she’d
already been released and, before I could reach her, I learned that
you had fled Utah with Caroline and that Roger and Patricia were
dead.”

“Patricia dead?”
The news staggered Linder. “How?”

“She and Roger died
in a car crash near Coalville a day or two after the camp fell,”
Yost answered. “Earlier that morning, Roger had called someone in
Cleveland to say that he and Patricia would be leaving for
Switzerland soon to claim what remained of the Eaton trusts. That’s
all I know.”

“But Roger was behind
the wire at Kamas when they leveled the place,” Linder protested.
“It doesn’t make sense that he could have gotten out.”

“As it turns out,
they released him just before the attack on the camp, so he could
make one last pass at his wife’s money.”

Linder’s mind reeled
at the news.

“But why even
bother?” Linder asked. “Roger must have known that Philip had
spent nearly all he owned on the insurgency.”

“Unless you count the
money Philip left in Ohio.”

“You mean to say the
story about hiding a portion of what he took from the Cleveland banks
is really true?”

“If you didn’t
believe me when I told you about it the first time, why did you
bother coming here?” Yost asked.

“Hope springs
eternal, I suppose,” Linder answered with a shrug. “I had to see
for myself.”

“And maybe take some
of it with you?” Yost asked.

“A little travel
money would come in handy right about now,” Linder confessed.

“Come along, then,
partner,” Yost beckoned as he took a step toward the barn. “We’ll
do a quick inspection of the cache and then I’ll tell you how we’re
going to get it out of here. There’s lots to be done and not much
time to do it.”


* * *

It was early
afternoon by the time they left the farm in Linder’s minivan,
turned back toward the city, and stopped for sandwiches. To Linder,
Charlie Yost’s reappearance was nothing short of a miracle. Only a
few hours earlier, he had only the vaguest idea of how he might
escape the country. Now, Yost had shared with him a fully developed
plan, complete with all the resources necessary to carry it out. If
it succeeded, not only he and Yost, but also Caroline, April and Jay
would be steaming east toward Lake Ontario and the St. Lawrence River
by bedtime of the following day.

Twenty minutes after
finishing their lunch, the two men drove past the old DSS office at
Hopkins Airport where Linder and Denniston had met on the eve of the
Battle of Cleveland. Spotting the building from the highway, Linder
felt a chill at the thought that someone might be watching him now
from the same window where he and Denniston had stood drinking
coffee.

“Pull off here,”
Yost instructed Linder after they passed the airport. “Let’s find
us a coffee shop.”

“But we just ate,”
Linder objected.

“It’s not for the
food,” Yost replied. “We need a pay phone. You’re going to
place a phone call to your old employer.”

“I’m what?”
Linder exclaimed.

“Stop right there, by
the fried chicken joint. I’ll fill you in on you all you need to
know.”

Once Yost explained his
plan, Linder could not help marveling at its simplicity and how
effectively it exploited weaknesses inherent in the DSS mentality. A
phone call from him to Denniston would present an irresistible
attraction to anyone in the DSS who still followed the case of the
missing Cleveland bank loot.

A few minutes later,
Linder left the minivan and walked into the coffee shop. The pay
phones were at the front, off to the side of the waiting area. He
dialed a toll-free number in northern Virginia and after several
recorded prompts was connected with a live operator.

“I’d like to leave
a message for one of your officers by the name of Neil Denniston,”
Linder said without introducing himself. “Please tell him Warren
Linder called. He’ll know the name. Tell him I have a proposition
for him. I’ll call back tomorrow between noon and one. If he’s
not available, have him leave a message as to when he’ll be free.
Thank you.”

Linder returned to the
car and gave Yost a nod.

“Do you think he’ll
call?” Yost inquired.

“Oh, he’ll call,”
Linder answered, restarting the engine. “There’s no way in the
world the bosses would let Neil miss an opening like that.”

“And do you think
he’ll come?”

“He’ll sure want
to,” Linder replied. “If they don’t send Neil, they’ll send
somebody else.” He paused and gave Yost a searching look. “Here’s
my question to you,” Linder added. “Do you think the plan will
work?”

“I expect some of it
will,” Yost said. “But as they say, no battle plan survives the
first contact with the enemy.”

They drove back onto
the highway and continued south to an industrial area off West 117th
Street, with a variety of electrical, plumbing, and building supply
stores. Moving from one store to another, they purchased an innocuous
assortment of tools and supplies. When they were finished, Yost
looked at his watch.

“All right, that’s
enough for one day. Now, if you don’t mind dropping me at the farm,
you’re free till tomorrow morning.”

“Where do you want to
meet?” Linder asked.

“Meet me at eleven
outside the dollar store on Brookpark. And make sure your people will
be ready to go the moment you come back for them tomorrow afternoon.”


* * *

That evening, Jay
Becker arrived in a 22-foot moving van and settled into a motel a
quarter mile from where April and Caroline had spent the day. Linder
located the hotel and then made a detour to pick up some take-out
Chinese food before heading to Jay’s room. Once inside, the two men
greeted each other warmly and shared stories of their separate travel
to Cleveland. Though Jay expressed suspicion on hearing of Yost’s
appearance at the Medina farm, before long he warmed to the plan that
Linder laid out for the following day and became satisfied with
Linder’s answers to his concerns.

On leaving Jay’s
motel room, Linder returned to April and Caroline with more take-out
food, a sack of magazines and paperback books and a fresh deck of
playing cards. While the day’s activities had left him exhausted
and he was anxious to recover his stamina for the next day’s work,
dinner conversation in the room’s tiny kitchenette soon became
tense, since April and Caroline were eager to learn what Linder had
done all day while they had remained cooped up indoors. At the same
time, Linder was unwilling to confide much about plans for the
morrow, except that April and Caroline could expect him or Jay to
pick them up shortly after dark.

“And then what?”
April challenged as she unpacked the food and laid it out on the
table. “Where are we going? Do you really have a plan for taking us
out of the country or are you just making it up as you go along?”

Caroline looked on
silently from across the table, sharing April’s impatience but
showing in her eyes a desperate will to believe. In a sane world, now
would be the time to inform her of her mother’s death. But Linder
could not bring himself to do it.

“I’m sorry, April,”
Linder said, taking his sister’s hands in his. “I understand how
stressful the waiting must be. But there is a plan, and it’s a good
one. Now that Jay is here, we’ll be setting up everything for
tomorrow night.”

“Setting what up?”
she demanded, pulling her hands free of his. “Where are we going?”

“It’s better if I
don’t tell you,” he replied, because if either of you were caught
and forced to talk, I’d lose any leverage I might have to get you
released.”

“And you really think
you can pull this off, Warren? I need to know, because you’re all
we have to believe in right now, and I need to know that you still
believe in yourself.”

“April, all I can say
is this,” he answered, gripping the back of the chair before him.
“I escaped from a strict-regime camp in the Yukon and walked over a
thousand miles to get here. I’ll find a way where there is no way.
Whoever or whatever has protected me so far, I have faith that it
won’t let me down now.”

And without another
word, he gathered both April and Caroline into his arms and held them
tight, as if he could etch the moment and the feeling of them into
his mind forever.


* * *

Linder spent the
night with April and Caroline in their motel room and rose early. He
found Yost waiting for him at eleven A.M., as planned, outside the
dollar store in the pickup truck that Yost had left at the farm the
previous day. On seeing the minivan approach, Yost parked the pickup
behind the dollar store and left it to join Linder. They role-played
the impending telephone call in the parking lot for nearly an hour
before taking the minivan another mile down the highway to a truck
stop, where a row of pay phones awaited them.

At noon, Linder exited
the van, approached the phone furthest from the gas pumps, and
dialed. He followed the automated prompts until at last he connected
with a live operator.

“Neil Denniston,
please,” he said.

“I’ll connect you
right away,” the operator replied after a brief pause.

“Denniston here,”
came the man’s familiar voice and, for a moment, Linder nearly
forgot his script.

“Hi, Neil, it’s
Warren. Did you get the message I left?”

“Yes,” Denniston
replied with a mix of caution and false bonhomie. “I’m so glad
you’ve decided to be sensible and give yourself up. Where are you
now?”

“You’ll find out
soon enough,” Linder answered. “After we come to terms.”

“You know I can’t
make any promises without getting approval first.”

“I’ve allowed for
that,” Linder said. “Now, here’s what I want from you. I’m
offering you the same deal that Philip Eaton proposed to the
government last year. I’ll surrender, provided that the Department
guarantees amnesty and safe passage for my sister April, Caroline
Kendall and my business partner, Jay Becker, none of whom has
committed any crime other than associating with me.”

“Why should we give
you that when we’re going to capture you all, anyway?” Denniston
boasted. “Besides, Caroline Kendall can leave the country with her
mother and stepfather any time she pleases. They’ve already agreed
to sign over the Eaton trust funds in exchange for exit visas and a
finder’s fee. So you’re not doing the girl any favors by holding
her hostage like this.”

“Patricia and Roger
are dead, Neil, and you know it. Without Caroline, you can’t get at
the trusts. So, cut the crap. Now, what if I were able offer you
something better than the Eaton family trusts? Would a room full of
gold and art objects be enough to change your mind?”

“Ahh, Eaton’s
legendary bank treasure,” Denniston mocked.

“Don’t try that on
me,” Linder snapped. “You and I know it’s real because we both
saw the empty vaults. Now, how would you like to be the one who
finally brings the treasure home to Uncle Sugar?”

“How do I know you’re
not bluffing? We’d need to see it first,” Denniston demanded.

“Understood,”
Linder agreed. “But how do I know you won’t welsh on your side of
the deal once I show it to you?”

“You don’t,”
Denniston answered. “But you ought to know more than anyone that
the DSS couldn’t function if it didn’t make good on its deals
with informants and collaborators. If you lead us to Eaton’s gold
cache, I’ll personally escort you and your people onto the next
commercial flight to wherever you want to go. Why would we need to
keep you once we had the gold?”

Why does a scorpion
sting? Linder wanted to ask, but held his tongue.

“All right then, meet
me tonight in Cleveland,” Linder said after a pause. “Give me a
dial-in number and I’ll call you when I’m ready. Can you be at
Hopkins Airport by seven with a new passport and exit visa for each
of us?”

“The documents will
be a stretch. Better make it eight o’clock,” Denniston proposed
before giving Linder the phone number where he could be reached on
arrival in Cleveland.

“One last thing,”
Linder added. “Feel free to bring as many goons as you please. I
figured you would, anyway.”

Linder hung up the
phone and returned to the car.

“Let’s get out of
here,” he said to Yost on closing the car door.

“Did he take the
bait?” Yost asked.

“All the way,”
Linder replied with a grim smile.

“Fine. Then let’s
rendezvous with your man Jay and head over to the farm,” Yost
responded. “If all goes as planned, we’ll all be steaming
blissfully toward Buffalo by bedtime tonight.”

But Linder felt far
from blissful. While prepared to sacrifice himself, if necessary, to
save the others, he did not feel comfortable with a plan that relied
even indirectly on promises from a professional liar like Denniston.
While Yost’s plan had taken into account a number of ways in which
their deal with the DSS might go awry, Linder knew that Denniston’s
capacity for deceit knew no limits.

The pair linked up with
Jay and his truck in the bedroom community of Brunswick and motored
on through Medina to Yost’s farm, where they spent the entire
afternoon making use of the tools and supplies Linder and Yost had
purchased the day before. As the sun sank toward the horizon, Linder
removed his work gloves and sat on an upturned bucket inside the
barn.

“My God, Charlie,”
he told Yost. “I haven’t worked so hard since I was on your
logging crew in the Yukon. I’m getting too old for this.”

Yost laughed.

“Tell me that when
you’re my age,” he replied before looking at his watch. “Anyway,
we’ve loaded as much as the truck will carry. You go on back and
fetch the women. Jay and I will meet you with the truck at the
rendezvous point at ten to eight for the phone call.”

Linder agreed and drove
the minivan back to the hotel to pick up April and Caroline, who
expressed their relief at seeing him by pelting him with questions.

“Where’s Jay?”
Caroline asked first.

“Is this it?” April
followed. “Are we really leaving?”

“Yes, grab your
things. The van is out front.” Linder replied.

“Can you tell us
where we’re going yet?” Caroline asked, her eyes wide with
excitement.

“I’ll be able to
tell you what’s happening in about an hour,” he told them.
“Meanwhile, let’s get going. We have a date at eight and can’t
afford to miss it.”


* * *

They bought dinner at
the drive-through window of a hamburger eatery and ate hurriedly in
the van. They reached the rendezvous spot, located a short drive west
of the motel, by half past seven. At a quarter before eight, Jay’s
truck had not yet appeared. At eight, still no truck. Linder
considered calling the DSS on his own but decided against it. At
eight fifteen, the truck came into view.

When it pulled up, Jay
dismounted and Linder noticed with alarm that he had come alone.

“Where’s Charlie?”
Linder demanded. “I need to talk to him before I make the call and
it’s already past eight.”

“Never mind the phone
call,” Jay answered. “Just bring April and Caroline and get in
the truck.”

“But that’s all
wrong,” Linder protested. “You were supposed to bring Charlie so
that he and I could go back to the farm while you took the girls up
to Lake Erie. What’s happening here?”

“All of you hop into
the truck and I’ll tell you on the way,” Jay replied, straining
to remain calm. “There’s no time to waste.”

“No, tell me right
now,” Linder insisted. He felt a sudden chill as a strong breeze
hit his back, which was damp with nervous sweat.

“Charlie made the
phone call himself from the farm,” Jay began. “He wants us to go
straight to a boatyard in Vermilion. A launch will pick us up there.
If he can’t join us in time, we’re supposed to go on without him.
He’ll catch up later.”

“Is something wrong?
Is Charlie okay?”

“Charlie’s fine.
I’m sure of it. I can explain everything, but we’ve got to get on
the road fast if we’re going to hit our window.”

Something was amiss. Of
this Linder was certain. He felt a chill breeze at his back once
again and looked up. Heavy gray clouds moved low across the
illuminated night sky like merciless tanks rolling in to crush
everything in their path. But he was not afraid. For reasons he could
not grasp, his intuition told him not to resist the change. Instead,
he rolled open the door to the minivan.

“There’s been a
slight change of plan,” he announced to April and Caroline in a
voice more calm than he had expected. “We’re driving the rest of
the way with Jay. Hop in and squeeze together. It won’t be very
far.”

Caroline hesitated
before stepping onto the pavement. Linder gave her a reassuring look
that seemed to have little effect. Similarly, April’s face was pale
and wore a grim expression as she stepped out of the van.

When they had climbed
into the cab, with Caroline sitting on April’s lap, Linder said,
“It’s going to be okay, now. Really it is.”

And he prayed that he
would not let them down.


* * *

Charlie Yost lay on
his back in a stubble-filled cornfield adjacent to the barn where the
cached bank loot was buried and looked up at the stars. The grass was
dry and the ground was warm but his arms and legs ached as badly as
they ever had after a hard day’s work in the Yukon. At fifty, he
already felt the way he had expected to feel when he reached seventy.
Doubtless the Yukon had shortened his natural life by a decade or
more, but by now he knew that something more was wrong with him than
premature aging. Though he dared not consult a doctor as an escaped
prisoner, it was obvious from his dark urine, swollen lymph nodes,
and the recurrent pains in his lower back and gut that he was
seriously ill.

Glancing at his watch,
Yost saw that it was nearly quarter to nine. Dogs barked in the
distance and shadowy figures in camouflage garb emerged from the tree
line on either side of him. Yost raised himself to his feet and found
himself surrounded by snarling attack dogs. He raised his hands over
his head and froze. Moments later, troops with night vision goggles
approached and snapped leads onto the dogs’ collars.

“Are you Warren
Linder?” one soldier asked before frisking him for weapons.

“That would be me,”
he lied.

“Where’s the gold?”
another demanded.

“Buried under the
barn. I’ll take you to it if you call off the damned dogs,” Yost
offered.

“Lodi Six reporting.
The subject is in custody,” the soldier reported on a handheld
radio. “He claims the goods are hidden in the barn. Request
permission to escort him to the barn to commence search.”

“Denniston here,”
another voice crackled over the radio. “Permission granted. Report
when the goods are located and the site is clear.”

Yost led his captors to
the barn, opened the Dutch door, and offered to enter first. Lodi Six
brushed past him and entered with his night vision goggles lifted and
a brilliant headlamp switched on in their place. Yost followed him
inside the barn, crossed to a spot behind a wooden support column,
and swept away the layer of hay and dirt that concealed a trap door
beneath.

Yost lifted the trap
door and, as he had a moment earlier, offered to enter first. This
time, Lodi Six held him back while other troops shone their headlamps
inside and found a spacious cellar stacked with flat wooden crates,
one of them pried partially open. A headlamp caught the dull glint of
a gold bar.

“Send Buster into the
hole,” Lodi Six ordered, and one of the dog handlers descended the
stairs with a black German Shepherd Dog and issued the command to
search. The dog moved past the gold, approached another stack of
crates, and sat facing it.

“Buster’s alerted
to something. We have a Condition Orange,” the dog handler reported
when he saw Buster sit. “Order the perimeter cleared, pronto.”

The two troops closest
to Yost trained their rifles on him.

“Oh, don’t worry
about that,” Yost told Lodi Six with a knowing smile. “The dog
must have picked up the scent of explosives from some empty mortar
shell crates the team used to pack up the gold. I can show them to
you, if you want.”

But before Lodi Six
could decide whether to take up the offer, he was distracted by a
tall figure wearing a black DSS windbreaker entering the barn. The
troops appeared to recognize him, since each of them, except Lodi
Six, stepped aside when the man approached the trap door to peer
below.

“We have a Condition
Orange down there, sir,” Lodi Six repeated to the official. “Best
not to get any closer till the EOD squad shows up.”

“Neil Denniston here.
DSS,” the officer announced, as if everyone already knew who he
was. “I’ll take over now. First, I’ll need a quick look at
what’s in the hole. Tell me where it’s safe to stand so I can
snap a few photos.”

“Snap all you want,
sir,” Lodi Six replied with obvious reluctance. “Just stay on the
stairway, don’t touch anything, and don’t use a flash. I’ll
shine my headlamp wherever you need it.”

A few moments later,
Denniston emerged from the staircase.

“This is Denniston,”
he announced into his handheld radio. “The goods are secured.
Repeat. The goods are secured. Stand by for EOD clearance.”

Then he turned to Yost,
whose face was still obscured by darkness.

“Outstanding work,
Linder,” Denniston said in a tone laden with sarcasm. “You know,
when we lost Eaton, I doubted we’d ever lay eyes again on what he
stole from the banks. But I’ve got to hand it to Bednarski. It was
his idea to send you up to the Yukon to hobnob with all those
Cleveland militia types. If any of them knew where the loot was
hidden, he figured you’d be the one to find out. Too bad Bob’s no
longer among the living. He would have enjoyed this.”

“You son of a bitch,”
Yost replied. But before he could say more, Denniston’s radio
sputtered to life with a report that two women matching the
descriptions of April Linder and Caroline Kendall had been sighted at
a motel in Strongsville.

“Move in and arrest
them,” Denniston replied over the handheld. Turning to Yost, he
added, “Sorry, but the U.S. government does not make deals with
insurgents.”

As if to taunt him
further, Denniston stepped closer to Yost and shone a flashlight in
his face. But the moment he did, he let out a sharp gasp.

“You’re not
Linder!” he accused. “Where the hell is he? What have you done
with him?”

“He’s out of your
reach,” Yost said.

“Then who the hell
are you?”

“The one who removed
all this from the banks in the first place so you Unionists wouldn’t
get your filthy hands on it,” Yost replied. “Excuse me for not
being who you expected. But since you so obviously never intended to
keep your promise to let our side go free, the deal is off. Game
over, you lose. See you in hell.”

Yost watched
Denniston’s face closely for a sign that he understood he was about
to die. When he saw it, Yost pressed a tiny button on a keychain
transmitter taped to his forearm. Instantly, two hundred kilograms of
high explosives and assorted military ordnance exploded in the cellar
beneath them, vaporizing the few bars of gold and art objects they
had left behind for show, along with the barn itself, the adjacent
farmhouse, and everything else within a hundred meters of where they
stood.


* * *

The moving van was
just west of Elyria when Jay Becker’s illegal police radio scanner
came to life with chatter about a massive explosion at a farm a few
miles northwest of Chippewa Lake in Medina County.

Linder made eye contact
with Jay as he listened to police, fire, and emergency medical
response units describe the explosion and the resulting casualties.

“Did he tell you why
he stayed?” he asked Jay.

“Charlie was tired,”
Jay replied. “He wanted you and Caroline to get away clean. And he
wanted to end the search for the Eaton treasure once and for all.”

“So the stuff we left
behind…?”

“Whatever didn’t
fit in the truck we put back in the hole. If they think the way we
expect they will, the DSS will conclude we destroyed the entire cache
to keep it out of their hands.”

“And did Charlie say
anything else I should know about?”

“Well, he didn’t
say it in so many words,” Jay added, “but I got the impression
that Charlie saw you taking up where Philip Eaton left off. Not just
as Caroline’s guardian, but as guardian of the resistance.”

Caroline gave April a
searching look and April took the girl’s hand in hers.

“Hell, I’m just an
ordinary guy,” Linder demurred. “Eaton was a giant.”

“Then grow into it,”
Jay urged with uncharacteristic fervor. “Eaton and Yost are gone.
You’re all we’ve got.”

On hearing Jay Becker’s
words, Linder thought back to his meeting with Philip Eaton in Beirut
and his first contact with Yost in the Yukon. Suddenly he understood
what the two men had aimed to achieve. From the beginning, Yost had
been as much the architect of the Battle of Cleveland as Eaton. And
later, while Philip Eaton supported the insurgency from exile, Yost
had led it from within. Finally, when Yost, already a captive,
learned of Eaton’s death in captivity, he devoted his remaining
life to recovering the cached bank loot and entrusting it to someone
who would carry on the fight.

As Jay drove on toward
their rendezvous point, Linder pondered the unlikely sequence of
events that had brought him back to Cleveland. His expression while
thinking must have been solemn indeed, for after a few moments,
Linder felt a tug on his sleeve and looked down into Caroline’s
sweetly smiling face.

“It’s okay,” she
assured him. “You don’t have to do it all alone, silly. We’ll
help you.”

Linder returned
Caroline’s smile with tears welling in his eyes and slipped his arm
around her slender shoulders.

“I know, sweetie,”
he replied. “I’ll be counting on you, too.”

A half hour later, the
truck arrived in the lakeside resort town of Vermilion. Jay turned
off at a private boatyard, where dozens of yachts and cruisers,
shrink-wrapped for the winter, were lined up side by side on trailers
and jack stands. He followed the driveway to its end in a gravel
parking lot on the east bank of the Vermilion River. There, just
beyond the glare of streetlamps, only a few boat slips were occupied,
and all but one was dark.

As they filed past the
boats toward the dock, a spotlight from the occupied boat blinked
twice. Jay flashed his high beams twice and pulled up beside the
dock.

“All out,” he said.
“Time to unload.”
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Every hero becomes a bore at last. Ralph Waldo Emerson


BEIRUT, MID-OCTOBER, ONE YEAR LATER

Caroline Kendall
entered her apartment building in the Achrafiyé district of
Christian East Beirut bearing a box of Lebanese pastries from a
neighborhood patisserie. The building, a stately red granite
relic from French colonial days, resembled the building where she had
visited her grandfather two years before. She loved the breathtaking
view of the Mediterranean from the apartment’s veranda and never
tired of window-shopping on her daily walk to school.

When the elevator door
opened, she greeted an elderly neighbor couple in her best schoolgirl
French and waited patiently for them to exit before riding the lift
to the fourth floor. There, she entered a spacious marble foyer with
Persian rugs on the floor and walls covered with polished brass trays
with Arabic calligraphy inlaid in silver and copper. Beyond the
foyer, she entered a vast parlor furnished in teak and leather in a
distinctly masculine style.

Passing through the
parlor and out onto the veranda, Caroline noticed her guardian,
Warren Linder, seated with his business partner, Jay Becker, and a
male visitor she had never seen before. Standing behind Linder,
serving coffee to the men, was Linder’s sister, April, who had
devoted herself over the past year to becoming Caroline’s second
mother.

Caroline delivered the
pastries quietly to April, who arranged them on a silver tray while
the visitor presented his ideas for publishing a memoir Linder had
recently written under the title, My Book of Revelations.

“I can see
positioning it as a sort of modern Gulag Archipelago,” the
visitor proposed. “Like Solzhenitsyn, you take a path of nonviolent
protest against the labor camp system. And, like his One Day in
the Life, you show us the life of the individual camp inmate
as no one has before. Your book is going to be highly newsworthy, Mr.
Linder, no doubt about it.”

Caroline caught of
glimpse of Linder listening intently to the visitor with an
expression she often saw when he disagreed with her but did not want
to offend her by saying it outright.

She stole a pastry from
the tray April was arranging, and gave her a kiss on the cheek before
starting back toward the door with a sigh of resignation.

“Sorry to interrupt,
but I’ve got to go out again,” she said to April. “Time for
dance class. Is there anything you’d like me bring you on my way
back?”

“No, sweetheart,”
April replied, smiling warmly. “But do remember to be kind to the
boys. These dances mean a great deal to them and you must be careful
not to shatter their illusions.”

“I’ll do my best,
Aunt April,” Caroline promised with a mischievous grin as she left
the room.

But on her way back
through the parlor, when she passed the desk where she usually did
her homework, a padded book envelope caught her eye. It must have
come in the morning mail, she thought, and she picked it up to
examine the return address. It was postmarked Coalville, Utah, and
bore the address of Sharon Unger’s bungalow.

She tore open the
envelope and found inside a book on nutrition and health that she had
once seen her mother reading. She could barely contain her
excitement. Ever since leaving Coalville, but especially after that
night aboard the freighter on Lake Erie when Warren had told her of
her mother’s death, Caroline had longed to own something, no matter
how insignificant, that had belonged to her mother.

But there was more.
Tucked between the pages was a sealed letter, unstamped and
apparently unsent. It was addressed to Roger Kendall at the CLA’s
western mail depot.

Caroline hesitated,
then slit open the envelope.

“Dear Roger, I hope
this letter finds you well, though I have no basis for believing it
will find you at all, as my other letters to you have been returned.
Since receiving your postcard with news of your transfer to Kamas, I
have been unable to find anyone in the government who will confirm
your whereabouts.

“If by some
unfortunate circumstance this letter finds you still in the Yukon, I
am deeply sorry for the hardships you have suffered there. Should
anything happen to you or to me to prevent our meeting again, I want
you to know that I forgive you everything there is to forgive. As I
hope you will forgive me.

“But, as I have said
before, I refuse to accept favorable treatment from the state in
return for forfeiting Caroline’s birthright. So please abandon any
thoughts you might harbor to that end. I will not participate in any
legal actions the government may launch under my name to usurp our
family’s property.

“It saddens me to say
that I have sacrificed more than you will ever know to protect
Caroline during the past year at Kamas. If I have accomplished
anything in this life, let it be that. Our parole came not a moment
too soon, for I doubt I could have held on much longer. And the
thought of leaving Caroline alone at a place like Kamas tormented me
more than I could bear.

“Recently, however, I
have met a man whom I knew as a young girl and have lately grown to
trust. I expect he may soon make me an offer that I am inclined to
accept, for it is a rare thing when two people discover that each has
held feelings for the other over many years without any hope of
satisfying them.

“Accordingly, if I
hear no more from you in the coming days, I intend to file for
divorce and ask that you not place any obstacles in my path. I leave
you in God’s hands.

“Sincerely, Patricia”



Author’s Biographical Note

I wrote Dynamite
Fishermen and Bride of a Bygone War to clear my head after
eleven years of government service in places like Beirut, Cairo,
Tunis, Jeddah, and Amman. I had already decided to write novels at
age fourteen, during my first year as a boarding student at Exeter.
My English instructor, a World War II combat veteran, advised those
of us who wanted to follow the path of Melville, Conrad and Hemingway
to first go out and live some adventures so that we would have
stories that people might want to read. My adventures started in the
Middle East and continued in Washington, Europe, the Russian Far
East, Maui, Utah, New York and Boston. Particularly in the Middle
East and Russia, I saw failed states and failed societies but was
often surprised at how much their people had in common with
Americans. This made me think about whether America might someday
suffer its own breed of failure. During the 1930’s, Americans
watched Germany, Italy and Russia and asked, “Could it happen
here?” Today, one might look around and ask the same. In writing
The Kamas Trilogy, my greatest concern has been that the
novels gain a readership before the events they describe come to
pass.

A Final Word:
When you turn the page, Kindle’s “Before You Go” feature will
give you the opportunity to rate this book and share your rating and
comments on Facebook and Twitter. If you enjoyed the book, please
take a moment to let your friends know about it. Better yet, post a
Reader Review on Amazon.com, Goodreads.com or LibraryThing.com. If
the book gives others a few evenings of enjoyment, they’ll be
grateful that you reached out. And so will I. Anyone who posts a
review on Amazon.com to any of my books will be eligible to receive a
free advance review copy of my next book.

With best wishes,
Preston Fleming
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