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This book is for my family…
particularly, my cousin Katie for blowing my “cover.”





“Make the lie big, make it simple, keep saying it, 
and eventually they will believe it.…”
--  Unknown







Prologue


I’ve only killed four people in my career.  At least, that is the number that sticks in my head.  I don't count the others—the ones who were products of chaos.  As an Army helicopter pilot, there were numerous times when I was flying with my crew over the mud-caked rooftops of Iraqi villages or the thatched huts of Afghan towns and my M60 gunners would pop off rounds into the abyss below because we were taking on gunfire ourselves from unknown shooters.  I couldn’t begin to say if some bastard high on hashish or opium, waving a Kalashnikov, caught a round between the eyes in that mess – the “fogginess” of being in a war zone.  
No, I stick to the ones I know: the names and their faces ingrained in my mind.  
And of the four, I think about one face the most.  It’s funny how an old photograph or even a smell can bring back a life you thought you'd left behind.  A life where I had to kill.  The grainy image I was looking at now was of a man with a thin mustache and kind eyes.  His name was Aleksandrov, a middle-aged former intelligence officer turned broker for a WMD smuggling ring.  My handler back at Langley had said he was responsible for hundreds of deaths.  I repeat that to myself often.  He was a murderous villain, a monster. 
He was supposed to be the extraction for our operation that evening: a simple snatch-and-grab to get a laptop with his co-conspirators' data.  And it was supposed to go clean.  We'd been watching the backstreets of Plovdiv for a week, documenting and validating our target’s whereabouts and routine.  Back then, I remember the vibe of Bulgaria’s second-largest city as having a strange mix of ancient history and modern grit.  
My cover there as a struggling film actor scouting locations for a new, production opportunity was a flimsy excuse to spend my days wandering the cobblestone streets of the Old Town with its pastel-colored National Revival-style houses perched on the hills, gathering updated intel to intercept Aleksandrov’s partner before his known WMD stockpiles got into the wrong hands.  I was detailed to the agency’s Special Activities Division—SAD—a weapon in my hand, my heart a steady drum against my ribs.  Here, there was no chaos, no helicopter, no M60 rounds popping off into the dark like my existence in the Army.  Instead, I was there as an agency NOC (or, non-official cover) helping our station team recruit a high-value target who, if all went as planned, would lead us to his partner to neutralize him, seize his laptop and its contents, and rendezvous with Aleksandrov’s arranged escorts who would transport us to safety.  
NOCs don't get safety nets.  No turning ourselves in to the local embassy, if caught.  No protection provided, if captured or charged with a foreign crime.  Our government can't acknowledge us because the greater story of our activities could be found out by the rest of the world.  We are, therefore, trained to deny any connection, preserving what they call “plausible deniability.”  It means no hope of diplomatic or legal assistance.  
I could smell the faint scent of roasting nuts from a street vendor and the damp earth from the city’s ancient Roman Amphitheatre, half-buried in the side of a hill, its stones worn smooth by centuries of sun and rain.  My mind wasn't on the architecture, though; it was on the cold, hard lines of the backstreet, itself a canyon of crumbling concrete and graffiti-covered walls.  A streetlight flickered, casting long, dancing shadows that made every corner feel like a potential threat.  My senses were heightened by a lone dog barking hysterically from an unseen apartment window.  My only solace was in the lies I told myself: that I was an actor, and that I was safe.
That night, the quiet was broken by the cacophony of an ambush.  The air filled with shouts and the crack of Kalashnikovs, not a romantic, cinematic burst of gunfire, but a raw, frantic noise that echoed off the cold stone walls.  In an instant, the city, a place of historical beauty just hours before, quickly became a concrete maze of death.  The only truth left was the cold reality of my gun in my hand and the desperate need to survive.  It turns out, our team had been “played” by Aleksandrov who had told his partner what we had been planning.  He let us walk right into a trap.  
It was my field partner in this particular operation – Jimmy Langdon -- a tough, seasoned operative – who went down first; way too quickly and with a guttural gasp that will haunt me forever, a pool of dark liquid spreading beneath him.
Jimmy was a bulwark of a man, always a step ahead, a half-second faster.   But not that night. The crack of the rifle was like a thunderclap right next to my ear.  I saw him jolt, a jarring, unnatural shudder.  He didn’t fall so much as he simply stopped being a fighting force.  His gun went silent, his body crumpled, and he landed with a sickening thud, a broken marionette on the grimy cobblestones right near a recycling bin with wheels, likely rolled out into this alleyway by a vendor only hours before.  I didn't see the initial wound; I just saw the blood – dark red, soaking into his tactical gear like a grotesque ink stain.
I was pinned down, a spray of bullets kicking up dust and concrete all around me.  I couldn’t get to him. All I could do was watch as the life drained out of him.  His eyes, wide with shock and a brutal, animal look of pain, found mine across the ten feet of alley that separated us.  They were begging, not for a rescue, but for a simple acknowledgement of the hell he was in.  His hand, still grasping for something, twitched and then went still.
In that moment, the fight faded into the background.  It was just me and Jimmy, staring at each other.  There was no hero's last stand, no final words.  Just the raw, brutal reality of a NOC's death.  He wasn't a soldier dying on a battlefield; he was what the agency called a “ghost,” and he was being erased.  His blood on the pavement was the only proof that he ever existed.  And I, a ghost myself, could only watch as he bled out, another nameless agent whose service would be forever denied.  That’s the true brutality of this life—not the killing, but the dying. 
In the midst of this firefight, I saw Aleksandrov.  He wasn't a shadowy figure in the dark; he was a man, his face contorted in a mask of fear and fury.  And, his pistol was raised, aimed directly at me.  I could see the sweat beading on his forehead, the frantic desperation in his eyes, and in that split second, I saw myself reflected in them. A ghost, a NOC, with no safety net, no one to call for help.  Just me, and him.
I had to act.  My mind was a whirlwind of training, instinct, and a deep-seated need for survival. I fired.  The shot was a single, deafening boom that seemed to silence the entire alley for a moment.   
It wasn't a clean shot.  The bullet hit him, but it didn't kill him instantly.  I saw his body convulse, his pistol flying from his hand as he staggered back against the wall, a grotesque ballet of pain and shock.  He let out a choked, desperate cry, and then his body dropped and he lay sprawled on the greasy cobblestones, his hands reaching for the wound in his chest.  Unlike Jimmy’s, his life wasn't gone in a flash of light.  It was a slow, agonizing process.  His last breath was a desperate, rattling wheeze as he looked at me, his eyes pleading for a mercy that I could not, would not, grant.  And then he was gone.
This wasn't a sanitized kill from a Hollywood movie.  There was no glory, no triumphant music. Just the smell of blood and the cold, hard reality of what it means to be a NOC.  Human lives, ending in a brutal, ugly display of violence.  
The agents on the CIA Memorial Wall without names or dates of service are assumed to be NOC agents, killed or executed in a foreign country.  Jimmy was one of these unnamed agents added to the Wall just a month after the ambush.  I didn’t attend the ceremony, nor did any of his family.  Based on the nature of being a NOC, the families do not participate in any official memorials. The very definition of a non-official cover is that the agent's existence and service are a state secret, and this secrecy extends to their death.
Just as the U.S. government cannot officially acknowledge a NOC's service, it does not officially mourn their loss either. The family is typically told a cover story for the death—in Jimmy’s case, a rollover on the narrow, mountainous highway between Plovdiv and Sofia.  His family, like those before his, left to grieve a lie, unaware of the true circumstances of their loved one's sacrifice.
That night in Plovdiv, the op went sideways in a flash of gunfire.  I had to believe that my actions, in that split second, were for the good of the country. I had to believe that, while I lost Jimmy, our team had prevented the next terrorist attack.  It’s the only story I can share with myself when the image of Jimmy or Aleksandrov (or the other of three men) come calling.  
Lying to protect my country from bad people—that’s a lie I can justify.
The degree of sophistication put into covers has varied considerably.  Sometimes I'm just appointed to a position in a well-established company.  Other times, entire front companies like Air America or Brewster Jennings & Associates have been established to provide my false identity. I’ve spent most of my time overseas. Only one year has been spent at CIA headquarters in Langley. The agency has been my home and my life, and I’ve lied to my friends and family for most of my career. It becomes easier when I begin to believe the stories assigned to my alter-egos.  I honestly don’t know who I’d be without the cover stories.  They’ve become the scaffold of my life.
Nevertheless, I’m really good at it, and I think I have served my country in a great way.  I’ve seen terrible things, but all pale in comparison to the terrible destruction planned or carried out against this country that I, in my own small part, help thwart. For better or for worse, I’ve lied to protect the country from bad people. That is a truth I can live with.  I am truthful otherwise.  This is the story I share.









Chapter 1: The Assignment


24 September 2008
Karachi, Pakistan — 10:41 a.m.
JOSH
My PIA flight was delayed…what’s new for Pakistan.  Every flight I had flown in this god-forsaken country was delayed.  This day was no different.  And, I had the case of the ass.  Aircraft problems here were rampant.  Unless, of course, one could get an Emirates flight, but often they were booked full months and months in advance; and, as was always my luck, they didn’t operate on the day that I would be called out of town.  That flight only operated on Tuesdays and Thursdays.  It was a Wednesday. 
You never want to stay longer than you have to in Pakistan.
As a result, I had caught a flight from Peshawar earlier that morning, just as the fog was lifting, with the dread of a non-five-star airline trip, even though I was booked in Business Class on my flight to Washington via London Heathrow.  The agency typically restricted our travel out of Peshawar, forcing us to drive the shitty and often dangerous route to Islamabad.  But I was told to get back to Langley ASAP, which meant I was given permission this time to risk the long-standing security issues at Peshawar Airport.
Mornings like this begged the question whether Pakistan International Airlines could really ever get its planes off the ground.   At station, they’d even started logging the tardiness of PIA jets on the whiteboard in our briefing room, part of our “morning update” ritual. Whoever racked up the worst pain-in-the-ass delay story and the most delays counted in the month had to buy the first round of drinks on the first bar visit of the following month.  My name had been up there once already, thanks to Karachi customs and a source who couldn’t keep his calendar straight.  I’d taken the ribbing, bought the beers, and moved on.
PIA…Pakistan International Airlines …. that’s the “venerable” name of the National carrier of Pakistan.  Most of us Westerners have dubbed it “Panic in the Air.”  
I should have stayed an extra day, instead of trying to go through Karachi.
Although the direct flight on Emirates was only twice-weekly, if you were lucky to secure a last minute seat to Dubai, the standards of service (and safety) were definitely better.  I, unfortunately, was told I couldn’t wait that long.  There was urgency in the cryptic message I had received from Headquarters.
My phone rang.  It was my girlfriend, Jen.  What was I going to tell her?  I was heading to D.C. but wouldn’t be coming to see her even though I was returning to the United States.  She would never understand.  I shuttered…overcome with guilt.  
My appearance was disheveled that morning, to say the least—scruffy beard, pants split along the seams, shirt plastered to me with sweat.  It wasn’t pretty, but in places like this, it was the only way an American had a shot at blending into the crowd.  If I could pass for a German tourist, I was in the clear.  A visitor from Deutschland was always the easiest to mimic: toss out a few “auf wiedersehens” and “dankes,” keep the accent vague, and most guards didn’t look twice.
What kept me up at night were the details I couldn’t fake if detained or captured.  Strip searches had a way of cutting through cover stories.  Germans my age usually didn’t carry the smallpox vaccination scar.  I did.  Add in a circumcision and the wrong tells on my body, and suddenly I wasn’t a Bavarian backpacker,  I was an American case officer with a story collapsing faster than a bad confession.
Even as a tourist, I was a foreigner here.  It seemed everyone was staring at me.  I took a seat near the gate, where two policemen with slung rifles were muttering something near me that I didn’t want to understand.  Entire families were sleeping on the floor, between the rows of seats in the departure area. This looked like a high-traffic bus station rather than an international airport.  The Domestic Terminal I had arrived at from Peshawar earlier that morning had been a zoo -- it was common to see roosters and wildlife dodging the Pakistani travelers choosing to take the 1 to 2 hour flight within the country’s loose borders rather than getting stuck in the unbearable traffic of Pakistan’s grossly inadequate road network.
Four days earlier, a bomb had exploded at the Marriott Hotel in Islamabad.  I had received a secure message from a source who said that it was Al Qaida with ties to the same group that had blown up the Indian Embassy in Kabul in July.  It was a day later when I had received a letter drop from Ted asking me to return to Washington, which indicated I was being recalled.
In a recall, I would not be able to visit family or my girlfriend.  My current cover was simple: I am working in Business Development for a copper recycling company, one that actually exists, yet I am not really on their payroll.  The job description lends itself to frequent travel.  Yet, my long time lapses away are starting to make those who know me a bit annoyed.  I continue to  deflect the most arduous questions and try to dive into the world of metal trading.  I am good at this—at crafting the illusion, at becoming the lie—but the truth is, being perpetually foreign, perpetually on guard, leaves a slow, chemical burn on the psyche, a weight far heavier than the sweat currently plastered to my shirt.  It was why the professional lies are always easier than the personal ones I tell to the people I care about back home.
No, an agency recall might mean my cover had been compromised, or worse – a handler had snitched.  Therefore, they would not risk my interaction with those I loved, especially under such a circumstance.  	Comment by Nicole Meier: Up until this point, I see that you've made a few minor changes. I believe you've said you'll make larger changes, per my earlier notes, once the entire evaluation is complete. ;)
It was tough at times to convince my girlfriend, Jen, that I wouldn’t be able to make our plans for the summer concert or the camping trip because of “the job.”  
“Nobody works that many hours…” she would say.  This new restriction was going to put her over the edge – and our relationship on a downward slide, for sure.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Your reader will be curious about Jen. This is a good spot to include something that "shows" her. Such as:
I close my eyes and envision her _______(description) as she stands in the kitchen and _______ (action). 
Jen was a free-spirit --good looking, independent (or so I thought), bright.  She looked like a cross between Meg Ryan in Top Gun and Julia Roberts in Mystic Pizza.  Blond, cute…hazel eyes that could cut -- tough.  We had actually met through mutual friends on a ski trip in the Alps nine years prior; yet, back then, we both understood in an almost too easy and packaged way, that our three days of getting to know each other – the intimacy, the late nights sitting naked by the fire with only a faux bearskin blanket wrapped around our highly energized bodies --- was all that it was going to be… we would immediately bounce back to the realities of our lives “back home” – she, as a last-year grad student at University of Maine; and me as a rising Army officer and pilot – and we both knew it was not meant to be.    She had dated a Marine once before, his deployments understandably hurt their relationship, and she wasn’t going to let that happen again.  Over several months after the ski trip, we made a half-assed attempt to stay connected.  We flirted, saw each other off and on for dinner dates and nothing else, and I lost touch with her for years when I was deployed myself to Iraq and Afghanistan.
Then, we both met up again this past year…she was now a 2nd grade teacher in a small school in the Lents neighborhood of southeast Portland, Oregon – and I several years out of the Army, having traded in my fight suit to join the Agency’s NOC world.
We both should have known this new “relationship” was, like our first, also destined for failure – apart from the sex and the enjoyment we truly had in each other’s company – our lives were far less compatible than they ever were.  The neighborhood in Portland where she had settled after loading her 1991 Mazda 323 Hatchback in Lewiston Maine, throwing caution to the wind, and selecting without much thought; it was vastly different than the house I bought in an upscale, gated golf course community of Bend – only a hundred miles apart separated by a mountain pass but millions of moons away from any similarities of domesticity.  
Jen liked the outdoors and the photos she had seen of the Pacific Northwest was her compass as she arrived in Portland with no job.  This was not a problem for Jen.  It was an opportunity to find herself, to forge her own path forward, with her independent stride, and in a completely new environment.  Intent on starting fresh, she took odd jobs to pay the rather expensive rent in the suburb of Lents, grounded in a Portland that existed away from postcards.  
The Lents district isn’t the Portland visitors came to see.  It’s nice enough, and relatively safe; yet it crawls under a wide-open sky, defined by the persistent hum of the I-205 freeway that slices through its heart and the rhythmic ding of the MAX Green Line train heading to the City Center to the West and the airport to its north.  Its streets are a tapestry of modest, post-WWII bungalows with rain-streaked siding and small, tidy yards, increasingly interspersed with the sharp-angled, modern townhouses that signal a slow but steady tide of regentrification. 
The main arteries, like 82nd Avenue and Foster Road, are a chaotic but vibrant mix of international markets, Slavic delis, auto body shops, and Pho restaurants, their signs a multilingual jumble under the gray northwest Oregon sky.  It’s a place of palpable energy and grit, where the shouts of kids playing soccer in Lents Park mingle with the scent of damp earth from nearby Johnson Creek—a neighborhood without pretense, where life feels real, complex, and deeply lived-in.  
I, on the other hand, had just started this new gig at the agency with a very solid cover.  Finally, I had saved up enough in the Army to drop a down payment on a house in Bend way too expensive for my NOC salary, yet easily fit into my cover story.  Jen bought into the copper-mogul thing,  I closed on the house in Central Oregon – the house I owned and the one she rented each a juxtaposition of our divergent lives.  In fact, the socio-economic comparisons alone of our two living arrangements should have caused anyone to pause to consider whether our dating each other was a good idea. 
To Jen, it looked like I had ditched my traveling ways and settled on a predictable job.  For her part, she was taking a giant leap from the comforts of her modest neighborhood to date a guy with a huge mortgage and a homeowner’s bill that included snow removal and yard maintenance.  She called my gated community “the compound,” and, while it was meant as a joke early on, she was starting to get tired of not spending time with me there.  On several occasions, even, she had driven over the pass in the Mazda – it barely making it on its worn out tire threads and tired clutch – only to have me call to tell her I wasn’t going to make it at all.  Through the sincere apologies that fell short for obvious reasons. I tried desperately (but failed miserably) to put a positive spin on her weekend alone – she could enjoy the new sheets on an empty bed and brew coffee in a new Jura maker barely out of the box.  But Jen wasn’t the type who cared about the spoils of the new house or the compound; she just wanted our relationship to have a chance; and I wasn’t participating in the partnership.
Truth be told, Jen has no clue what I am really doing in my job, and my keeping it that way is also troubling for a relationship – I know that; but, I convince myself that the deception isn’t hurting anyone or her, and is justified, after all, the agency requires the arms-length distance from the truth.  In this business, as it was during my time in the Army, this was a 24/7 job…you were working for the country.  The country needed you.  I have bought into it for more than a decade.  The lies suck…yet perfecting the lying is for the better good I repeat in my fucked up mind…and I continue to dive deeper into the deception – after all, it is my duty…and duty calls.	Comment by Nicole Meier: How does this make him feel? Does he get a small pebble of worry in his gut or something else?
The phone vibrated, signaling a message left from Jen.  I decide not to listen to it.  It was easier to ignore – for now.
Right this moment, I could envision her shouldering a canvas IKEA shopping bag, her face bright with competitive purpose as she stands in the showroom and insists on stopping for the cheap, lukewarm coffee and those damn Swedish meatballs.  It's the most aggressively normal thing I can picture, and the image slices through the stench and chaos of the terminal.  I see her free-spirit energy contained in the perfectly predictable maze of affordable Scandinavian furniture, mostly content to browse the Dining Solutions section, pointing out a Linnarp bookcase or pausing by a new Ribba picture frame – her favorite, so she says, although I have never seen one in her small home on the outskirts of Portland – she'd be looking for accessories to update the Billy bookcase I bought her last year (which, I remember vividly, had started an argument with her telling me I should not buy her gifts as that was overindulgent, although, deep-down, I know she enjoyed that piece of furniture in the room she called her office.  I could see her just now running her hand along one of the minimalist Karlstad sofas in the Living Rooms section of Ikeam but this time with a much different tone.

The phone vibrated again. Her signature—two messages back-to-back. She was certifiably annoyed.  Against my better judgment, I played the first one.  Her voice, usually so vibrant, was laced with an understandable exhaustion she was trying to hide.

'Josh… it's me. Again. Look, I get it, last-minute trips… but the summer concert… we planned this for months. Is this copper business really worth… this?  Just call me.  Please.’
Her ‘please’ echoed in the terminal's noise.  Each lie I told her felt like chipping away a piece of myself, leaving behind someone I barely recognized.  The worst part? She was right. Nobody did work this many hours, not unless they were running from something. Or lying for a living. 
My real name is Josh Brody. But I spend so much time as Declan Reynolds—the Cambridge-educated Brit from Exeter—that I barely remember him.  Months with a language coach at a Bed and Breakfast near Oxford called the Trout and Tadpole Bridge Inn, perfecting an accent while confiding in the innkeeper, Helen, who became like a sister to me in a very short time. I spent six months working alongside MI6 and studied with the War College at Farringdon.  My nights back at the Trout, Helen never asked about the copper business; I think she knew it was bullshit.  And, she never asked about Jen, which made the conversation easy.  With her, over a pint, I could talk about anything but the job.  I could almost be myself.  
Just then, the departure monitors updated our flight time.  PK-787 Departs 5:30pm.  Christ…7 hour delay.  I won’t make my connection in Heathrow. 
Right this second, my true self…errrr, Declan, needed to find another flight. I wonder if the gate agent cares that I belong to more elite frequent flyer programs than I can count. Probably not.  I certainly wasn’t hopeful.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good insight.
I grabbed my carry-on and bee-lined to the PIA service desk.  It was already swarmed with folks in my same predicament.  I stood in line…more like an attempt at a line.  A gaggle of sorts.	Comment by Nicole Meier: You're doing a great job of keeping the tension of this scene going.
I texted Ted through the burner phone…delay…mechanical out of KHI…trying to change flights. 
Ted understood the problems with Pakistan.  No worries there…but I know he needed me back.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Because without him meant what? Let the reader in on the stakes (what's at risk if he's not successful).
The latest Marriott bombing had raised concerns about Al Qaida’s growing presence in the north of Pakistan and its ever-closing ties with the ISI, the intelligence organization of the Pakistan Government.  Reports of a link with Sheikh Mubarak Ali Shah Gilani had piqued our interest; Gilani had surfaced years earlier with the kidnapping of Danny Pearl in 2002 and with Richard Reid, who had been dubbed ‘the Shoe Bomber’ by the media after his attempt to blow up an American Airlines jet on its way to Miami from Paris in 2001.  Reid had visited the Karachi home of Gilani prior to his arrest; Danny Pearl had tracked down and secured an interview with Gilani, days before his capture after he was convinced Gilani was connected with Reid.	Comment by Nicole Meier: I like the real life details. As your reader, it brings back a visceral memory of those time in the news.
Reid had taken orders from someone within the Al Qaida network in Pakistan.  Originally, Reid was going to fly on 21 December but had been questioned by French airport police which resulted in him missing his original flight.  
The agency had intercepted an email from Reid to someone in Pakistan: “I missed my plane, what should I do?” 
“Try to take another [plane] as soon as possible.”  
In the weeks leading up to the Marriott bombing in Islamabad, whispers circulated through the diplomatic quarter about a man known only as “The Editor.”  He was seen frequenting the Red Mosque district, slipping in and out of tea houses where journalists and intelligence officers traded rumors like currency.  Few recognized him as Farooq Nazir Qureshi, the former fixer who had vanished after Pearl’s murder in 2002.  Fewer still knew that he had recently resurfaced in Lahore, quietly advising a Sufi charity with ties to Sheikh Mubarak Ali Gilani.  Farooq had been busy since skirting any connection to Pearl’s execution.  He was now a powerful businessman and on our terror watchlist.  Funny, I thought…several of our agents had recently claimed they had been engaging with folks known to be in his inner circle.
Farooq’s reappearance coincided with a surge of encrypted communications between Karachi and Islamabad—messages that intelligence analysts are now flagging as potential precursors to the Marriott attack. 
Yesterday, an intercepted Hotmail note referenced a “scribe” coordinating logistics from the margins. It was a phrase that matched Farooq’s old moniker among foreign correspondents: the man who could arrange an interview with anyone, even the devil.  Farooq has long been expected to have accompanied Ahmed Omar and Khalid Sheikh when they met with Danny Pearl and agreed to take him to interview Gilani.
Speculation mounted in the halls of Headquarters when a grainy CCTV image from the Marriott’s service entrance showed a man resembling Farooq entering the compound two days before the blast.  
Could the connection of Gilani and these events finally tie together?  I was certainly being summoned to find out.  The latest bombing could be the red herring.	Comment by Nicole Meier: You could include more of what your protagonist hopes/fears/anticipates/assumes to keep his point of view strong.
But Ted wanted me back at Langley. Which meant it was bigger than Pakistan.
Much bigger.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good scene ending. I'm hooked.








Chapter 2: The Hand that Feeds




Peshawar, Pakistan — 1:45 a.m. 
KINGFISHER

The speedometer passed quickly through 62 mph, then 63.  64.  It wasn't the increasing speed that bothered me, though our driver Saheed was trying his best to convert the Land Cruiser into a high-impact sculpture using the road’s gigantic potholes. 

It was a miles-per-hour dial.  I was certain nobody in Pakistan had ever seen a US-spec vehicle, even inside the Toyota lot in Peshawar.  That’s because this SUV hadn't come through customs; it had come in with a black heart and a lot of paperwork magic conjured by the man next to me.
nobody in Pakistan had ever seen one inside a Toyota. That’s because this SUV hadn't come through customs; it had come in with a black heart and a lot of paperwork magic conjured by the man next to me.

I watched Talon in the passenger seat, his knees pressing rhythmically against the metal box on the floor.  The box was the only honest thing in the car—it rattled the truth: a hundred pounds of U.S. currency.  Talon was mid-forties, clean as a whistle, and utterly rigid.  He was the tip of the spear, the necessary edge.  He’d earned his name, Talon, not through theatrics, but through precision.  I remember the job in Kunduz: three informants needed to be pulled out from a collapsing compound.  While the rest of us were burning powder, Talon seized the only escape route, gripping it with the sudden, cold perfection of a bird of prey, a move that secured the entire extraction and allowed no margin for error.  He was predictable, and that's why he was trusted.

Predictability, on the other hand, wasn't a virtue for his partner, Nomad, who was cursing softly in the back, fighting with a useless GPS that lagged three hundred yards behind the real world.  Nomad was built for fluid chaos; adaptability was his only constant.  He was illusive who belonged to every network and no country, hence the name.  He never stayed put, shifting identities and loyalties with the seasons.   These two were perfect members in the Gang-of-Six.

I glanced down at my wrist. The time was already past the marker.  Talon, focused on the road ahead, probably hadn’t noticed the vehicle that had been shadowing us since we left the warehouse.  They didn’t see it because they expected threats to be loud, direct, and obvious. They didn't see the silent ones. They didn’t see me.  
Talon’s knees pressed against the metal box, a standard ammo crate, painted olive drab, and inside, tucked among layers of foam, were bundles of crisp, hundred-dollar bills. This was the fifth delivery that month.  His partner, Nomad, was wrestling with a GPS display which seemed to be lagging behind the one plugged into the SUV’s lighter.  Talon was cerebral and could be trusted when the stakes were high.  He had earned his nickname  riding Talon knew this Toyota wasn’t your typical Pakistani import.  Anyone with knowledge of the automotive sector would know that this vehicle hadn’t come directly from its Japanese source; in fact, it was Talon, himself, who had arranged for it to accompany him off-manifest on a C-17 he had hopped on from Ramstein Air Base in Germany years ago.  All Toyota SUVs in Pakistan were imported from the car maker’s Hamura plant in Western Tokyo with the Toyota-standard, kilometer-per-hour gauge.  But this one, as any car enthusiast would know, had been manufactured in the company’s Tahara plant on the outskirts of Japan’s Aichi province and exported to the United States; from the rear bench seat, the speedometer glowed in a muted amber-white halo, the broad arc etched in bold numerals crowned at one-thirty miles.  The usual, red band of digits nested beneath the bold ones – with a hundred-eighty kilos crown –was conspicuously absent.  Talon noticed things like this.  The truck’s odometer’s green LCD strip at the bottom pulsed faintly, digits steadily rolling past 290,000 miles, while the rest of the dash cast a soft, even wash of light — no neon, no flash — just Toyota’s utilitarian glow, clear enough to read without ever breaking the night’s darkness.  	Comment by Nicole Meier: Since you're establishing dual POVs in this story, it might be good to put the name of each protagonist at the top of their chapters. (Right under your time stamp).	Comment by Nicole Meier: Great details and way of showing the reader what Talon values.
“He's nervous,” said Nomad, Talon’s partner.  Nomad was the polar opposite of Talon.  Where Nomad could travel months without human contact, Talon was a social specimen, and his brain remained on overdrive.
In due fashion, Talon’s mind shifted from cars back to his partner’s immediate concern.  I cou;He was fiddling with a GPS unit that showed them a pulsing dot, a block away. “Says the ISI is asking too many questions.”
“They always ask questions,” Talon replied, his voice a low, placid rumble. “It’s how they get their cut.”	Comment by Nicole Meier: Would love to know Talon's "scene goal." What is he after, why does he want it, and what's potentially standing in his way? This will help ground the reader and also give them something to root for.
They were to meet Farooq Nazir Qureshi in the back of a shuttered textile warehouse in the lesser-known industrial district of Peshawar off Kohat Road.  The warehouse sat low against the haze of the September afternoon, its shutters pulled down and scarred with rust, the paint long since stripped by heat and the torrential monsoon rains.  Trucks growled past outside, their horns swallowed by the thick dust, but inside the building’s cavernous space there was only silence and the slow drip of water from a seam in the corrugated roof.  The concrete floor still carried faint stains from dye vats that hadn’t run in years, a patchwork of blues and reds gone dull with time.  The September humidity was ever present, pressing down on them like a wet cloth, the air rank with mildew and the sour tang of sweat.  Talon caught it before he saw anything — the sweetness that didn’t belong.  Heavy, cloying, like guavas rotting in the sun.  Beside him, Nomad gave a crooked grin.
“That’s not cotton,” he muttered, waving a hand at the bales stacked under tarps. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: Great sense of setting.
“That’s poppy.  Smell it?  Too sweet for hash.  Burns the throat.  Once you’ve breathed it, you’ll never mistake it again.”
The scent seemed to thicken with every step, sugary and sick all at once, coiling through the damp air until it felt like it had weight of its own.
The area’s energy shortages, political and cultural insecurity, and new competition from China meant many warehouses like this one had closed down from the low margins from clothing manufacturing and now solely used for the storage, smuggling, and staging of contraband – a new hub for the country’s tribal belt and the Khyber Pass.  
The place was a front, an empty shell that existed only for moments like this.  Farooq finally arrived in a black sedan, alone.  He moved like a man who owned the night—confident, unhurried, his silk shirt a stark contrast to the dust and grime of the warehouse.  But, Talon knew better.  His actions just prior to this meeting suggested Farooq was becoming skeptical of these under-the-table transactions.  
The “real work” wasn't terrorism.  Not on paper, at least.  It was a well-oiled narcotics ring. Farooq's Tashkent "boat company" was a key logistical hub, moving Afghan opium south and converting it into heroin for the European market.  The Gang of Six, working under the false pretense of a CIA counter-proliferation task force, was providing the perfect cover.  They would plant false leads for the Agency to follow, citing fabricated links to the IMU and Al Qaeda, knowing that Langley would always choose to believe the conspiracy it wanted to find.	Comment by Nicole Meier: I wonder if this should be moved up to before their conversation, in order to give your reader a better picture.

“The product is moving well,” Farooq said, his accent clipped and formal. “But the northern route is attracting too much attention. The American analysts are asking for more data on our ‘boat company.’”
Talon jumped in, his voice even and steady. “They’ve been asking questions for months. That doesn’t mean they know where to look.”	Comment by Nicole Meier: You don't need to use italics here.
Farooq’s uneven smile was faint, unreadable. “Questions become patterns, my dear friend.  Patterns become raids.  I do not intend to lose men—or cargo—because someone in Langley wants to play cartographer.”
Nomad shifted beside Talon, trying to cut the tension. “The manifests are clean. Even if they trace the shell, it won’t tie back here.”
Farooq waved a hand, dismissive. “Inshallah!  Manifests burn.  But whispers?  They travel.  If you want this to continue with me, the whispers must be redirected.” 
He leaned closer, the slick bite of expensive cologne slicing through the narcotic haze of poppy. The dim light carved his face into sharp planes, his eyes flat and depthless, like a predator’s fixed on quarry. When he spoke, his voice carried that unnerving calm — patient, unhurried, the kind of stillness a hunting cat holds before the strike.	Comment by Nicole Meier: You're doing a great job of giving vivid details.
 “Tell your people the boats are shadows. If they chase shadows, they will not see the road under their feet.”
The words coiled into the stale air and seemed to linger there, heavy as the smell of resin.  Talon felt his pulse climb, the instinctive tightening that came when the rules of survival shifted against you.  Beside him, Nomad didn’t move, but his silence felt taut, like he was holding his breath. Farooq stood in front of them as though the warehouse itself belonged to him, as though they were already inside his cage. 
Nomad’s voice stayed flat. “Let them chase it. That’s the job—give Langley a fire to run toward while the real shipments move in the dark.”
Talon didn’t bother to hide his smile. It wasn’t warm, but a flicker of contempt for the men being “tricked back at Langley.	Comment by Nicole Meier: I'd love to be in his head a bit more. Feel free to show us what he's thinking/feeling/envisioning. 
Let them crunch data and write reports, Talon thought. They’ll never see the real op running beneath their feet.  
“And if they catch the scent? Then we feed them another trail. That’s what we’re good at, isn’t it? Keeping the hunters busy while we own the ground they’ll never see.”
Farooq’s expression didn’t change, but his gaze lingered on Talon just a beat too long, as if weighing the bite in his words. Then he smiled — not wide, not kind, but the slow curve of a man who knew more than he was saying.
“Hunters do not chase forever. Eventually, they send one of their own into the brush. Someone they trust. Someone expendable.”	Comment by Nicole Meier: Same comment throughout about use of italics.
Nomad’s eyes flicked toward Talon, then back to Farooq. “You think Langley will throw a pawn at the fire?”
Farooq shrugged, silk cuffs catching the dim light.  “Not a pawn. A messenger. They will believe he is gathering proof, but in truth he will only carry the story they already want to believe. And when he burns, the lie will glow brighter.”
The words settled over the warehouse like dust, unspoken recognition passing between the three men. 
Farooq glanced at the ammo crate. "This is less than we agreed upon.  My men expect their share."
Farooq sees gold; I see the lever, Talon’s mind too calculated. He needs money to survive; we need his fear to control him. 
Talon looked at him dead in the eye.  "And the Agency expects its share, too.  The cost of doing business.  The real cost isn’t money, Farooq.  It’s silence.  And Kingfisher’s people don’t like surprises."	Comment by Nicole Meier: What's he thinking or feeling?
Farooq's composure finally cracked.  For a brief second, a flicker of something close to fear passed through his eyes. He nodded once, a quick, almost imperceptible gesture, and accepted the crate. 
He knew better than to argue.
As Farooq’s sedan pulled away into the night, Talon’s partner turned to him. “Do you think he buys the cover story? The ISI, the Al Qaeda links?”
Talon laughed softly…a low, satisfied sound that held zero humor. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: Same question here.
He bought it, Talon thought, just like they always do. 
Farooq knew enough to be dangerous, but not enough to understand he was playing on Kingfisher's board, not his own. 
“He doesn’t have to. He just has to believe we’re more dangerous than the truth.”









Chapter 3: Ghost Patterns


Peshawar, Pakistan — 3:25 a.m.
JOSH
I woke up with a serious migraine and had to piss like nobody’s business.  After receiving Ted’s recall request with the information attached, I started to sift through the scattered reports, inconsistencies sharp against the background noise.  Patterns emerged in the short time I was studying the details —small anomalies, data that didn’t add up.  It wasn’t random.  Someone had carefully blurred the edges. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed like hornets.  My temples throbbed—too much caffeine, too little sleep.
It was easy in this city to have the late nights quickly merge into early mornings. 
The "Gang of Six."  The moniker started as a joke among the analysts.  No names, just whispers. The kind of rumor that floated through the Agency like secondhand smoke—everyone breathed it in, but no one wanted to claim ownership.  I often told the story to other operatives that chasing the Gang of Six felt like hunting Bigfoot or the Loch Ness monster—lots of grainy sightings, no hard evidence.  But deep down, I knew: the louder the denial, the dirtier the secret.   They were up to something; and my recall seemed connected to the Gang’s nefarious antics of late.	Comment by Nicole Meier: This would be a good place to let the reader know of his scene goal. What is he after and why. If  chasing down the GOS was his focus, show us his motivation.
I had brushed against them before. Years back, before Kandahar, before things got dirty, there was a meeting—whiteboard, coffee, in a windowless SCIF on E Street.  I only remembered three of the six people now.  One woman had a British accent too posh for Langley.  Pete Shaw: a gregarious, not very slender guy in khakis wearing a red Hawaiian shirt not with the typical island blooms or pineapple motifs but a patchwork of couples fucking…I keenly remember that shirt because it matched my impression of him perfectly.  He also used the phrase “kinetic influence” like it meant something.  And, of course in the corner, leaning back, arms crossed, someone who thought he was far too important for that crowd, a man no one introduced: Michael Callahan, though I didn't know his real name then. Mid-fifties, forgettable suit, but his eyes missed nothing. He never spoke, just listened.  But when Shaw glanced over, it was Callahan he looked to, just for a fraction of a second, before turning away.  Even then, I sensed a current running beneath the table, a power dynamic that wasn't on any org chart.  They weren’t sloppy in the way rookies are.  They were reckless like gamblers who thought the table was rigged in their favor.  I watched as they rerouted drone feeds, redirected HUMINT with a flick of a dry-erase marker, erased names that didn’t suit the narrative.  It wasn’t illegal.  Not technically.  Just… off. I asked a question about the sourcing.  One of them glanced at Shaw. “Need-to-know,” he said, casual.  “And you don’t.”  I didn’t push it. I was young then.  Hungry, but not stupid.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Great character details and sense of tone so far.
Later, during an op-gone-wrong outside Kandahar—a dust-choked backroad, one armored Suburban on fire, another half-jammed into a ditch—Shaw pulled me aside.  “You follow orders too well,” Shaw said, smiling, casual, almost friendly.  “You ever wonder if maybe the orders aren't written for guys like us?”  I had said nothing.  I just stared at him across the broken road, the smell of burning rubber and blood in the air.  Shaw clapped me on the shoulder, hard enough to leave a bruise.  “Think about it, Brody.  Survival's not about loyalty.  It's about knowing when the game changes... and when to stop pretending you're still playing for the good guys.”  Then he walked away, boots crunching over glass and charred earth, whistling.  Pete was like a reluctant mentor to me; I would never admit it to anyone, but somehow I always knew in a pinch he would have my back.  
I hadn't thought about that conversation in years.  But now, it almost made sense.  Shaw was a tough nut to crack.  I would never have been his friend, otherwise.  He was so high on himself, I was not.  He shouted at other agents when they didn’t do as he said; I rarely did, unless the stakes were high and I knew they were making bad decisions.  I was all-in as a field agent; and, according to Shaw’s own observations, making a name for myself in the agency and in the NOC world.  That being said, Shaw and I were cut from opposite roots.  He was a renegade, in all aspects of the word.  I was much more deliberate.  Yet, despite our differences, Shaw had taken me under his wing early in my career, even as agents more aligned and akin his character were passed up and spit out – he ignored them and focused his attention on me instead.  And, I was grateful, but probably didn’t show it.  And now a part of me felt a bit of regret.  I didn’t get upset when I heard that he was killed.  It was almost as if I expected the news.  Yet, now, I kind of wish I had told him thank you for believing in me.	Comment by Nicole Meier: And thinking about it now causes him to feel how?
It was in that same exchange in Kandahar that he told me that I was a special “breed.”   He said I was over-confident; and, pointing his arthritic index finger at me after chugging his likely ninth Guinness, spilling it down another one of his signature Hawaiian shirts, he made it clear it should never be perceived as arrogance.  He said: I just had the knack.  Always had.  The ability to spot the crack in the mirror when everyone else admired the reflection.
And now, with the Gang resurfacing in whispers and redacted files, I felt the slow burn of recognition. 
Maybe Shaw wasn’t warning me. 
Maybe he was showing me the door	Comment by Nicole Meier: Great scene ending.




Chapter 4: Farooq 2.0




Tashkent, Uzbekistan — 9:20 a.m. 
JOSH
Four days after the Marriott bombing, Farooq Nazir Qureshi traveled from Beirut to Tashkent with Rustam Inoyatov, Chairman of the Milliy Havfsizlik Hizmati—Uzbekistan’s National Security Service.
On paper, the itinerary didn’t scream suspicious. But the encrypted message traffic surrounding it lit up like a wildfire.  We, in the NOC world, called it a digital firestorm—the kind of data spike that signaled either a coincidence or a conspiracy.  Ted was barking for answers, his orders clipped and impatient.  No encouragement.  No context.  Just pressure.  Like I was a cog he could spin until it broke.	Comment by Nicole Meier: As your reader, I'm unclear as to who's POV we're in. Suggest labeling the top of each chapter (as mentioned in previous notes).
But, it really wasn’t the pressure that got to me—it was the indifference.  Ted didn’t seem to even pretend anymore that any of this mattered beyond his metrics.  For him, the objective was containment.  For me, it still had to be truth.  If I didn’t believe there was meaning buried under all this noise, then I was just another cookie-cutter agent chasing patterns no one cared about.
Farooq ran a boat manufacturing company in Tashkent, Uzbekistan. A boat company in basically a landlocked country with only the Aral Sea to its north; which, by any stretch, had mostly dried up and was a toxic bathtub from years of Soviet river diversion projects.  The sea was no boating mecca, that’s for sure.  Yet, the Tashkent Boat Company (TBC) operated out of a warehouse in Sergeli Industrial Zone—a place otherwise filled with metal recyclers and cement factories.  
The TBC was non-descript.  No logo adorning the side of the building.  No billboards.  No signs showing the locations of the Shipping/Receiving docks, nor warning of heavily trafficked areas.  There was not even a parking lot full of workers.  Just an industrial shell, tucked in a walled compound offset amidst overgrown Chinese Sumac trees.  
Nature reclaiming secrecy, I thought. 
The area was sealed with an eight-foot welded steel mesh fence and guarded twenty-four-seven. Once a month, a sailboat rolled out of the compound escorted by local police.  Agency data showed the same boat returned under darkness, identical in appearance. Nothing ever truly left.
The stench of poppy hung in the air—a detail dismissed by analysts as industrial runoff.  But I’d smelled it before.  Not here, not in Tashkent—but in other forgotten corners of the map.  You don’t forget that smell once you’ve lived around it.  It carried with it the memories of hangars and dust and the kind of men who worked too long in both.  
Machines could filter intel; noses couldn’t.
Satellite imagery gave us nothing. The warehouse was too well-shielded, its heat signatures too clean.  A few informants mentioned a horse grazing inside the compound—supposedly a gift to Farooq’s fiancée, a former INTERPOL agent from Greece.  That part almost made me laugh. The best lies always contained just enough absurdity to be believed.
Millions had flowed into Farooq’s accounts in Liechtenstein and Bulgaria. Not Switzerland—that would certainly be too obvious.  The wires came through intermediaries in Dubai and Saudi Arabia.  Never from TBC directly.  Always through third-party fronts.  It wasn’t dirty money—it was clean enough to pass audits, but dirty enough to disappear into weapons caches and training camps. The whole structure had a terrible precision, like it was designed by someone who knew both systems: the financial world and the underworld.
Farooq moved in elite circles but walked with a shadow.  Educated at the University of Michigan in the early ’90s.  Minor arrests.  A spoiled prince looking for a throne.  He took over the family real estate firm in Abu Dhabi until a suspicious crash killed his father and brother.  Police blamed bad brakes, but the skid marks told a different story.  The file closed quickly.
He went to Karachi on his cousin’s advice—Lay low.  Blend in.  Get lost.  That was 2001.
By 2004, Farooq was back on the surface, betting big on Dubai’s construction boom.  He chased a partnership with Nakheel Properties, lost everything to a Kuwaiti rival, and walked away bitter, bleeding cash, and humiliated.  That’s when Mizak Karkov found him.
Karkov was an Uzbek power broker with known ties to the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan.
The IMU had mutated from a regional nuisance into a transnational plague.  With ideological and logistical ties to the Taliban and Al Qaeda, and public alliances with Tohir Yuldashev and Juma Namangani, their reach had metastasized.  Their new doctrine was chaos at scale. Bombings in northern Afghanistan, embassy attacks, hostage-takings—it was a movement learning how to operate like a corporation.
Was the Marriott bombing tied to the IMU?  To Al Qaeda?  Or both—fused through Farooq and Karkov’s underground network?
Ted believed it was all connected.  I wasn’t so sure.  Patterns had a way of looking perfect when you wanted them to.
Our official relationship with Uzbekistan had frayed after the Andijan Massacre in 2005. Publicly, Washington condemned the regime.  Privately, we cut deals.  We trained their counterterror units.  Installed NSA listening posts.  Used Uzbek airfields for rendition flights. The hypocrisy wasn’t even hidden anymore—it was operational policy.
Someone once scrawled graffiti inside the men’s room at Peshawar Station, right on the stall door at eye level:
Intelligence smells like the rot wrapped in protocol.
I laughed when I read it.  It was crude, but truer than anything I’d seen in a briefing.
If Farooq had reactivated his ties to Karkov, it could signal an IMU resurgence with backing from the Gulf. Worse—an insurgent-financier nexus operating under the banner of legitimacy.
That was the external mission: find the proof, trace the line, deliver the report.  But for me, it was something quieter and sharper.  I needed to know if I still had it—the instinct, the edge, the ability to cut through the noise without becoming part of it.  Success meant clarity, and clarity was the only kind of salvation left in this business.
Ted needed answers.  Yesterday.  And I was the one who had to get them.
I told myself this was the job: follow the signal, decode the chaos, deliver the intel.  But lately, it felt less like uncovering truth and more like maintaining a lie too big to fail.  Still, I needed this win.  Not for Ted.  For me.  Because if I could untangle Farooq’s web—Karkov, the IMU, the hidden financing—maybe I could prove the system hadn’t hollowed me out completely.
Somewhere across the ocean, Jen was probably wondering if I’d finally disappeared for good.
Sometimes, I wondered too.
Disappearing might’ve been easier.  But not yet.  Not until I knew what this really was—and who was writing the script.







Chapter 5: Departure


Karachi, Pakistan — 12:56 p.m. (1 hour and 01 minute past my original departure time)
JOSH
I had finally made my way to the front of the line.  PIA’s customer service was non-existent, and lines took on new meaning of rank-and-file…it was survival of the fittest.  Elbows were used to make sure that you forked your way in between those trying to cut into the meandering mess, and I was right there with them, my appendages flailing at times, working my way forward, ensuring others didn’t cause the rest of us to take a step backwards. Babies were crying, the stench of body odor was overwhelming, including my own.
I explained to the agent that the delay would have me missing my connection at Heathrow to Washington.  I asked if there was anything else available today, that would have me arriving at a decent hour and in time for my meeting with Ted.	Comment by Nicole Meier: This is a good example of showing a character's scene goal at the top of a chapter. As your reader, I understand what he wants and what's standing in his way. Plus, I have something to root for moving forward.
She worked the terminal like it might explode if she stopped typing.  A single strand of hair had escaped her cap, falling across a cheek that didn’t belong to this terminal or this job.  Her uniform—pressed khaki with a faint hint of jasmine—clung lightly to her shoulders, sleeves brushing against her wrists as she typed. Under the flat airport lights, her skin carried a porcelain depth, her eyes a sharp green that caught and held the glow of the monitor.
Her voice had that soft, practiced polish the airlines trained into their staff—the kind that could make even chaos sound temporary. For a moment I let myself notice the precision of her movements, the rhythm in the way she adjusted her headset, the quiet authority in her posture. She looked up, sensing the pause, and smiled just enough to acknowledge the space between us.
I looked too long. She noticed. Not in a way that called me out, but enough to remind me that this was Pakistan, and people saw everything. I straightened, forcing my attention back to the counter, pretending to study my passport. Distance was safer—for both of us. In a place where every glance was currency, I couldn’t afford to spend any.
“Sir, I can get you on an Oman Air flight to Muscat at 2:50pm. It will route to Dubai where you can connect to a United Airlines flight and arrive tomorrow morning in Washington Dulles at 6:37am. Will that be satisfactory?”
To be honest, I wasn’t thrilled about United Airlines. Much less favorable than Emirates or Qatar Airways. But the thought of getting out of Karachi and stepping onto a US carrier’s plane seemed welcoming, to say the least. And I could probably swing an upgrade if I could get to Dubai in time to speak to an agent.  “Yes,” I said… “that will be fine. Shukriya.”
“Koi Baat Nahin,” she responded. A giggle escaped, revealing beautiful white teeth in a half-smile.  She printed a ticket (I wasn’t lucky enough to have an electronic ticket for this routing!) and handed the documents to me across the counter. I winked. “Khuda Hafiz…Bahut Bahut Shukriya!”  
Goodbye, and thank you very much, she said!
I made my way back to the departure area.
I checked my BlackBerry. One new message.
Jen: Still in Brussels?  Hope you’re safe.
Her words landed like a pebble dropped into deep water—small, but the ripples spread fast. I stared at the screen longer than I meant to, thumb hovering over the keyboard.
She still believed the version of me that flew overseas for a government contractor, the man who texted between meetings, who promised soon.  Every lie started as a small favor to the truth, until it learned to walk on its own.  I told myself I was protecting her, but sometimes it felt more like protecting the story I’d built around her—the life that existed only when I wasn’t in it.
I pictured her morning in Portland getting herself ready for her day in the classroom: coffee cooling on the counter, hair still damp from the shower, her half-listening to NPR while typing the final details of the week’s lesson plan on her laptop.  Ordinary.  Honest.  The kind of life I couldn’t touch without leaving fingerprints.
I locked the phone.  I’d come up with another excuse later—something vague, something plausible, something that would keep her from asking the questions I couldn’t afford to answer.
I opened a new message.
To: Ted
Will arrive tomorrow. 0630 Dulles. Tell me where to meet.
He’d faxed me a packet earlier, open-source reports on the Marriott bombing.  Nothing classified, nothing revealing.  That was the game—hand the NOC just enough to keep him moving, but never enough to see the full map.
I folded the itinerary into my jacket pocket and glanced up at the departures board. My flight to Muscat had shifted to Gate 14B.  Boarding in forty minutes.
Another layover, another false start.  One more crossing before the next lie.
It was alleged that a dump truck filled with explosives was detonated in front of the lobby entrance, leaving a 60-foot wide, 20-foot deep crater. The majority of the casualties were Pakistanis; although at least five foreign nationals were killed and fifteen others reported injured. The attack occurred mere hours after President Asif Ali Zardari had made his first speech to parliament. The Marriott was the most prestigious hotel in the capital, located near government buildings and diplomatic missions. It was popular with foreigners and the Pakistani elite. The hotel had previously been the target of militants. In 2007, a suicide bomber killed himself and another person in an attack at the hotel.  
The national assembly speaker had arranged a dinner for Ali Zardari and his leadership team – the prime minister and armed service chiefs; instead, having changed their plans at the last minute, they gathered for dinner at the Prime Minister's house, a few hundred yards from the explosion.
Cyclotrimethylenetrinitramine, also known as RDX, and TNT were used in the attack. Approximately 600 kg of RDX was mixed with the TNT, and a mixture of mortar and ammunition combined to increase the explosive capacity. Aluminum powder was also mixed with the material to further enhance this capability.
Guards were first alerted by a minor blast, which was followed by the much larger explosion about four minutes later. Several senior agency officers were visiting Islamabad at the time of the attack and were staying at the hotel…of course, this information was speculative in the article but confirmed by Ted.
Dubai-based Arabiya Television reported a group calling itself Fedayeen Islam or "Islamic Commandos," phoned one of Arabiya's correspondents in Islamabad.  The correspondent said he later received a text message on his mobile phone showing a telephone number.  He said he called the number and then heard a recording in which the group admitted launching the attack.  The Arabiya Television correspondent says the male voice on the other end spoke English with a South Asian accent.
Just then I heard the chimes over the airport’s PA system and a woman’s voice announcing the preboarding of Oman Air flight 802 to Muscat.  Finally.
I shut off my Blackberry and grabbed my bag.  In minutes I was on the plane and after fighting for overhead bin space with a young, Pakistani businessman who insisted on wedging himself between me and my seat so he could get his hard-cased carry-on into the space I was eyeing from the doorway, I settled into seat 1C in Business Class of the Boeing 737-800.
The cabin was surprisingly clean…Oman Air was pretty good, trying to distinguish itself from the more popular airlines of the Emirate countries to its north. I was on my way.  Relief should’ve followed, but it didn’t.  Quiet only gave my mind room to work.  Ted’s messages, the fragments of intel, the unfinished puzzle waiting for me in D.C.—they all circled like aircraft in a holding pattern.  Somewhere inside that static was the next assignment, and I was concerned why I was being summoned to Headquarters.  Rarely did NOCs return like this.  It was too dangerous and jeopardized our covers.  
Outside the window, Karachi flattened into a pale sprawl of smoke and rooftops. I told myself I was leaving chaos behind, but I knew better. Chaos was the currency now. You didn’t outrun it—you just tried to make it pay before it swallowed you.

A young flight attendant appeared beside my seat, her presence cutting cleanly through the cabin’s soft chatter. The uniform was immaculate—deep teal fabric trimmed in silver piping, the scarf draped with the kind of precision that only came from repetition. Her hair was tucked neatly under her cap, a few dark strands escaping just enough to soften the discipline. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, but she carried herself with that effortless poise Gulf airlines drilled into their crews—grace measured in centimeters, smiles timed to the heartbeat of the aircraft.
“Would you like a drink before takeoff, sir?” she asked, voice low, polished, almost melodic under the hum of boarding announcements.
For a second, I pictured a gin and tonic—the crisp edge, the brief illusion of calm—but knew better. Alcohol wouldn’t be served until we were airborne; Islamic law didn’t bend for Western thirsts. “Orange juice, please,” I said.
She nodded, her expression neutral but eyes bright, like she understood more than she said. When she turned, the faint scent of oud followed her—warm, resinous, faintly sweet. The kind of perfume that clung to memory longer than intention.
Right before the cabin door closed, another attendant came down the aisle with a silver tray, offering tiny porcelain cups of Arabic coffee—cardamom and heat rising in gentle spirals. The smell was inviting, ancient, ritualistic. She smiled when she reached my row.
“Qahwa, sir?”
I shook my head. “No, thank you.”
I wanted to sleep, or at least to pretend I could.  To let the engines drown out the noise in my head for a few hours.  She gave a polite nod and moved on, the hem of her uniform brushing softly against the seat as she passed.
I reached for the call button.  The attendant appeared almost instantly, her smile calm, expectant.
“Gin and tonic?” I asked.
She nodded. “Of course, sir.”
As she turned to prepare it, I watched the coastline fall away beneath us, Karachi shrinking into the haze.  I should’ve felt the usual relief that came with distance, but there was something different this time—an itch just under the skin, a low pulse of suspicion that wouldn’t quiet. Ted’s sudden summons.  The sanitized intel packet.  The Marriott bombing that smelled too much like misdirection.
Every instinct I had told me I was walking into something I didn’t yet understand.  And in this line of work, not understanding got you killed.
The engines deepened their pitch as we climbed.  I took the glass from her hand, condensation beading against my fingers.
I told myself it was just another mission.  Another piece of the puzzle.  But a part of me—the part that had survived too many convenient coincidences—knew better.
Something was coming.  I just didn’t know from which direction.






Chapter 6:  The Briefing


Dulles Airport, Washington D.C. — The next morning, 7:21 a.m.
My United flight arrived a little late.  The clouds were thick, and rain was pouring.  The air in the arrivals hall felt heavy, warmed by hundreds of tired lungs and the faint trace of sawdust from the long-overdue construction projects now plaguing the airport.  A low hum filled the space—rubber wheels on tile, the distant bark of a gate agent, the staccato of rolling suitcases bumping seams in the floor.
I joined the current and let it carry me toward customs.  Ahead, digital signs flashed green arrows and red X’s in steady rhythm.  Somewhere down the hall, a cleaning machine whirred, laying down a trail of chemical brightness over the dull shine of the floor.
Families reassembled just past the cordon—hands waving, voices rising, that brief spark of reunion cutting through the fatigue.  Business travelers checked their watches, already calculating their next connection, their next meeting.  Everyone pretending they hadn’t been reduced to the same sleep-starved shuffle.
Customs smelled faintly of paper, damp clothing, and the sharp tang of cold metal from the retractable stanchions.  A border official’s voice echoed from a booth—flat, procedural, as if he’d recited the same lines for years.  I presented my passport, offered a practiced smile, and received the dull thud of the entry stamp.
Beyond the checkpoint, the terminal widened into an expanse of polished tile and temporary plywood walls.  Dulles under renovation—half gleam, half construction dust. Overhead, the skylights leaked morning light through thin rain clouds, washing the space in a pale, sterile glow.
I paused for a moment, letting the crowd surge past.  The sound of English all around me felt both familiar and strange, like a song of which I used to know the words.
By the time I cleared passport control and found the exit, another hour had evaporated.  Outside, the morning rain had eased into mist, the air thick with the smell of wet concrete and jet exhaust. I caught a Washington Flyer town car idling at the curb, slid into the back seat, and gave the driver one word: “Langley.”
He was Ethiopian—slender, soft-spoken, eyes framed by deep lines of patience.  I’d seen his story a hundred times in this city: men who’d escaped wars and regimes only to drive the survivors of different kinds of battles.  He kept the heater low, a courtesy born of experience.
The car merged onto the Dulles Toll Road, the tires whispering against the wet pavement.  The highway blurred past, slick with rain.  I noticed the dull amber glow that streaked across the windshield each time we passed beneath the traffic signs warning the morning commuters of the estimated traffic delays—long ribbons of light that seemed to move in steady rhythm with the car’s squeaky windshield wipers, themselves seeming to clear one world and reveal another every few seconds in a natural staccato.
I could feel the stale sweat of travel clinging to my collar, the residue of too many hours and too little sleep. My phone blinked twice—Ted again. I didn’t need to read the messages to know their tone -- clipped, urgent, already impatient.
Outside, the rain thickened again, running in thin veins down the window.  The car pressed on through the early morning traffic, headlights cutting through the mist like white knives.  I leaned back, eyes half closed, and let the city slide by in fractured light.
For a moment I considered detouring to the hotel—ten minutes to stand under hot water, change clothes, reclaim the illusion of control.  But Ted didn’t wait, and the work didn’t care.  Whatever was coming, it wouldn’t be long.
The traffic thinned as we neared the river.  The highway curved east, gray trees slick with rain sliding past the window.  My reflection stared back at me in the glass—unshaven, eyes rimmed in red.  
Somewhere beyond that mirror version of myself was Jen: a house that still smelled like her shampoo, neighbors who still believed I was still on a business trip overseas.
“Priorities, Brody,” I muttered under my breath. The words sounded foreign, like I was quoting someone else.  
The driver slowed at the security gate.  Floodlights cut through the mist, catching the fence in a pale shimmer.  I stepped out, thanked him, and pulled my coat tighter against the damp.  The guard booth ahead glowed faintly blue in the rain.
Langley was quiet this morning—too quiet, the kind that made the skin between your shoulders.
“Hey there, George…”
George White, my favorite guard, stood half-sheltered under the narrow awning, shoulders hunched against the rain.  The guard-booth light haloed the steam rising off his coat.  His uniform strained across his chest and sleeves, the fabric pulling at the seams each time he shifted his weight.  Six-six, easily three-fifty, built like a retired tackle who never quite left the field.
He grinned when he saw me, teeth flashing white against skin glistening with rain. 
“Josh Brody,” he boomed, his baritone cutting clean through the downpour. “Man, I thought you were coming in this morning. I even called you the bus.”
“Thanks, George. I owe you one.”
He gave that slow headshake he always did when amused, water sliding down his shaved scalp. “You owe me a coffee, is what you owe me.”
George had been at this post three years now, and we’d settled into our routine.  He’d update me on last night’s football scores, and I’d hand over a packet of coffee from whatever corner of the world I’d just escaped.  He was particular about it too — not the beans, but the cup.  “Anybody can buy good beans,” he always said. “But it takes a country to brew it right.”  I told him I’d start keeping a list. He made sure I did.
He laughed now, the sound deep and warm, like gravel rolling in a barrel. “So what’s the verdict, Agent Coffee-Snob?  Who’s still winning the flavor Super Bowl?”
“Too early to call,” I said, smiling. “But I’m leaning toward the Turks.”
He barked another laugh, shaking his head. “Those little cups?  Man, that ain’t coffee.  That’s punishment.”
George’s story had been legend around the security wing — a high-school phenom turned Virginia Tech recruit until a bad knee ended his shot.  Without the scholarship to cover the school’s tuition, George was forced to take a series of odd jobs to pay his way through his undergraduate studies; but life got in his way.  George got caught up with the wrong crowd after football – drinking too much, sinking the only money he had into drugs.  And, after a brief stint in jail for illegal possession of a firearm, George met his wife, Daisy, at a church retreat in the Shenandoah Valley.  George says that God brought Daisy to him and saved his life.  Daisy says it was God’s will.  Either way, they celebrated their 10-year wedding anniversary last year and I surprised George and Daisy with a trip to Bermuda courtesy of my airline miles!  He still thanked me every couple of weeks, as if I’d pulled off a miracle.  Truth was, George did more good at that gate than most people did in a lifetime inside it. 
He studied me for a beat, eyes narrowing. “You look beat, Josh. Long trip?”
“Long everything,” I said.
Behind George was an enlarged drawing that appeared in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper during the Civil War.  The drawing shows a small wooden building identified as “Guard House Near Langley”—a reminder that Langley, now known as McLean and the location of CIA Headquarters, once was known as the location of a Union Army outpost.
He nodded, lips tightening in sympathy. “Well, go on in. Daisy’ll be mad if I let you catch pneumonia out here.”
“Tell Daisy I said hello.”
He saluted with two fingers, grin returning. “You bring me that Turkish stuff next time, hear?”
I waved him off, stepping through the puddles toward the inner gate. Behind me, his laugh followed — big, unembarrassed, alive — echoing against the wet concrete like something the rain couldn’t quite wash away.
Within minutes, I was hopping the white shuttle bus to the main building, the windows fogged from the heat of damp bodies inside; my breath left faint circles of condensation on the glass. Outside, the rain softened into drizzle, leaving the pavement slick and mirror-bright under the security lights.
When the shuttle stopped, I stepped off into a hurried crowd of agency personnel joining a growing stampede rushing to be first at the entrance turnstiles.   The smell of cut grass lingered, but I was quickly caught in a queue indoors, and a new smell of floor polish as I passed under the building’s glass arch, its reflection warped by the water running down its surface.  Fluorescent light spilled outward, pale and steady.  Crossing that threshold always felt like stepping from weather into vacuum—outside, the world’s noise; inside, a climate-controlled hum tuned precisely to indifference.
My shoes squeaked against polished tile.  The temperature drop was instant—a chill meant to keep people alert, or maybe just uncomfortable enough to stay awake.
I moved through the corridors toward Ted’s office, the sounds of the building layering themselves into a familiar rhythm: footsteps on marble, the soft thud of doors with coded locks, distant phones trilling and stopping mid-ring. Analysts hurried past, faces lit by the glow of monitors, eyes fixed on destinations that didn’t involve me.
Then I saw him.
A man in a simple gray suit, walking the opposite direction with the kind of deliberate calm that made everyone else instinctively get smaller.  I didn’t recognize him—neither DO nor DI—but the two section chiefs ahead of me did.  They sidestepped so fast they nearly flattened themselves against the wall.
The man didn’t look up, didn’t nod, didn’t even adjust his pace. Just moved through the hallway like a signal traveling through static. For a second, I caught his reflection in the glass of a display case—no badge, no expression, just absence given shape.
Then he was gone, swallowed by the next corridor.
The hum of the building returned, as if nothing had passed through it at all.
After using my badge to slip through the turnstile, I navigated the long corridors toward Ted’s office.  I passed dozens of faces – analysts hurrying with briefcases, security personnel nodding curtly. 	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You could include something of the five senses. What sights, sounds, smells, or even temperature does he notice?
Then I passed him.  A man in a simple gray suit, walking with an unhurried, almost unnerving calm.  He wasn't anyone I recognized from the DO or DI, but two senior section chiefs practically flattened themselves against the wall to let him pass.  He didn't acknowledge them. He didn't acknowledge me.  
I reached Ted’s office and was immediately buzzed in.
"Ted, good morning..."
"Hello stranger, you look like shit," Ted said, handing me a steaming mug that said:	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Keep him in 3D with tone of voice, facial expression, or body language. This will help your readers to see him more.
I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.
"Thanks, really nice to see you too… Straight from the airport. No shower. No coffee."
The coffee was hot and comforting. Sometimes it’s the small things.
“Thanks…so, what is the urgency?  I am guessing it’s information about Islamabad.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Any action here? Is he sitting or pacing or something else? 
“Yeah, but we need to tread lightly on this.”  Ted paused, choosing his words carefully.  “I am told that the Deputies Committee is concerned about anything that we do out of the norm in Pakistan right now; they say they don’t want to go to the NSC or the President with anything associated with us and the Marriott incident, at least just yet.  We have a provisional ‘go ahead’ to send you in to see what we can find out, but we are very concerned about getting it right. “ 
The Deputies Committee was the second-echelon national security team, the group that met in the White House Situation Room once or twice a week, briefing the National Security Advisor, massaging the President’s options before they ever hit the Oval.  Supposedly the best minds in national security. In reality — they were the best survivors from administration to administration…. not exactly a group that was respected.  Instead, many at the agency felt that the committee had lost touch with the intelligence apparatus, and their decisions reflected that. 
I always clowned around with Ted and called them the old fucks from the Muppets shows – a group of old, white men with old opinions, like the two guys who sat on the balcony of the Muppets Show each week. I couldn’t help myself now: “the Statlers and Waldorfs at it again… afraid to take anything higher.”
"And that's not even counting the “liaison office.”   Ted mockingly held up his hands to for quotation mark emphasis.  “They're watching everything we do in-country.  Kingfisher's people don't like surprises."
Ted snorted quietly, running a hand over his thinning hair.  "They act like they’re the adults in the room," he continued, trying hard to keep the serious topic serious, but I heard in his voice the dripping, dry sarcasm.  "At least until something blows up. Then it's every man for himself."
I didn’t laugh.  Because Ted wasn’t wrong.
These were the men and women who measured risk by political fallout, who would sign off on black ops in the morning and disavow you by nightfall if the headlines got messy.
I didn’t resent them yet. Not fully.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Can you stay here a beat longer and share why? What's he thinking or feeling?
But part of me knew — even then — that when the game got ugly, they wouldn’t bleed for me. They’d just vote.
“Is this all about Gilani?”  I asked.  
“We have reason to believe it's Gilani and his ties to Al Qaeda, which makes this a top priority.” Ted paused, choosing his words carefully.
Ted Rainey wasn’t the kind of man who demanded a room’s attention.  He just assumed he already had it.  Officially, he came up through Directorate of Operations — a long-haul NOC with stints in West Africa, Indonesia, and the former Yugoslavia during its slow collapse. That much was on paper.  The rest?  Hazy.  No one could agree on which division pulled him first or how many names he’d used before he came back stateside.
He was supposedly from Vermont.  Or Maine.  Or maybe upstate New York.  No marriages.  No kids.  No traceable relatives.  The kind of man who could disappear into a crowd or a spreadsheet and never leave a footprint.  
People respected him, sure.  Admired him even.  He’d taken quiet missions and made them successes. The kind that didn’t end up in memoirs or policy reviews but stopped wars no one knew were coming.  And maybe started a few that never had names.
But no one really knew him.  Not outside Langley.
There was a story — always told secondhand — about how Ted went dark in Jakarta for nine months in the ’90s. Word was, he disappeared without clearance, without backup, and without explanation. When he resurfaced, two terrorist networks had collapsed, an oil-backed coup had failed, and a senior State Department official claimed credit for “restabilizing the region.”
The Agency brought him back without a word of reprimand.  Promoted him twice.
I always suspected that was when he really started running things.  Not the operations.  The shadows between them.
"There’s a lot more than just the bombing. A lot more."   Ted started to pick up the pace of the conversation. “There were two CIA intelligence officers, John Klein and Bill Maxwell, both were there in Peshawar to infiltrate Taliban strongholds in Waziristan. They were among the dead, although we never officially released their names. But the question is, what were they doing at the hotel? They did not have orders to be there.” 	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Consider weaving in some setting and/or action in between the dialogue. This will make sure they're not having a conversation while floating in space. Make sense?
“Maybe they just took some days off…” I said, but then knew it was a rookie statement.  No one ever just took time off…not in Pakistan.  There, the work consumed you…
Ted gave me a glance as if to say…shut the fuck up, Josh, and listen.  I had just broken his cadence.  “We believe they were close to breaking something big…something dirty.”  He started rolling up his sleeves as he pulled a document from a bin on the floor next to him.   
“Hark back to the Pam Am bombing…. we think this may be another drug smuggling case, with implications far greater than anything we’ve seen before.  Klein and Maxwell were veterans to Pakistan.  They had been back and forth to the region since 2001, when the CIA had reestablished contacts with a network of Afghan exiles in northwestern Pakistan.  Klein had recently contacted Steve Gant, a buddy he knew in The Office of Transnational Issues, with information that he and Maxwell had uncovered several CIA agents with unauthorized contact with IMU agents in northeastern Afghanistan.  The agents had introduced Klein and Maxwell to Dzhuma Namangani, a senior leader in the IMU, and thought to be in control of the northern section of the narcotics traffic from Afghanistan. 
By most accounts, Namangani and his band of exiled jihadists move about in Pakistan’s tribal areas mostly providing security for Al Qaeda, doing the odd bit of jihad for food and a place to sleep.  CIA operatives have traced Namangani’s followers to running the occasional jihad workshop.  Some Turkish nationals and post-Soviet exiles are also linked to his group.   
And if I were to wager, the link between the various IMU members arrested at various times in Uzbekistan and Europe and the IMU in Pakistan is that the latter provided some training and support at one time. While they don’t necessarily — and probably do not — have the same list of priorities, their ideological target is almost certainly the same – spread jihad against Western interests.  They all went to dinner.  They smoked and were introduced to a couple of Afghanistan whores.  But Klein and Maxwell were kept in the dark on the reason for the meeting and were just told to enjoy the partying as the other agents exited into an adjoining room behind closed doors.  In the days and weeks ahead, however, the “Gang of Six”, as Klein and Maxwell referred to the rouge CIA agents in their limited communication to Gant, began receiving cash in weapons cans, and they shrugged it off as part of an operation they were prepping for in Jalalabad, Afghanistan, targeting a senior Afghani cleric who was supplying IED-making equipment to the Taliban.  One night, as they returned to the safe house in Peshawar, the gang of six were drunk (and possibly high on kaat), stumbling into the room laughing and grab-assing and incoherently talking in loud tones.  Klein said that he awoke, told them to shut the fuck up, and they ignored him, flipping him the bird and mocking him.  They came over to his cot and tried to wrestle him a bit, telling Klein they were just playing and that he needed to lighten up.  It’s then, Klein confided in Gant, that they told him of their meeting the following evening with Namangani. “ 
I was processing this in real time…the jet lag excruciatingly kicking in, even after the coffee Ted handed to me.  “So, let me make sure I have this right…Klein had contacted Steve Gant.  He reported they’d identified a specific cell – six agents, he called them his 'Gang of Six' – operating way off-book. These weren't just guys taking bribes; they were allegedly deep with Namangani, running protection for his drug routes, maybe even working with Passaro's old crew.  Big money. Gant thinks Klein and Maxwell believed this 'Gang' was the whole show?”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: See if you can stay here a beat longer. Let me inside his head a bit. If he's putting the pieces of a puzzle together, or debating something, or worried about something, show this.
“Word has it, that Klein and Maxwell had been planning to blow the whistle.  Steve says that he had been working with them to expose the underground operation and had traveled to Islamabad without their station chief knowing, but under a plan by Gant himself.  They were flying back unannounced to America to raise their concerns.  Gant's report was flagged and kicked upstairs, possibly "all the way to Kingfisher." 	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Keep him in 3D with tone of voice, facial expression, body language, or even action around the room. 
Ted tossed a photo onto the desk.  Burned hotel tables, the Marriott logo charred but clearly visible. Bodies.  Of Klein and Maxwell…
“Which means, we believe that someone may have found out of their plans to derail the smuggling channel, and they were the targets in the bombing on the 28th.”
“So, they were killed on the way,” I repeated the point.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: What is he thinking or feeling?
“Yup. And it gets worse.” Ted responded without missing a beat.  “Adnan Khosi, a known Taliban asset, was also killed in the blast.  Forensics suggest he was the driver of the explosives truck.  Khosi was a prominent Pakistani, who has been traced to Taliban insurgency operations within Afghanistan, and closely tied to Mullah Roz Muhammud, who was killed in a US-led attack in Helmund province in 2005.  Khosi’s body was found only yards from the suspected detonation vehicle and had traces of the vehicles seat cloth singed to his behind.”
Like a lawyer making his final argument, Ted handed me a printed Hotmail email, intercepted from Karachi.  It was from Khosi to a Mr. Farooq:
September 18, 2008
…remember, Farooq.  Human beings can be made to do things against their will. Please email me with the details of the proposed pick-up location.  Will the keys be in the car?
Fuck…. I thought.  
Human beings can be made to do things against their will…. 
Ted knew I had picked up on the association.
In a 2002 interview on CBS’s 60 Minutes, Gilani discussed with the interviewer about “jinn”.  According to the Koran, jinn refer to “parallel beings”, created by Allah from smokeless fire; he said that he believed the jinn to be a greater danger to America than terrorism:
Human beings can be made to do things against their will. They can be made to commit crimes. They can made to go and kill people. You know? And all your missiles, all your rockets, spaceships go up. And electronics, they can be damaged, influenced, and misdirected through the agencies of jinn beings. 
“Could this be a direct reference to Gilani?”  I asked.
Human beings can be made to commit crimes. Kill. Damage technology. Cause chaos—all through jinn influence.
I took several deep breaths.  
If any of this is true…Ted said, just slightly above a whisper, although we were the only ones in the room.  “If our Gang of Six are involved— they aren’t just rogue. They’re dangerous. Dirty. They've compromised their covers with IMU, Gilani’s Muslims of the Americas, maybe even Al Qaeda."	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Don't forget to weave in action and setting. Is he leaning against a chair, drawing the blinds, pacing the carpet? Is there chatter or work sounds from employees outside? Is the fluorescent light flickering? In other words, help you reader to be in the room with them, noticing all that Josh is picking up on.
These thugs could end up being of the same caliber as our boy Passaro; and the agency, as well as the NSC, is very concerned that this could be another “black eye” for an already struggling CIA that for years is trying to clean up its act in the wake of the Tenet years.
Passaro was a CIA contract worker who was in prison for killing an Afghani.  He had been hired even after being fired from a police force in Connecticut and with a history of criminal violence.  Passaro was convicted of murdering a local farmer who had been wanted for questioning in a series of border rocket attacks.  The farmer had claimed his innocence and had come to Passaro and American forces working with him, to offer his thoughts on who might be behind the attacks.  Passaro had ignored the farmer, instead insisting he was guilty and beating him so badly in an interrogation cell that he died two days later.  The Gang of Six are believed to be agents who were working with Passaro, and that has heightened everyone’s concern that rouge agents abound in the region and the CIA isn’t doing enough to clean up their bad apples.  Further, Passaro was a CIA contractor…he made a lot more money than CIA agents in the region.  Temptation by agents with the amount of drug money floating around was rampant, and motivation to deal on the side has always been a concern of top CIA and governmental officials.
Ted stood, rubbing the back of his neck. He looked tired. He looked…. haggard.  Not the Ted I was used to seeing.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Instead of telling us this, consider how you might show it. Are there deeper lines around his eyes or a hollow look to him or something else?
I repeated what had already been said.  I am not sure why.
Klein and Maxwell," I said firmly. "We think they were definitely the targets. The Gang, however… that’s a different story…”
“Right…. We think." Ted paused and leaned forward, lowering his voice even further.  I had to move slightly forward myself to catch his next words.  Yet, his last emphasis on the “We” seemed out of character.  It must’ve shown from my expression that I had picked up on his unusual inflection.  He tilted backwards and glanced away for a second.  Then looked back at me.  Did I see his eyes begin to water? 	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Any inner reaction to this? Maybe a lump forms in his gut or a flicker of worry shoots through his chest.
".. we think that they were just a tentacle.  A funding arm for something much larger.  We call it CR-6. We don't know who, or how many, but we know it's internal and it's deep.  Klein and Maxwell getting killed at the Marriott... it wasn't a coincidence. They were silenced."  
“So, Ted, I gotta ask, why call me back from Pakistan?”  It was something that still wasn’t sitting well.  After all, the Gang was still operating, their two potential moles neutralized.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And he assumed/feared what?
He took a long time to answer that question.
“Because we think you might know two of them.  Maybe from Shaw's old Kandahar crew, or the SAD detachments."
 I caught Ted’s gaze when he said those words.  It was like he was studying how I would process this revelation.
“And, so, why not send me back to Pakistan from here, then?”
“Because I want you to follow the money instead,” Ted began in normal cadence again.  Like he had just been reenergized. “…we have arranged for a drop to help establish a cover for you and get to this Farooq character and see if he leads us up the chain to CR-6.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Same note as earlier, to try and keep him in 3D throughout, as well as add bits of action and/or setting on your next pass. These elements will help add layers to your scenes.
I agreed, it would be good to track down Farooq.  If I could find the smoking gun in directly tying Farooq to Khosi, and Khosi to Gilani, I could unravel not only the CIA’s Gang of Six, but also finally associate Gilani to the Taliban and hopefully al Qaida.  In turn, this might finally solve Gilani’s connection to Daniel Pearl’s disappearance and murder and why he was so intent on interviewing Gilani after hearing Gilani’s connection to the Richard Reid case.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And this would mean what for Josh? If this is part of his larger goal or motivation, show this. In other words, tie this back to his larger story. What is he after both externally (a thing), and internally (an emotion). We can talk about this more during our call if you'd like.
Ted started to pick up the scattered maps, the reports, and the photos.  
And Josh…"  He paused, looking directly at Josh. "one last thing….”
“What?” I said turning to face Ted so as to show I was in full reception mode.
“Please be careful. These 'Gang' members… they’re veterans.  Ruthless.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: How does this land with Josh? Any internal reaction?
“Margaret has your packet.  She said she would drive in this morning after we talked.  I’ll call her now.  Go get a shower, rest up, and stay away from your apartment.  As far as anyone’s concerned, Josh, you are heading back to Oregon for R&R.  I don’t want anyone to think you are back in D.C. for anything other than a debriefing of your Peshawar trip.”  
Margaret Keshmiry was our intern from George Washington University.  She was a GWU senior, talented and anxious to work at the agency, level-headed, and not bad to look at.  She was of Persian-decent, father and mother both immigrated to the United States and became citizens.  Margaret was eager and would have gone on any trip with me if she had the chance.  Somehow, no matter what time of day, or day of the week, Margaret would be available at the drop of a dime.  We became instant friends, and she was more like a little sister to me.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: This feels like it comes out of the blue. Suggest adding a transition to give it context.
As I left Ted’s office, coffee cooling in my hand, my gut twisted.  Something wasn’t right.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Does he play back parts of their conversation in his head or something else?
Ted had insisted I work through intermediaries to make contact with Farooq.  When I pushed back and believed a lengthy cover build would only risk losing valuable time in linking Farooq to the others in the Gang-of-Six’s expanding network and potentially tip them off that the agency was digging into their activities, Ted immediately cut me off.  He wanted me to follow a specific protocol…the old white guys from the Muppets must have him stressed about the potential fallout from another rouge element permeating among the ranks.  I decided not to push any further.  But Ted Raney saying we should move slow rather than accepting a certain amount of risk…that was unusual.  
Something wasn’t right…and I felt like I was being thrown to the wolves.
	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Since this is mostly understood already, what might you include that's new and demonstrates his concern?




Chapter 7: Margaret


CIA Headquarters
Langley, VA – 10:33a
MARGARET

The air in the restricted corridor was a cool, controlled mix: faintly sterile floor wax over the deep, aged smell of paper dust—the scent of perpetual, classified work that never truly rested.
I felt the plastic of my intern ID badge, an unnecessary piece of visible bureaucracy, resting just above my sternum.  The officer at the corner didn't grant me a glance before buzzing me through to the locker hall.  That was the point of my position.  I was low-level, temporary, non-threatening—perfectly forgettable wallpaper.  A clean vector for a non-routine task.
The fluorescent lights overhead were unforgiving, bleaching the white cinderblock walls into something colder than sterile.  The air itself seemed to thin here, a subtle pressure to move faster, a built-in deterrent against lingering on what was seen.
Rows of beige lockers stretched down the wall, each one stenciled in black paint, each cipher-locked.  Ordinary enough, if you didn’t know better.  I did.  Every one of them held something that didn’t belong in a database — fragments of operations, real names behind cover legends, unfiltered cables meant to bypass the system.  Langley had a thousand secrets.  This hallway was just where some of them caught their breath.
Ted had asked me to do a locker run for Josh Brody, who was just arriving back from overseas. It wasn’t routine.  I knew that before he finished the sentence.  Having one of Ted’s top NOCs recalled like this — quietly, without briefing or context — didn’t happen.  Not unless something was coming apart.  
He’d handed me the slip of paper like he was passing gum in a classroom — folded twice, taped shut, written in pencil.  “Locker 218,” he said. “Bring back the packet. Nothing else.”
I peeled the tape with my thumb, memorized the code, and crushed the paper in my fist before I had time to think about why he hadn’t encrypted it.
The metal dial was cold against my fingers. I worked the cipher left, right, left again, the counting purely tactile. The mechanism caught, then clicked open—loud enough that the sound felt like a violation of the quiet.
Inside was a manila envelope, sealed with red tape and stamped across the front:  SECRET // NOFORN.  The paper was light, but something about it felt heavier than it should have.  The tape wasn’t the usual clean, factory-pressed line; it was wrinkled, crooked, like someone had sealed it in a hurry.  And the routing slip — typed, but one box filled in by hand, sharp and angular, not a clerk’s neat print.
I hesitated.  A correction?  A substitution?  Hard to tell.
I slid the envelope into my courier pouch and shut the locker.  The metal clicked into place  — locked but too loud, again.  Everything in this place seemed amplified when you were doing something you weren’t sure you should be doing.
When I turned, I noticed the security camera in the corner — its red light steady, pointed right at me.  I told myself it didn’t matter.  Locker runs happened every day, thousands of them.  No one watched the playback unless something went wrong.
Still, walking back up the corridor, the envelope pressed warm against my hip, I couldn’t shake the thought that someone had already handled what I now carried.  Not just opened it — touched it—and had gone out of their way to put this specific, altered packet into this specific locker for a specific NOC.  Such action wasn't a screw-up; it was a countermeasure.
Like a book that’s supposed to be new but comes with the faintest crease in the spine, remanence of someone else’s thumbprint on the page.  
The locker run itself wasn't the anomaly—I was Ted's pet project, the reliable secretary who could move documents where official systems stalled.  I had the access, and he trusted me with the mundane friction of high-level operations.
No, the problem wasn't me being here; the problem was Josh Brody being here.  A NOC recalled without explanation or fanfare was like a sudden, silent tear in the official fabric of the Agency. That wasn't just highly unusual; it was a political earthquake.  And, the most unusual thing about his recall was that no one in the building – including Ted – was talking about it.
Perhaps my intuition was in overdrive…the hasty sealing, the sharp, non-clerk handwriting—admittedly, it had heightened my curiosity and ignited my already-unusual, Keshmiry skepticism.  As I made my way back to the office, I could not help but think that this package wasn't waiting for Brody; it was waiting for the problem Brody represented.  The content had been deliberately substituted or altered by someone who knew he was coming back.
I stopped just before the final turn.  I realized that Ted hadn't chosen me because I was an intern. He chose me because he needed someone to be the cleanest link in a dirty chain.   I was the one element that could hold this tampered, essential information and deliver it without having a known connection to the corruption it could potentially expose.  
C’mon Maggie.  That’s just nonsense.  
Now, I was starting to rationalize.  Josh, my mentor, had once told me that when you started to analyze where on the spectrum the “truth” actually fell, agents usually would lose the necessary ability to look at the alternatives to what was being presented to them as fact.  
"The most dangerous part of rationalizing is when you stop justifying the action and start justifying the lack of accountability."  Josh would often say.  If you settled on the “truth”, cold and absolute, doing so reflected the core principle that led an agent to the brink.
I quickly brushed my rationalizations aside,  At that moment, I decided to accept my intuition – that something in this current “truth” wasn’t adding up.  The only way to find out was for me to complete the delivery and watch the explosion unfold. 
The Agency had just granted the intern a front-row seat. I intended to take notes.








Chapter 8: Intuition


CIA Headquarters
Langley, VA – 12:03p
JOSH
I needed a minute to think.  Ted’s briefing had been tight — too tight. The kind of polish that covered seams.  Something had been omitted, and I could feel the empty space where the truth should’ve been.
I ducked into the cafeteria in its mid-morning lull: analysts in rumpled suits, logistics officers comparing flight rosters, the low hum of routine that kept the place from cracking.  Scorched coffee and something egg-like that didn’t deserve the name breakfast still lingered from earlier.
I wasn’t hungry.  I was taking a temperature — the room, the people, the mood.  Sometimes Langley gave itself away in the small things.
Margaret was by the far window, same seat she always took, facing the room with her back to the wall.  She didn’t wave — she never did — but when our eyes met, she gave the smallest nod. Invitation, or warning. Hard to tell with her.
I grabbed a mug and slid into the chair across from her.
“How’d the Rainey sermon go?” she asked, stabbing her eggs with a plastic fork.  I noticed a folder resting beneath her right arm.  She shifted ever so slightly, her elbow making sure it was still there.
“Convincing. Too much so,” I continued. “Felt like being sold a car that already had a buyer.”
She didn’t smile, but her eyebrow twitched.  That was Margaret-speak for you’re not crazy.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Nice insight.
I watched the reaction more than I listened to the words. She always told the truth in gestures first.
“You heading to Ops after this?” she asked.
“Locker run first. Supposed to pick up a packet.” I kept my tone flat, testing the phrase, watching if she flinched.
She didn’t, but her shoulders shifted a fraction, a tell I’d learned to read.  “You might want to take a second look before tossing it in the stack.”
“Oh yeah?”
She speared another bite of eggs, eyes down, voice low.  “Let’s just say not all the seals around here are factory-pressed.”
I leaned back, letting her words settle.  There it was — confirmation.  I wasn’t the only one who smelled something burning.
That was my cue.
Ted had given me a story; Margaret had just given me a direction.  Now I needed proof — something real to pull from the noise.
I needed a minute to think. Ted’s briefing had been tight, almost too polished. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had been omitted — deliberately.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Curious if Ted had a history of doing this. Or is this the first time Josh felt this way about Ted?	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Also, this is a great spot to include Josh's scene goal. Now that he has this feeling, what is he after in this chapter? 
“Just a heads up,” she added, standing. “Packet’s already dropped.”
“Thanks, Margaret.”
“Don’t thank me yet.”
She gave me a half-smile, tight and forced, and she left without finishing her coffee.  As she did, Margaret slid me the folder.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Anyone else around?
I stood there a beat longer, pretending to scroll my BlackBerry.  Pretending I didn’t feel the weight of what she’d just said.
Margaret wasn’t prone to melodrama.  If she was spooked, there was a damn good reason.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And this caused him to feel how?
I moved slowly toward the locker area.  
Inside CIA headquarters, the locker rooms weren't what most people pictured — no sweaty gym towels, no rows of battered lockers with combination locks.  Here, lockers were sterile, steel-walled compartments tucked into a restricted wing near the operational logistics offices.
No names.  Just coded numbers linked to temporary assignment files.  A secure place to stash classified packets, encrypted hard drives, or sensitive gear too hot to carry around.
You didn't linger there. You didn't talk there.  You got in, grabbed your packet, and got out.
I keyed in my clearance code at the access point, waited for the cold hiss of the magnetic lock disengaging, and stepped inside.
The packet was there — manila envelope, marked with my clearance code.  Standard issue.
But taped to the inside of the locker door, invisible unless you knew to look, was a tiny yellow sticky note.
One word, scrawled in haste:
RUN.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: 😮
For a heartbeat, everything in me stopped.  Training kicked in — eyes scanning the corners, the ceiling, the vent ducts, the door seams — looking for what I’d missed walking in.  Nothing.  Just the hum of the air unit, the faint ozone tang of recycled air.
I stared at the note again.  Short strokes.  No hesitation.  Someone wanted me to see it, but not to touch it.
My throat went dry.  A pulse began in my temple.  The human part of me wanted to react — bolt, check over my shoulder, demand answers.  But the operator in me overruled it.  You don’t flinch in a secure corridor.  You make it look routine.
I peeled the packet off the shelf, tucked it under my arm, and closed the locker. The sound of the latch was sharp, final — like a door sealing on something I hadn’t yet understood.
Walking out, I could feel the weight of the cameras above me.  Every step calibrated.  Slow, deliberate.  My heart pounded hard enough to blur the edges of my vision, but my face stayed neutral.  I’d practiced that mask for years — calm under pressure, invisible when burning.
By the time I cleared the corridor and hit the exit vestibule, my palms were damp, my stomach hollow.  The sticky note burned in my mind, three letters echoing like a gunshot: RUN.
Outside, the air felt too open, too bright. The drizzle had stopped, leaving the world slick and reflective.  The same town car waited by the curb, idling.
I got in, nodded to the driver, and shut the door.
My mind started moving again — replaying Ted’s words, Margaret’s warning, the sealed packet now warming under my arm.
Who knew? Who left it?
And why the hell was I still sitting here instead of running?
As we pulled away from Langley, rain hammering the windshield, I leaned my head back against the cold glass and closed my eyes.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Is he alone?
Margaret was tough.  But she seemed visibly shaken…and it wasn’t nerves…in all my years of knowing her, seeing her chase Ted around the office or while crisscrossing the floors and hallways of this building, she was confident…poised.
“There are people who don't want this found,” she had said.
That meant one thing.
I was already a target.
Not just by the Gang of Six. Not just by the IMU.
Here. Inside Langley.
The thought shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did.
I wanted to believe there was a misunderstanding.  A mistake.  That maybe Margaret had gotten spooked by something she couldn’t explain.  That maybe Ted really didn’t know what was in the files.
But the note didn’t lie.  And Margaret never seemed to get rattled easily.
My own house.  My own people.
I felt it in my chest before I accepted it in my head — like ice water pouring through my lungs.
This was the real Agency.
Not the flags in the atrium.  Not the whispered legends of past heroes.
Not the sanitized oaths spoken under fluorescent light.
This was the part no one wrote down.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Good scene ending.







Chapter 9: The Damascus Cover

Westin Dulles Airport Hotel 
Chantilly, VA – 11:23p
The drive out of Langley was silent except for the sound of rainwater ticking against the roof of the town car.
The driver said nothing.  Good.  I needed quiet.
The envelope lay on my lap, the one Ted had pushed through channels via Margaret — addressed to my alias, Declan Reynolds.  On the surface, it was textbook: operational outline for a low-profile brush pass in Amman.  Names.  Times.  A map of the meet zone.  . All procedure, all by the book.  Procedure so routine it almost insulted me.
But the weight of it felt wrong.  Too light in one hand, too heavy in the other.
I peeled it open with my thumb.  Inside — exactly what Ted promised.  But beneath it, wedged into the other folder, was the other set of papers Margaret had slipped me at the cafeteria.  Her hand had trembled when she’d done it; I’d told myself I imagined that.
I hadn’t.
Her packet was thicker — hand-tabbed, dog-eared, covered in her spidery notes. The first page hit like a blade: raw intercept logs, satellite stills with red-ink coordinates, and cross-referenced financials that Ted’s version hadn’t even hinted at.  It wasn’t overlap — it was omission.  And they painted a vastly different, terrifying picture.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I might pause and ground the reader in place and time. Where is he? How long has it been since the cafeteria?

My mind flashed back to Margaret’s too-sharp questions that probed the edges of Ted’s polished narratives.  Her demeanor in the cafeteria – the forced calm, the hand resting too deliberately on her folder.  It wasn't just general paranoia; she’d clearly been onto something big, something that scared even her.  And the "RUN" note?  That wasn't a suggestion; it was a goddamn flare in the dark, telling me the official story was a lie, and I was walking into the fire.
In Margaret’s file, Farooq wasn’t just a launderer greasing small-time accounts. He was the hub.
His companies sat at the center of a lattice of logistics chains stretching from Dubai through Tashkent to the Fergana Valley — corridors that paralleled IMU trafficking routes to the kilometer. The Gang of Six weren’t freelancing; they were running a covert network, their shell signatures stamped across front corporations and offshore accounts.
One document, a grainy printout of an encrypted email thread, hinted at a nondescript warehouse outside Lahore, cross-referenced with an ISI colonel’s name.  Another, a heavily redacted banking transfer, linked a shell company used by the Gang to a known GRU front in Cyprus. Farooq was the financier.  The ISI were the protectors.  The Gang of Six?  They were the American enablers—or worse, partners, selling pieces of America to the highest bidders.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Where is he and what is he doing? Can you give this scene a touch more context? Otherwise it runs the risk of the scene floating in space. Make sense?
The implications hit me like a wave pushing me into a surf.  Ted's plan – to send me, Declan Reynolds, to Amman for a slow-burn cover build, starting with a simple envelope drop to a "neutral intermediary" – it suddenly seemed insultingly naive, or worse, deliberately diversionary. 
"We need to validate your cover," he’d said. "Let them believe you’re real." 
But what if "they" already knew I was coming, and this was just Ted moving a pawn into a pre-arranged kill box?”
If this network was as deep and insidious as Margaret’s files suggested, with Russian and ISI tendrils, every day wasted on Ted’s methodical, almost leisurely timeline was a day they burrowed deeper, a day the threat escalated. Margaret’s intel showed Farooq was in Damascus now, not waiting for some low-level feeler in Amman.  He was meeting with Emaar Properties; a company flagged in her files for suspicious Syrian Telecom dealings.  This wasn't just a money trail; it was live, operational.
Ted always said I was his best field agent.  Did he think I was a fool?  That I wouldn’t connect the dots, even with the limited, sanitized intel he thought I had?  Or was that the point?  Did he assume his version of the facts was all I’d ever see, that his authority would ensure my compliance?  He was counting on me following his script, playing the loyal soldier.  He hadn't counted on Margaret.  He hadn't counted on her courage, or the sheer, damning weight of the evidence she’d thrust into my hands. That evidence didn’t just suggest a different approach; it screamed for it.  The Declan cover, Ted’s meticulously planned Amman op, it felt tainted, compromised before it even began.  It was a path leading into fog, while Margaret’s intel offered a fleeting, high-risk chance to step into the light, however dangerous that light might be.
I exhaled slowly, trying to calm the surge in my chest. Margaret’s data was messy but alive — field intel cross-stitched with the kind of intuitive patterning that had always set her apart.  That was what drew me to her from day one: she could find the signal in the noise faster than anyone I’d met.
Like me, she remembered everything.  Unlike me, she could see what it meant before anyone else could.
My eyes blurred for a moment.  The words on the page seemed to tilt, the text fighting to stay still.  I rubbed my temple, forced my breathing, even.
Images from the cafeteria flashed through my head — her calm too deliberate, her hand hovering just a second too long over the folder.  The way her voice had dipped when she’d said the packet was “off.”
Given Margaret's desperate gamble, the latter felt chillingly certain.  She’d risked everything, right under Ted’s nose, to get this to me.  She wouldn’t do that unless she believed I, and the truth, were in mortal danger from our own.
###
The morning was a blur of calculated motion.  Before 05:00, before the sun could burn the lingering fog off the Potomac, I was already strapped into an upgraded business class seat, the Boeing 777 cabin near-empty, ostensibly bound for Amman via London Heathrow.
The atmosphere on the plane was dead silence and leather. Shadows preferred empty spaces, and this jet was a perfect, pressurized tube of white noise. But as the engines spun up, I could still feel the weight of what I’d left behind—the quiet, comfortable façade of my life in Georgetown.
I saw the neighborhood in fast, harsh flashes: the porch light Jen always left on for me; the faint, irritating squeak of the neighbor’s garage door that only I seemed to notice; the smell of rain-dampened boxwood in the tiny, manicured front yard. It was a life I’d told myself I deserved after years in the cold, and now, I’d walked away without a word.
Jen. I’d shut down the impulse to call her, to leave a single, final lie. I hadn't seen or spoken to her since the recall, and the silence was a vacuum. She was the one thing in my life that felt purely real, utterly untainted by the Agency’s narrative control. Dropping that thread felt like cutting a vital wire, leaving me untethered and more dangerous.
She’d known this wasn’t a routine handoff. Margaret—sharp, cynical Margaret—had known someone was steering me toward something I wasn’t supposed to see.
And the sticky note in the locker, that desperate, low-tech single word—RUN—wasn't paranoia. It was a flare fired through the noise, a last-ditch, absolute warning from the inside.
The folder, Margaret's file, lay on the seat tray next to my tactical black backpack. The Agency was tightening the noose on travel visibility; changing an itinerary post-booking but pre-departure threw an immediate, automated red flag to Ted. But the delay tactic—waiting until I was airborne, then contacting ground ops during the London layover—that bypassed the initial sweep. It was a small window of operational vanity, a weakness in the system Margaret had likely spotted and logged. Enroute changes got filed, not flagged. Perfect.
The car hitting a patch of uneven pavement hours earlier, the folder sliding on my lap, my heart hammering as I caught it—that wasn't about the file itself. That was about the sudden, terrifying clarity: Ted’s briefing, Margaret’s folder, the note. Three pieces of the same puzzle, now pointed at one conclusion.
I wasn’t walking into a mission. I was being moved into position.
I reached into the backpack and retrieved my operational kit. Inside, tucked deep within a hollowed-out paperback, was the decoy: the forged British passport for Declan Reynolds, the identity Ted had authorized. Now useless, burned before deployment.
I pulled out the newer, cleaner set of documents—the Wayne McIntyre identity. Telecom business development manager for Abacus, LLC. An identity Ted knew nothing about, one built from fragments Margaret had included in her file—leads she perhaps hadn't even fully realized she was giving me, but which now formed the backbone of a new, direct approach.
I thumbed through the fake Wayne McIntyre passport again. Telecom fixer. A man with no past and too many credentials, perfect for getting through doors Ted wanted kept shut. This was an easy person to embody because the character was pure projection—all competence, no history.
Jen used to joke about how bad I was at not telling the truth. “You even flinch when you tell someone the coffee’s good,” she’d once said, laughing, while we ate take-out on the floor of our tiny kitchen.
I wasn’t flinching anymore. That scared me more than the RUN note. The old Josh—the one who cared about the small truth—was gone. The lack of hesitation, the absolute mental clarity to choose a rogue path and discard the life I loved, proved I was fully becoming the weapon I was supposed to be.
As the wheels finally lifted off the tarmac, the D.C. skyline swallowed by gray cloud, I knew two things:
First, the Gang of Six wasn’t just ahead of me. They were a smoke screen. The real players were closer, and among them, orchestrating the periphery, was Margaret. She was involved deeper than either she or Ted understood.
Second, if I made a mistake now, the political fallout wouldn't be limited to Langley's budget. The damage would be collateral and permanent. Margaret wouldn't be the only one they silenced.

The next morning, before the sun was up, I was booked on the first flight out of Dulles to Amman.  A quick connection through London.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Where is he? Can we see his surroundings? What about Jen, the neighbors, and his regular life/setting back at home?
But I had already decided to amend my itinerary in London. 
Enroute changes usually sent a flag to Langley – and I couldn’t afford Ted finding out that I was already breaking the plan.  The agency was cracking down on recording the travel of its agents; any changes in an agent’s travel prior to departure usually sent an immediate, automatic email “flag” to an agent’s supervisor.  I had discovered, however, that if I waited and made the change enroute, the “flag” was ignored and went unnoticed.  The morning flight to London was half empty.  Perfect.  Shadows preferred empty spaces.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Nice scene ending.
###

She’d known this wasn’t a routine handoff.  She’d known someone — maybe Ted, maybe higher — was steering me toward something I wasn’t supposed to see.
And the sticky note in the locker — RUN — wasn’t paranoia.  It was a flare fired through the noise, a last-ditch warning.
The car hit a patch of uneven pavement, and the folder slid slightly on my lap.  I caught it before it fell, heart hammering.
Outside, the rain had turned again to mist. The morning light was thin and colorless, the kind that made every reflection look like a double.
Ted’s briefing. Margaret’s folder. The note.
Pieces of the same puzzle, now pointing at one conclusion.
I wasn’t walking into a mission.
I was being moved into position.
###
I had packed light—one black backpack, my forged British passport under the name Declan Reynolds (now a decoy, a ghost identity for a ghost mission), and Margaret’s portfolio along with Ted’s now-suspect brush pass instructions tucked deep inside a book jacket. 
I pulled out a newer, cleaner set of documents – the Wayne McIntyre identity, telecom business development manager for Abacus, LLC.  An identity Ted knew nothing about, one built from fragments Margaret had included, leads she perhaps hadn't even fully realized she was giving me, but which now formed the backbone of a new, direct approach.
I thumbed through the fake Wayne McIntyre passport again — telecom fixer.  A man with no past and too many credentials, perfect for getting through doors Ted wanted kept shut.  This was an easy person to embody.  It made the lies easy…
Jen used to joke about how bad I was at not telling the truth.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Still wondering about Jen. Did he ever see/talk/think of her on his brief break? Feels like a thread that was dropped. 
“You even flinch when you tell someone the coffee’s good,” she’d once said, laughing.  
I wasn’t flinching anymore. That scared me.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Good insight.


###
By the time the wheels lifted off the tarmac, the D.C. skyline swallowed by gray cloud, I knew two things:
First, the Gang of Six wasn’t just ahead of me.  There were others, I was certain.  And…so was Margaret.
Second, if I made a mistake now, Margaret wouldn't be the only one they silenced.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Nice dramatic tension.
###

Damascus, Syria– 8:11a
Damascus appeared beneath me like an ancient painting brushed in ochre and gold.  It was a city of contradictions — eternal, dying, surviving, scheming.  Like me, it wore too many masks and trusted too few faces.
Minarets pierced the morning mist, and the crumbling Old City walls wrapped the tangled streets like a guardian too tired to fight anymore.
The sun broke over Mount Qasioun, washing the city in a hard, brilliant light, exposing both its beauty and its scars.  
One of the oldest continuously inhabited cities on Earth, it had survived empire after empire: Arameans, Romans, Umayyads, Ottomans. Each left a layer — of stone, of faith, of blood.
It had been a jewel of trade and tolerance once. Then a battlefield. Then a political chess piece.
Now, it balanced on the knife-edge between tradition and surveillance, corruption and hospitality.  
Every alley whispered secrets older than our country.  And men like me — we came to buy them.  Or, in this case, to stop them from being sold by our own.  My decision was made.  Ted's Amman plan, the Declan cover – it was a dead end, a path laid by someone who either didn't know the real threat or wanted me neutralized. Going direct to Farooq in Damascus as Wayne McIntyre was a leap into the unknown, a flagrant breach of protocol, and a massive personal risk.  But Margaret’s files, her courage, the "RUN" note seared into my brain – they left me no other choice.  If there was an insider threat, if Ted was part of it, then following his plan was suicide.  This was the only way to seize the initiative, to get ahead of whatever they had planned for me, and for the country.  It was a desperate gamble, but it was my gamble, not theirs.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: This is a great example of showing a character's scene goal at the top of a chapter.
My assignment received from Langley did not include a direct contact with Farooq…I made that decision without anyone knowing.  Not Ted…not even Margaret, though her information had been the catalyst.  I was supposed to be in Amman already; but I diverted to Damascus.  I would still fulfill the brush pass that Ted had set up in Jordan – its intent was to establish the identity of my Declan cover with Farooq, lead to meetings with Farooq, and eventually uncovering Farooq’s ties to (and funding of) the Gang of Six and their illegal trade network.  Or so Ted's plan had stated.  Now, that seemed like a deliberate misdirection, a way to tag me and control my entry into the game on his terms.  I'd still do the Amman drop, but only after I'd made my own move here in Damascus, under my own terms, as Wayne McIntyre.  It would be a necessary piece of misdirection on my part, making them think I was still on their leash.
But I didn’t have the time to wait for Ted's slow game. I needed to initiate contact with Farooq right away.  No. Waiting could backfire; the network could find out that their activities were exposed and their identities compromised, and they would scatter or, worse, accelerate their plans. The brush pass I would conduct in Amman in a little under 24-hours from now seemed irrelevant, almost a farce, compared to the direct line Margaret's intel had opened to Farooq.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Good showing of what's at stake.
I slipped through customs with a forged smile and a carefully rehearsed accent.  Within an hour, I was walking the alleys of the Christian Quarter, the scent of fresh bread, jasmine, and gasoline heavy in the air.  Old stones.  Old secrets.  And men like me, chasing ghosts through them.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Good bit of setting.
###
Akeem Farooq often traveled from Lebanon to Syria and was in Damascus working out of one of his companies there: Emaar Properties.  I was there now as British telecom executive, Wayne McIntyre.  It was a good name. Very British.  A deep, contingency cover the Agency had built for me years ago, meant for a burned-asset scenario in the Gulf.  Ted wouldn’t know I had it, and he certainly wouldn't expect me to use it now.  Activating it without a handler was a cardinal sin, but my other option seemed as though I was walking into a trap.
My job was Business Development Manager for Europe and the Middle East for a company called Abacus, LLC. The company specialized in switching gear for the telecommunications sector and was working to gain contracts with larger firms in the Middle East.  I had set up a meeting with the Chairman of Etisalat, Mohammed Omran, regarding clean-out work for their central offices and retrograde and resale of their network equipment.  This meeting, on my last visit to Dubai, and subsequent visits with their VP of Technology, Fahem Al Bugham, had legitimized Abacus’ existence, even without it being an active company.  This gave instant credibility for my trip to Syria.
Abacus was planning business in Damascus with Syrian Telecom, the government-owned monopoly providing fixed telecommunication and Internet services in Syria. Farooq was working with Emaar to convert Syrian Telecom’s Telephone exchange facilities into office space, and I was approaching him to help in his quest to do so.
I placed a call to Farooq from a prepaid phone I bought at a stand at the airport.  I introduced myself as Wayne McIntyre.  Luckily, he had been briefed already by his secretary about the nature of our scheduled meeting.  I had sent a quick email to her from London outlining Abacus’ services, which would be considered standard industry procedure.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I'd love to see his surroundings. Also, how is he feeling right about now? Draw me a little closer.
"Marhaba, Farooq. Keefek?" I spoke.  Hello and how are you.
"I am Mr. McIntyre, from Abacus."
"Ahh, yes, McIntyre…please, call me Akeem. Very good to speak to you, McIntyre."
"Wayne…you can call me Wayne, as well. Thank you."
"Yes…Wayne…. pleasure to finally talk on the phone. You’re stay in Damascus, good, no?"
"Well, I just arrived this morning, so a bit tired…nothing a nap can’t fix!”  It was a typical exchange.  “Thank you, Akeem, for agreeing to discuss our company and its work. I am looking forward to our meeting this afternoon.  I wanted to touch base with you before we meet and see if you wanted to have our meeting over a late lunch or early dinner instead? Perhaps, at Naranj?"
"Ahhh, Naranj, very nice…yes, certainly. I would love your very generous offer."
Akeem seemed impressed. That was what I was looking for. This guy, as many are, was soft-spoken, articulate.
Naranj Restaurant is a great restaurant, not just for Syrian standards. It has some of the best Arabic food I’ve had in many Middle Eastern cities.  Considered upscale, you would be surprised at how inexpensive it is.  Located in the Old City of Damascus, the restaurant has outside rooftop seating, which overlooks Straight Street.  The homemade hummus is incredible.
I had checked in to the Four Seasons, hands-down the most desirable hotel in the city.  Across the street from Damascus’ National Archeological Museum, it was really the closest hotel to the city’s embassies, the business district and its local shops.  Plus, the lobby was abuzz with all the moneyed locals.  It was a bit much, but I had to play the game of a telecom executive.  Syrians love  to be wined and dined.  The Pool Bar was filled with a lot of people in the afternoons, which would be welcome for a link-up with Farooq if he were to call an audible on the location and timing of our meeting – and I did not want to be caught without the safety in numbers. The Four Seasons was also only about 2 kilometers from Naranj, so I didn’t have to schlep across the city to Akeem’s office if he were to ask me to meet in his office first and then walk to Naranj together.  If this was the case, this would afford me more time to gather details of Akeem’s business network.
Akeem agreed to an early dinner.  
I fell asleep sifting through more of the dossier from Ted.  There was a chronology of Farooq’s whereabouts over the past year, and some background into his various construction and real estate businesses all over the Middle East and Arabian Gulf.  The official CIA report of the story of Farooq and his father didn’t give me much more information.  I perused the background of Abacus, more to make sure I kept my own story straight and believable to Farooq.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You might add a line or two more here about it was important to be sharp or knowledgeable because _______. (This reminds the reader what's at risk if he's not successful).
The meeting in a little over an hour – off the books to everyone who was following my movements and reporting – would start the dance — and this time, there’d be no music to cover the lies.
###
At Naranj, a shaded restaurant tucked into a centuries-old courtyard, I waited.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Can we see his surrounding more? Any action or people or something else he notices while he waits?
Waited for the first real thread that could unravel everything.
The tea was strong, the call to prayer haunting in the distance.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Good. More of this throughout to help ground your reader in place and time.  
Farooq arrived five minutes late.  Not enough to be rude, just enough to remind me whose country I was in.  He moved like a man who had made peace with power a long time ago. Confident, not arrogant.  A tailored slate-gray suit, no tie, expensive cufflinks shaped like falcons.  Damascus fashion whispered in subtle signals.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Good, I like that you're keeping him in 3D for the reader to see.
"Wayne," he said with a smile that never quite reached his eyes. "You bring the desert air with you."
"Only the dry part," I replied, extending my hand.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Anything running through his mind?
His grip was firm.  Just long enough.  He took the seat across from me at the rooftop patio of Naranj, the old quarter humming beneath us, the city’s tangled arteries pulsing with horns, footsteps, and call to prayer.  The scent of jasmine, charcoal, and traffic hung in the air.
We ordered tea first.  Let the dance begin.
He talked about real estate markets in Doha and Istanbul.  I countered with fabricated pricing models and contractor names Margaret had built into Abacus’s file.  He mentioned fiber lines in Aleppo, hinted at new exchanges going up in Homs.  I played dumb.  He watched me closely.
We shared a lamb dish slow cooked with quince and pomegranate.  He asked about our investors.  I deflected.  He complimented our aggressive posture toward Gulf telecoms.  I thanked him, casually noting that risk appetite often tracks with insulation from compliance.
He smiled at that. The smile of a man used to hear confessions without asking questions.
"Tell me, Wayne," he said finally, "how long do you think Damascus will stay open for business?"
"Until someone slams the wrong door," I said.
He laughed. "Let’s make sure we both stay away from doors."
I sipped the tea. "Doors are safe. It’s what waits behind them that worries me."
He nodded slowly. "You’ve seen some things."
"We all have. In this business."
We let that hang.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: What's he thinking or feeling here?
By the end of the meeting, he invited me to visit one of his properties. I said I’d consider it. He didn’t press. That was the tell. Farooq never pushed when he already knew the answer.
We shook hands again, and I left the restaurant first. That was intentional. Let the guest walk away while the host observes. Standard tradecraft. Or a courtesy. Maybe both.
Back in my hotel suite, I wrote everything down. His cadence, his hesitations, his word choices. He had the polished indifference of a man who either had nothing to hide — or had hidden it so well he’d stopped checking for cracks.
And yet, the moment he said my name, I knew he’d heard it before. Not Wayne. Not the alias. Me.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Great twist.




Chapter 10: False Flags


Amman, Jordan, 11:25a
The flight from Damascus to Amman took just under an hour — short enough to feel like a formality, long enough for my cover to settle on my skin.
Royal Jordanian’s Airbus A320 shuddered through the late-summer haze, engines droning at a pitch that vibrated faintly through the armrest. The cabin was packed: traders heading for meetings in Shmeisani, families returning from visits in Aleppo, a pair of diplomats reading old copies of Asharq Al-Awsat under the flicker of the overhead lights.  The cold, recycled air provided a respite from the outside September heat, which contributed to the thick haze that seemed to blur into gradients of sand and ochre below — the Levant laid out like a weathered map.  The wing cut through the thick as if it was a sharpened sword, as the sunlight scattered in milky streaks over the desert below.
I leaned my head against the cool window frame, half-closing my eyes.  My reflection looked back — gray stubble, tinted glasses, a face a degree too tired for its passport age.  Now, back as Wayne McIntyre, British telecom consultant.  Forgettable.  The kind of man flight attendants smiled at without remembering.
I adjusted my cuff, scanned the cabin once more — not looking for threats so much as calibrating the ordinary. The mother with the fussy toddler in 14C.  The businessman in front of me, typing figures into a Casio calculator.  The short, bald man in a traditional, light gray thawb holding a soft leather holdall, pretending to nap across the aisle.

My backpack under the seat held only two things that mattered: the burner phone Ted had issued, and the manila envelope for the brush pass.  No checked bags.  No trail.  Just an itinerary that could dissolve into smoke if I needed it to.
Through the scratched plexiglass window, the landscape shifted from Syria’s dry plains to the dun-colored hills of northern Jordan — a palette of sand, limestone, and the occasional flash of green where irrigation had fought its small victories. The light had that Middle Eastern clarity I could never get used to — too sharp, like it cut rather than illuminated.
We landed at Queen Alia International just after noon. The terminal was old concrete, half-renovated, its air thick with the smell of sweat, diesel, and overworked air conditioners. Ceiling fans spun lazily overhead. Men in keffiyehs leaned against pillars smoking; a loudspeaker crackled in Arabic and English, announcing flights from Dubai and Cairo.
I kept my pace even, my expression set to polite disinterest. Declan Reynolds — British, telecommunications sector, here on a site survey for Abacus. I’d built him from the ground up: habits, vocabulary, even the type of cologne he’d wear. He was competent, forgettable.
Customs was a blur of stamps and nods. The Jordanian officer glanced at my passport — dark red, embossed with the Crown — and waved me through. No questions. No secondary screening.
Outside, the sun hit like a wall. A dry, searing heat that clung to the inside of your lungs. Taxis idled in rows, the drivers watching arrivals with the patience of men who’d seen too many faces pass and none stay.
I pulled my sunglasses from my pocket, stepped into the light, and blended into the crowd.
Ted’s instructions had been direct.  “We need to validate your cover,” he’d said.  “Simple brush pass — envelope to a neutral intermediary.  They’ll move it downrange.  Nothing sensitive in the package, just a piece of theater.  We want Farooq’s people to see it and report it.  Let them believe you’re real.”
At the time, it sounded plausible.  A minor Op designed to reinforce the illusion of legitimacy.  If Farooq was plugged into deeper networks — ISI, maybe even Russian channels — the move would look like signal traffic.  Low risk.  High-value perception.
I was just going through the motions – my meeting the day before with Farooq proved Margaret’s hunch about Farooq and his connections.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And this caused him to think or feel or assume what?
wasn’t flinching anymore. That scared me.

The mission Ted outlined was a simple, low-stakes piece of theater, designed to validate my cover. Ted’s instructions had been direct. “We need to validate your cover,” he’d said. “Simple brush pass — envelope to a neutral intermediary. They’ll move it downrange. Nothing sensitive in the package, just a piece of theater. We want Farooq’s people to see it and report it. Let them believe you’re real.”
At the time, it sounded plausible. A minor Op designed to reinforce the illusion of legitimacy. If Farooq was plugged into deeper networks—ISI, maybe even Russian channels—the move would look like signal traffic. Low risk. High-value perception.
But now, riding high over the Atlantic, the brush pass felt like a cheap, utterly irrelevant distraction—a piece of nonsense. My meeting the day before with Farooq had already confirmed Margaret’s hunch about his high-value connections. I was just going through the motions—but why?
The contrast between the sticky note yelling RUN and Ted's insistence on this mundane, time-consuming validation exercise was a cold, professional insult. It was the feeling of being intentionally given a bad map. Ted, my handler, was the one steering me toward the irrelevant, hoping I would stay occupied with the theatrics of this meaningless exchange while the actual threat—the reason I was recalled—developed unchallenged. The resentment wasn't just professional; it was a deeply ingrained, galling sense of betrayal.
My hands, usually resting loosely on the backpack, were gripping the fabric, knuckles white. The cold, analytical part of my mind, the part I trusted most, was taking over. Farooq doesn't matter. Amman doesn't matter. Ted had given me the cover story. Margaret, unintentionally or not, had given me the exit ramp.
By the time the wheels lifted off the tarmac, the D.C. skyline swallowed by gray cloud, I knew two things:
First, the Gang of Six wasn’t just ahead of me. There were others, I was certain. And…so was Margaret.
Second, if I made a mistake now, Margaret wouldn't be the only one they silenced.
Margaret’s folder had rewritten the mission in my mind.  Farooq wasn’t just a source.  He was part of the machine.  His properties matched logistics routes used by the IMU.  His companies moved money with the same shell firms identified in the intel dump.  And one email string, half-redacted, suggested he’d met with a former GRU officer in Istanbul last fall.
Ted didn’t know. Or he knew and didn’t care.  Or…a nagging suspicion…Ted was behind this somehow.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Any internal reaction as he thought this over? Or maybe a bodily reaction, like his skin crawled or he pushed down a rising sense of dread?
Either way, I felt I had to see Farooq for myself; hence my last-minute switch of my travel plans to Damascus. To confirm the look in his eyes. The chill I felt when he said my name. The space between the words.  And a chill I felt…. indeed.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I might replace this with something deeper. Help the reader to understand the greater risk or greater obstacle for Josh.
And that was my justification for going off-book, a diversion I had told no one about: not Ted, not the agency, and certainly not the 'courier' I was about to meet.  
I was supposed to pass a sealed envelope to the courier in a café off Rainbow Street. A simple brush — no conversation, no deviation. But as much as I believed the op was irrelevant now due to my meeting in Damascus, I was beginning to doubt the op was about communicating and verifying my cover at all.  Farooq seemed to see right through Wayne McIntyre.
I started to feel concerned that my risky and hasty decision to go straight to Farooq yesterday with a different cover could easily backfire with this seemingly simple, planned encounter.
What if my hunch (…and Margaret’s) was correct…that this wasn’t intended as just a handoff? What if it was a trap?	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Does his mind skip over reasons why it could be?
And, if this was an actual drop to ensure Farooq would buy the Declan cover story and set up future contacts for Ted’s plans, that was fine -- this handoff was only to validate a cover.   Declan could be anyone…as long as the drop today was successful and did not include someone with a video recorder or zoom camera.
Yet, if Farooq’s henchmen were there in the shadows to document my movement and contact with his courier with photos, I was fucked. He had already seen me as Wayne McIntyre in Damascus.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Great ramping up of story tension.
###
Less than a day earlier — Langley
Ted had leaned over the ops table with his sleeves rolled up, posture too casual for the gravity of the mission.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: delete	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: According to who? If this chapter is in Ted's POV, let's stay in his perspective.
“You’ll blend in fine in Amman,” he’d said, tapping the file folder between us. “Hashem’s off Rainbow Street. Busy, familiar. We used it a decade ago for a Bahraini intercept op.”
I remembered the moment — not just his words, but the timing of them. He’d waited until the end of the briefing. Almost like an afterthought. Too casual.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Okay, as your reader I'm confused. Let's chat about 1) The timeline, 2) Keeping the POVs clear so your reader doesn't get pulled from the story.
“They’ll move it downrange,” he added, the phrase clipped, too operational for a theatrical pass.
I remember blinking.  Downrange was the kind of term Ted used when bullets were expected. Not business cards and envelopes.
And then he smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes.
“Keep your head down. Trust the plan.”
The closer I got to the time for the pass itself, the more I felt it. The weight of my decision to go directly to Farooq. The reality that Margaret had risked everything to get that folder into my hands. And I might have just blown this brush pass operation only to confirm my identity as Declan with Farooq by choosing to show up as Wayne McIntyre in Damascus.
I decided to take my chances. I hoped, because it was a simple drop…if it was truly designed for Farooq…his thugs would report to him that Declan was legit…but with no connection to Wayne McIntyre, and no connection to Washington.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Same comment here. I worry the timeline ping-pongs around a bit too much. Readers typically like to move forward, unless it's a flashback to much earlier. We can discuss.
###
I checked my watch. Thirty minutes to the pass. Just enough time to walk the block twice and count the faces. I would do the job. But I wouldn't do it blind. 
Not anymore.
The Agency had set up this pass — or so Ted claimed — with a local source who had dirt on Farooq’s funding networks. The handoff would take place in a crowded market near the old Roman Amphitheater downtown. A classic meeting spot: public, noisy, confusing. Good for blending in. Good for getting killed, too.
The cab dropped me near Hashem Restaurant, a dusty legend in Amman, known for hummus, mint tea, and politics whispered too loudly after dark.
I paid in cash, tucked my sunglasses down over my face, and blended into the river of people flowing east toward the market.
The sun baked everything in a haze of dust and diesel. Merchants shouted over one another, hawking cheap sneakers, knock-off perfumes, glittering gold chains that caught the light like baited hooks. The air stank of roasting meat and sweat.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You do such a good job of painting a vivid setting.
I spotted him — a man in a faded brown jacket, newspaper tucked under one arm — just where the ops plan said he'd be. He wasn’t remarkable. Mid-thirties. Tired face. No sudden movements.
Brush pass, I reminded myself. One of the oldest tricks in the book — and still one of the most effective.
A brush pass was supposed to be invisible: two operatives brushing shoulders in public, exchanging a package small enough to disappear into a pocket. No stop, no words, no glance back. Success depended on precision. Discretion. Trust.
I adjusted my pace, heartbeat steady but sharpened at the edges.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: What's going on in his surroundings? I wonder.
Too easy.
Something prickled at the base of my neck — not fear exactly.  Something colder.
I veered casually toward the newspaper vendor, matching the rhythm of the crowd. My supposed contact did the same, like a mirrored echo.
As we closed, I slowed slightly, adjusting my watch.
That's when I caught them...two men, not one, standing near a spice stall.  Not shopping.  Not talking.  Watching.  Pretending not to.
Their posture was wrong — too casual, too stiff.  One with a half-buttoned shirt, revealing the gleam of a wire clipped at the waist.
Shit.
I didn’t think. I moved. Hard left, cutting across a stand of hanging carpets, knocking over a rack of sunglasses as I slipped into a narrow alley choked with battered delivery trucks.
Heart hammering, but legs steady.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Keep us in his head too. What's racing through his mind?
I wove through crates and dumpsters, emerging two blocks down by a shuttered travel agency. No one was following — yet. But the feeling stuck to me like oil.
The pass was compromised.
Maybe it was bad luck. Sloppy surveillance.  Or maybe it wasn’t luck at all.
I ducked into a grimy coffee shop — linoleum floors, cracked windows, a ceiling fan spinning drunkenly — and ordered strong Arabic coffee, thick enough to cut with a knife. 	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Great sense of action and detail. 
##
What had just happened.  How had the brush pass location leaked?  I hadn’t told anyone.  Margaret wouldn’t have risked it.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: What's he doing right now? What's around him? Help your reader to be in the room/coffee shop.
And now, was Wayne’s cover also blown?  Fuck.
Then another thought — quieter, more dangerous — surfaced.
Ted had insisted on the plan.  He'd even "suggested" Hashem’s, offhand, like it was a casual idea during a team meeting.  Said the crowds would give me cover.
Had he smiled when he said it? I couldn’t remember.  Had he looked away too fast?
Or was I chasing ghosts, seeing betrayal everywhere because the Gang wanted me paranoid, isolated?
No proof.  No smoking gun.  Only the sharp, ugly feeling that the jaws had been tightening for a while — could Ted have been one of the hands at the crank?
I dumped the coffee, throat burning from the bitterness, and paid in cash.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: We haven't seen him order or interact with anyone yet.
The street outside had changed.  Longer shadows.  Quieter merchants.  Different faces watching from the alleys.
No sidelines left. Only the game – and the players clearly willing to kill to win. Amman was a calculated trap, likely orchestrated by Ted himself. My official mission was a lie. My cover as Declan, compromised before it began. 
My mind raced, sifting through the chaos for a viable thread.  Margaret. 
Her desperate eyes, the tremor in her voice, the sheer volume of unauthorized intel she’d risked everything to pass me. 
It wasn’t just about Farooq’s immediate network; her files had been a labyrinth, hinting at other players, other cities. One name, scribbled in the margins of a financial ledger linked to the Gang of Six, surfaced from the depths of my memory: 
Morales. 
A broker, Margaret’s notes had indicated, operating out of the volatile nexus of Beirut.  Herself a ghost who supposedly moved their mountains of dirty money. It was a fragile lead, born from unsanctioned intelligence, leading to a city synonymous with shadows and shifting allegiances. But it was the only lead not tainted by Ted’s manipulation. 
Next stop: Beirut. Not to sharpen a blade, but to find the puppeteer holding the strings, before they tightened around my own neck.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: While this creates intrigue and tension, it feels a touch vague. As your reader, I'd love a solid goal for me to understand, envision, and root for.







Chapter 11: The Broker’s Trail


Beirut, Lebanon, 8:18 a.m.
The Port of Beirut was showing more than its age…a mosaic of repairs and lingering damage from conflicts past, a testament to the city's resilience yet still a lingering ode to its scars.
This Beirut felt eerily similar to the one scarred by two and a half decades of war — sectarian tensions among Christians, Muslims, and Druze soaking the soil like old blood. It didn’t hit you like a city. It wrapped around you, thick and disorienting, like intoxicating perfume in a crowded Parisian café.
I landed at Rafic Hariri Airport on a dusty morning, blending in with the tide of business travelers and tourists chasing nostalgia. My cover had to be dumped. Declan Reynolds, telecommunications specialist, fresh off a Damascus consulting trip — gone.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: This might be better if it was moved to the beginning of this chapter.
I cleared immigration under a false name, my fake Jordanian passport damp with sweat inside my jacket.
Outside, I hailed a cab and headed toward Hamra. Not to the hotel Ted had suggested.  Not anywhere familiar. I booked a hole-in-the-wall room two blocks off Hamra Street, paid in cash, and jammed a towel under the door to hear if someone tried to open it at night. The high ceilings showed signs of war and water damage. I lay on the crusty bedspread, half-plotting my next move, half-dozing, making another mental note of what I’d packed into my only bag — the black backpack.
Three burner phones. Four fake names and passports. 	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: No power bars or toiletries? These small details might make it seem more real.
I stared up at a large water stain that clearly had been there for years and traced its lines to the flickering light bulb hanging from the ceiling. Fancy, I thought… this was the kind of place where there would be no faded diplomats and second-tier arms dealers.
I had to move fast.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Otherwise ______ was at risk.
Lying there alone in Beirut, still jet-lagged and now weary, I found myself replaying the briefing in Ted’s office — not the words, but the spaces between them. Ted leaning over the map. Finger tapping Hashem’s location.  A casual shrug.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Instead of telling me how he felt, see if you might show me. What does jet lagged feel like to him?
"Good cover there. Crowded. Loud. Easy in, easy out."
Too easy.
Too rehearsed.
And now, halfway across the world, the memory felt different — sticky, rehearsed.  Like a man steering me toward an alley he knew was already bricked shut.
Maybe I was wrong.
Maybe paranoia was the tax you paid for survival.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Does a small part of him momentarily wish for the comfort of a warm bed and his girlfriend and simple, daily life?
Or maybe, just maybe, Ted had planned for me never to come back at all.
One thing was for sure; I had to ditch any communication with Headquarters. No calls to D.C., no signals sent. Beirut wasn’t any safer without anyone actively knowing my whereabouts. It was just next. And the trail was only getting darker.
I had been so focused on the cover stories, on the physical documents, on the 'plausible' aspects of the op. But Shaw's voice, from a decade ago, echoed in my head: 'The first thing they'll compromise isn't your cover, it's your compass.'  I'd brought the compass right to them. I had to stop thinking in terms of files and handoffs. From now on, the only safe archive was my memory. The only secure channel was the one between my ears. Everything else could be, and probably was, compromised.
I stuck to my plan… simple, really: track the money Farooq was moving through Beirut’s offshore banks and find the broker facilitating it all. Margaret’s folder hinted at a name, scribbled almost carelessly across the bottom margin of a decrypted financial ledger: Elena Morales.
Not Syrian. Not Lebanese. Morales sounded Spanish, maybe South American. A ghost among ghosts in a city built on secrets. One old asset file suggested Uruguayan origins — Interpol once flagged her, but the trail had gone cold years ago.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: This feels a bit overdone. Maybe something else more tangible?
Tomorrow, I would track down Morales.  This evening, I would try and shake off this jetlag.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Is he good at tracking? You might flesh out his plan or his feelings about his plan a bit here.
I got up and stumbled to the small bathroom.  I had to take a piss.  I stared straight at a bug of some sort fighting for dear life as it tried to swim in the toilet’s bowl…it didn’t realize it was about to take a direct hit from my urine trail.  Funny how one can find comedy even in the strangest situations.  Tonight was no different.  I chuckled as I took down the bug…it didn’t have a chance.
I showered quickly…the water pressure weak and the temperature lukewarm at best.  As I dried myself with the musty towel I pulled from the only rack above the toilet, I couldn’t shake the feeling I kept having about the failed brush pass. 
My phone, one of the burners, lay inert on the nightstand. But it was my real phone, tucked deep in my bag, that felt heavy. I imagined Jen, back in Portland, living a normal life – work, friends, weekend plans. Simple things. Things I pretended to have. The 'house in Bend' felt like a movie set; 'Declan Reynolds' and 'Wayne McIntyre' were roles I played. But Josh Brody?  He felt like the biggest lie of all, because he was the one lying to her.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: As your reader, I'd love more of this throughout - especially at his most vulnerable or shaky moments.
I pulled out my real phone, the one I hadn’t dared turn on, and stared at the dark screen. Her face was my screen saver—a photo from that ski trip years ago, laughing, her cheeks flushed from the cold. It felt like a picture of a different man's life. I could almost hear her voice from the voicemail in Karachi…the simple, devastating plea in her ‘please’.  Every step I took away from Langley was a step further away from any possible future with her. The thought was a physical weight, heavier than the Glock tucked under my pillow. No doubt…I was deliriously tired. I hadn’t slept well since Peshawar, before all this had blown open. Perhaps I was overthinking…. after all, Ted was a trusted confidante. Tomorrow, I hoped, the feeling would be gone as my circadian rhythm was restored. But as I set the phone back down, the weight lingered. It wasn't just about Jen anymore. Every physical object I held—the phone, the backpack, the passports—felt like a beacon, a trail for them to follow. Shaw's voice, again, colder this time: 'Trust only what they can't see, and what they can't take from you.”






Chapter 12: A Defector’s Gamble

Beirut, Lebanon — 1:06 a.m. (the morning after Josh's arrival)	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Flagging for our conversation regarding narration style and multiple POVs. ;)
Elena Morales was not a woman given to sentiment.  She dealt in numbers and data, the cold, hard logic of global finance.  From the polished glass of her office on Rue Monnot, she moved billions of dollars in a ceaseless, invisible stream, a silent engine for Kingfisher's shadow network.  She was a master of her craft, and she was masterful at hiding the transactions.  But tonight, a number had appeared on her ledger that she couldn’t ignore.
It was a small, almost imperceptible line item, buried in the financial audit for a shell company Kingfisher had just dissolved.  The transfer was tagged "Executive Reserve – Asset Retirement." The name attached was familiar: Nomad.  One of her contacts from the "Gang of Six."  She’d dealt with him on a regular basis; he was a blunt, efficient man who she only knew as someone who funneled money and intelligence through the same conduits.
Her fingers flew across the keyboard, cross-referencing, digging deeper.  She found more names; each tied to a recent "unfortunate incident" or a sudden disappearance.  Talon.  Halcyon.  Citadel. The Gang of Six, an operation she was told was a crucial part of the network, was being systematically purged.  They weren’t a partnership; they were an expendable asset.
And then she found her own name, a chilling, single-line entry in a file that had been updated just hours earlier.  "Asset E. Morales – flagged for retirement. Tier 1."
It wasn't a warning; it was a death sentence.
She wasn’t a whistleblower.  She wasn’t turning on Kingfisher for justice or for country.  She was doing it to survive.  She knew too much about the money—the true, unauditable source from the Aurelia Reserves, the offshore accounts that Kingfisher had told her were his "private war chest."  The very existence of those funds, untraceable by any government, was her undoing.  She was a loose end that could expose the entire architecture of his enterprise.
With a cold, practiced calm, she began her own work.  She didn’t run.  She didn't panic.  She created a perfect copy of her most damning intel, a USB drive that held not just her files but the very keys to the network’s corruption.  It was her final piece of leverage.  She contacted an old, trusted colleague who would know how to get her off-grid.  But in the meantime, she had to play a new game—one of her own making, one she wasn't sure she could win.  She would move through Beirut like a target, but inside she was a bomb.  She knew the end was coming, but she was going to make sure that when she was “neutralized,” she would leave a scar.  A painful one. And a message that someone would find.



 

 


Chapter 13:  Finding Morales


Beirut, Lebanon – 12:42p
Finding Elena Morales felt like chasing smoke in the Beirut heat. Margaret’s initial folder, so promising on paper, dissolved into a series of frustrating dead ends. Days bled into nights as I hunted within city’s underbelly.
The first lead, a name whispered in a smoky back alley, led to a tense encounter at a local, shisha lounge. Two men with the unmistakable air of low-level intelligence operatives pretended not to watch me, their forced nonchalance a blaring alarm. It was a dead end, likely a deliberate misdirection.
Next, a contact who supposedly had information about Morales’s financial dealings. The rendezvous point was a crowded market, a chaotic swirl of vendors and shoppers. She never showed.  Later, a clipped news report mentioned a “fatal accident” in the vicinity. Another dead end, this one carrying a chilling undertone.
The third attempt involved a hefty sum paid to a jittery informant in the Palestinian camps.  He provided a partial address, something vague about the Christian district. But his greed outweighed his caution; he tried to trail me, a rusty knife glinting in his hand. I lost him in the crowded alleys, but the encounter left me with a sour taste and a deeper sense of isolation.
I spent an afternoon nursing coffee in a café overlooking Riad al-Solh Square, scanning faces, looking for the tell-tale signs of a high-level broker trying to blend in. It was then I saw her – or thought I did. A woman matching Morales’s description, exiting a nondescript bank building. Dark hair, expensive but understated jacket, moving with purpose. But something was off. She clutched her briefcase like a shield. As she reached the corner, she made a sudden, almost imperceptible move toward a public data port kiosk, then froze, her head snapping around. She scanned the square, her eyes – even hidden behind sunglasses – seeming to dart with a frantic energy I hadn’t expected. Then, abandoning the kiosk, she practically ran to a waiting sedan and was gone, tires squealing faintly. It wasn’t the profile of a confident broker. It was the profile of prey. Was it Morales?  Was the Beirut heat finally getting to me?
Throughout this frustrating search, the feeling of being watched intensified. 
Then came the bartender.  His face a roadmap of hard living, his missing fingers a testament to Beirut’s brutal realities.  He didn’t offer much, just a name scrawled in crude Arabic on a stained napkin, a district – Achrafieh – and a hushed mention of a “silent woman” who moved money.  It was the thinnest of threads, but it was the first genuine lead in days.
Achrafieh. Rue Monnot.  Levant Holdings.  Margaret’s notes clicked into place.  Morales was listed as an “executive consultant” for this shell corporation.  Rue Monnot, a street of trendy cafes, felt like a world away from the squalor I’d been navigating.
I found an outdoor cafe with a clear view of the sand-colored building that housed Levant Holdings.  I nursed a bitter Arabic coffee, watching.  The building was nondescript, secure. Hours passed.  Locals and tourists strolled by.  Nothing.
Then, at 2:17 p.m., the black Audi arrived.  The woman who emerged exuded a quiet confidence. Dark hair, hidden behind sunglasses.  The tailored jacket, the way she moved – efficient, aware. She didn’t hesitate at the keypad, just a swift glance around before entering. Morales.
My instinct was to move, to confront her then and there. But something held me back. The daylight, the public setting – it felt too exposed.  I needed to understand her routine, her connections at this location.  A direct approach now could spook her, send her deeper underground. Patience, a lesson learned in countless cold operations, dictated observation.
I spent the rest of the day and the following morning monitoring the building from different vantage points.  Morales entered and exited once, always alone, always cautious.  I tried to follow, but she was too adept at spotting tails, melting into the city’s fabric with an unnerving ease.  I lost her near Martyrs’ Square, the crowds swallowing her whole. This wasn’t just a difficult target; it was like she anticipated every move. She knew she was being hunted, or perhaps she was always just this good.  Whatever the case, my leads on her specific movements had dried up.  Morales had vanished.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I like this scene because I got a sense (the specifics) of his job. You're also doing a good job of keeping the tight pacing going and narrative drive moving forward. 
###
Doubt gnawed at me. Had I blown my only chance to get eyes on the woman I now suspected was crucial to the entire CR-6 operation? Morales had vanished from Rue Monnot like a phantom. My options were evaporating with the Beirut heat. My mind circled back to the fixer’s earlier, hurried warning – the one I'd initially sidelined for the more corporate, Levant Holdings lead. 	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Consider giving time and place here, to help me understand how much time has passed and what he's doing.
Sin el-Fil. East side. Abandoned textile warehouse. Morales... she's being watched... A transfer. Or a trap.
At the time, it had felt too raw, too exposed. But with the Rue Monnot thread snapped and the Peugeot a constant reminder that I was also being watched, that desperate whisper about the warehouse was no longer just a long shot. It was the only flicker of possibility left.  Why a warehouse?  The secrecy, the late hour – it reeked of something illicit, something critical. If Morales was there, it wouldn't be a casual meet.  It was a gamble, but standing still was a death sentence. 











Chapter 14: The Warehouse

Sin el-Fel District
Beirut, Lebanon – 6:43p
The warehouse east of Sin el-Fil was a skeletal ruin under the cold gaze of the twilight moon.  Two dark vehicles sat inside the crumbling walls, silent sentinels.  I moved with practiced stealth, Glock tight in my grip, the air thick with the smell of decay and anticipation.  The whisper from my fixer had been specific: Elena Morales, linked to the logistics behind Farooq's terror cells, possibly a financier for the "CR-6."  If she was here, this wasn't just a meeting; it was a nexus.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And his goal is what now?
Inside, the cavernous space echoed with the rustle of debris.  A small group of guards was gathered near the far wall, illuminated by weak beams of flashlights.  And there she was – the illusive Elena Morales.  Her posture was sharp, her presence commanding even in this desolate setting.  She spoke in low, rapid Spanish to two men flanking her.  They listened intently, their movements betraying a coiled tension.
As I tried to make out their words, the ambush sprung.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: From whom?
A sudden burst of gunfire ripped through the air from the shadows above.  I reacted instantly, diving behind a stack of rusted metal drums as bullets slammed into the concrete where I'd been standing.  The acrid smell of gunpowder filled my nostrils.
More figures emerged from the darkness, weapons spitting fire. They moved with a coordinated aggression that suggested paramilitary training. This wasn't a random encounter; this was a planned hit.
I returned fire, squeezing off controlled bursts, my training kicking in.  Target acquisition, threat assessment, controlled breathing – the drills ingrained over years became instinct. But the sheer number of attackers was overwhelming.  I was pinned down, taking cover where I could find it, the warehouse becoming a deadly kill box.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Consider letting me into his head about what he hopes/fears/anticipates/assumes. I like all the action and tension, but I also want to be in his head more.
Elena Morales and her two guards reacted swiftly.  They returned fire, their movements precise and lethal. Morales herself didn't engage directly, but her sharp commands in Spanish directed their counterattack.
One of the attackers, a hulking figure, charged my position. I rolled out of the way just as he reached me, the force of his momentum carrying him past. I scrambled to my feet, the Glock heavy in my hand.  He turned, his face contorted in rage, a knife glinting in his grip.  The fight was brutal, up close and personal. No elegant moves, just raw aggression and desperation.  He came at me with the knife, and I used my environment, slamming a loose metal pipe into his arm, hearing the sickening crunch of bone.  He roared in pain, dropping the knife. I didn't hesitate, bringing the butt of my Glock down hard on his temple.  He crumpled to the ground, unconscious.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Any internal reaction? If he's relieved or if his head is spinning or something else, show this. As your reader, I want to know what it's like to be him.
But more were coming.  Two others advanced, firing as they moved.  I used the drums for cover, weaving and shooting, the concussive force of their rounds slamming into the metal inches from my head.
One of them made a mistake, moving too quickly, too carelessly.  I saw my opening, lunging forward as he reloaded.  We grappled, a desperate struggle for control.  His weapon clattered to the ground.  He was strong, but my training took over.  A swift knee to the groin, followed by a brutal elbow strike to the throat.  He gasped for air, his eyes wide with shock, before collapsing.
The last attacker was more cautious, using cover effectively.  We traded shots, the warehouse echoing with the deafening reports.  I was bleeding, a searing pain in my side, my movements becoming sluggish.  He had me pinned.  Just as he moved to flank me, one of Morales's guards took him out with a precise burst from his weapon.  The attacker dropped like a puppet with its strings cut.
Across the warehouse, through the strobing muzzle flashes and swirling dust, I saw Morales.  She wasn’t directing anymore.  She was trapped, backed against a crumbling concrete pillar, her two guards down or engaged.  Her face was pale, stripped of its earlier command. She knew. She knew this was the end.  Her eyes swept the chaos, wide and desperate, and for a fleeting second, they met mine.  I was just another shadow, another gun in the fight, but I wasn't them.  I saw the calculation – the last, desperate throw of the dice.  Her hand moved, not towards a weapon, but towards her jacket.  With a flick of her wrist, something small and dark tumbled from her hand, skittering across the grimy floor to land half-hidden behind a stack of rusted oil drums next to me.  It was deliberate.  An offering.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Same comment here as above.
Just then, more figures – darker, more disciplined – poured in from the main entrance, moving with ruthless efficiency.  Suppressors coughed.  I ducked back behind the drums as a hail of disciplined fire swept the area where Morales had been.  A single, distinct crack, sharper than the rest, echoed through the warehouse. When I risked a glance a second later, the new arrivals were sweeping the area, but Elena Morales… she was gone.
The new arrivals were methodical, their movements chillingly professional. They weren’t engaging me; they were securing the site. I couldn’t stay. Backing away into the shadows, my eyes scanned the floor near the oil drums. It was still there. The small, dark rectangle she’d dropped. Her guards were dead. She had vanished. The gun shots echoed in my mind. This wasn't just a failed meeting; it was a purge. And I was the only one left who saw her final, desperate gamble.
Silence descended upon the warehouse, broken only by my ragged breathing and the faint echoes of gunfire. I was bruised, bleeding, and my body screamed in protest.  But I was alive.  The attackers weren't.  
As I finally pushed myself up, pain lancing through my side, my fingers brushed against something cool and hard.  Half-buried in the dust and spent casings lay a small, dark rectangle no bigger than my thumb.  A USB drive.  Morales.  In that last chaotic second, her eyes meeting mine, had she intentionally dropped this?  An offering?  A desperate gamble?  Or her final act of defiance?  My fingers tightened around it.  This wasn't just data; it was a ghost's last whisper, a potential key to the entire rotten edifice – the Gang of Six, Farooq's true network, perhaps even the evidence that would incriminate Ted himself.  But as I slid it into my pocket, a colder realization hit me. The disciplined, professional force that had just sanitized this warehouse, the ones who had likely silenced Morales with such chilling efficiency – they wouldn't just be looking for a missing broker. They'd be looking for this drive.  And if it contained what I suspected – a direct line to their operations or their identities – then Elena Morales hadn't just passed me a drive.   She'd passed me her likely death sentence…now mine…marking me as the next loose end for a far more dangerous enemy than any I’d faced before.   
###
I didn’t run — not at first. Running drew attention. Running got you dead.  I couldn’t help but think if Morales had made it out alive.
I walked fast, head down, weaving through the broken alleys that bled east toward the industrial outskirts. The flash drive burned a hole in my pocket.
Behind me, the warehouse was already coughing up shadows — men moving fast, sweeping with flashlights, too methodical to be street gangs. Professional.
Someone had sold Morales out.  Or maybe Morales had never planned on surviving.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Can you stay here a beat and tell me more?
Just then, the sound of engines on a chase.  Not the sound one would expect from small vehicles, for sure.  Heavy. Tuned. The kind of sound that made your ribs vibrate if you were too close. Tires screamed as rubber tore loose from pavement. Then a sickening metallic thud—something clipped, maybe a cart, maybe a person.
They tore down the thoroughfare like hell had been uncaged. No sirens. Just raw speed and the echo of armored weight carving through narrow stone alleys built for donkeys, not chase vehicles. The sound bounced off the walls, collapsing space, making it impossible to tell how far they were or which turn they'd taken.
A horn blared. A dog barked, then yelped and went silent. Somewhere glass shattered.
I kept moving—faster now—ducking through another side passage, staying off the boulevard as much as possible, my heart pounding, my footsteps muffled by adrenaline and panic. 
The deeper I got into the old streets, the closer they were moving toward my direction…their engine roars twisting into howls, tires into thunder. 
I estimated they were a block behind me.  I quickly darted to my right and slid down an alley between two abandoned garages.  Oddly, there was no one around…no bystanders with judging gazes or other vehicles on the move.  I decided in an instant to double-back one block towards a street still lined with industrial buildings and the occasional storefront.  I was careful to stay out of view of the main boulevard to my left.  I caught a glimpse just in time: two blacked-out SUVs pulling up to the front of a parking lot I, too, had just passed earlier in my quest to be unseen.  
I froze, breath caught halfway, then slid further into the shadows of the street, ducking behind a white, beat-up Toyota Corolla blocking the entrance of a Pepsi distribution center, now the only thing between the stopped SUVs and what seemed to unfold in slow motion, but was only within a matter of seconds. My new, temporary outpost…its metal was scorched from the sun, paint flaking off the hood in sheets, rear window spider-webbed like it had taken a bat or a bullet years ago and no one bothered to fix it.  Not the most perfect cover.
I saw three men in dark tactical gear spilling out of the SUVs. Suppressors on their weapons. Who the fuck were these guys?	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Anything occur to him right then? Does he question something he missed or anything else?
One of the operators raised a fist—military hand signal, clean. The others stacked up like they'd done it a hundred times before. Not street thugs. Not local muscle. These guys moved with purpose, sweeping the entrance, eyes hidden behind dark lenses. Coordinated. Quiet. Professional.  Just like the men who decided to show up during my visit with Morales.  
I crouched lower, steadying my breathing, sweat tracking down my spine. The Corolla’s undercarriage stank of burned oil and piss, but I didn’t move. Couldn’t. One wrong shadow and I was dead.
Boots pounded pavement. One man peeled off, scanning the side alleys with a suppressed MP5 at the ready. I shifted just enough to keep him in my periphery, hand tightening on the grip of my Glock. If he came any closer, it was going loud.
The blood in my ears roared. Somewhere, not far off, another dog barked once and stopped. The street again went still.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: This might be a good spot to remind the reader what's at risk beyond capture or injury/death. In other words, show us how this all endangers his larger goal. 
Then, unexpectedly, I heard footsteps shift – first a frantic, but measured thud of pursuit, followed by a sudden and helpless staccato of panic breaking loose into a full sprint.  A woman’s guttural scream…as a flash-bang went off towards the front of the SUVs...it was a single gunshot cracking the night, sharp and ugly. Then eerie silence.  
I could only see their shadows, but I imagined a trained getaway as the men quickly jumped into  the already-moving SUVs, speeding their way up Boulevard President Amine Gemayel beyond an ice cream stand that had almost certainly been closed for a while, its sign advertising Iceberg-branded lollies and the popular DoubleShok bars as it was left flapping in the afternoon breeze.
Then I saw her…. lifeless, laying near the end of the parking lot, about 10 meters from where the SUVs had been.   Morales.  She was lying on her side the dust, one arm flung out like she’d tried to crawl or shield herself. The shot had taken her clean—just below the jaw, high and fast. No second chances. Her neck bent at an angle the body wasn’t designed for, muscles slack, head tilted like she was listening for something that never came.
Her eyes were open.  One of them was glassed over, catching a flicker of light, perhaps from the sun’s reflection off the glass of the stores that lined the east side of the road, closest to her lifeless body; the other half-shuttered, as if she’d tried to blink but ran out of time. There was no pain in her expression. No terror.  Just the blank stillness of something unfinished.
The blood had pooled fast. Too fast. It was already spreading beneath her, thick and dark, soaking into the grit-stained concrete like oil. I saw a single thread of it crawl away—down a hairline crack in the road—like even her blood was trying to flee.
She'd tried to get it to me. That was the cost.
Then gravity took hold. A thin rivulet broke from the main pool and began to crawl across the asphalt, pulled by the faintest incline. It found a narrow crease in the concrete—perhaps a crack from old settling or a seam in the slab—and slipped into it like water down a drain. The blood didn’t gush; it crept. Silent. Relentless. Leaving behind a faint red thread, a trail of dissolution that vanished into the fracture like it had somewhere to go.
Clearly, they had found her again…tracked her every move.  Whoever “they” were, wanted Morales dead.
I ducked low, heart slamming against my ribs, and slipped deeper into the concrete maze. Twenty minutes of hard walking later, I found a taxi and paid the driver double to keep his mouth shut.
I stumbled back to the hostel, clothes soaked with cold sweat. I knew I could be next.  But it wasn't just the physical threat that chilled me.  It was the realization that Morales, in her final, desperate act, hadn't relied on a phone or a piece of paper.  She had relied on a ghost's last whisper, a physical object—a USB drive—and a gamble that a shadow would be there to catch it.  She knew the network would sanitize the warehouse, but she bet on the one thing they couldn't control: a chance encounter. 
But now, I had to be smarter than that. I had to become the ghost. Shaw’s lessons came flooding back, not as drills, but as a blueprint for survival. “They can track your phones, your money, your footprints,” he’d said.  “But they can’t track the air you breathe. They can’t track the thoughts you have. Make yourself un-traceable. Make the information a part of you. The ultimate fail-safe isn’t technology, it’s memory.” 
My new mission wasn't to collect data. It was to become the data itself.
And I knew the quicker I vanished, the better…whoever was after Morales, I was likely their next target.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Great sense of drama and suspense in this chapter. I'm on the edge of my seat.





Chapter 15: Discovery


JOSH
Beirut Hostel – Hamra District – 11:08p
The flash drive sat on the battered table like a live grenade.
I didn’t plug it in right away.
First rule of hostile data: assume it’s a bomb.
I examined it first—gloved hands, no direct skin contact. The casing looked standard, but I checked for microfractures, hidden seams, weight imbalance. Sometimes a millimeter too thick meant embedded circuits, dead switches, or worse. I held it to the light, then to my ear. Nothing obvious. But that didn’t mean it was clean.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Consider adding a line or two about his scene goal. What is he hoping to accomplish (beyond the device), why, and what's potentially in his way/at risk?
Instead, I rigged up an air-gapped laptop I’d cobbled together in D.C.—no wireless, no Bluetooth, no connections to anything outside the four cracked walls of my room.
Then I built a secondary firewall using an ancient encryption suite no agency used anymore—because the best tricks were the ones nobody remembered to look for.
Only then did I plug the drive in.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Thinking or feeling what?
It tried to spike the system immediately — an auto-wipe triggered by the drive’s own timer. Sloppy, but dangerous.
I killed power halfway through the detonation protocol, cutting the laptop’s battery with a flick of a knife. When I rebooted, carefully, I was able to isolate fragments of data.
Mostly junk. Encrypted financial records. Dead-end shell corporations. Code names.
But buried inside a folder labeled simply "Phase 2", I found something else. A list.
Partial. Corrupted. But chilling.	Comment by Nicole Meier: This is a good spot for a reaction. Maybe his pulse spikes or he leans forward and steadies his nerves, or something else. 
Names mostly blurred or cut off — and a series of codenames that sent a jolt through my gut.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good, why?
TALON NOMAD HALCYON CITADEL
All clustered around a single acronym scrawled in the margins: “CR-6”.
Not Gang of Six. Control Ring Six.
I sat back, breathing hard.
The Gang wasn't the end. It wasn’t even the middle. It was a front — hiding something deeper, older, more deliberate.
I couldn’t risk normal comms. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: Would love to see what is going on in his head. Beyond the surface observation, what is he hoping/fearing/assuming/envisioning?
Instead, I used a buried protocol we'd set up back in D.C. — dead channel routing through three abandoned Cold War numbers in Berlin, Sofia, and Reykjavik.
It took two hours for her to respond.
When she did, it was simple…. brutal.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Another hook-y scene ending. :)







Chapter 16: Loyalty Test


MARGARET
Langley.  Office of the Deputy Director of Operations – Ted Rainey – 8:57am
The sterile white noise of Ted Rainey’s outer office usually faded into the background, a dull hum accompanying the meticulous organization of his schedule, the endless stream of classified briefings I prepped, and the careful dance of inter-departmental politics I was rapidly learning to navigate.  Being Ted’s executive secretary intern wasn't just about fetching coffee; it was a masterclass in observing power, a front-row seat to the Agency’s inner workings – exactly the kind of exposure a GWU senior with aspirations for a different kind of government service cherished.  I had certainly earned this added responsibility.
Ted’s previous secretary, herself a relic of sorts – Mrs. Eleanor Holloway – retired before I arrived.  She had been with the agency for over 30 years.  Ted had said that a concerted effort in searching for Eleanor’s permanent replacement had not materialized.  And, two years later, the position is still considered open.  
To bridge the gap, Ted had authorized a temporary mapping of some of Mrs. Holloway's legacy system credentials to my own profile. It was supposed to be a short-term fix, just for accessing the old filing directories and scheduling suites. But in the bureaucratic shuffle, the 'temporary' access was never fully scrubbed. It left me with a ghost key—a quiet, unmonitored backdoor into archive systems and personnel logs that an intern should never have been able to see.  I never would have suspected I would be using this seemingly benign oversight against him now.

I was humbled by Ted’s confidence in my abilities. He had steadily given me more trust—deeper access, elevated clearances, and entry points into compartments interns rarely touched. He’d once told me I’d make a brilliant field officer. He meant it.  
But whatever he once saw in me would now be eclipsed by what I’d done with Josh. To Ted—and to others—it would look like betrayal. Treason. But I knew better. The choice I made wasn’t impulsive. It was deliberate. And there’s no turning the clock back now.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good sense of stakes. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: I might like one more line showing her motivation. Because if she didn't act then _____ might happen. (Or something similar)
Today, the hum of the office felt charged, like static clinging to the air before a storm. Ever since Josh Brody – a name spoken with a kind of hushed reverence normally reserved for Langley legends – had vanished after our brief, cryptic encounter in the cafeteria, an encounter that ended with my hastily scrawled "RUN" note, a persistent knot of anxiety had taken root deep in my stomach.  If Josh Brody was running, the wolves had to be at the very door of the Agency.  Ted, usually a man who kept his emotions and played his cards close to his chest, I noticed was unravelling.  
Someone, he had shouted, after a heated phone call and I summoned to his desk, had been leaking information and he was going to “fucking eat them for lunch.”  
That “someone” was me.
I desperately focused on making sure I didn’t show emotion and my expressions or natural nervousness around the big names who were frequent visitors to the office, both on and off his calendar, remained in check, especially Kingfisher and the members of Deputies Committee.
My agency-issued computer monitor displayed Ted’s neatly color-coded afternoon appointments.  As I picked up my desk phone to schedule the collection of data files from Central Records, his door opened, and a red-faced Ted Rainey made a beeline to the door and stormed out of the office…these outbursts were starting to become commonplace.  He was breaking before my eyes.  
I sensed Ted’s meeting with the Deputies Committee that morning had been particularly tough.  Since last year, twenty-six of our operatives had been standing trial in Italy, indicted as a result of the 2003 kidnapping of Abu Omar in Milan.  The trial had dragged on for almost a year, and Ted wanted to stay ahead of the trial’s recent rehash of the Agency’s polarizing Rendition program.  During the teleconference, his door had flown open, just as it had now, and a similar, disheveled Ted Rainey has appeared.  “Margaret…get me those legal summaries of the Italy trial I asked you to retrieve from Central Records.  We need to scrub them again.”  He then shut the door, and I had not even seen him again until now.  That was two and a half hours ago.	Comment by Nicole Meier: And she's thinking or feeling what?  Keep us close.
That is when I felt it – a faint, almost imperceptible vibration against my midriff. Obviously, uncleared cell phones or other transmission devices were prohibited from secure offices and facilities.  But this phone was part of my plan for Josh to communicate on my hunch that Ted might be involved in this developing conspiracy.  My personal cell was locked away in one of 16 cubby lockers located in the tiny vestibule outside the door to our office.  Next to these cubbies was a red telephone that automatically rang my desk when someone picked up the handset; a set of instructions had been taped next to it, likely by Eleanor, warning visitors they were entering a Top Secret facility and reminding them of their required protocols.  
My breath hitched. The burner. The tiny, untraceable device I kept buried in the waist lining of my pants, hoping it appeared nondescript, but also accessible to me to smuggle it in and out of the building each day.  Luckily, Josh had showed me very soon after we met how easy it was to get through the main entrance of the headquarters and evade any metal detectors or alarms.   Only one person knew how to reach me on that dead-channel link: Josh.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Great sense of rising tension throughout this scene.
My heart began a frantic rhythm against my ribs. I risked a quick, sweeping glance around the outer office. I was alone, but at any minute, Ted could arrive back from his stormy exit.  Luckily, we had a closed-circuit TV that hung overtop the door leading to the vestibule.  I could see who was trying to enter the facility and who was presently in the vestibule.  Even if Ted arrived back and hadn’t left his key card in his office, I had three or four seconds alone with the burner phone should Ted come back.  This was it.  I could pull out that phone here, but I would have to act fast. 
And then I stopped dead in my tracks.  Sloppy, Margaret.  Sloppy. 
My better instinct finally kicked in.  What if Ted, overcome with paranoia in the past few weeks that the truth was closing in on him, had set up his own surveillance of our outer office.  Even in his office and in the back briefing room.  I started to get sick to my stomach, replaying in my mind had there been any time that I flinched as he was in one of his uncontrolled tirades?  Was I careful not to place documents where I wasn’t supposed to?  Would anything I had done appear to Ted as out of the ordinary?
Josh had warned me during briefings for other sensitive programs and while helping him prepare for other operations that a field agent always acted as if someone was watching…unless, of course, you had sterilized the location or the area yourself.  
I had already committed a rookie mistake.  Margaret…this is not the games you created when practicing at home.  This was the CIA.  
I let the phone continue to buzz.  
Just then, the outer door buzzed…slightly louder than the burner phone (agents also practiced the art of listening and identifying familiar sounds).  All part of assessing the space around you.  
One-one thousand…two-one thou…...  I instinctively started to count in my head. 
Right then, Ted came through the door.  He was still not in his normal mindset.  I let out a “hey there, sir.”  He always said for me to call him Ted…I would always nod my head, affirmatively.  But I continued to call him “Mr. Rainey” or “sir” out of a sign of respect.
This time was no different, although the respect part I had started to question as I had leafed through the countless documents Ted asked me to collect for Josh’s trip to Amman.  That day Josh was back in the building and when I met him in the cafeteria…that day seemed like an eternity…
I needed privacy. Absolute privacy.  And, it had to be in a place I was sure was not under surveillance.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Otherwise the risk was _____ and that would mean _____ for my future (or fill in the blank).
But Ted wasn’t going to let me go so soon.  He motioned me with a flustered wave of his hand over his shoulder.
“Margaret…in my office, now.”  Not exactly in the nicest tone.  Had he observed me on a hidden camera? I started to be concerned my hunch about that was correct. 
“Yessir.”  It was the only thing that came out of my mouth.  The thought of the burner phone buzzing again in the pocket of my waistband would most certainly give my crime of treason away.  But Ted gave me no time to change course or come up with a textbook excuse to get me out of the office at that exact moment.  
I had to remind myself…be instinctual…anticipate everything…now you have to pretend to do the secretary thing.  This was real.
As I followed him into his office, he muttered something I didn’t understand.  “Sir, can you repeat that…”  I asked, as he grabbed a stray paperclip from the corner of his desk and started to pull it apart.
“I need you to set up a meeting with Kingfisher as soon as you can.”  Ted said, looking down, not even a glimpse my way.  Could he know I had betrayed him?
“Got it, sir.  Anything else?”  No response.  “Sir…?”
Right then, he was lost for a second in his own world…transfixed on something, but I didn’t know what.
Then, my voice carefully neutral as I asked him, “Sir, are you OK?  Anything else?”
Finally, he looked up and his stare caught my eyes. He was looking straight through me.  He looked defeated…lost.  I had never seen Ted Rainey like this, ever.	Comment by Nicole Meier: I like this, but maybe you could show instead of tell. In other words, what does defeated look like on him? Sunken eyes, mouth drawn at the corners, shoulders rounded, etc.
“Sir, I still need to retrieve the legal summaries of the trial still underway in Italy.”  Ted had asked me for a weekly review of the trial’s transcripts.  I then, without thinking, almost instinctively, I picked up several loose papers he had dropped on the floor; my normal routine…tidy up after the boss and ensure things were prepared for the next meeting or phone call.  “I’ll request the Kingfisher meeting ASAP with Chester right away”.  Chester was Kingfisher’s scheduler. “And then I am heading to Central Records for a bit.  I will be back for your two-thirty with Pam about the attaché review, don’t forget.  The read-ahead is in the blue file on your desk.”  
I didn’t wait for his response.  He continued to stare into space – lost in some train of thought or maybe a feeling of defeat.
I closed the door and left him inside his office alone.  I quickly called Chester and begged him to schedule Kingfisher as late in the week as possible.  I…Josh…we needed some time.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Because why? You don't have to spell it out exactly, but you might want to hint at the stakes so the reader will be even more anxious to find out what happens next.
Central Records was a short walk, and going there myself wasn’t unusual if I needed something specific quickly.  Other staff seeing me there would think it was a normal occurrence, especially lately with all the internal reviews and inquiries.
I walked out of the DDO suite, my posture hopefully projecting calm efficiency, not the frantic urgency thrumming beneath my skin. Instead of heading to Records immediately, I took the service elevator down to the sub-level parking garage.  I had just enough time for a quick diversion, then pick up the files at Central Records, and get back to my desk in time for the attaché review.   
The air here was cool, smelling of concrete and exhaust fumes – a stark contrast to the filtered, climate-controlled environment upstairs. My sensible intern heels clicked a too-loud rhythm on the grimy floor as I made my way to my beat-up ten-year-old sedan, parked in the furthest, dimmest corner of Section G.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good details.
Once inside, I locked the doors, the click of the mechanism echoing loudly in the sudden quiet. My hands trembled slightly as I retrieved the burner from its hidden pocket sewn into my waistline.  Dumb, Margaret.  Real dumb, I thought to myself now.  What if this had buzzed while in Ted’s office.  Or when he was at your desk.  How’d you plan to play that off?	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good inner dialogue. Feel free to do more of this for her character, so we can stay close to her.
For now, the burner phone had not gone off except for one time, but it might be only a few minutes before it started too again.  I needed a better plan.
I opened the case.  A single, heavily obfuscated text message. Even through the layers of encryption, Josh’s voice – terse, urgent, desperate – screamed from the screen. 
“M – Have actionable from Morales. Bad. Very bad. Internal, high as it gets. CR-6. Repeat: CR-6. Also, codenames: TALON, NOMAD, HALCYON, CITADEL. Need your eyes inside. This is an inferno. If you can, prep secure channel for fragment upload. Understand if comms silence is your only answer. Your safety paramount. Watch your back. J.”
I read it once. Twice. The letters seemed to blur, then sharpen with terrifying clarity. CR-6.  That ghostly designation I’d stumbled upon weeks ago when Josh first voiced his unease about the "Gang of Six."  Now he was confirming it from the field, linking it to the dead broker, Morales, and calling it "internal, high as it gets." My blood ran cold.  This wasn't just a rogue operation; this was rot at the core, potentially reaching as high as… Ted?  The thought was a physical shock, making it hard to breathe the stale garage air.
An inferno. 
And he was worried about my safety. 
Josh Brody, out there dodging real fire, was telling me to watch my back.  The irony left a bitter taste in my mouth.  This was so far beyond any GWU seminar on ethical dilemmas in intelligence.  This was the abyss, and Josh was asking me to lean over the edge with him.
And I had almost slipped with a horrible plan on where I left the burner phone.  
My ambition, the drive that had pushed me to seek out this internship, to aim for a life as a NOC, warred with a very primal instinct for self-preservation. But then I thought of Josh’s unwavering integrity, his skill, the quiet respect he’d always shown me despite my intern status. He wouldn’t ask this if there was any other way. He wouldn’t ask if he didn’t think I was capable. That, more than anything, quelled the tremor in my hands. The naivete of the eager college senior was burning off fast, replaced by a cold, clear understanding of the stakes.
I had to help him. We were in this together, whether I’d fully grasped it until this moment or not.
My fingers flew across the tiny keypad, composing the reply. He needed a secure conduit for the data. He needed to know he wasn't entirely alone, even if formal extraction was a pipe dream. He needed to know what to do next.
“Sit tight,” I typed, the operational brevity feeling strangely natural now. “Burn all hardware after. Extraction unlikely. Upload fragments to blackroom server– use Alexandria node, subchannel 5. Protocol 9Q-Beta. One-time window. Will work independently to verify CR-6. Trust nobody.”
My thumb hovered over the send button. Extraction unlikely. The weight of those words, the stark reality of our isolation, was immense. This message wasn’t just an agreement to help; it was a pact.
I hit send.  The message dissolved into the encrypted ether.  Leaning my head back against the worn seat of my car, surrounded by the indifferent concrete of Langley’s underbelly, I knew one thing for sure: my internship, my carefully planned future, had just taken a major detour.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Great scene ending. 











Chapter 17: Morales’ Echo










JOSH
Beirut Hostel -- Beirut, Lebanon – 11:37p
Her final line stuck with me.
Trust nobody.
Not even her?  The thought slipped through before I could stop it.
But I remembered the cafeteria — her eyes, her warning. She’d risked everything to get me that folder.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Since you always want to be giving the reader new information, and this is mostly understood, what might you share here? Maybe he reflects on what he knows of her character, or what she has to lose. Maybe he stews over what her motivation might be.
‘CR-6,’ and the codenames TALON, NOMAD, HALCYON, CITADEL. It was an explosive revelation, a glimpse into a conspiracy far deeper than the ‘Gang of Six,’ but it was dangerously incomplete.  I needed more than shadowy labels; I needed to connect them to tangible operations, to people. How had Morales navigated her role within this clandestine ‘Control Ring’?
My mind flashed back to my intense surveillance on her before the warehouse firefight. She had been a ghost even then, moving through Beirut’s teeming streets and sterile financial corridors with a disciplined, almost unnerving precision. Mornings at Levant Holdings, those calculatedly visible lunches in Hamra, then the way she’d melt into the city’s underbelly. Always alone, always hyper-aware. I hadn’t seen any overt dead drops or handlers, nothing to suggest a direct physical link to a wider network during those observations.
But the USB drive held more secrets than just the 'Phase 2' folder.  As I replayed the partial data recovery in my mind, another detail surfaced from a corrupted sector I’d almost dismissed as indecipherable. It wasn't a list of contacts, but something that looked like fragmented metadata – logs tracking the activation, usage, and swapping of multiple burner phones.  
Her phones. 
I’d seen her cycle through different cheap handsets during my surveillance, noting it as standard operational security for someone at her clandestine level. Now, recalling those partial logs from her own drive, that observation snapped into sharp focus with new, critical significance. This wasn’t just routine caution; it was likely a structured system. Each phone, each SIM card, could be a dedicated channel – a link to a different facet of CR-6, a specific operative, perhaps even one of those codenames. That was the thread. The ‘other story’ of her phones, illuminated by the faint glow of her own compromised data, had just become my most promising, if perilous, path into the heart of CR-6.
It was becoming increasingly clear…the sheer scale of this ‘Control Ring’ was staggering, momentarily eclipsing even my burning conviction that Ted was a key player in the original betrayal that had set me on this path.  His setup in Amman, his insistence that I chase these ghosts, the way he’d tried to manage my movements – those questions still festered, now clearly part of this much larger, more terrifying conspiracy. He wasn’t off my radar; he was just one cancerous cell in a body riddled with them, a cell I’d have to excise eventually.  Tonight, I’d try to force down some food, maybe even an hour of shallow, restless sleep.  Tomorrow, I wouldn’t just be piecing together abstract names and codes from a fragmented list.  I'd be hunting for the ghosts in Elena Morales's dead phones, hoping one of them would whisper the secrets CR-6 had killed her to protect.  And, I had to find out how close I was to being caught.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Don't forget to weave in action and setting into your scene. We know from the chapter header that he's in a hostel. But this scene is kind of floating in space. Ground the reader with some smaller elements so we can see him in place and time.
###
I spent the next day building another lie.  In Beirut, lying was survival. In my world, it was an art form.  As I said, I was good at it…too good. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: This feels a little vague. Maybe replace with his scene goal. Give the reader something to grip onto and root for.
In that moment, I thought of Jen…. not sure why…. but she certainly didn’t deserve my lies. 	Comment by Nicole Meier:  I like that you bring her in. It reminds the reader of his vulnerabilities. But I encourage you to stay here a beat longer and get a little deeper. What does the contrast of his life back home with Jen to his current situation bring up for him? What does he yearn for/fear/hope/etc.
I left the hostel early, made sure the desk clerk saw me head north toward the American University, carrying a backpack that didn’t matter and a burner phone that did – one of the few truly clean ones I had left, not linked to Morales’s network.  When I reached the American University campus, I turned east towards the medical gate, arguably the most famous part of this academic institution, which itself had survived the ages.  Here, a large carob tree shaded pedestrians with its semi-spherical canopy, its dense foliage and expansive branches providing relief from the sun for those entering or exiting the campus. 
On the phone currently in my backpack, I had left a single, carefully planted text message, crafted to look like a panicked leak from a low-level operative to a nonexistent CIA cutout circuit.  It hinted that I was meeting a source at the Corniche, in an area called Ain Mreisseh, a beachside promenade where locals and tourists gathered along the Mediterranean Sea and referenced a vague "package" related to recent "unpleasantness."  It was a trap of my own making -- a bright, conspicuous flag planted in the middle of a minefield, designed to draw out the hunters and let me see their faces, their methods. 
When I arrived at the Corniche, I crossed the Rue Paris from the university’s business school gate and turned right towards the Ain Mriesseh stretch of the seaside promenade.  This part of the Beirut Corniche was much quieter than Hamra or Downtown, but no less alive.  Joggers moved past in nylon sweats and knockoff Nikes.  A father leaned against the balustrade, holding a tiny boy up to see the ships.  A man with a cane and a prayer cap sat on a bench, smoking an argileh and watching the horizon like it owed him something. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: Great sense of setting so far.
The Bayview Hotel rose ahead of me—its windows dulled by salt spray, rooftop bar just visible against the sky.  Along the railing, rust had crept into the paint, giving the ironwork a sun-burnt blush.  Palm trees spaced evenly along the sidewalk shifted lazily in the breeze, casting long shadows that stretched like fingers across the pavement.  The smell was always the same down here: salt, engine exhaust, grilled corn, and the faint sweetness of jasmine from some unseen balcony above.  Seagulls barked overhead. Somewhere behind me, a radio played Fairuz—grainy and defiant.  Even after everything this city had endured, this stretch of coast still felt invincible.  The sea didn’t forget, but it didn’t forgive either. 
I dropped the phone in a public trash can near two benches facing a dozen or so fishermen who were always there, like fixtures carved into the seawall.  Thin men in old track pants and sandals, their lines arcing out over the surf, hands working quietly, rhythmically.  A few sat on overturned paint buckets; radios balanced beside them playing a mix of pop music and European football commentary.  One had a plastic bag full of sardines twitching at his feet; another drew from a cigarette that had gone half to ash, eyes squinting into the sun.  I made sure a man in a tan windbreaker – who had been a little too interested in his newspaper for a little too long – saw me drop the phone into the bin.  Nothing too obvious.  Just enough. 
I made my way back along the same route I had come.  However, this time I ducked into the Bayview.  This particular hotel had become quite popular with UK and US expats, likely because of its rooftop bar and views of the Med.  I changed clothes in the lobby’s restroom and took one of the hotel’s elevators to the C-Lounge located on the sixth floor rooftop.  Normally, this popular gathering place is filled with international businessmen and women mixing with the locals, enjoying one of the best views in the city;  now, there were only a few hotel patrons sipping their Lebanese coffee and snacking on an accompanying date or two.  
Outside on the rooftop, I found a seat at one of the barstools lining the marble bar that extended along the entire north side, allowing for unobstructed views of the Corniche below.  I was alone, except for a curious red-winged finch, enjoying the morning’s crumbs from the savory rakakat and Zaatar-filled croissants. It appeared annoyed by my presence. I had borrowed a pair of binoculars, but I didn’t need to use them just yet as I could easily see the trash bin that had earlier been the location of my “drop.” 
I tried to bury my face in a month-old newspaper, focusing on my heart moving in steady, deliberate beats. 
The Warden.  Bekaa Valley.  Black site.  Ghost prisoners. 
The words from Morales’ drive echoed in my head.  This wasn’t just about intel anymore, not by a long shot.  This was about human beings erased like chalk dust from a blackboard.  I needed to force the machine into the open.  It was time to stop reacting and start dictating the terms.
I pulled out the last burner phone Margaret had set up for me and scrawled another message. Short.  Brutal.  Designed to provoke. 
"CR-6 breach confirmed. Extraction required. Bekaa compromised. Immediate handoff requested." 
I sent it on an open relay through three broken hotel routers—just fast enough, I hoped, to look desperate, to make them think they had me rattled and on the run. 
Then I waited. 
They came for it faster than I expected. Four black SUVs, tinted windows, hard men stepping out with the kind of posture you couldn’t fake.  Not locals.  Not amateurs.  The same breed, I suspected, as the disciplined cleanup crew at Morales’s warehouse; yet certainly not the expert marksmen from a likely different group during the same operation ordered to take down Morales at any opportunity, day or night.  It was I who just ended up ‘hearing’ her final moments alive. These men moved in two teams — one heading toward the trash can, the other sweeping the street with practiced, predatory patience.  Tight communication, earpieces in, minimal chatter. Definitely professionals.  Not local thugs hired to follow me, pick up the fake “drop” and deliver its contents, and then continue to report my whereabouts.  Could these guys be tied to something worse – the direct hand of CR-6? I wasn’t sure.  I watched them pull the phone, one of them expertly shielding the device as another ripped it open, plugging it into a portable analysis rig right there on the sidewalk.  They were not concerned by the crowd around them; although, to be honest, the crowd more likely wasn’t concerned with them either. They were fast. They moved without hesitation. They were looking for more than just the phone’s contents; they were likely trying to trace its origin, its recent signals, anything to build a better picture of me.  Five minutes later, they rolled out again — quick, surgical, like they’d never been there at all.  I wasn’t safe anymore.  Not even close.  Whoever they were, they weren’t just trying to scare me.  They were actively tracking me, hunting me with resources and precision that went far beyond any street-level thugs Farooq might employ. 
I felt a grim smile touch my lips behind the collar of my jacket. 
Good.  Let these motherfuckers come. 
Because this time, I wasn’t running. 
This time, I was laying the trap. 
And if Ted Rainey was the one pulling the strings? I was ready to cut the whole fucking puppet show down around his ears.
The walls were closing in around me and I was running out of options.  I had seen them, but they were also learning about my tactics. This game of cat and mouse couldn't last. 
I realized I needed help, more so now than ever.  Someone on the inside I could trust.  Someone who, with an understanding of the bureaucracy of the agency, the reporting channels of the NOC, and the data-mining resources available, could help me analyze the subtext of what Morales had passed to me at the warehouse; and, more importantly, a someone I could trust to remain anonymous and evade being “seen”. 
It was clear there was only one person who fit that bill…
Margaret.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Great chapter full of tight pacing, action, setting, and character motivation.






Chapter 18: No Sanctuary


MARGARET
Langley, Virginia — 2:23 a.m.
I tried to keep quiet as I navigated the now-dim corridors of the Operations Annex, my sneakers silent against the cheap tile floor.  The Agency was never truly asleep—even now, I knew somewhere deep in the building, a blue-lit situation room pulsed—but at this hour, the bureaucratic heart was slow, drowsy.  	Comment by Nicole Meier: Curious if there are cameras?
Exactly how I needed it.  
The documents I was after wouldn’t be housed under Ted’s name.  That would’ve been far too obvious.  Ted was an architect, not a clerk; his fingerprints would be hidden under layers of dead projects, abandoned shell companies, and sanitized email chains.  I found my access point two floors below the Deputy Director’s suite—a forgotten logistics archive, the kind of place where old case files went to die and no one bothered to audit digital records unless someone screamed loud enough. I logged in using my dead-drop credentials. Not my real ID. 
Careful, Margaret, I told myself. Three minutes in the system. No more. 
Inside the archive’s shallow search protocols, I keyed in the markers I’d memorized: CR-6. TALON. 
HALCYON. 
CITADEL. 
NOMAD. 
The screen flickered. A list populated. Mostly junk. My breath caught. 
But then, tucked into one forgotten line item—a budget line allocated to an internal task force called “Project Wintermute”—I found something else. A roster. Six names. I recognized two immediately—former field officers who first appeared in one of my intelligence summaries a few months ago.  Dead in July’s Indian Embassy bombing.
My skin went cold. The other four were redacted so aggressively even the code metadata looked seared—like it had been hit with digital thermite. 
And buried at the bottom, a maintenance note: "Confirmed viable asset escalation protocol authorized by DDO Oversight. Ref: T.R."  Ted Rainey. T.R. 
My stomach twisted into a knot. Viable asset escalation—Agency-speak for removal without formal sanction. Quiet, deniable, and permanent. Ted wasn’t just protecting CR-6.  He was using it. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: Does her mind race with all that she assumed about Ted or something else? In other words, feel free to stay here a beat longer and go deeper.
I extracted a memory shard—a digital snapshot—small enough, I hoped, not to trigger any flags, and slid the shard into a secure partition on my drive. Then I wiped my footprints.  Twice.  I liked to think I was good.  But even the best leave shadows.  As I stood, the hairs on the back of my neck prickled.  Someone was watching.  I could feel it.  Not a camera.  This was something colder. A presence. Casual footsteps echoed from the main corridor. Slow. Purposeful. My blood ran cold. I killed the screen and moved, backpack slung low, heading for the emergency stairs. At the end of the hall, silhouetted against the faint exit light, a figure lingered. A man, still and watchful, in a plain suit that didn't belong to any security detail I recognized. His age was hard to tell in the shadows, but there was an air of cold, quiet authority about him, and I felt his eyes on me, sharp and assessing. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: Since we've seen her skin go cold, consider revising with another detail. Maybe she tensed or went rigid. Or something else.
Not George from security. 
Not anyone I knew. 
He didn’t call out. 
Didn’t move. 
Just waited. 
Like a hunter letting the deer step into open ground. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: And she's thinking or feeling what?
I didn’t run. Running, I thought, would’ve been suicide. Instead, I adjusted the strap on my backpack, forced a deliberate yawn, and turned down the opposite hallway toward the parking garage, heart hammering against my ribs. Inside the stairwell, I counted the flights. Four down. No heavy footsteps behind me.  Yet. 
Out into the rain-slicked parking lot, I climbed into my battered Honda Civic and forced myself to drive casual, five miles under the speed limit, until I hit Route 123. Only when I crossed the Potomac did I allow myself to breathe, the air sharp in my lungs. 
Ted had eyes inside Langley. Closer than I’d thought.  And now, somehow, I was sure he knew someone was pulling at the strings.






Chapter 19: Magpie Breach

JOSH
Beirut, Lebanon — 1:42 a.m.
I woke up to several men shouting along the sidewalk just below the window of my small, sparce room on the 4th floor; I had nodded off to sleep for just over two hours.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And he felt like what?
I knew there would be more to extract from Morales’ USB Drive; but I needed to make sure how much time I had before I was surrounded by this outsourced group of commandos who had responded to my fake drop at the Corniche.  No doubt, they had photos of me, and it was just a matter of time before they found me.  The trail behind me had been severed.  I would need to go “dark” from Headquarters for now.  Or else, pretty soon, I would be made.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: The thought of this made him envision what?
I wanted to duck back into Morales’ electronic files.  I pulled the flash drive from my right pocket.  The flash drive was custom.  Not off-the-shelf.  It had embedded firmware tricks I’d only seen once before—on a Ghost-tainted laptop during the Kandahar blackout op in ‘06.  Whoever built this wasn’t just clever. They were fluent in paranoia.
I ran it through a shielded machine I’d prepped days earlier in my hotel room near Dulles.  No outbound ports.  Power filtered. The kind of rig that wouldn’t even blink if the NSA came knocking.
The screen flickered.
Then:

██ DATASET: ECHO_04██
“Echo is not a name. It’s a method. A resonance.”  I had heard Elena Morales say in the warehouse.
Most of the files were fragment clusters—dead drop coordinates, intercepted bank logs, fragments of contract payments written in a mix of Cyrillic and Farsi.  But one directory stood out: OP-MAGPIE.  The name hit me like a brick.  Before this ordeal, I hadn’t heard this name since Shaw was alive.
Buried deeper, within a sub-directory labeled FIELD_OPS_BEIRUT_ARCHIVE, was a corrupted file. It took an hour to reconstruct, but when it finally opened, it wasn't logs or financials. It was a stark, single-page PDF:INTERNAL MEMORANDUM – EYES ONLY OPERATION: WAREHOUSE SWEEP LOCATION: Sin el-Fil, Beirut, Lebanon DATE: 10.05.2008
REF: CR-6/POLARIS/MORALES
OBJECTIVE: Neutralize Asset MORALES (E.). Secure/Destroy all associated financial/comm data. RESULT:
· Asset MORALES terminated. Confirmed via TAC-2 (Single GSW). Body disposed per Protocol Omega.
· External Contractors (3) KIA during engagement.
· COMPLICATION: Unidentified Male (Suspected Agency/External - Possible ID: BRODY, J.) present/engaged. Subject escaped perimeter.
· CRITICAL FAILURE: Asset ECHO_04 (USB Data Key - High Sensitivity: MAGPIE/CR-6) UNRECOVERED. Last confirmed vicinity MORALES. Presumed compromised/acquired by UNKNOWN MALE.
DIRECTIVE: Terminate BRODY engagement protocols. SHIFT TO CAPTURE/RECOVER. If recovery impossible, NEUTRALIZE. Priority Alpha.
AUTHORIZATION: KINGFISHER
My blood ran cold. Terminated. Protocol Omega. ECHO_04. They knew. They knew I had it. And Kingfisher, whoever he was, had signed off.  Elena hadn't just been ambushed; she'd been erased.  And her desperate gamble had just painted a target, brighter and deadlier, right on my back.
MAGPIE wasn’t an op.
It was a vault.
An internal CIA failsafe meant to preserve sensitive material in case of total compromise.  It was legacy-era Langley, kept quiet even inside the Agency.  Only two names had the kill-switch: Shaw and—unbelievably—Ted.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Any internal reaction here?
It seemed reckless, almost arrogant, for Kingfisher to authorize something like this, let alone, put that name on any official document, for that matter.  But this wasn't a standard report. This was from inside MAGPIE's ecosystem. It wasn't written for an official record; it was a directive meant for other members of the conspiracy.  It wasn't a log entry; it was a message, sent with the chilling confidence of someone who believed they owned the entire system.
So why and how the hell was Morales carrying it?
I scrolled deeper. There it was.
A metadata tag on one of the encrypted payloads:
Handler: P. Shaw
Mirror Signature: M. Keshmiry
I froze.
Margaret. 
What the fuck?
She wasn’t just playing analyst anymore.
She was inside this.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: As your reader, I'm hooked but also feeling a bit in the dark. Could you flesh out the last page of this chapter a bit, to clue me in, without giving too much away?










CHAPTER 20: Betrayal?


JOSH
Beirut Hostel – 1:58a
I took a deep breath and prepped a fresh secure channel.  
One-time pad for the core message, layered with an AES-256 encryption stack.  The message was routed through four anonymous proxies and bounced through three covertly repurposed telecom satellites.
TO: [EchoDrop 4]
“Shaw passed it. I’m inside. You’re mirrored in MAGPIE.
Was this your move, or Shaw’s?
—J”
I hesitated. Then added:
“Still trust you. For now.”
I hit send.





Chapter 21: Resurrection from the Grave



MARGARET
Headquarters, Langley, VA — 6:59 p.m. EST
The blackroom was empty.  That alone told me something was wrong.  At this hour, it should’ve been humming with life—SIGINT dorks arguing over signal integrity, junior analysts playing God with satellite feeds.  Instead, just me.  And the hum of machines that never really slept.
Josh always taught me that the most complex security systems have the simplest human flaws.  I stood before the access terminal, the “red eye” of its retina scanner pulsing.  But I wasn't focused on the biometrics.  I was focused on its administrator, Todd.  Todd was a random guy I had chosen from the agency database to “test” something I had gleaned during one of Josh’s mentor lessons.  What I learned is Todd liked symmetry—a fact I'd confirmed from his coffee order history, a predictable double mocha at 9:02 a.m. and 2:02 p.m. every day. The 'layered spoof', Josh explained, wasn't about a fake eyeball; it was about cracking Todd's entire pattern.  His password, a perfect palindrome I derived from his habit, was the first key.  It told the system an authorized user was present.  The second key was a piece of code Josh had shown me, one that exploited a legacy handshake protocol.  Once the password was accepted, the code intercepted the scanner's subsequent request, and I fed it a cached 'positive' signal from Todd's last legitimate login.  The machine wasn't seeing me; it was seeing the composite of a man who loved routine.  The door hissed open. People think security is about breaking codes. Josh taught me it's about breaking people.
Once in, I didn’t search by file.
I searched by vibration – ‘code-speak’ for finding algorithmic patterns, even subtle oscillations that even mimicked similarities or correlations in the data.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: ?
MAGPIE wasn’t cataloged in Langley’s file system. It resonated—buried within corrupted metadata clusters in old Cold War psyops archives.  
It took me only a few minutes for me to find the resonance.  Some guy named Shaw had left me his fingerprints.  And someone else had patched over them with crude Russian fallback code.
Someone wanted this to stay hidden.
Someone scared of resurrection.
But, Shaw, somehow…whoever he was…had wanted ME to have his mirror.  I had found it immediately upon the first encrypted payload.  
The message came in just as I was scraping this guy Shaw’s final logs.
Josh.
Short.  Controlled.
But I could feel the hesitation in the white space between his lines.
Still trust you. For now.
What was he talking about?  Did he really think that I had authored this beast?  This OP-MAGPIE architecture hidden in the depths of the Agency’s servers?  And that somehow, I had done so as an intern?  I typed out a response --
You should’ve stopped trusting me the moment I said yes to this job.  
I quickly erased.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Thinking or feeling what?
Instead, I pulled up an image cache buried beneath MAGPIE’s ECHO_04—a grainy surveillance shot found in another sub-directory – P. SHAW_1953-2008_MEMORIAL
Timestamp: 05 Jan 2008.  Based upon information in the sub-directory, Shaw was killed two months after this photo.
Location: Geneva.
Subjects:
· Shaw.
· Morales.
· And standing with them… Ted Rainey.
I sent the photo to Josh over a similar proxy and satellite protocol.   
I never met Shaw.  --M
I sat back, stomach hollowing.
Josh’s seemingly suggestive distrust over how this guy Shaw had chosen me to discover his mirror credentials in MAGPIE aside…this wasn’t about a rogue network anymore.
This was about the Agency imploding from within.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Another good scene ending.






CHAPTER 22:  Rahmann Returns


MARGARET
CIA Headquarters – Langley, VA
I wasn’t at all concerned about Josh’s insinuation.  No matter what, we were in this together. There was certainly no turning back for either of us.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Has any time gone by since her last chapter?
I did not have time to learn the inner workings of MAGPIE before I was discovered by Ted or anyone else capable of accessing the system.  I only knew of one person in this entire complex who would have the chops to help me dig deeper into MAGPIEs endless archives. 
And I wasn’t sure he could be trusted fully.  
Avi Rahmann.
Cyber-ops division.  Genius.  Mid-level.  Genius.  Paranoid.  He saw me on my first day in the cafeteria and sat down to tell me his life story.  I normally would have been dismissive, but Avi had an unfettered charm and his often outlandish stories and gossip within the Agency’s walls made for good company.  He talked way too much for a cyber expert, and, therefore, it was always a slip of a tongue with him. 
He’d once told me over coffee that Langley was already compromised, years ago.  "Not by moles, by habits," he said.  "We still treat secrets like they’re sacred.  But secrets are just vulnerabilities waiting for gravity."
Rahmann had gone underground after the SIGINT leak in 2002 — not literally, just lower profile. He had requested reassignment to something called Project Aegis…deep archive remediation…boring on the surface.  But I knew better.  He was hiding in plain sight.
And if anyone could help me surface MAGPIE’s real structure, it was him.  I took my chances.
I used the courier system, not digital.
A folded notecard tucked into a classified filing jacket. Red border. Inter-agency routing code.  I marked it FOR IMMEDIATE FLAG. That’d get him to open it. Inside, a single sentence:
“Ol’ friend.  Are you still awake, Avi? I have someone’s mirror key. Need you ASAP.  —M.”
I sealed it, printed the routing, and walked it down myself.
Sub-level 3.  East hallway.  The courier intake desk was manned by a sleepy-looking contractor named Sheila Baines.  She didn’t ask questions.  She stamped it, slid it into the bin, and I walked away like I hadn’t just lit a fuse.
Forty-five minutes later, my desk phone vibrated once.
No ring.  Just a buzz.
That was our code.
I left my badge in the drawer of the metal computer table and took the long way down — stairwell C, then past the old filing wing that still smelled like mildew and toner. At the very end: a door with no label, just a reinforced locking plate.
It clicked open as I approached.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Don't forget to include some interiority with Margaret (inner feelings, thoughts, reaction) on the page.
Avi looked like hell.  Days without sleep.  Hood up, beard grown out like he was preparing for a surveillance cult initiation.  He gestured me inside with one finger to his lips.
Once the door sealed, he spoke without preamble.
“What do you have, Maggie?”  He was the only one that ever called me Maggie.  I didn’t like it, but with Avi, you just let things go.
“I have a partial.  A guy named Shaw mirrored it.  Josh has the other side.”
“Then we don’t have time.”
He turned his monitor.
A satellite image.
Low-res. Timestamped 18 minutes ago.
Beirut.
The warehouse where Morales died.
Still smoking.
Avi tapped the screen.  “He’s not just chasing ghosts.  He’s kicking a hornet’s nest we buried ten years ago.  And someone’s starting to wake it up.”
I felt the blood drain from my face.
He turned back. “You ready to break the oath, Margaret?”
I nodded. Just once. I wasn’t sure what he was illuding to…yet…but I was about to find out.  
It was enough.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I think you have an opportunity in this chapter to include more of her "why." What's motivating? How does it serve her larger goal? We can brainstorm on our call if you'd like.






CHAPTER 23: The Launderer


JOSH
Beirut — 3:21 p.m.
You won’t stumble across a guy like Nadim Bashar in any phone book—no way, not even close. Men like him don’t leave easy trails. You’ve got to hunt for them through the weird, quiet signals; and you always need to stay ahead of them when you are sniffing out their trail.  Bashar – known to many as the best at hiding money.  
No, you find people like Bashar by watching for phantom payments, dead-end corporations …even office leases that keep on ticking years after the people behind them vanish.
Bashar’s name wasn’t on any record. But I found him in the footnotes of MAGPIE’s subfolders
of wire transfers routed through a Luxembourg trust with a shell company named Polaris.
He called himself a “facilitator.”
In truth, he was a man who took dirty money, cleaned it in layers of legitimacy, and laid it to rest in clean banks with clean names.
I sent the invitation at dawn through a courier in Hamra: a blank card, a silver tie clip, and the phrase “The whisper returns to the sand.”
It was a phrase Bashar had used back in 2006, during a ghosted op in Dubai.  He wouldn’t have forgotten it.
We agreed to meet at the rooftop bar of the Albergo Hotel — neutral ground, rich tourists, thick soundproofing, and waiters trained to forget faces.
When he arrived, he looked like he had time traveled from an older Beirut — pinstriped suit, pocket square, vintage Rolex, and a face carved by too many secrets.
“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, slipping into the seat beside me.
“I’m not,” I said. “Declan Reynolds is.”
He didn’t smile. “Your cover’s blown. They were waiting for you in Sin el-Fil.”
“I know.”
“Then why aren’t you dead?”
“I ask myself that every morning.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Same comment here as for Margaret. Don't forget to weave in some interiority for him (inner thoughts, feelings, reaction) on the page. Let the reader feel up close and understand what it feels like to be Josh.
He glanced toward the bartender. A prearranged signal. We had fifteen minutes before someone else took interest.
“I need to know who’s behind Polaris,” I said. “The real holding structure. The trusts. The operational cutouts.”
Bashar leaned back.
“They burned Morales. That flash drive she gave you — do you even know what it is?”
“I know it’s why I’m still alive.”
“Wrong,” he said. “It’s why you’re already dead.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You can keep the other characters more 3-dimensional by including tone of voice, facial expressions, body language, and/or mannerisms. Show us all that Josh picks up on.
He sighed, a rare crack in his pristine facade. 
"Elena wasn't stupid. She was careful. But she flew too close to Kingfisher’s sun. She started connecting the dots, realized Farooq was just a pipeline, and figured out the real power lay within the Agency – and maybe above it.  She must have started making contingency plans. They found out. The warehouse wasn't a meeting; it was an execution. She must have known, the poor fool. They don't do leverage, Josh. They do erasure." 
He looked me in the eye. 
"Her dropping that drive… that wasn't an accident. It was a final 'fuck you' to the men who signed her death warrant. It was her only move left."
He slid a folded slip of paper across the table.
“Go here,” he said. “Talk to Irina Vostrikova. She handles Polaris’s real end-of-chain operations. If she talks to you, you’ll know how deep the rot goes.”
I pocketed the slip. “Why help me?”
He didn’t answer. He just stared out over the city.
“Because” he finally said, “sometimes the only way to survive a sinking ship… is to punch a hole in the next one.”
He stood and walked out without looking back.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: In addition, see if you might weave in bits of setting and action with setting to ensure characters don't appear to be having a conversation while floating in space. Make sense?




Chapter 24: Kingfisher Protocol


MARGARET
Langley — Sublevel 3, Blackroom Archive – 8:30a

The terminal Avi gave me wasn’t on the books anymore.  It wasn’t even technically inside the Agency.  Some old shell node from a Cold War remnant program, buried under layers of outdated comms architecture and repurposed for secure, deniable ops.  Avi had “acquired” this one just before he left for the Aegis project.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: As your reader, I'd like to know what her take is on Avi helping out now. What is her perspective? This will help me connect with her more, as opposed to just reading actions and observations. 
We ran MAGPIE’s archive partition through Avi’s recursive key-matching algorithm. The mirrored signature Josh had unlocked — plus the guy Shaw’s original — should’ve been enough to reconstruct 83% of the vault.
It stalled at 84.7%.
“I don’t like this,” Avi muttered. “The checksum’s bouncing.”
“Could it be corrupted?” I asked.
“No,” he said. “It’s rewriting itself.”
I moved closer.
On screen, the decrypted file tree blinked — one of the node paths had rerouted mid-query, reshaping itself in real-time.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Just a note (like last chapter) to try and weave in some setting and action with setting in this scene.
ECHO_04 → CONTINGENCY_DELTA → DEEPLIGHT → ARCHIVIST
Status: Isolated Signature Lock - Tier 1b
Access: M. Class Only
Avi’s fingers froze over the keyboard.
“M. Class,” he whispered. “That’s an old clearance tier. It hasn’t been used since the Nixon restructure. It predates modern compartmentalization.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And she thought or felt what?
“You’re saying this data can only be accessed by—”
“—by someone who technically doesn’t exist anymore.”
He recompiled the branch manually, line by line. As the lock broke, a single classified personnel folder unfurled across the screen.
OPERATOR ID: KINGFISHER
Clearance: M. Class / ACTIVE
Posting: Directorate of Operations / Executive Liaison
Current Assignment: Advisor, Director of Operations
Alias: Michael Callahan
My mouth went dry.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: What's going on internally with her? What's racing through her mind? What's she assuming/fearing/dreading?
Michael Callahan was never officially hired, never on the org chart, but always present at high-level briefings. A fixer. A consigliere.
And now: a confirmed mole.
“Jesus,” I muttered. “No wonder Morales ran. This isn’t just embedded corruption.  It’s operationalized.  Systemic.”  He knew I had no time to fill him in on the specifics; but Avi was wickedly smart and quick to piece together what was unfolding before us.
I leaned in, feeling my throat tighten. “We need to prove it.  Can you help me do that?”
He tapped a button. A pop-up appeared:
MIRROR LOGS ENABLED.
Last Internal Access: March 12, 01:16 EST
Terminal: L-7, Director’s Suite.
“It was accessed from inside Langley three weeks ago,” Avi said. “And not just accessed. Someone updated it. They’re still running ops.”
I exhaled slowly, cold settling in my chest.
“Ted’s not just compromised,” I said.  
Avi completed my sentence for me… “He’s shielding the infection.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Good reveal.






Chapter 25: Protecting Polaris

JOSH
Beirut — 6:10 p.m.
The address Bashar gave me was barely that – just an intersection near a row of small metalworks factory stores and auto body shops; one was advertising free car tune-ups with their customized window tinting.  The low-rise building had no names and no room numbers marked at its shared entrance.  Just a handwritten mark: V3.  Just ten minutes before, I received an encrypted message from Margaret. 
“J – KINGFISHER = M. CALLAHAN.  MAGPIE STILL ACTIVE.  Be careful.”
Stunned.  Somehow, Shaw was orchestrating MAGPIE’s unveil from his grave.  And…Margaret and I were his soldiers.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Instead of telling me how he feels, see if you might show me. What does stunned feel like for Josh? Maybe his chest seizes, or a pinprick of fear finds its way up his spine, or something else.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Do his emotions change here from shock to anger?
When I arrived, I walked the perimeter twice.  The building was squat, glassless, with a smell I could not describe.  The third floor – it, too, was marked with a peeling number 3 and a faint red V spray-painted next to it — had a single light on behind blacked-out curtains.  No visible security.  Which meant someone else was likely watching.
I killed my phone.  The stairwell smelled like wet cement and cigarettes. My footsteps echoed louder than I liked.  When I reached the landing, the door opened before I knocked.
“Irina Vostrikova?” I asked.
She looked… wrong.
Not what I expected.
Mid-forties.  Pale.  Hair tied back in a severe bun.  Not glamorous.  Not friendly.  Her face was lined with exhaustion, but her eyes were razor-sharp.  She wore no makeup.  Just a tailored black blouse, loose jeans, and surgical gloves.  Odd.
“You brought the drive?” she asked in English with a Moscow undercurrent.
“Not with me.”
She exhaled, then stepped aside.  “Good. Come in. They’re watching the building.”
I followed her into a room stripped of anything electronic. Lead paint on the walls.  Mesh wire cage over the single laptop in the center.  An old-school Faraday setup.
“They burned Morales,” I said.
“They always were going to,” she replied coldly. “She was a loose thread. You… you’re a wild card.”
I stayed silent.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Thinking or feeling what?
She sat, typed something, and pulled up a mirrored screen.
Dozens of transaction logs. Shell firms. Trusts routed through Malta, Cyprus, Morocco.  The Maldives.  And at the top:
Polaris Global Solutions – Deep Beneficiary Ledger
Access Level: DEEPLIGHT
Handler: KINGFISHER
There it was again. 
“You recognize it?” she asked.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Just a quick note to keep your other characters in 3D with tone of voice, facial expression, or body language.
“I do now.”
She turned.  “This ledger doesn’t just show who funds Polaris.  It shows who protects it.  There are names on this list that haven’t been spoken out loud since the Cold War. American names.”
“And if I take this to Langley?”
“You’ll die before you reach Dulles.”
She paused. “But if you give it to her — to the girl with the mirror key — she might just burn it all down.”
I nodded. “That’s the plan.”
Irina hesitated. “Then you need to go. Now.”
“Why?”
“Because you weren’t followed here.”
She stood and handing me another flash drive sealed in a metal case.
“But you will be followed when you leave.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You may want to end this scene with a line or two in Josh's POV. What's he hoping/fearing/anticipating/assuming?





Chapter 26: Cleaning Up Loose Ends


JOSH
Mar Mikhaël, Lebanon – 6:42p
I was out the door and halfway down the stairwell when I felt it — that creeping shift in atmosphere, like the moment before a helicopter drops into autorotation.  Still air, charged.  The kind of silence that screams ambush.
Too quiet.
Too clean.
Someone had cleared the rats out of this building an hour ago.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And it caused him to think or feel what? In other words, as your reader I want to be reminded of what he's after, why he needs this, what's potentially in his way (this eerie shift), and how he is thinking or feeling about this obstacle. This will add to your already good sense of tension and fast pacing, and pull me in further.
I flattened against the stairwell wall just above the second-floor landing.  Then I heard it: soft leather soles on concrete.  Moving up, not down.  Deliberate.  Not local cops.  Not amateurs.
They weren’t coming for Irina.
They were here for me.
I doubled back up two steps, then kicked open a rusted maintenance panel I’d clocked on the way in. The crawlspace was tight — barely enough room for my shoulders — but it ran parallel to the stairwell, and more importantly, to the rear alley.
I shimmied in and pulled the panel closed behind me just as the team reached the third floor. Boots. Suppressed weapons.  One of them radioed something in Russian-accented Arabic.
They weren’t local. Spetsnaz-trained, if I had to guess.  Same signature as Sin el-Fil.  Same hunters.
I gripped the flash card tighter in my hand, feeling the edges through the metal case.  Vostrikova had risked everything handing this off.  Morales had died for less.  
I wasn’t going to be the next redacted casualty in a classified after-action memo.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Quick note that you don't need italics unless its inner dialogue (talking to himself). You could add inner dialogue here, though. ;)
I crawled thirty feet before the duct ended at a grated vent near the alley.  Below, two more men waited by a black sedan.  Smoking.  Casual.  Not watching the air vents.
Perfect.
I braced, timed it between their smokes, and kicked the grate loose with one hard jab of my boots.  Dropped.  Landed on the lid of a trash bin.  Rolled hard onto the asphalt.
The first one saw me too late.
Two quick steps and a palm to the throat dropped him. The other raised a pistol — I shot him center mass with the suppressed Glock I’d taped under my belt earlier.  Close enough to smell his sweat.
Then I ran.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Thinking of feeling what?
Cut down the alley.  Through a butcher shop still open. Blood-slick floors.  Shouts in Arabic behind me.  I dropped two burner phones in opposite directions and flagged down a passing moto taxi with one hand, already flashing cash with the other.
“Ne t'arrête pas. Conduis jusqu'aux collines.”  I said in French.  Don’t stop. Drive until we hit the hills.
The driver didn’t argue.
As we tore away from the docks, Beirut’s lights flared in the mirror behind me. Somewhere, men were loading bodies into unmarked vans. Cleaning up loose ends.
I had half a dead woman’s data in my jacket.
A woman at Langley I might still be able to trust.
And a name — Kingfisher — that I could finally hunt.





Chapter 27: To Avi


MARGARET
Langley — 9:36 p.m. EST
We didn’t have hours.
We had minutes.
Once Avi cracked the Tier 1b lock and exposed KINGFISHER’s access logs, the MAGPIE archive was live — volatile.  The system treated it like a foreign body.  We had one shot to extract before Langley’s auto-scrub kicked in or worse — before internal security flagged the anomaly and came down on us like a hammer.
We worked silently.  Avi’s fingers a blur, mine close behind on a backup terminal.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You might show a bit of this with action and setting. Help me to be in the room with them.
“Payload integrity?” I asked.
“Intact,” he said. “But fragmented. MAGPIE’s structured like a recursive loop. Pull the wrong thread, it self-corrupts.”
“So, we treat it like a living system.”
He nodded. “Symbiosis, not brute force.”
The extraction rig was old-school — a classified IBM blade server Avi had stripped from a mothballed SIGINT node in Nebraska.  Shielded.  Air-gapped.  Powered by an independent battery bank hidden behind a false wall.
It had no MAC address.
No audit trail.
No leash.
Exactly what we needed, he said.
I fed in the mirrored keys — Josh’s and mine — into dual slots. Two-factor encryption.
MAGPIE opened like a breathing lung.
Images. Names. Memos.
Some with Agency letterhead. Others… marked with foreign stamps: SVR. MSS. Even one stamped ISI—unsigned, but unmistakable.
One folder blinked red.
CONTINGENCY: EXECUTIVE PRESERVE
Files inside were tagged with a directive:
“Activate upon loss of control. Collapse assets. Erase operators. Reset field.”
Avi muttered, “They built a kill switch for their own people.”
I stared at the screen. Dozens of names.
Some we knew.
Some still active.
Some dead — or supposedly.
Then, a chilling final entry:
Subject: M. Keshmiry
Status: PROBATIONARY
Last Edit: 3 days ago
Editor: KINGFISHER
My blood turned to ice.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: What is she thinking or feeling in addition to this?
“They’ve already marked me,” I whispered.
Avi didn’t flinch. “Then we’re past the point of hiding.”
He reached beneath the terminal and unlatched a sealed drive — a sliver of hardened tungsten, no bigger than a pack of gum.
“This is it,” he said. “MAGPIE on cold storage. Triple-mirrored. Hand deliver only.”
“To Josh,” I said.
He nodded. “Or to the world, if he doesn’t make it.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Thinking what? Is she assuming or envisioning anything?
The lights overhead flickered — once, then twice.
We froze.
Avi checked the internal logs. “No alarm yet… but something just pinged this terminal from inside the building.”
“How much time?”
“Maybe five minutesJ.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Just a note to keep your other characters in 3D with tone of voice, facial expression, or body language. 
I grabbed the tungsten drive, stuffed it into a modified badge pouch lined with foil, and zipped it into my coat.
“Avi—”
“Go.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Same comment here.
“I’m not leaving you.”
“You’re not staying either.”
He handed me a thumbprint-secured field card and a burner badge.
“If I can hold their attention, you get this to your contact in comms.  Route it out via the dark relay in Tirana. Then vanish.”
I hesitated.
His eyes met mine. Calm. Steady. Already resigned.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Thinking or feeling what? If there's a debate going on in her head, show this.
“Margaret,” he said. “No heroes.  Just survivors.”  I nodded.  Then I turned and disappeared into the corridor.
Behind me, Avi erased the boot sector and loaded the final failover protocol.
By the time the internal strike team hit Sublevel 3, there was nothing left but static and the smell of burnt silicon. 
Avi was always charming, even when it was difficult to like him.  
Today, he might have just saved my life.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Good scene ending.






Chapter 28: Calm


JOSH
Beirut — 10:04 p.m.
I couldn’t trust any known nodes.  No airports.  No embassies.  Nothing that even smelled like a government router.  The flash card Vostrikova gave me was hardened — cold-etched metal casing, zero-wireless, tamper-sensitive.
One insertion. One transfer. One chance.
I took it to the only place left in Beirut where surveillance was both expected and useless: a business center at the newly reopened Phoenicia Hotel.  The hotel was damaged in the bombing three years earlier that killed former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri and had been closed until recently for repairs and renovation.  
I paid cash for a walk-in suite.  No ID.  I told the concierge I was jetlagged and needed to print a visa document.  He gave me the keycard, barely looking up.  Dozens of guests were at the computer terminals logging in to Skype to speak to loved ones or stream their favorite soccer replays.
Inside the business center, I sat at the corner terminal — the oldest one, dusty, slow, and patched through a South African proxy chain.  Perfect.
I popped the card.
The encryption key blinked to life.  Vostrikova had locked the data behind a biometric handshake — not mine. Hers.
I stared at the screen. Time ticked. The system waited.
Then I remembered the side-channel on the casing: a micro-channel fingerprint pad, tied to a chemical polymer that still held her sweat residue.
I pressed it.
The drive unlocked.
The screen filled with code and PDFs — Polaris shell logs, redacted intelligence contracts, even a bank ledger that listed a Langley Operating Fund under a fake Dubai freight company.
I encrypted the contents using my only failover key — one I’d never used, but one Shaw had personally “issued” through his explicit instructions to Margaret and me; instructions embedded deep in the subfolder masking of MAGPIE – as if he anticipated all of this prior to his death.  I routed the upload through a dead satellite bounce.
Destination: “MirrorBlack Comms Drop” – Tirana node.
The screen flashed:
██  [Transmission complete]
██ [Relay confirm: KESH-1A online]
██  [Final node authorization: pending...]
I stood and wiped the keyboard.  As I reached for the flash card, I caught the reflection in the screen:
Two men. Suits. Clean-shaven. Empty hands.
But their posture was wrong.
Too square. Too interested in everything except the printer.
I didn’t run.
I dropped a folded newspaper. Let the flash card fall into the folds.
Then I walked to the nearest elevator, calm as still water, heart pounding in my ears.
I didn’t look back.
If the relay held… Margaret had it now.





Chapter 29: Paranoia


MARGARET
Langley — 10:23 p.m. EST
I took the long way through the bowels of the building — where retired analysts’ offices gathered dust and no one checked badge logs after dark.  I wore my coat low and kept the burner badge pinned under my lanyard.  No one stopped me.
The comms contact was buried two floors below the language analysis wing — an old black relay room converted to run low-priority SIGINT overflow.
Anderson was still there.
Ex-NSA. Greasy hair. Thick glasses. Looked like the kind of guy who never met a whistleblower he didn’t admire.  He owed me three favors, one of which involved deleting a security feed during a midnight breakdown.
“Jesus,” he said when I entered. “I figured you were on medical leave or prison leave.”
“No time. You still have access to the Tirana dark node?”
“Yeah, for now. Until they yank it next month. Why?”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Keep him in 3D too. 
I handed him the field card.
And then the tungsten drive.
He stared at it.
“You’re kidding.”
“This goes out. Full mirror. Top clearance. No return path.”
“Margaret… if I run this, I’m going to have company.”
“You already do.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I like the tight pacing and tension of this scene, but I feel held at arm's length because I'm not allowed into Maragret's thoughts or emotions. It remains on the surface. On your next pass, see if you might weave in some interiority.  
Behind us, a door opened.
Anderson froze.
I turned slowly.
Two security officers. Suits. One with a clipboard. The other with a sidearm slightly too visible for protocol.
“Miss Keshmiry,” the one with the gun said. “Director Rainey has requested your presence.”
I didn’t blink.
Anderson, bless his paranoid heart, had already hit SEND.
I smiled softly.
“I’m sure he has.”  And I started running.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You could include a touch of setting. 






Chapter 30: Back to Remember


MARGARET
Langley – 10:45p ET
They didn’t cuff me.
That was the first sign this wasn’t an arrest.
It was a message.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I like the sense of drama and intrigue, but it feels a touch vague. On your next pass, see if you might layer in some details, interiority, and setting to help round this out.
The man with the clipboard walked half a step behind me as we moved through the corridors, past glowing badge readers and portraits of dead directors. He never looked at me directly. The other — the one with the sidearm — kept pace like a metronome.
They weren’t nervous.
They weren’t junior.
They were trusted.
We bypassed Rainey’s main office and entered the east conference suite — the one used for private debriefs and sanitized security hearings. The walls were thick with acoustic dampening. No notes.  No witnesses.
Inside, Ted was already waiting.
He stood by the window, backlit, sipping coffee like he hadn’t just put a bullet between the eyes of half my career.
“Margaret,” he said without turning. “I’m disappointed.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Tone of voice, body language?
I didn’t answer.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Thoughts or feeling?
He finally turned, face placid, but the eyes — they were studying me like I was a patient on the wrong side of a sealed operating theater.
“You’ve been busy,” he said. “Avi Rahmann. MAGPIE. Tirana.”
He smiled faintly. “You’re smarter than Shaw. More reckless, but smarter.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Just a note to keep him in 3D.
“You knew Morales was going to die.”
“She chose her side.” He gestured to the chair. “Now it’s your turn.”
“I already have.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Just a note that I still feel held on the surface. Can you include more of what's going on internally with Margaret? What is she noticing/hoping/anticipating/assuming/fearing, etc?
The silence thickened.
Then:
“We know about the transfer,” Ted said. “But you didn’t decrypt it. That’s the flaw. The real damage isn’t in the data. It’s in what people think the data proves.”
“So, what does it prove?” I asked.
He leaned forward.  “That loyalty is an illusion. That every institution — even ours — has a threshold of institutional decay beyond which truth becomes treason.”
“I didn’t choose treason.”
Ted’s voice dropped, intimate, cold. “No, you chose Josh.”
The air froze.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: See if you might find another way to describe the tension in the room. This feels a touch distant and cliche.
He set his coffee down. “This is your last offer.  Come back inside.  Say it was a honeypot.  That Morales played you.  That Avi went rogue.  We’ll pin it all on him.  Clean.  Surgical.  You’ll keep your badge.”
“And if I don’t?”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: What's racing through her mind?
He shrugged.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Any giveaway with his facial expression or somthing else?
“Then Kingfisher will handle it.”
I stood.  “You already know my answer.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Thinking or feeling what?
“I hoped you’d say that” he said.
And just like that, the sidearm man took one step closer.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Just a general note about character arcs. A general rule of thumb is for each character POV, you'll need to demonstrate a full arc of change. Each character (who's head we're inside of) needs to go over obstacles and learn lessons as the story unfolds. They need to evolve by the time they reach the end. So, in terms of Margaret, I'd love to have a discussion around ways you might show this more as her scenes go on. 






Chapter 31: They Know


JOSH
Beirut — 5:38 a.m.
I hadn’t slept.
I hadn’t eaten.
I hadn’t blinked longer than a second in three hours.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Because he was hoping/fearing/assuming/anticipating/dreading what?
The sun rose blood-orange over the eastern hills, and Beirut lit up like a fading mirage.  I sat on the roof of an abandoned consulate annex, burner phone dead, Glock in my lap.  My sat receiver buzzed twice.
SIGNAL RECEIVED
NODE “KESH-1A” ONLINE
STATUS: HANDSHAKE VERIFIED
It had worked.
Margaret had received the payload.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Any internal reaction?
Then:
A second ping.
Encrypted.
Short.
No source metadata.
RUN.  THEY KNOW.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: As your reader, this gives me pause. He's received this message to run before. What makes this different?
I didn’t move.
Just sat there, feeling the message burn a hole in my chest.
I was out of names.
Out of safehouses.
Out of time.
But not out of fight.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Because why? You could tie this to his larger goal. What does he want for himself/his life? What's motivating him to push through (beyond the urge to live)?






Chapter 32: Game On


JOSH
Beirut — 5:41 a.m.
The city below began to stir — dogs barking, mopeds snarling to life, the smell of diesel and sweet bread curling into the sky like a false promise.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Where has he been, what is he after in this scene, and how is he feeling about the challenge he's up against? This will give me, your reader, something tangible to root for. 
I stared at the cracked screen of the sat unit, the message still glowing:
RUN. THEY KNOW.
I didn’t know where it came from.
Didn’t need to.
There was only one person it could be.
Margaret was still alive.
The game board had changed — and so had the rules.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I worry this chapter holds us in place. It also reminds us of what we already know. I think if you address and flesh out my above question, it will help.






Chapter 33: The Architect’s Folly


CIA Langley Campus – 1996
The server room was a cathedral of cold light and humming circuits, buried deep in a sub-basement of the original Langley campus. Fluorescent tubes flickered overhead, casting sterile shadows that never seemed to sit still, while rows of beige racks exhaled a heavy, mechanical hum, like a beehive that never slept.  It was the mid-90s, an era when the Agency still believed in centralized control of its digital universe — a physical center in a space built for unassailable security, a sanctum of steel and wire where secrets could be guarded by locks instead of firewalls. The room remained so cold that the place felt more like a morgue than a workspace, as though the machines themselves demanded reverence.
Here, a young Avi Rahmann hovered over cathode monitors and paper printouts, the phosphorescent glow of code flickering across his glasses. Rahmann, a cyber-ops genius who seemed to have spent the past decade entirely in the agency’s digital world, was still young—not yet forty—but he carried himself with the slumped posture of a man who’d forgotten what sunlight felt like.  He was tall but perpetually hunched, his shoulders rounded from countless hours bent over a keyboard.  He wore a rumpled, ill-fitting tweed blazer over a faded Grateful Dead t-shirt, a look that screamed "I've been in this office for three days straight and haven't noticed." His hair was a wild mess of dark curls, and a scruffy, unkempt beard obscured a face that might have been handsome if he'd ever bothered to look in a mirror.  His eyes, though, were his most striking feature: a sharp, intelligent, and perpetually anxious shade of green that darted restlessly, as if constantly processing unseen data streams.  He was the kind of person who was brilliant but utterly forgettable in a crowd, who longed to be seen but was too socially awkward to demand attention.

Beside him stood his partner, Silas Larch, who, in stark contrast, was the epitome of sinister polish.  He was impeccably dressed in a custom-tailored dark suit, his movements fluid and intentional.  Larch carried himself like a man who knew he was always being watched, but didn't care.  His face was a mask of placid confidence, his dark hair meticulously groomed.  Larch's eyes were his most unsettling feature: they were a cold, depthless gray that seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it, betraying a narcissism that made him believe he was above the rules he created.  He was a man who lived to be admired for his brilliance, but never questioned for his motives.  His presence was all wrong for the dusty server room; he looked like a CEO who had just stepped out of a boardroom, not a cyber-ops technician.  He was taller, quieter, with a mathematician’s patience and the unsettling habit of writing formulas in the margins of his legal pads like incantations. 
Avi and Silas both spoke in murmurs, sentences clipped short, as though even in this sealed chamber someone might be listening.
MAGPIE’s initial blueprint was beautifully simple. It would create a redundant archive of every classified operation, every black-budget transaction, every off-the-books asset.  If an external entity—a hostile government, a whistleblower—ever exposed a piece of this data, MAGPIE would automatically “mirror” the entire, uncorrupted archive across a network of untraceable, off-grid servers. It was a failsafe, designed to ensure that no single lie could ever overwrite the whole truth.  It was a system meant to shelter the Agency’s most sensitive programs and deepest cover officers. The premise was daring, almost heretical: to embed recursive logic into the Agency’s own records so that if one node was ever compromised, the system itself would rewrite the surrounding narrative, protecting the identities inside. To shield an operative was to shield their entire story — aliases, assignments, even the shadows of their movements — as though the past itself could be bent into safer shapes.
"It's an inoculation," Avi said, wiping sweat from the brow of his thick glasses. His voice was full of the earnest conviction of a true believer. "A system designed not just to preserve data, but to ensure its survivability in the event of institutional compromise".
Larch nodded. “But what if the compromise isn’t a leak, Avi? What if it’s a re-contextualization?”  
While Avi painstakingly built the defensive architecture, Larch had seen a deeper, more elegant possibility.   By crafting a secondary function, a parasitic layer he called Tier Zero, Larch realized that MAGPIE’s architecture could retroactively insert and edit metadata, alter timestamps, and, most chillingly, rewrite the chain of command.  It could make an unsanctioned assassination look like a heroic casualty, a corrupt financial trail look like a routine transfer, a villain look like a martyr.  This hidden code wasn’t for preservation, Larch believed; it was for control.  He knew Avi would never allow him to develop this logic.  For Avi, that would create a weapon of all weapons.  Larch began his own, separate project in parallel; but he made sure Avi never knew what his partner was doing as a side hustle.
One cold Tuesday morning, scrolling through a raw data feed, Avi found a corrupted syntax string—a digital scar that didn’t belong.  He dug deeper, peeling back layers of pristine code, his heart pounding with a sense of dread.  He found Larch's handiwork, a 're-authored universe’ that was designed not just to record history, but to change it.  Larch had been building not a failsafe, but a dangerous, spreadable digital virus.  Avi felt betrayed.  
That afternoon, Avi confronted his cyber partner, his intellectual equal…or, so he thought.  In his right hand, he had printed out the code of small, almost invisible inconsistencies in the MAGPIE dataset he couldn't explain away.  Now, along with a series of decrypted logs glowing on his monitor, he had his proof.
"I told you it was about survivability," Larch said, detached from the reality that his partner had just uncovered his treasonous crime, and with an uncharacteristic raised voice – almost eerily diabolical sounding – without any tinge of remorse. "Not about morality."  
"It's a digital pathogen, Silas," Avi said, his voice still low and trembling with a sense of betrayal. He was gesturing to a block of code, elegant and insidious, that could retroactively alter the system's core metadata. "This isn't a failsafe. It's a bomb with a timer set for the truth."
Larch stood opposite him, impeccably dressed, his posture rigid with a serene, almost unnerving calm. "A bomb?  Or a scalpel, Avi?  It's about precision.  We're building a system that can defend itself, not just record its own death."
"By lying?" Avi shot back, his hands balled into fists at his sides. "By rewriting the chain of command, by creating a digital 're-authored universe' that can make an assassination look like a promotion?  That's not defense, that's corruption!"
Larch's placid mask finally broke.  He moved closer, his voice dropping to a guttural hiss that seemed to vibrate with a sinister energy. "You're still thinking like a purist.  A goddamn academic!  The Agency is bleeding out.  We're losing the narrative to every two-bit warlord with a satellite phone and every politician with an agenda.  My code doesn't make us a monster.  It makes us adaptable.  Unassailable.  Untraceable. We can manipulate the perception of events, not to lie, but to manage the chaos. It's the only way to survive."
"Survival at the cost of our soul?" Avi challenged, his eyes locked with Larch's cold, depthless gaze. "We’re building a system that will eat itself alive. It’s an ouroboros of lies, and you’re its prophet!"
Larch laughed, a humorless, cutting sound.  "You're a genius, Avi, but a fool.  You want to preserve the memory of a house that's already burning down.  I want to build a new one with its ashes.”  He stepped back, his face a mask of confident arrogance.  "A new phase of MAGPIE. And it's going to change everything."
Avi felt the floor drop out beneath him.  He was not just fighting against a change in the code, but a change in the very essence of their purpose.  He knew in that moment he had to stop him, not with a debate, but with a final act of defiance that would echo across time.
In that moment, everything Avi believed in shattered.  But instead of destroying the system, he chose a third path, a final, desperate act of defiance.  He took a single, critical piece of Tier Zero—a decryption key he called the "Mirror Signature"—and embedded it into the core logic, designing a lock that only a human could turn. This key wasn’t a string of numbers or a password; it was a conceptual puzzle, a pattern that would only make sense to a mind capable of seeing the architectural decay Larch had woven into the system. 
He knew he couldn't leave the Agency; his fingerprints were all over the project.  
But he could vanish for a while.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Before I comment on Avi's chapter, I'd like to hear your intentions for including his POV and this jump back in timeline. Let's discuss.







Chapter 34: Initiate Containment


Undisclosed Location — 01:38 EST
A man sat alone in a darkened briefing room, the kind without windows or clocks.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Whose POV are we in? 
On the table: a black dossier marked MAGPIE INCIDENT – ACTIVE BREACH. The overhead light was cold and surgical. The man didn’t flinch as he read. He simply flipped the final page, revealing two photos.
One: Josh Brody
Two: Margaret Keshmiry
He slid the photos into two separate folders.
Stamped both.
PHASE TWO: INITIATE CONTAINMENT
He clicked a pen once.
Then twice.
A moment later, the encrypted phone on the table buzzed.
He answered with a single word:
“Proceed.”
And Kingfisher went to work.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Same comment here as Avi's chapter. I'd like to learn your intention for this scene before I comment further. 






Chapter 35: Containment Protocol


JOSH
Beirut — 6:13 a.m.
The key to survival wasn’t speed.  It was sequence.
If I ran too fast, they’d flag me.  Too slow, and they’d catch me.  Every step had to be deliberate, like a choreographed burn.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You could add a flash of backstory here. He had this wisdom because of the time he ______.
I dumped the satellite unit into the sea from the Corniche. Cracked it open first, wiped the processor clean, then kicked it into the surf.
The rest of the plan lived in muscle memory, a sequence designed to break any trail.  First, I'd trade my jacket with the fruit vendor near Raouché to change my appearance.  From there,  I would cut northeast through the dark alley markets before they opened, making sure to avoid the mosques and their ever-present security cameras.  The final part was about motion: steal a motorcycle, dump it just five blocks later to create a dead end for any pursuit, then switch to a cab and melt into the city's morning traffic.
By 7:15 a.m., I was in a rust-eaten Citroën taxi on the back road toward Zahlé.  The Bekaa Valley.
Not because it was safe.  Because it was unsearchable.
Vostrikova’s flash card was gone.  The data lived in the stream now — replicated, mirrored, far beyond their reach. That made me expendable.  A liability.
The first attempt on my life wouldn’t come today.  It would come when I least expected it — and from someone who used my first name.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Just a quick note on style. I do worry that Josh's chapters are beginning to take shape of a series of staccato-like sentences that run the risk of lacking variation and also hold the reader on the surface. We can discuss on our call. 
As I bounced over potholes, I checked the last message I’d encoded into the Tirana payload.  Just six words.
"If I disappear, burn the archive."
Margaret would know what it meant.





Chapter 36: Clean Up


MARGARET
Langley — 5:44 a.m. EST
They let me go home.
That was how I knew it was real.
If they’d wanted to detain me, they would’ve done it in a room with two cameras and no corners. Instead, they escorted me out — no cuffs, no charges.  Just offhand: “You’ll be contacted for follow-up.”
They were buying time.
Not for me.
For cleanup.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And this caused her to think or feel what in terms of what's to come? What's she hoping/fearing/anticipating/assuming/dreading?
I walked into my apartment like it might be the last time. Closed the blinds. Ran my thumb down the doorframe until I found the tiny strip of duct tape I’d placed there years ago — the one that would peel if anyone had been inside.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You might show a few details to help the reader be in the apartment with her. 
Still sealed.
But I didn’t trust it.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Because what was at risk of happening?
I packed fast: burner phone, shadow passport, three encrypted flash drives — none with Agency logos — and the tungsten key Avi had given me.
I withdrew all of the money from my school savings account – just under $600 cash.  That wasn’t going to go far, I thought.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Not if she wanted to _________. (This gives me something to watch out for as a reader.)
The plan wasn’t to escape. Not yet.
The plan was exposure.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Because this meant what for her larger goal?
They wanted to pin this on Avi.  On Morales.  On ghosts.  They wanted me scared and reactive. But I had the only thing they feared more than disobedience:
A timeline.
And if I played it right, I could flip the entire operation inside out — before Kingfisher realized I was still a move ahead.






Chapter 37: Cracking the Seal

JOSH
Bekaa Valley, Lebanon — 9:02 a.m.
The Bekaa Valley, with its fog-draped vineyards, rusted irrigation lines, and its network of dirt roads that haven’t seen asphalt since the French pulled out, is a place where time sags and the poppies grow wild and rampant.  The region still serves as a base for armed groups like Hezbollah, which utilizes the area for logistics and operations. 
My contact was supposed to meet me at a shuttered olive press near Qabb Elias — a stone ruin ringed by dead wheat and collapsed fencing.  The only people were my cab driver and me.  No more vehicles. And certainly, no signal towers. 
I arrived early. I always arrived early.  Now, was no different.
I had the taxi driver drop me off a half klick out.  I gave him triple the fare to back into an abandoned alley and wait for me there.  I told him if I did not return by 10:15a (a little over an hour from now), he was free to go.  
I was starting to regret that last request, especially how desolate this place was, and how I had no comms coverage here.   	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: But it was important to follow through because ______. (Keep showing me his motivation.)
I kept my Glock close.  I swept the perimeter, cleared the interior, then knelt behind the old press and waited.
At 9:14, I heard the crunch of boots over gravel.  One figure.   Slow.  No attempt to be stealthy.
He wore a weathered keffiyeh and a brown jacket zipped halfway up — enough to show he wasn’t carrying on his belt.  His beard was streaked gray.  Eyes hidden by tinted lenses.
He stopped ten meters away. Raised one hand — open, palm out.
"Call sign?" I asked in Arabic.
He replied in perfect Pashto.
“The sparrow dies with its secrets.”
That was it.
The line Shaw and I built into our deepest fallback tier, and from an op that now seemed a lifetime ago.  Only three people on Earth had it.
I lowered my weapon. “Then tell me why I’m not dead.”
He walked closer, knelt beside me, and pulled out a small radio — analog, no GPS.  He handed me a large manila envelope sealed in wax.   A cedar tree – a symbol of resilience and survival – pressed into the circular red mold embossed across its flap. 
“I don’t know your name. I was told to give you this and wait twenty-four hours. If you’re not dead by then, I report success.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Just a reminder to keep other characters in 3D with facial expression, tone of voice, or body language. Show us what Josh notices.
I broke the seal; inside the envelope was a note, with a single line, scrawled in ink – I recognized the handwriting instantly:
“Trust her. The archive is real. Phase Two is already in motion. — P.S.”
Pete Shaw.
It wasn’t just a fallback.
It was an active thread.
I looked up. The man was already walking away.





Chapter 38: Thomas Vale




MARGARET
Arlington, VA — 8:41 a.m. EST
I took the train south under an alias I built overnight.  The intern, then analyst, now fugitive.  My badge was clean -- the face wasn’t flagged yet.  But the eyes in Union Station still felt too heavy. I kept moving.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You might want to ground the reader in place and time with some setting and how she feels about her travels.
I didn’t head for a newsroom. Not yet.
The press was noisy. Vulnerable to timing.
What I needed first was precision.  His name was Thomas Vale.
Ex-Operations. Compartmentalized clearance. Gone dark in 2004 after a whistleblower probe into drone policy in Yemen.  He never testified.  Never published a book.  Just vanished into the signal.  Some said he was in Iceland.  Others said he was living out of a server farm in Argentina.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Just a note that Maragaret's voice and sentences are taking on Josh's staccato style. I'm starting to lose her voice and it's blending in with his. 
They were all wrong.
I found him in a converted walk-up above a Vietnamese bakery in Arlington.  No doorbell.  Just a pulse-key entry system I remembered Josh had explained to me at one of our “mentor” sessions …. this system was the easiest to disengage and open, he explained…now, it seemed funny that Vale was using a lock that was ranked the worst in keeping bad people out.  A brief sadness came over me as I pressed the code.  I missed those Thursday nights when Josh would invite me to Hawk & Griffin, a favorite Irish Pub in Vienna, Virginia, only 10 minutes from the Agency.   It is where I also had learned from Josh about the retina scan.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Stay here a beat longer. What did she get out of these nights? Give me insight into what she values and why.
I pressed the code.
Waited.
The door cracked open just wide enough to show a bloodshot eye.
Then, a muttered curse.
“Jesus Christ. You’re Shaw’s girl.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: What is she thinking or feeling?
He pulled me inside without waiting for confirmation.  Funny he called me “Shaw’s girl.”  Funny, because I had never met Shaw.  
The apartment was stripped to essentials: EMP-shielded laptops, blacked-out server towers, a wall of maps marked in red thread and Sharpie. Vale looked like hell — unshaven, underslept, and alive with twitchy intelligence.
“I thought you were a Company droid,” he said. “Now I’m thinking you’re a kamikaze.”
“I need a timeline drop,” I said, ignoring his small talk. “A clean one. Sequential release. Independent triggers. Blacklight-synced across three continents.”  I pretended to be an agent.  Not an intern.
He stared at me. “You realize what you’re asking me to do will burn every safe path I’ve kept open for the last seven years?”
“I do.”
He poured coffee into a mug covered in dust.  Drank it.  Then nodded once.
“Then sit down. Because when this goes live, the sky comes down.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I might end the scene in a line or two from Margaret's POV: something she hopes/fears/anticipates/dreads.








Chapter 39: Doubt


CIA Executive Wing 
Langley Headquarters— 11:02 a.m. EST
The door closed behind Director Ted Rainey with a soft pneumatic hiss.
Inside: low lights. No cameras. Just a single terminal projecting mirrored documents from the Tirana node breach.  Kingfisher stood near the monitor — hands behind his back, eyes locked on the stream of redacted symbols cascading across the screen.
“She made contact,” Rainey said quietly.
“Yes,” Kingfisher replied. “And she used Vale. That was unexpected.”
“Do you want me to initiate suspension protocols?”
“No.”
Kingfisher turned slowly. “We need to contain, not provoke.  If we strike now, we validate the leak.  We need doubt on our side.”
Rainey looked uncomfortable. “They’re close to Archangel.”
“Then move the funds. Dissolve the shell. Trigger fallback structures.”
“And Josh?”
Kingfisher exhaled.
“Burned. But not dead. Not yet. Let him chase shadows.”
He picked up a secure phone — matte black, one button, no number pad.
“I’ll call Zurich,” he said.
Rainey hesitated. “What if they go public?”
Kingfisher’s lips barely moved.
“Then they die in the dark.  And the world forgets they were ever born.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I want to hear your intention for this scene/POV. As a reader, it reads a bit vague and also taking on Josh's staccato-like style and tone. I like that you're introducing another twist, but I believe there's room for adding more layers to both the character and the scene.






Chapter 40: Invisible Ink


JOSH
Bekaa Valley — 10:06 a.m.

I waited until the olive press was a speck in the rearview, and the signal dead zone returned like a warm blanket.  As I neared the alleyway where the cab was supposed to be, I saw the driver hunched over in his seat.  For a split second, I thought he was dead.  But as I continued closer, I noticed his breathing, through the windshield.  Jesus Christ, that’s all I needed was a dead taxi driver….although, I guess I would have still had the car for my getaway, I thought.
I had startled him.  He seemed embarrassed and apologized as if he has ruined my plans.  I felt embarrassed in thinking his death might’ve made things a little easier.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: See if you might show instead of tell. What does startled and embarrassed look like on this man? 
I asked him to head south towards the Syrian border and the city of Damascus.  
We drove the highway along the Litano River.   I was studying the envelope and noticed a slit in bottom of the cedar tree seal.  I slid my thumbnail into the small opening, careful not to destroy anything hidden underneath.  I pulled the sticky mold slowly upwards, and noticed a tiny, laminated tag attached to a slip of aged microfilm.   The kind of thing only someone in deep-cover would ever carry — meant for one-time use.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And it caused him to think or feel what?
On the back of his handwritten note: a 1991 Presidential Intelligence Oversight Board memo.
At the top:
SUBJECT: EXECUTIVE PRESERVE – Asset Liquidation Doctrine
The doctrine was real.
A contingency plan written at the tail end of the Cold War: if certain shadow programs within the CIA became untenable or politically dangerous, they were to be quietly folded, assets liquidated, records buried beneath front companies and plausible denials.
But here’s the kicker — someone had repurposed the doctrine.
Handwritten notes filled the margins of the memo in Shaw’s unmistakable block-letter scrawl:
“Ted was never the architect.  He was the executor.  Kingfisher is the keystone.  But the funding doesn’t originate at Langley.  It flows from a private directive.”
“Follow the Escrow Relay → Polaris → Archangel.”
“Margaret is the only one who can decrypt Tier Zero. If she fails — go to Vienna.  Find ‘Sparrowhawk.’  She has the master ledger.” 
Archangel.  
Escrow Relay. 
Sparrowhawk. 
My mind raced.  These weren't just abstract terms from some forgotten file; Shaw was laying out an entirely different map, one drawn in invisible ink.  They weren’t alternative codenames for the CR-6 targets I’d been chasing, or even deeper layers of that conspiracy.  They were something else entirely…. 
They were pieces of a parallel command structure — a black network operating through privatized intermediaries, quietly draining the Agency's reach and re-routing its operations through profit vectors. 
Langley wasn’t compromised.  It had been outsourced.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Interesting twist.







Chapter 41: The Kill List


Operations Oversight Compartment 
Langley Headquarters— Sublevel 4, 11:38 a.m. EST

The room was soundproofed, windowless, and buried below the internal records vault. No digital clocks, no televisions showing the 24-hour news cycle.  Just a glowing screen and three people who no longer answered to oversight.
Kingfisher stood at the head of the table.
Rainey to his right.
The third man — younger, pale, forgettable — was tapping into a classified LAN that hadn’t been accessed since a rollback op in 2002.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Are we in his POV?
“She’s scheduled a drop with Vale,” Rainey said, reading off the tablet. “Staggered. Time-coded. External triggers across three jurisdictions. If it hits open source, we’re talking thousands of document pages. Some with our seal.”
“Not our seal,” Kingfisher corrected. “Theirs.”
He turned to the younger man. “Pryor. Are you ready?”
Pryor nodded once. “We’ve mapped her drives. The tungsten key is mirrored but offline. We can scrub the cloud nodes. The local node is hardware air-gapped — not reachable remotely. If we want it, we’ll need a physical event.”
“Do it quiet,” Kingfisher said. “No splash.”
Pryor smiled faintly. “We already have the warrant.  FBI Cyber will think it’s a parallel investigation.”
Kingfisher returned to the screen.  The MAGPIE leak map was growing — flagged endpoints in Tirana, Bucharest, Reykjavík.  Most hadn’t activated yet.  But three had already begun pinging passive DNS trails.  Like spores.
“It’s not the content,” Rainey muttered, watching the data tree pulse.  “It’s the implication. It looks like a kill list.”
Kingfisher didn’t look up. “It is.”
Rainey blinked. “I thought that was disinformation. Shaw’s personal embellishment.”
“It was.  Then Morales added names.  Then Margaret.  Then Josh.”  He turned to face him. “Now it’s real.”
A long silence stretched between them.
“And if they go public?” Rainey asked, again.
Kingfisher looked almost bored.
“We have their voices. Their keystrokes. Their contradictions. By the time it hits open air, we’ll have discredited the timeline, smeared the sourcing, and made them look like a bitter ex-lover and a rogue field officer with untreated PTSD.”
He turned off the screen.
“Suppression isn’t silence, Ted. It’s substitution.”








Chapter 42: Archangel


JOSH
Vienna, Austria — 3:22 p.m. Local Time
Cold rain slicked the streets near Karlsplatz as I stepped off the U-Bahn and merged into the tide of students and diplomats. Vienna was beautiful in the way that wasn’t quite as defined as some of its younger, neighboring counterparts — gorgeous on the surface, indifferent beneath it.  Its cobblestone streets near the Innere Stadt whispered secrets of centuries, and the grand facades rising on both sides of the tree-lined avenues turned a blind eye to anyone who wished to slip between the cracks.  In Vienna, one could vanish into the rhythm of waltzes and coffeehouse chatter, becoming just another shadow in a city that had seen too much on its storied history to care.  It’s no wonder that, during the Cold War, it earned its name among those in the intelligence community as the City of Spies.
Perfect for disappearing.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Good, I like knowing his scene goal.
I walked the prescribed loop twice.  Through the courtyard between the twin museums – the Kunsthistorisches and the Natural History – the rain was pooling on the marble benches, the air heavy with the metallic smell of wet bronze.  It was quiet… the day’s tourists were gone, perhaps because of the misty weather, leaving only the pigeons and the sharp clicks of my own footsteps echoing off facades that had seen empires rise and fall.  I continued past the Votivkirche, its twin spires half-obscured by scaffolding, eternally under restoration, like the city itself. A pair of students argued near the gates in clipped German, their voices rising above the hum of traffic from the Ringstraße.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Great sense of setting so far.
After the second round, I stopped briefly at the sausage stand…” don’t buy anything — just a nod to the vendor.” She had said.  Then, “…a glance at the steaming grill.”
The smell of mustard and paprika drifted toward me as a city worker in a reflective vest lit a cigarette beneath the overhang. I moved on.
Then I waited beside the opera house under a flickering streetlamp — the bulb buzzed and flared, casting stuttering shadows across the pavement. A line of Vienna’s traditional horse-drawn FIaker carriages, usually reserved by tourists for an authentic ride to visit the iconic city’s landmarks, were now parked…the tourists gone.  The statues above the balcony stared down like judges. I kept my hands in my pockets and my back to the wind, scanning the edges of the crowd without turning. 
At exactly 3:30p, a woman sat down beside me. Older. Crisp gray coat, silk gloves. The kind of face that passed easily through embassies and funerals alike.
She didn’t look at me when she spoke.
“You’re not Shaw.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Tone of voice?
“No.”
“But you have his eyes.”
I said nothing.
“You’re late,” she said.
“Morales died.”
She gave the faintest sigh. “Of course she did.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: This causes him to think or feel what?
I leaned closer. “Are you Sparrowhawk?”
She smiled without warmth. “Not anymore. But I can show you what Shaw died protecting.”
She reached into her coat and slid me a small key.  Brass.  Unmarked.  The kind used for postboxes in cities with good memories and bad secrets.
“Locker 218.  Meidling Station.  You have one hour.”
“What's inside?”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Any internal reaction? Does his pulse quicken or a thought jump into his mind?
“A name,” she said. “The real financier behind Polaris.  Not the shells, not the proxies.  The architect.”
I paused. “Is it someone in Langley?”
She stood, adjusted her gloves.
“It’s someone above Langley.”
And then she was gone.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Another good twist.






Chapter 43: Rewriting the Truth

MARGARET
Arlington, Virginia – Thomas Vale’s Apartment — 8:11 a.m. EST
The drive clicked into Vale’s isolator rig like a coffin being sealed.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Can you ground us in some setting and also maybe Margaret's goal for this scene?
“This thing’s nasty,” he muttered. “Built like a Russian nesting doll. Every time I crack a layer, it changes.”
“Shaw designed it that way.”
“No,” Vale said, typing faster. “Shaw designed the outer layers. But this—”
He stopped.  Blinked.
“This is someone else’s code.  Older.  More elegant.”
The screen shifted. A new directory appeared.
MAGPIE > TIER 0 > 1989_ARCHIVE > VAULT_MKULTRA
Status: REDACTED | Legacy Seal: Preserve Directive
Margaret leaned in.W “That wasn’t in the logs.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Would love to be in her head more. Her chapters are starting to feel sparse. Since she's a main character, and we're in her POV, I want to feel connected by being let in a bit more. Make sense?
“Nope,” Vale said. “And it’s sealed under a MKULTRA reference chain. That program was shuttered in the ‘70s.”
“Officially.”
Vale cracked the first layer.
Inside was a document index — four names, all tied to buried personnel records, dummy programs, and one signature that stopped Margaret cold.
A single notation:
Authorized by: D.D/O, P.S.
Initial Sponsor: Private Donor — Archangel Holdings
She read it twice. Then again.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Thinking or feeling what?
“Shaw signed this?”
“No,” Vale said slowly. “That’s not Shaw’s signature. It’s a match... but stylized differently.  Like someone spoofed it before Shaw ever saw the file.”
He froze. “Margaret. This wasn’t just a cover-up.”
“What was it?”
“A rewrite.  Someone altered MAGPIE’s origin layer.  This archive was designed to overwrite the official history. And if we hadn’t tripped this sequence... it never would’ve surfaced.”
Margaret sat back, breath shallow.
“Then we weren’t just set up to expose a conspiracy.”
She looked him dead in the eye.
“We were set up to finish someone else’s mission.”







Chapter 44: Replicate.  Wash.  Rinse. Repeat.


Executive Oversight Cell 	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Flagging for our conversation on this POV.
Langley Headquarters— 9:02 a.m. EST
The report arrived on Kingfisher’s secure tablet in silence — no chime, no alert. Just a blinking icon labeled –
POST-COMPROMISE LOG TRACE: MAGPIE VARIANT SEED DETECTED.
He opened it. Scrolled.
Line after line of mirrored access keys — ones they’d already scrubbed.
Except one.
VARIANT: TIER 0 – MKULTRA GHOST BRANCH
Activation Time: 08:07 EST
Accessed From: External Node [VALE-RX]
He sat very still.
Rainey entered without knocking, holding a fresh file.
“We’ve triangulated the Vale leak.  Journalists haven’t touched it.  He’s air-gapped it.”
Kingfisher turned the tablet toward him. “No, he hasn’t.”
Rainey read it. Went pale. “What is that?”
“A sublayer we didn’t authorize. Buried under the original MAGPIE framework.”
“I thought Morales had the full drive.”
“She did. But she didn’t have this.”
Kingfisher stood. His movements were smooth, but the edge was gone.
Not panic — not yet — but recognition.
The virus wasn’t just data.
It was doubt.
And it had already begun replicating.
“Get me access to Archangel’s offshore trust. Now.”
“Already on it.”
“And find the original signatory logs on the MAGPIE prototype. I want every person who touched the TIER 0 seed cataloged by noon.”
“And if they’re dead?”
Kingfisher’s voice dropped to a whisper.
“Then find out who signed in their place.”  Kingfisher’s face was finally showing some concern.







Chapter 45: Proof Positive


JOSH
Vienna, Austria — Meidling Station — 4:04 p.m.
Locker 218 was on the lower level near the long-term storage units — a place where the lights flickered and everything smelled like rust and old wool.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I suggest fleshing this out a bit more to ground us in place and time, as well as his scene goal. What do you want me, the reader, to be rooting for?
I used the key.
Inside: a brown envelope, thick and water sealed. Taped to it was a yellowed index card:
“Use gloves. Trust nothing.
— S.”
I slipped it into my backpack and ducked into the nearest WC.
Inside, I opened the waterproof envelope on the sink, my hands steady despite the adrenaline.  It held a stack of real documents, originals with the unmistakable weight and feel of authenticity.  The top pages were bank authorization slips with wet signatures—the kind you couldn’t fake—that meticulously linked Polaris Global to a holding company registered in Delaware.  A deeper look at the paperwork showed that same company was listed as a wholly owned subsidiary of Archangel Holdings, its financial trail deliberately buried under seven layers of blind trusts. But the real kicker, was the signed memo at the bottom, printed on CIA letterhead.
Marked: Eyes Only – Deputy Director, Operations.
Subject: Transition of Special Activities Funding to Private Oversight
Signed: Michael Callahan, Special Liaison – Executive Liaison/Kingfisher
Cc: Ted Rainey
I stared at the names.
This wasn’t speculation anymore. It was proof.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And he thought or felt what as a result?
And if these documents hit daylight, the CIA wouldn’t just be embarrassed.
It would fracture.





Chapter 46: Activate the Tether Team


Secure Comms Annex 
Langley Headquarters— 10:44 a.m. EST

Kingfisher watched the red dot blink over Vienna’s 12th District. Not GPS — Josh was smarter than that — but digital exhaust: residual packet drift, caught by a low-orbit relay Kingfisher’s team activated minutes ago.  Just enough latency to confirm a signal burst from the postbox location.
“Meidling Station,” he said aloud.
Pryor nodded. “He accessed Locker 218. The asset confirmed visual on a transfer envelope.”
“Pull the footage?”	Comment by Nicole Meier: As your reader, I'd love to be shown more of the characters, setting, and action in the Kingfisher scenes. 
“Scrubbed within sixty seconds. He's still living in Shaw’s playbook.”
Kingfisher stepped away from the terminal and looked out across the sprawl of servers. There was, another calm to him now. The kind that followed decision.
“Activate the tether team in Vienna.”
“Rules of engagement?”
Kingfisher turned. “Soft containment first. Disable communications, limit his movement. If he runs…”
He paused. No emotion.
“Clean resolve.”
Pryor swallowed hard. “We’ll need cover. A local authority flag?”
“Already in place,” Kingfisher replied. “Interpol red notice under a burned alias tied to Syrian arms traffic.”
“And if he’s not alone?”
“Then we see who bleeds first.”	Comment by Nicole Meier: In addition to my above comment, I also would love a better sense of this character so he's not so one-dimensional. We'll chat about his POV, but also consider easy fixes like tone of voice or body language. 






Chapter 47: Burn Pattern


JOSH
Café Gutmann 
Vienna, Austria — 5:12 p.m.
I didn’t stay in the train station.
Too obvious. Too exposed.
Instead, I crossed into the Wieden district and found a corner café with no Wi-Fi, no cameras, and plenty of blind spots. I ordered coffee I wouldn’t drink and unfolded the documents one page at a time.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Consider adding a bit more setting and action with setting to ground me in this scene. He is moving around, which proves interesting, but the sparse details tend to hold me on the surface and I'm not fully allowed to picture some of the chapters. Make sense?
My plan was simple: scan and send to Margaret through her relay node. But when I reached for my sat unit—
Nothing.
Dead.
Not just offline. Fried. The screen displayed a burn pattern — like a microwave had kissed the circuitry. EMP signature, low frequency.
I scanned the room.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Thinking or feeling what?
At the edge of the café, a man folded his newspaper and stood.
Didn’t touch his coffee.
Didn’t look at me.
But he was facing the exit.
A second man entered — from the rear. Hands in his coat. A bulge at his ribs.
Tether team.
I was boxed.	Comment by Nicole Meier: And what is at risk now? You can show what he hopes/fears/anticipates/assumes.
Shaw once told me: “If the room goes quiet, don’t argue. Flip the table.”  I thought he was nuts.
But now, I was starting to see his point of view.  So, I did.
I stood.  Fast.  Flipped the chair, spilled the coffee, and moved before the second man’s jacket cleared his holster.  I took the side door hard, shoulder first, and sprinted toward the alley.	Comment by Nicole Meier: What else is happening around them? Make sure they're not floating in space.
The documents were too important to carry.  So, I made a decision.
I ducked into a stairwell behind a bakery, peeled back the fire panel, and slipped the envelope behind the insulation foam — sealed it with a match and burned the edge for good measure.  I carved a mark into the frame with my knife.
Then I ran.	Comment by Nicole Meier: I would challenge you to add more here. We know he's on the run, but at this point in the book I want to see him proactively going after what he wants and be let inside his head/plan more. We can discuss on our call if you'd like.





Chapter 48: He Was Made

MARGARET
Arlington, Virginia – Thomas Vale’s Apartment — 9:26 a.m. EST

“This isn’t an archive,” Vale muttered. “It’s a palimpsest.”
I glanced up from the decoded strings. “Come again?”  A word one would likely ever only hear on Jeopardy…or in a casual conversation with Vale.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Can you describe the manuscript more? Help show more to the reader (otherwise the term and the object feels vague).
He tapped the screen. “MAGPIE wasn’t just a container for sensitive data. It was written over, deliberately. Someone engineered a directive into the original MKULTRA vault that makes it look like everything afterward — Morales, Shaw, Polaris — was part of the same chain.”
“You’re saying they doctored the history.”
“I’m saying they rewrote the past so that any whistleblower, anyone who stumbled on the truth, would unknowingly validate the lie.” He paused. “Even Shaw might not have known.”
The screen glowed with an artificial signature date:
Initiation: March 1989
Directive: EXECUTIVE PRESERVE – Strategic Preservation of Unacknowledged Programs
The names attached weren’t unfamiliar — CIA veterans, black-budget architects, a few who’d quietly died in car accidents or “retired” to consultancy posts.  But one name made my chest go cold.
It wasn't a name, but an operation code: JAKARTA_RESOLVE_94.  
Below it, a single file, triple-encrypted, labeled T.R. - EYES ONLY - AURELIA PRIME.
"Vale," Margaret breathed, "Can you crack this?"
He worked in silence, his face grim.  The air crackled.  Then, it opened.  It wasn’t a memo.  It was a raw, communication transcript from 1994, logged via a defunct listening post in the Timor Sea.
[AUR_PRIME]: Asset RAINEY confirms TARGET A & B intel. Reliable? [KINGFISHER_PROTO]: Highly. He's compromised but effective. Thinks he's playing both sides for Langley. 
[AUR_PRIME]: Ensure he facilitates TARGET A collapse. We provide extraction & narrative cover. TARGET B destabilization follows. 
[KINGFISHER_PROTO]: He's resistant. Still believes in the flag. 
[AUR_PRIME]: Survival is a stronger belief. Corner him. Offer him success. He'll take it. Once he's in, he's ours. Authorize CR-1 integration post-op.
A second file contained a single audio log.  Grainy.  Distorted.  But the voice was unmistakable. It was Ted Rainey.  Younger, desperate. 
"…don’t understand. You’re not Langley. Who are you? … The intel is good, I swear.  But if I feed you both factions… that’s treason. … What do you mean, 'narrative control'? … No… No, I can’t… But I have no choice, do I? … Alright.  Send the coordinates.  I’ll make the call. 
Just… get me out."
I felt the floor drop out beneath me.  
Jakarta. 
The operation that made Ted.  It wasn't a success; it was his damnation.  He hadn't gone dark; he'd been turned.  The man who had been my boss, my mentor—the man I’d fetched coffee for and whose schedule I’d managed while he plotted God knows what—had been playing for the other side – or rather, a side so deep, it considered Langley itself just another piece on the board – for nearly thirty years.  The 'Gang of Six', Gilani, Farooq … they were just noise.  Ted was the pawn.  Or, at least, Kingfisher's most trusted instrument.  
Final Sign-Off: Archangel Holdings – Private Liaison (AUTH: C.H.)
Vale zoomed in on the authorization block. “This… this was uploaded two years after the last MAGPIE transmission. The digital signature is synthetic.”
I leaned in. “Who’s ‘C.H.’?”
“I don’t know. But whoever they were, they had backdoor write-access into Langley’s cold storage systems — not through CIA terminals. Through contractor proxies.”
“So… someone outside the Agency could rewrite Tier 0?”
Vale looked up, his face grim.
“No. Someone above it.”
The entire narrative — Morales, the Gang of Six, Polaris, even Josh’s investigation — was a pressure valve.
A setup.
We weren’t burning the conspiracy.
We were being used to redirect it.	Comment by Nicole Meier: I like the rising tension and the pieces of the puzzle being put together. However, I have the same comment as earlier in Margaret's chapters about her voice/POV melding into Josh's. I would encourage you to take another pass on her chapters and give her a distinct voice and also help us see her point of view more. This can be done with both interiority and observations. 










Chapter 49: Pattern Disruption


JOSH
Vienna, Austria — 5:38 p.m.
I bolted through the alley behind the café and cut east, down a pedestrian lane filled with delivery bikes and pigeons searching for the last of the morning’s breadcrumbs.	Comment by Nicole Meier: I tend to think this chapter could be tacked onto his previous chapter, since it's all in the same scene.
The tether team wasn’t just tracking me.
They were channeling me.
I turned right.  Another man appeared at the far end of the block, pretending to light a cigarette. No eye contact. But the movement was off — too symmetrical.  He wasn’t smoking.  He was timing.
Shaw always said the first rule of evasion wasn’t speed.  It was pattern disruption.
I dropped my pace, walked like I belonged — shoulder rolled, coat adjusted. Then at the corner, I ducked hard left, scaled a trash skip, and yanked myself onto a fire escape.  I didn’t climb.  I dropped.  Into another courtyard, then through a broken basement door into a boiler room that smelled like rust and old coal.
Footsteps above. Shouting. Not English.
They were off script now.
I checked the burner phone — one bar, no signal, but GPS dead zone function still alive.
I tapped once.
It pinged a single encrypted location.
Beacon Echo: ACTIVE
Message Received: “Archive secured. Deliver only when clear.”
Good.
They hadn’t found the documents.
Yet.
I exhaled. But just once.
Because when I turned, I saw a shadow move across the boiler room glass.
They weren’t far behind.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Great job of keeping the suspense going.





Chapter 50: Controlled Demolition


MARGARET
Arlington, Virginia – Thomas Vale’s Apartment — 10:03 a.m. EST


I stared at the screen, heart pounding beneath the quiet buzz of the servers.
The signature block from Tier 0 hadn’t just been spoofed. It had been embedded into MAGPIE’s restoration protocols. That meant every time a fragment of MAGPIE was accessed — every document, every log Morales passed, every ops file I routed — the system re-validated itself through the false signature.
It wasn’t a record.
It was a trap.
Vale stood across the room, silent for once.
“They wanted us to release it,” I whispered.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Envisioning/dreading/anticipating what?
He didn’t reply.
“Not just to stop the shit it was spitting out, but to control how it burned. To make it look like a rogue agent and a disillusioned analyst uncovered something monstrous — something they could deny, sanitize, and bury again.”
Vale nodded slowly. “They want a controlled demolition.”
“And if we follow their playbook,” I said, “they come out stronger. Like they cleaned their own house.”
He gestured at the screen. “Then we don’t follow it.”
I looked up. “You mean we burn the whole timeline?”
He nodded. “We corrupt the rewrite. Disrupt the order. Leak the pieces out of sequence — disjointed, chaotic, impossible to contain. No coherent narrative. Just fire.”
That meant losing the headline.  Losing the clean story.  Maybe even our credibility.
But it also meant something bigger.
“They wanted us to believe MAGPIE was a story,” I said. “It isn’t.”
“It’s a weapon,” Vale said. Then, Vale finally showed a glimpse of a smile, albeit a sly one.  “Let’s turn it back on them.”	Comment by Nicole Meier: Same general comment for Margaret's chapters as before. We'll discuss on our call.







Chapter 51: die Schattenadern 


JOSH
Vienna, Austria — 6:12 p.m.
My legs were failing. My lungs were acid. I’d counted four operatives — all tethered, not rushing, just herding.
I ducked through a half-collapsed maintenance tunnel beneath the rail line.  It was old — postwar construction, crumbling concrete and puddled diesel — but it connected to something deeper: Vienna’s underground service grid.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Feel free to engage the five senses to show us the setting more. Maybe sights, sounds, smells, even temperature. 
The locals called it die Schattenadern — the shadow veins.
Historians suggest that the tunnels often served as emergency escape routes for the Habsburgs during times of war and political unrest. 
Shaw once mapped it out for an op that never launched.  I remembered the path.  I dropped into the utility crawlspace and moved fast — two left turns, a narrow shaft, then a rusted hatch that opened into a half-flooded corridor thick with mold and silence.
No cell signal.  No surveillance.  No pursuit.
Yet.
I knew what this was now.
Not just a cleanup op.
A reclamation.
They weren’t trying to kill me because of what I knew.
They were trying to kill me because of what I’d already triggered.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Because what was at stake? 
I reached the junction point and found the old emergency panel Shaw had marked on his map.  I pried it open and felt inside until my fingers touched the sealed canvas pouch.
Inside was everything Shaw had promised and nothing I wanted to see.  The passport lay on top, crisp and unused, Austrian issue under the name Daniel Hofer.  The lamination was still stiff, the photo too clean, as if even the forgery hadn’t had time to breathe.  Beneath it, a bundle of euro notes — fifties, hundreds — folded tight and cinched with a waxed strip, the kind used when time was short, and the exit couldn’t wait. Emergency cash, not comfort.
Tucked into the lining was a pistol.  A Makarov.  Russian make.  Old but reliable.  The metal was cold against my palm, freshly oiled, the grip worn smooth from another man’s grip — a subtle reminder that whatever came next, I wasn’t the first to hold this gun, and I might not be the last.  Of course, I had my Glock; but, a field agent never turned down a weapon…you never knew when it would come in handy.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good details.
At the bottom of the panel, folded once and creased at the edges, was a single sheet of paper torn from a field book. Shaw’s handwriting — angular, impatient — filled the page like a voice pulled from the grave.
If you're reading this, it means they’ve activated Contingency Echo.
That means the real war’s just begun.
Find her. Protect the archive. Finish what we started.
No name.  But I didn’t need one.  Shaw had only trusted two people in his life.  And one of them had been Margaret.	Comment by Nicole Meier: What's he thinking or feeling because of this?
Above me, the lights flickered once. Then again — longer this time.
They’d found the entrance.
I sealed the panel, tucked the canvas pouch into the courier bag, and moved.  No plan.  No backup.  Just instinct, momentum, and the weight of Shaw’s words echoing like gunfire in the back of my skull.
For now, I needed Vienna to swallow me whole.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Another good scene ending.






Chapter 52: The Disruption Plan

JOSH
Deep beneath Vienna, Austria — 7:41 p.m.
They called her Mira.
No last name.  No paper trail.  Just a name in the Eastern Corridor.
Shaw had mentioned her once and only as a subtext in what he left me in this information chase — not as an ally, but as a fallback.
“She’s not loyal to us,” he’d said. “She’s loyal to disruption. If the machine needs to be broken, she’s the wrench.”
I found her in the third level of the abandoned U4 construction spur — an unfinished tunnel system beneath Vienna’s old tram line.  I used the coded knock Shaw had specified for this contact: two, pause, two more, one sharp. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: As your reader, I know we're deep beneath Vienna, but I'm also confused. It may help if you ground me in place and time by showing me more of where he is, what he's after, and how he plans to get there. In other words, I feel held on the surface and would love to feel more like I'm there with Josh. Make sense?
The hatch opened from inside.  A woman stared at me through gaslight and shadows.  No smile. Just recognition. 
“You’re Shaw’s boy,” she said. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: Just a quick reminder to keep other characters in 3D with facial expression, tone of voice, or body language.
I nodded. “Yes.  Shaw sent me. He said to find Sparrowhawk.” 
Her expression didn’t change, but there was a subtle shift in her eyes, a flicker of something old. “Sparrowhawk was one of Shaw’s more poetic designations for a messy job. Mira is the name I answer to these days. He also mentioned I owed him one?” 
“He did.” 
“Well, I did owe him,” she said, her voice flat. “Then he died. Now it’s just business.”
She led me into a converted comms room. Battery rigs powered an old Soviet-era shortwave terminal. On one wall, a giant paper map of Europe with red circles around Zurich, Berlin, Istanbul, and one labeled ARCHANGEL.
“You have the payload?” she asked.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Same comment as above. Show us what Josh is noticing. This will show more of his point of view.
“I have the location. It's cached.”
“Then you don’t have time.” She handed me a hard drive and a burner handset. “You’re going south. Balkan route. Old partisan trails.”
“No digital?”
“No witnesses either,” she said. “If they’re tracking you, it’ll get ugly.”
She leaned in, her voice a whisper: “But if you make it to Sofia, someone’s waiting. Someone with the original Archangel charter.”
I stared. “That’s real?”	Comment by Nicole Meier: What's he thinking or feeling?
Mira nodded. “And if you make it to her, you’ll understand what this really is.”
She opened the rear hatch.
“Go.  And don’t come back the way you came.”







Chapter 53: Broken Mirror

MARGARET
Arlington, Virginia – Thomas Vale’s Apartment — 12:18 a.m. EST

“We’re going to break the story,” Vale said. “Just not in order.”	Comment by Nicole Meier: I'd love to be a) grounded in place and time with setting, b) shown Maragret's scene goal, c) be let inside her head more.
He spun his laptop around. Three displays glowed with isolated fragments of MAGPIE — financial trails, program manifests, and false-flag planning docs with partially redacted CIA seals.
Each was tagged to a different node — a separate news outlet, whistleblower forum, or dead-drop relay.
“We stagger the drops,” he explained. “Start with disinformation — the flashy stuff they’ll scramble to debunk. Then we leak the real material under different names, anonymously, spread out through three continents.”
“They’ll try to control the narrative,” I said.
Vale nodded, his expression grim as he absorbed my plan to use disinformation. 
“Give them the wrong narrative to chase…” he mused, then looked at me. “Alright. What’s our primary payload for the real truth?” 
I reached for the tungsten drive Avi had given me.  It was more than just raw data; when Avi had managed to extract MAGPIE’s core, he said he’d also found a crucial piece of Shaw’s meticulous failsafe planning—an old receipt, apparently retrieved by someone from a hiding place beneath Shaw’s own floorboards.  On it, Shaw had hand-written a full checksum sequence.  His personal guarantee that the data it corresponded to be the pure, untouched original.  This drive, Avi had assured me, was that pristine version of MAGPIE. I sat down and slid the tungsten drive into Vale’s isolator rig. 
“This is it,” I said, my voice steady despite the tremor I felt inside. “The full MAGPIE, authenticated by Shaw’s personal checksum. The copy no one has touched. I want this on a time-delay..."	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good, because why? What is at risk, how is she feeling, what is she hoping for?
Vale looked at me. “Failsafe?”
“No,” I said. “Confession.”
He nodded once, understood.
Together, we triggered the first drop. It was a twelve-page fragment of a classified memo we had fabricated, detailing a fictional CIA program called "Broken Mirror". To create a confusing and deniable trail, we released it under the name of an anonymous French academic, routed it through a Ukrainian IP address, and tied the package to a defunct firm once linked to Polaris. The entire package was designed to make headlines and then, just as publicly, be debunked.
And when it was, the world would relax.
Just in time for the truth to land where it hurt most.	Comment by Nicole Meier: I like this, but it also could use beefing up as it feels a touch vague. 






Chapter 54: Hollowed Carcass


JOSH
Northern Macedonia Border Checkpoint
Southern Balkans — 2:12 a.m.
Borders don’t exist at 2 a.m. in the Balkans.  Trust me.  They were easily permeable.  Just forest roads and quiet bribes.
I crossed into North Macedonia using the Hofer passport Shaw had hidden for me.  At the checkpoint, I offered the guards a look at the courier bag only to hide the hundred euro note folded beneath my thumb.  They waved me through without a second glance.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Consider showing us more by using some of the five senses. As your reader, I want to experience being there with him. 
Past the crossing, the asphalt gave way to gravel. Then to dirt. Then to silence.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good detail, feel free to expand and incorporate with action even more. 
I kept the headlights off and drove by memory, following Shaw’s trail. He’d called it “the dead zone”—a patch of terrain so rural it hadn’t been digitally mapped since 2003. No surveillance towers. No thermal sweeps.  Just crumbling Soviet-era infrastructure and the holes of wars no one had won.
By dawn, I reached the drop point: a derelict farmhouse near Lake Prespa, its windows blacked out with plywood, the fields overgrown with dry nettle and wild barley. Inside: cracked tile, mold-stained wallpaper, and a single working lamp powered by a gas generator out back.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good details.
I locked the door. Swept the room. Secured the perimeter.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Thinking or feeling what? Remind us of his goal.
Then I opened the courier bag.  The original Vostrikova documents, the ones I’d retrieved from their hiding place behind the fire panel in Vienna before leaving the city, were still dry.  Still intact. 
My mind flashed to one of Shaw's uncompromising directives, found within the lining of the codebook he’d left me: 
"Critical intelligence gained from my contacts must be triply secured: photograph for dissemination, commit fully to memory as the ultimate backup; retain originals only if absolutely unavoidable and you can guarantee their security; and, trust no single point of failure, especially hardware."
But I didn’t trust them.  Not fully.  Not after what I’d seen in Vienna — the EMP hit, the boxed intercept, the calm surgical precision of the tether team. They weren’t trying to recover data. They were trying to erase vectors.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good job showing his "why."
I laid out the pages on the table and began photographing them, one by one, using the Faraday-cased handset Mira had provided.  No network.  No beacon.  Just light, silence and the burning effort of committing each detail to memory, a skill Shaw had relentlessly drilled into me during those early years under his unconventional tutelage.  
Halfway through, I hit a name I hadn’t seen before.
Cyrus Halvorsen.
Alias: C.H.
It was scribbled into the margin of a funding memo from 1994 — the same memo Margaret had flagged as Tier 0-critical. The initials matched the “C.H.” Margaret had flagged in the MAGPIE signature log. And the memo itself?  It tied Halvorsen to something deeper than Polaris or Archangel.
It referenced a sub-directive: Operation CALDERA.
The name meant nothing. But the next page did.
A budget ledger. Untouched since 1998. Backdated. Signed.
Recipient: AURELIA PARTNERS, LTD.
Funding Origin: US Treasury Disbursement Account — Exec Exempt Class 77
Liaison Officer: C.H.
Privatized oversight. Off-books capital. And the quiet reallocation of black budget programs into unauditable vectors.
Langley hadn’t been compromised.
It had been hollowed out — a carcass being steered from the outside.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Don't we already know this, for the most part? Is there a more specific (new) insight you might give?
I took a breath. Then one more.  The images were now securely stored on Mira’s handset.
And I sent the photographed files.
Beacon Echo pulsed green — the signal meant the node was still alive. Mira’s Balkan relay was catching the feed.
Then the phone buzzed.
Inbound Message (Unverified Node):
"Aurelia partners meeting confirmed. Sofia. 36 hours. Bring proof. No shadows."
— Sparrowhawk
Proof. That meant loading the encrypted photos onto the hard drive Mira had also given me, the one intended for just such a handoff. 
Then, I burned the remaining documents I had in the courier bag.  
As it was…. Shaw’s implicit directive. 
The only things left – I was Danny Hofer, an Austrian with a black backpack, carrying a courier bag with random cash, a burner phone, a hard drive from Mira, my Glock, and the Mirakov.
Not exactly what you would carry if you were a man on vacation.	Comment by Nicole Meier: You could even add one or two more lines including what Josh hopes/fears/anticipates/assumes.







Chapter 55: The Bulgarian Backbone


MARGARET
Arlington, Virginia – Thomas Vale’s Apartment — 7:23 a.m. EST

“Operation CALDERA?” Vale repeated. “That’s not in the MAGPIE tree.”
“No,” I said. “But it’s in Josh’s transmission.”	Comment by Nicole Meier: Consider showing her scene goal, her surroundings, and her point of view. These elements will help differentiate Margaret's chapters from Josh's more.
The fragmented upload from his Balkan node came through seven minutes ago. Partial scans, most intact. But it was the last page — the ledger with Halvorsen’s signature — that turned my stomach.
Vale scrubbed the metadata. “It was written in ‘94. Last accessed in 2003 from a contractor terminal in Zurich.”
I leaned over the screen. “You’re telling me this was routed through Archangel Holdings?”
“No,” he said. “I’m telling you Archangel was Aurelia. It was a shell that grew teeth.”
We sat in silence.
MAGPIE had always been a story about surveillance.  About secrets.  But CALDERA changed the angle.  This wasn’t about gathering intelligence.  It was about privatizing it.  Selling it. Weaponizing it.
For profit.
Not patriotism.
Vale brought up a schematic. “This ledger mentions three key access points. One of them is still live — an offshore relay node off the Bulgarian telecom backbone. There’s only one way to reach it.”
I met his eyes.
“Sofia.”







Chapter 56: Buried the Name, Not the Trail

Executive Wing 
Langley Headquarters — 10:41 p.m. EST
Rainey stared at the surveillance map like it had betrayed him.
“Why Sofia?” he asked. “We buried CALDERA.”
“No,” Kingfisher said. “We buried the name. Not the trail.”
He stood by the window; fingers laced behind his back.
“I want the Aurelia network liquidated. Start with the legal intermediaries in Zurich. Then scrub the charter registrars in the Caymans. If the name still exists by sunrise, someone dies.”
Rainey shifted, uneasy. “And Josh?”
“Let him walk into Sofia,” Kingfisher said. “Let him find the remnants. It’s already too late for him to stop what’s coming.”
Rainey frowned. “What is coming?”
Kingfisher’s voice dropped to a murmur.
“Resolution.”	Comment by Nicole Meier: Same general note here as in previous Kingfisher chapters. We'll discuss on our call. 






Chapter 57: The Casablanca Trick


JOSH
Sofia, Bulgaria — 6:02 p.m. Local Time
The city was gray when I arrived. Gray and cold and tense, like it had never quite recovered from the Cold War.
I rented a room above a bookstore off Vitosha Boulevard.  No digital registration.  I paid in cash.
Then I waited.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Because his scene goal is what? Why does he need to be successful and what's standing in his way right now?
The Aurelia meeting was scheduled for 11 p.m. Local time. The address was vague — “Ivan Vazov National Theater, lower vestibule.”
I knew what that meant. I’d used the same trick once in Casablanca: use a public cultural space to mask clandestine movement.  Do it late.   Keep it simple.
At 10:52p.m., I was in the square.  Coat zipped.  Glock hidden under my shirt.  The drive secured in a lead-lined pouch.  The air was misty and white, embers from hillside fires held in a rainy suspension as a smoke smell lingered.
At 10:59p.m., she arrived.
Short, older, her hair dyed charcoal.  She didn’t give a name.  Didn’t offer credentials.  Just one phrase:
“Show me the documents.”
I handed her the pouch.
She didn’t open it.  Just nodded.	Comment by Nicole Meier: And he assumed what?
“Digital?  Not printed documents?  How do I know they are here?”
“Then tell me who built this.”  I asked, ignoring her question.
I believe you.”
She stared at me, flat.
“You’re still asking the wrong question.”
“What’s the right one?”
She turned.
“Why did Shaw want you to find it?”
Before I could answer, she was gone.
And three blocks away, I heard the sound of a silenced shot.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Another twist to catch my attention.





Chapter 58: Rote Memory

JOSH
Ivan Vazov National Theater
Sofia, Bulgaria — 11:04 p.m.
The shot echoed like a memory. Not loud …suppressed … but unmistakable.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Wondering if this chapter should be tacked onto the previous chapter, since it's all in the same scene.
I dropped behind the fountain wall in the plaza, scanned for muzzle flash, movement, or retreating silhouettes.
Nothing.
The woman was gone.  So was the pouch.
But that hadn’t been meant for me.
I cut through the side entrance of the theater. The lobby was dimly lit, post-performance, the staff already cleaning up wine glasses and velvet programs. I passed unnoticed, head down, moving like crew.
The “lower vestibule” wasn’t marked, but I found a stairwell near the western archway — two flights down, the air colder, the walls older.
Here, the building became something else.  Not public.  Not safe.
The vestibule was empty — a circular stone antechamber with wooden doors lining the perimeter.  Soundproofed.  Dusted in fine marble flakes.  A relic from monarchy and revolution.
At the far end, a single bulb hung from frayed copper wire.  Flickering.
Beneath it: a man.
Forties.  Clean suit.  No coat.  No weapon visible.
But his hands were still.  Too still.
“You’re late,” he said.
I didn’t reply.
“You brought the drive?”
“She took it.”
He smiled faintly. “Then the game’s moved again.”
He stepped closer, into the light.
“Do you know who I am?”
“No. But I’ve met your kind before.”
His smile grew. “I’m the cleanup crew.”
I moved first.  Fast.  Glock up, finger prepped — but he didn’t flinch.
“Shoot me,” he said.  “And five more doors open.  With five worse things behind them.”
He stepped back, casually.
“This was never about stopping you, Josh.  It’s about exhausting you.  Because the truth you’re chasing — the big, elegant secret — it’s not what you think.”	Comment by Nicole Meier: How does this land with him? Consider weaving in more character interiority (inner thoughts, feelings, reaction) into this scene to help the reader stay connected.
He tilted his head.
“There is no keystone.  No architect.  No final file.  It’s just a bunch of bullshit nonsense.  Nothing real.  Programmed into the system.”
I froze.  “So, what’s Archangel?”
He smiled again.  “An excuse.”
Then the lights went out.
I dropped low, swept right. Movement flickered near the central pillar — I fired once, twice. Heard a grunt and a stagger.
But no kill shot.
I sprinted for the side door, kicked it open into a narrow corridor filled with cleaning carts and dead silence.  And, bolted up the servant stairwell two steps at a time.
By the time I reached the alley, police sirens were echoing down the boulevard.
Too fast. Too precise.
Had I been framed?
They hadn’t searched me.  They’d been after the drive I’d handed off to the Aurelia contact, the one containing the digital copies.
Because they didn’t know.  Every word, every signature, every damning comma was seared into my mind.  Shaw’s training, his relentless insistence on memory as the ultimate failsafe when all tech failed or was compromised….
…. had just paid off.
Shaw made sure I memorized them.
.







Chapter 59: Monitoring Heartbeat


MARGARET
Arlington, Virginia – Thomas Vale’s Apartment — 2:13 a.m. EST 

The Tier Zero sequence was live.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Same comment here as earlier Margaret chapters. Consider including setting, goals, and her point of view to help ground the reader and also make these chapters distinct from Josh's.
We triggered the first authentic drop six minutes after the false flag story in Le Monde was debunked.  Vale timed the IP trace to mirror a leak from a fictitious Mossad defector in Johannesburg.
The file?
A fragment of the 1991 MAGPIE sub-directive.
Laced with real signatures.
Unredacted.
The world wouldn’t know what it meant — yet.
But it would spread. Fast.
On the adjacent screen, Vale monitored Tier Zero’s heartbeat — the checksum key throbbed green. That meant the archive copy was still quarantined.
But not for long.
I looked at him. “What happens when they see the real one?”
“They’ll deny it. Call it Russian Opsec. Or a psyop planted by Shaw. Maybe both.”
“But it won’t matter?”
He shook his head. “It’s not about proof anymore.  It’s about momentum.”
We were past the narrative now.
This wasn’t journalism.
It was detonation time.









Chapter 60: The Center Will Not Hold


  
JOSH
Sofia, Bulgaria (outskirts of the city) — 4:22 a.m.

I left the city before the sun.	Comment by Nicole Meier: And his goal is what? And what does he perceive will be standing in his way of getting it?
I took an old freight road out past the ring highway and hitched a ride with a Romanian trucker moving unregistered cargo north toward Sibiu.  I didn’t ask what was in the back.  He didn’t ask who I was.  We stopped only once — to piss in the mounting fog.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good sense of tone to set up the scene.
I finished before him and without saying a word, I slipped out of his sight.
Three kilometers of field later, I found the safehouse Shaw marked on the old paper map Mira had stuffed into the lining of my coat.  An old chapel, bombed out in the Yugoslav wars, swallowed by trees and silence.
Inside, I found what I needed.  Tucked under one of the pews, near the back, sat a standard but welcome fallback kit left by Shaw's network.  An insulated satchel held the essentials: iodine tablets, a thick bundle of Euro cash, and several packets of freeze-dried food.  Beside it sat a radio, a note taped to its casing with a stark warning: “Shortwave only. Transmit nothing”.  And beneath it all was one last thing — a thin envelope marked in Mira’s hand with the words, “If the line breaks”. 
I didn’t open it yet.
Not until I was sure I wasn’t followed.
The line hadn’t broken — not yet.
But I could feel it fraying.
The last clean node was gone. The documents were floating now.  Mirrored, scattered, corrupted… and on purpose.
And yet... no headlines.  No resignations.  No mass outrage.
The truth had landed.	Comment by Nicole Meier: While this adds suspense, it feels a bit vague. At this point in the manuscript, we want to see Josh making discoveries and learning lessons. He's certainly made lots of discoveries, but I'd love to see some reflection and insight along with this. 
And the World didn’t care.







Chapter 61: The Inoculation



Secure Communications Room
Langley Headquarters – 6:41 a.m. EST

The morning was a cascade of digital alarms.  Red icons flared across the main monitoring board.  News feeds pulsed with unconfirmed reports, each one a partial truth that fractured into a dozen new questions. The European press was lighting up like a Christmas tree, and the American outlets were still holding back, trying to verify the un-verifiable.
Rainey paced the room, a tremor of panic in his posture. "It’s a controlled leak," he said, the words coming out in a rush. "Margaret and her informant. They're trying to validate the narrative, just as you said."
Kingfisher sat alone in the center of the room. He wasn't watching the alarms; he was watching the silence between them.  He had no badge.  No rank.  Just authority.  He saw what Rainey couldn't.  This wasn't a tactical maneuver; it was a psychological operation.
"They think they are exposing the truth," Kingfisher said, his voice flat, almost bored. "Let them."
He turned to his lead analyst, a pale, twitchy man named Pryor. "I want to initiate Project Orpheus."
Pryor’s eyes widened. "Sir, that's a full-spectrum erasure protocol.  It'll leave nothing behind."
"Exactly," Kingfisher said. He wasn't talking about the leaks. He was talking about the narrative.
His method was simple, brutal, and profoundly effective.  He wasn't going to fight Margaret and Josh’s truth.  He was going to drown it.  He ordered Pryor to seed five new variants of the MAGPIE archive into the global data stream.  One would point to Russian intelligence.  Another to a rogue French cabal. A third would claim the entire leak was a massive disinformation campaign run by a single, vengeful former director.
"The public doesn't want the truth," Kingfisher explained, leaning back in his chair. "They want something to believe in. We’ll give them five things to believe in. Each one just plausible enough. Just contradictory enough."
In the end, Kingfisher wasn’t a villain in the old sense of the word. He was a product of his time, a new kind of operator who understood that the battlefield was no longer about hiding secrets but about controlling the very idea of what was real. He had watched the old guard bleed out on that field, clinging to a singular, verifiable truth. He was not going to make that same mistake.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Is this his opinion? We'll talk about his POV and your intentions on our call. 
"They'll spend the next month trying to verify what they think is the 'real' archive," he told Rainey, a faint smile playing on his lips. "And by the time they get to it, no one will be able to distinguish it from the lie. They’ll have no proof. They’ll just have doubt."
And that, Kingfisher knew, was a far more powerful weapon.






Chapter 62: Breathe

Executive Wing
Langley Headquarters — 6:41 a.m. EST


“They’re letting it breathe,” Rainey said, eyes locked on the scrolling media feeds.
News outlets had picked it up.  Slowly.  Cautiously.
Not the worst parts.  Not MAGPIE.  Not the real Tier Zero.
Just enough to drip confusion into the bloodstream.
Le Monde called it a “fabricated leak.”
The Guardian ran it under “Unverified Intelligence Memo.”
CNN waited for confirmation from the Hill.
Kingfisher stood at the mirrored window overlooking Langley’s main entrance — his expression unreadable.
“This is better than suppression,” he said quietly. “We discredit them in real-time.  No drama.  No martyrs.”
“They’ll keep pushing,” Rainey warned.  “Vale won’t stop.  Keshmiry’s too deep now.”
Kingfisher nodded. “Then make it personal.”
“Josh?”
“No. Margaret.”
He turned.
“Find her weak link.  Force her to burn the final thread herself.  Once she doubts the archive, everything collapses.”
Rainey blinked. “You want her to destroy her own proof?”
“No,” Kingfisher said. “I want her to choose to.”	Comment by Nicole Meier: Interesting (and sad) twist.






Chapter 63: Breadcrumbs

MARGARET
Arlington, Virginia – Thomas Vale’s Apartment — 7:39 a.m. EST 
They called my cellphone.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Same note here as earlier Margaret chapters. I'd love to a) be grounded in place and time, b) be shown her perspective, c) understand her scene goal. We'll chat about how to differentiate her chapters/voice from Josh's.
Not the Agency line.  Not the burner.
My phone.	Comment by Nicole Meier: And it caused her to think or feel what?
The one only my sister had its number.
She didn’t answer.  She didn’t have to.
The voicemail came through:
“Ms. Keshmiry, this is Special Agent Martin with the Bureau.  We’re following up on a possible leak associated with a now-defunct project involving former analyst Avi Rahmann and suspected foreign collaborator Thomas Vale. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”
The voice was calm. Measured. Designed to sound procedural.
It wasn’t.	Comment by Nicole Meier: What's running through her mind? What's she envisioning?
Vale paced behind me. “They’re coming for you.”
“I know.”
“We can still drop Tier Zero. Everything. Today.”
I hesitated.
We had the proof.  The original timestamps.  The signatures.  The redirect chain to Archangel, Aurelia, and CALDERA.  But if we released it now — without context, without preconditioning the press, without forcing the narrative first — they’d spin it.  Call it doctored.  Foreign.
And then we’d be the story.
“Not yet,” I said.
Vale stared. “You think you can outplay Kingfisher.”
“No,” I said. “But I can make him move too soon.”
I triggered a new drop.  A controlled one.
A single memo — declassified but real — showing the private approval of black budget transfers under the Reagan-era “National Security Reconstitution Act.”  No MAGPIE.  No Archangel.  No Tier Zero.
Call it a breadcrumb.
The next move was theirs.	Comment by Nicole Meier: And she hoped/feared/anticipated/dreaded what?





Chapter 64: Machines Don’t Lie

JOSH
Undisclosed Forest Shelter — 8:11 a.m. GMT+2

I boiled some water and pulled out some of the freeze-dried from the fallback kit I found in the church.  I ate in silence.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Thinking and feeling what? Help us to stay close to him. Also, this might be a good spot to have him reflect on more than just the mission. What about his larger "want"? Maybe he thinks of his life, his girlfriend, his future. This is the time in the manuscript where the reader is hoping to see the protagonist learn lessons and begin to evolve a changed person from who they were in Chapter One. We can discuss if you'd like.
My body was completely exhausted.  My legs heavy and fatigued.  But the fire inside me hadn’t dimmed.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Because why? Beyond surviving and getting the bad guy, would love to know a more internal motivation. What emotion or backstory or goal is driving him through this? Highlighting this will also highlight his growth.
They wanted me to lose hope.  To burn out on ambiguity.  To question my own memory.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Curious if he's seen this happen before to others. Maybe there's a backstory there too?
But I had one thing left they didn’t account for.
I hadn’t transmitted everything.
The real files?  The untouched ones?
They were never scanned.  They were memorized.
Burned into my memory like scars.  For Shaw, this is the way he operated.
And if I had to deliver them by hand — to a journalist, a tribunal, a goddamn funeral orator — I would.
Because this wasn’t just about Shaw anymore.
This was about the idea that the machine could lie and still survive.
I opened Mira’s final envelope, the one marked “If the line breaks.” 
Given the world’s muted reaction to the initial leaks, the line felt well and truly broken now, the truth smothered before it could ignite.  Inside, the first item was a map of Sofia’s metro grid, a specific station on the industrial outskirts circled in red ink. 
My gut tightened.  
Shaw’s plan required a discreet return into the city I’d just managed to escape.  He, or Mira, conveying his intent, wouldn’t direct me back into the serpent’s nest without a damn, critical reason. 
Beneath the map, a handwritten line in Bulgarian: 
“Ти видя сянката. Сега намери сърцето.” (You’ve seen the shadow. Now find the heart.) 
The shadow of CR-6 and Archangel was everywhere, but "the heart"... finding that in Sofia felt like Shaw pointing me toward a vital organ of their operation, something I couldn't bypass, no matter the risk.  The final item was a single line in English, stark and resonant with Shaw’s way of thinking: 
“It ends where it began. Find the girl. Vienna holds the key.” 
Vienna.  I’d just come from there, guided by Shaw’s earlier instructions to find Sparrowhawk. Had I missed something crucial?  Or was this a directive for a later stage, a more ultimate truth Shaw had layered into his plans, one that would only become actionable after Sofia? 	Comment by Nicole Meier: How does this cause him to feel? 
"It ends where it began..." 
What beginning was he referring to?  My disastrous mission that kicked all this off?  Shaw’s own decades-long game against this institutional decay? 
The girl, though... that had to be Margaret.  I still didn’t understand how he knew to trust her…. a person he had never met…until now.
Shaw was still counting on us both, a dead man pulling strings from the shadows to make us see.	Comment by Nicole Meier: While this offers a small insight, it feels a bit vague. Maybe see if you can flesh out just a bit more.













Chapter 65: Vienna Goes Dark


JOSH
Vienna, Austria — 2:47 a.m.
I crossed back into Vienna.  Danny Hofer returning home.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Can you stay here a beat and show his 'why'? Why has he made this decision and what's the larger motivation? You want to be careful that Josh's chapters don't read like status reports, but more like mini-story arcs in each chapter. I'll explain this more in my manuscript evaluation letter.
No phone. No sat tag.  No digital scent.
Only paper.
The old ways.
I crossed the border of Slovenia into Austria at Semmering by freight car.  No manifest.   No guards.  Just cold steel and a thousand tons of lumber that no one bothered to check.
By the time I hit the outer boroughs of Vienna, dawn had broken in the sky to the east, beyond the flat plains of the eastern basin. A soft, rosy blush appeared, gradually deepening in color and outlining the distant horizon.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Lovely sense of setting.
The rising sun cast a warm, golden light onto the spire of St. Stephen's Cathedral, illuminating its intricate stonework as it began to glow in the morning light. The quiet, grand buildings and palaces that line the Ringstrasse slowly started to illuminate themselves, as if they too were being painted with hues of orange and pink, their ornate facades and statues emerging from the early morning shadows.
I walked for five miles — north, then east — until I reached the Metro tunnel where Mira first found me.
It was burned now.	Comment by Nicole Meier: As your reader, this feels vague. I'd love a bit more detail, otherwise lines like this tend to hold me on the surface.
Not with fire. But with the light.  
A locked hatch behind a broken mural in the Karlsplatz U-Bahn, marked with a diagonal etching: ❌–X.
I keyed the magnetic catch and entered the dark.
There was no power. No signal.  And…I had no map to follow this time.
Yet, I knew the route by heart.  This was where it had started.  Where Shaw had planted the original dead switch.
The Tier Zero kill node.
And the last trace of Sparrowhawk.






Chapter 66: Trending

Secure Communications Room
Langley Headquarters— 9:51 p.m. EST


“He’s back in Vienna,” Rainey said. “Crossed in under a burned Croatian alias we blacklisted in 2006.”
Kingfisher stared at the digital heatmap.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Feel free to weave in more setting and action in this scene. 
Vienna pulsed like a vein.
“Any trace of Margaret?”
“Nothing on comms. Her traffic’s gone dark. Vale’s too.”
Kingfisher nodded slowly.
“They’re preparing something.”
Rainey hesitated.  “Sir… the leaks are gaining traction. Independent verifiers just authenticated the CALDERA memo.  It’s trending in Brussels.  German parliament called an emergency ethics session.”
Kingfisher said nothing.
Rainey pressed.  “We’ve always had narrative superiority.  But we can’t spin this forever.  If they link Tier Zero to Archangel—”
“They won’t.”
Kingfisher’s voice was flat.
“They’ll drown in too much information.  Truth is worthless without coherence.  Let them leak. We’ll bury them in their own complexity.”
But his eyes stayed locked on Vienna.
Because deep down, he knew…Josh wasn’t leaking anything anymore.
Josh was delivering.





Chapter 67: Mirror Protocol

JOSH
Karlsplatz, Vienna — 3:22 a.m.
The tunnel narrowed into a service corridor lined with old, telephone cabling, the kind that Declan Reynolds would be pulling from manhole ducts and reclaiming the copper wire.  I reached a rusted door, closed to anyone near it without an entry code.
The keypad blinked once.
Then again.
Shaw’s code still worked.	Comment by Nicole Meier: What is he thinking or feeling right about now?
Inside: a small concrete room with a metal cot, a portable drive vault, and a black switch embedded into a bolted wall panel — marked with an old NATO emergency glyph: ⨁
The silence pressed in, thick and cold.  In moments like these, detached from the world, the faces of those you've lied to tend to surface.  I felt complete and utterly alone.
Jen's face appeared, not smiling, just looking – that questioning look she got when my excuses wore thin. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: Would love to have more of Jen throughout the book. This will give him an added layer of depth and vulnerability. It will also point to his larger 'want.'
I was down here, in a forgotten Nazi-era tunnel beneath Vienna, holding the keys to a global intelligence firestorm.  And she thought I was auditing our buyers’ recycling facilities in Frankfurt.  The absurdity, the sheer weight of the deception, was suffocating.  Was protecting the world worth losing the only parts of it that felt real?  It was the question I could never answer, the one I kept pushing down with every new mission, every new alias.  I approached the vault.	Comment by Nicole Meier: This is important insight and I believe your story would be better served if Josh reflected on this more throughout the book. We can chat more on our call if you'd like.
The drive inside pulsed once. Tier Zero. The original.
Mira had moved it here.  Sparrowhawk had marked it.  Shaw had designed it.
But only one person could unlock it.
Margaret.





Chapter 68: The Unlearning


MARGARET
Arlington, Virginia – Thomas Vale’s Apartment — 9:26 a.m. EST

The coffee tasted like the pot was still dirty from last night’s sink he piled high with dishes and Vale used stale, Folgers grounds.   The files in front of me were a curriculum for a world that no longer existed. I sat the isolator rig in Vale’s safe flat, the glow of the monitors a cold confession in the dim light.  I had been a model student, an eager intern who had memorized the Agency’s manuals, its protocols, its unwritten rules of engagement.  Now, with every line of code from Vale’s terminal, I felt like I was a student who had just discovered my entire education and on-the-job training were full of lies.	Comment by Nicole Meier: This opening, while unique, feels a bit clunky. See if you can revise slightly.	Comment by Nicole Meier: And this left her reflecting on what (in terms of how she's left to move forward)?
Ted's face, the image of him standing by the window, the placid expression he wore as he offered me a way out, continued to flash in my mind. He was a man who had sold his soul to a system that saw loyalty as a liability and patriotism as a tool. The betrayal was a physical weight on my chest, suffocating the last vestiges of her innocence.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Stay in first person.
Vale stood behind me, silent, a hawk watching a newly hatched bird.  He wasn't a mentor.  He was a survivalist.  He had seen the truth burn before, and he knew it was a kind of fire that demanded a new kind of preparation.  He cleared his throat, and the sound was a jolt of cold reality.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Parts of this feel a touch too metaphorical and vague. See if you might flesh this out a bit with more specifics.
"You're a field agent now," he said, his voice as dry as sand. "Act like it."
I turned, a flash of anger in my eyes. "I'm a GWU intern with a security clearance. And I'm sitting in a safe flat with a man who disappeared from the grid over seven years ago."
Vale didn't flinch. "And you got here without being followed. You saw the patterns that no one else did. You're not an intern anymore. You're a variable. And a variable in this game is a target. You have to unlearn every lesson Langley ever taught you. Their rules are designed to make you predictable. And predictability is a death sentence."
He spent the next two hours pushing me. He made me go over surveillance detection routes, identifying the tells of a compromised tail and the difference between a local cop and an intelligence operative.  He made me stand with my back to the wall, while he barked questions at me, and made me lie, without flinching, without hesitation.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Consider a line or two of interiority to keep us close and understand what it's like to be her (inner thought, feeling, or reaction).
"What's your name?" he snapped.
"Margaret Allen," I answered back, my voice as smooth as polished stone.
"Where do you work?"	Comment by Nicole Meier: Also, don't be afraid to weave in bits of setting and action with setting to avoid them having a conversation in space. 
"I'm a GS-13 public affairs liaison for the Department of Commerce," I replied, using an alias he had quickly cobbled for me.
The training wasn’t about being an actress.  It was about becoming a new person. The process of shedding my old identity felt less like a choice and more like a necessary amputation.  For survival.
The student in me, the devoted analyst, the loyal subordinate— I knew, deep down, we were all liabilities now, part of my simple past I had to leave behind.  At least for now; at least for a while.
Before I left the flat the following morning, Vale handed me a worn copy of the Agency's manual on counter-interrogation tactics, the very book I had studied so meticulously as an intern.
"That's your old life," he said, convincingly, and with a heavy hug.  He whispered, "It's all lies now. Your new life starts here. And the only rule is….to survive."
I nodded.  No tears.  My eyes no longer holding the fear of a student, but the cold resolve of a veteran.  I wasn’t an analyst anymore.  I was an operative who had looked into the abyss and hadn't flinched. 
I was ready to rewrite the rules.	Comment by Nicole Meier: I like this development, but not sure I'm fully clear on her motivation. What does she want and why? Consider this on both an external (a physical thing) and internal (emotion) perspective. 







Chapter 69: Leaving the Allegory

Executive Oversight Cell
Langley Headquarters— 10:03 p.m. EST

“The French are pulling cooperation on intelligence-sharing,” Rainey said. “They’re citing a ‘major’ CIA leak being investigated with immediate and severe implications to their own Direction Générale de la Sécurité Extérieure (DGSE).”
“The Turks want an audit of all joint ops since 2001.”
“The Brits have asked if Kingfisher is a real codename or an ‘allegory.’”
The words landed like hailstones, but Kingfisher didn’t flinch.
He opened his secure channel. Typed two lines:
INITIATE: ORPHEUS
PHASE CODE: FRACTAL DROWN
Rainey’s face tightened. “That’s a full erasure protocol.”
Kingfisher turned.
“Not erasure. A reframe.”
He smiled — brittle.
“They want a reckoning? Give them five. Simultaneous. Contradictory. Each more plausible than the last.”
He looked back at the screen.
“And if that fails, we do what they always accuse us of.”
Rainey blinked. “Which is?”
Kingfisher’s smile was hollow now.
“Rewrite history.”





Chapter 70: Daughter

JOSH
Vienna, Austria — Tier Zero Vault — 3:38 a.m.
I powered the drive.  Entered the cipher key.  The one Shaw had carved into my memory like a scar:	Comment by Nicole Meier: Consider grounding us in place and time and showing us what he's after in this chapter. Then you can go into order of events. Otherwise, as your reader, I feel dropped into a kind of status report and held on the surface.
DAUGHTER.
A string of encrypted files bloomed on the cracked screen.
I copied them.  Fast.  No transfer errors.
Then I keyed the final message into the shortwave unit built into the back wall:
“Archive live. Vault confirmed. Ready for decrypt.”
“M.”
“Fail condition imminent. Will trigger Echo if not received.”
Then I waited.
One breath.
Two.
Then:
“Received. M enroute.  Burn the switch if I’m late.”
I stared at the final message.
Then I reached for the panel behind the vault.
Inside: a block of C-4, wrapped in foam, wired to a timer set for thirty minutes. The kill switch.
The failsafe.	Comment by Nicole Meier: I think you have opportunity to add some layers to this chapters. See if you might add more about his surroundings, his point of view, and how this is all affecting him. Readers don't want to just know the decision or action...they also want to know the why behind all of it.






Chapter 71: The Archive Decision

MARGARET
Vienna, Austria — Karlsplatz Underground Vault — 7:26 a.m.

I arrived via the U-Bahn at the Karsplatz station.  The sunrise greeting me and my fellow riders this morning was a rare sight to behold…impressive colors of pinks, oranges, and bright reds illuminated the magnificent Baroque facades and Gothic spires of the skyline, and painting the cobbled streets in soft, warm hues. It was as if the city and nature were sharing a moment in a symphony of light and history.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Since this is a new role for her, I'm curious about if she is used to travel or if she's having nerves about her next steps.
I followed Vale’s instructions, and the crumbling half-legible scribbles left in the margins of Mira’s final note. 
The hatch behind the mural was exactly where it was supposed to be — sealed with a magnetic latch that pulsed once when I keyed the override.
Inside: stone corridors.  And a lot of dust.  A metallic silence thick enough to chew.
I found him sitting beside the old vault console, his back against the far wall.
Eyes closed. Glock resting loose in his lap.	Comment by Nicole Meier: He's sleeping with a gun out in the open? What else does she notice about him? Any thoughts or feelings rushing through her?
Josh.
He didn’t look up when I entered.
Didn’t need to.
“I was starting to think you wouldn’t come,” he said.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Just a reminder to keep other characters in 3D with facial expression, tone of voice, or body language. Show us was she notices about others.
“I almost didn’t.”
He opened his eyes. His meeting mine.
“Then why did you?”  He seemed relieved to see me; but I could see a sadness in him I had never seen before in our over three years of friendship.  It was if his eyes were saying:  I hope, after this is over, you still have the same fire under you as you did when we first met. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: This page is a good example of a nicely-rounded scene. Instead of just a status report of events, you give insight, interiority, setting, and even a bit of backstory. I would love to see some of your earlier chapters take this kind of shape.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good insight.
I responded.  “Because they expect a certain kind of fire.”  My answer wasn’t what he was expecting. It was as if I answered both the question he asked and the one he wore on his face.  
I crossed to the console as I spoke, the Tier Zero archive already humming, an ominous glow in the cramped space. “They want you and I to choose wrong…to react predictably.” 
My mind raced back to Vale’s last-minute briefing, deciphering Shaw’s almost impossibly layered contingencies passed through Mira.  And I told him what Vale had relayed to me, his voice tight with urgency when he did.
“If the primary archive feels like a trap, or if the choice it forces is too binary, Shaw had one final fallback.  He said to look behind the emergency power panel in the vault itself.  A different path, only for the one who understands the true nature of the game.”
“I’m choosing….’truth.’






Chapter 72: Two is Better Than One

JOSH
Vienna, Austria — Karlsplatz Underground Vault — 7:26 a.m.

Margaret.
The only person I wanted to see, yet I could not help but feel a sense of fraternal disappointment – as if I had led her astray.  Yet, she looked different now.  Sharper.  	Comment by Nicole Meier: Was he surprised she was there at all?
When she answered my somewhat snarky question, I was happy to see the Margaret I knew was still there…perhaps scarred in all the right places. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: ?	Comment by Nicole Meier: You could include why this meant something to him - that his old friend was still there. Maybe he realizes/reflects on the fact that he had so few people left in his life he could trust or something similar. 
The intern was gone; the young analyst at Langley in the past few weeks was gone.  This was Margaret the operative emerging.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Did he expect this?
Margaret knelt beside the console. The Tier Zero archive, which had partially activated to the "DAUGHTER" cipher, now pulsed with a new, expectant light. The main display showed the archive's primary directory structure, clearly authenticated by Shaw's meticulous preparation—he had scrubbed it for synthetics, timestamp-aligned its known segments. But the deepest, most critical core files remained locked, their icons watermarked with a complex, shifting glyph. 
A prompt now glowed steadily beneath it: SECONDARY AUTHENTICATION REQUIRED: MIRROR RESONANCE SEQUENCE.
My mind flashed back to the metadata from Morales’s drive: Handler: P. Shaw, Mirror Signature: M. Keshmiry. 
Shaw hadn't just tagged her in a system; he’d woven her into the very fabric of his ultimate failsafe, designing a lock that only his designated "Mirror" could turn, long before she could have possibly understood the role intended for her. This was his genius, his almost terrifying foresight. He hadn't needed to meet her; he'd identified a necessary cog and built the mechanism to fit only that cog.
Margaret didn't hesitate. Her fingers moved with a focused intensity across a secondary, non-standard input panel on the console—a series of unmarked capacitive plates that hadn't even seemed active to me. It wasn't a simple password. I watched, holding my breath, as she navigated what appeared to be a dynamic challenge-response sequence. The main screen flashed complex, fragmented data strings—echoes from MAGPIE’s corrupted layers, I guessed—and she responded by tracing intricate patterns on the plates, her brow furrowed in concentration. It was like watching a master cryptographer break an evolving cipher in real-time, or a conductor bringing a silent orchestra to life with gestures only she and the long-dead composer truly understood. Each input seemed to correctly answer a non-verbal question posed by the system, aligning resonances Shaw must have embedded.
After what felt like an eternity, but was probably only two minutes, a final, intricate glyph she traced on the plates locked into place on the screen, matching the watermark over the core files. The console chimed once, a pure, resonant tone that seemed to vibrate through the very stone of the vault. The watermarks vanished, and the deepest layers of Tier Zero – the original, “un”-rewritten history, Shaw’s uncorrupted truth – finally unfurled across the main display, fully accessible, every file now open.
And now it was hers.
“You know what’s in it,” I said, my voice hushed by the magnitude of what I’d just witnessed her unlock. “More than just files. It’s blood. It’s misdirection. The kind of weapon that breaks truth itself.”
Margaret nodded slowly, her eyes fixed on the cascading data.
“Vale thinks we should leak it but fracture the narrative first — crash the official record and replace it with something no one can follow.”
 “That won’t work,” I said. 
“Why not?” 
“Because chaos is their plan, too.”
She stared at the screen. Her reflection fractured across the glass. 
“This is the original story,” she whispered. “Un-rewritten. The one before Kingfisher changed it.” 
“And if you release it?” I asked. “They’ll call it fake. Fabricated. Say I had motive. They’ll create the narrative that you’re unstable…that Shaw went rogue. Then they’ll start disappearing people again — only this time with consensus.”
I leaned forward. “So, burn it.”
She turned. “You think that’s the better option?” 
“No. I think it’s the worse one. But I also think it might be the only one they haven’t gamed out yet.”
She stood.  Walked toward the kill switch panel.  Her hand hovered over the detonator.  If she pressed it, the vault would go black.  Tier Zero gone forever.  The last clean node erased from history.  No whistleblower.  No villain.  No proof.  Just… silence.
I stood beside her. I said nothing.  Because it had to be her choice.  Not mine. 
Not Shaw’s. 
Not the Agency’s. 
Hers.	Comment by Nicole Meier: This scene is also a good example of a nicely-rounded chapter, layered with insights, interiority, action and setting. 





Chapter 73: Peaking




Secure Monitoring Feed 
Langley Headquarters — 1:36 a.m. EST
Kingfisher watched the Vienna relay in complete silence. The satellite datafeed was faint, unstable — but functional. A compressed, latency-delayed audio loop from the Karlsplatz sub-vault pinged every five seconds.
No words. Just two biometric markers.
Josh.
And Margaret.
Rainey stood behind him, arms crossed.
“They’ve accessed Tier Zero,” he said. “Live.”
Kingfisher didn’t blink.
“And the switch?”
“Armed. Timed. They wired it to manual override. If she pulls it—”
“I know.”
Kingfisher turned to the display. The signal was peaking now — the final checksum preparing to pulse into the open net.  If she decrypted, the protocol would trip.  The truth would seed itself across every relay node from Bucharest to Seoul.
Unstoppable.
Rainey cleared his throat.
“What happens if she does it?”
Kingfisher didn’t smile.
“Then the United States loses narrative dominance in the digital age.”





Chapter 74: The Choice

MARGARET
Vienna, Austria — Karlsplatz Underground Vault — 8:32 a.m.

I pressed the console.
The archive opened — fully.
Every file.  Every falsified ops record.  Every MAGPIE variation, MKULTRA rewrite, Archangel payment string, every name erased from congressional briefings, every shell company that paid for assassinations we later denied.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Same comment here as earlier Margaret chapters. Would love to be grounded in place and time, shown her goal, and also be let inside her head a bit more. 
I saw the moments Shaw tried to hide.
The ones Morales hinted at.
The ones I didn’t want to believe.
They weren’t anomalies.
They were the design.
Josh stepped forward. “You still have the detonator.”
I stared at the screen.
Then at him.
“Do you trust me?” I asked.
His reply was immediate.
“With everything.”
His response was exactly what I wanted to hear.  Josh was still the Josh I knew and loved.  He was a mentor and confidante through and through.  	Comment by Nicole Meier: Love seeing this.
I closed my eyes.
And made the choice.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Same comment here as before around the idea the Margaret's voice (and sentence style) has blended into Josh's. Would love to see a more distinct POV for her. We can discuss.






Chapter 75: Vault Silence


JOSH
Vienna — Karlsplatz Underground Vault — 8:35 a.m.


The second stretched after she spoke.  Then another.  No alarm from the console.  No broadcast ping indicating a full data release.  No explosion from the kill switch I knew was armed.  Just silence.  Margaret stood before the vault console, her hand resting on it for a moment, but she hadn’t triggered a full broadcast.  Her eyes flicked once—from the screen to the detonator panel Shaw had built, then to me.  
“You didn’t activate it,” I said, a statement more than a question. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: What's running through his mind? Any assumptions or internal reactions?
“No.” 
“Why not?” 
She exhaled, a slow release of tension.  “Because they expect detonation, Josh.  Or an all-out data dump.  They’re watching for it.  They’re counting on it to frame their narrative.”  I stepped closer.  The vault’s lights hummed low.  The Tier Zero drive sat active—fully unlocked by her unique interaction, its core files accessible, but the screen now clearly read:	Comment by Nicole Meier: You could keep her more in 3D by also including what else he notices. Maybe facial expression, tone of voice, or body language/mannerisms.
ARCHIVE ACCESS COMPLETE BROADCAST PROTOCOL: PAUSED SEED NODE SELECTION: MANUAL OVERRIDE
She’d stopped it just short of a full, uncontrolled release. “You paused it,” I said, a new understanding dawning. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: Can you stay here a beat and go a bit deeper?
Margaret nodded. “This isn’t the moment for a global revelation that can be instantly buried or discredited. It’s the moment for precision, for redirection.” 
I stared at her.  She was moving beyond the chaotic leak strategy she’d been running, beyond even what I’d considered.  “You’re going off-script.” 	Comment by Nicole Meier: And it caused him to feel how?
“No,” she said, a new firmness in her voice. “I’m finding the original script. Shaw’s truest one.” 
She walked to the side wall, directly to the emergency power panel—a spot I hadn’t given a second glance. Her movements were certain, as if following invisible instructions, I wasn’t privy to.  She reached behind it and her fingers found something.  She pulled out a thin, almost invisible plastic envelope.  Inside, I saw: a small flash drive, unlabeled; a photograph—old, sun-damaged.  It was Shaw, younger, standing with someone I didn’t recognize.  And a post-it notes, the handwriting small and precise, with just five words: “The girl knows the path.”
I took the envelope as she offered it, my gaze fixed on the photograph, then the note. 
“What girl?” I asked, my mind racing through possibilities. Margaret met my eyes, a new, almost unnerving calm in hers. 
“Sparrowhawk,” she said. “The real one.”	Comment by Nicole Meier: Interesting twist!







Chapter 76: Breaking the Rhythm




MARGARET
Vienna, Austria — Karlsplatz Underground Vault — 8:43 a.m.
I was calm now.  Not because I had answers.  But because I knew the framework.
Truth didn’t matter in isolation.  It mattered when sequenced.
Releasing the full archive — all of Tier Zero — would have done one of two things.  First, it would have undoubtedly discredited us.  This point could not be argued by Josh, whatsoever.   
Too much, too fast.  Buried in contradiction and media fatigue.
Second, it would have also crashed the system – that’s how it was designed – triggering Kingfisher’s fail-safe — the Fractal Drown protocol — which would overwrite history faster than we could preserve it.
Neither outcome wins.
But pausing the leak? That broke their rhythm.
It forced a stall.
Now they couldn’t accuse us of reckless exposure.  And they couldn’t confirm the vault was destroyed.
We lived in limbo.
And from here, we could aim.
Josh took the photo and stared at it. “This isn’t Mira.”
“No,” I said. “But Mira mentioned someone in Sofia. A woman with the original charter. I think she was telling the truth — just not the whole truth.”
“And this flash drive?”
I slipped it into the second port.
A single directory opened:
/Sparrowhawk/1989_AURELIA
File: Echo Charter – Unredacted
I didn’t open it.
Not yet.
Because timing was everything.
Instead, I triggered the vault lock. Powered down the Tier Zero interface. Unplugged the drive.
Then I reached for the detonator.
Josh stepped forward. “Margaret—”
“It’s just insurance.”
I adjusted the timer: 6 hours.
Then pressed ARM.
If we didn’t come back in time — if Kingfisher found the vault before we returned — it would all be ash.
But if we made it…
Vienna would be the epicenter of a new story.
Not a leak.
A reckoning.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Regular comments for Margaret's POV (that we'll discuss on call). Also, this would be a good spot to include her larger goal. How will this affect her future if she's successful?






Chapter 77: Rewrite

Operations Oversight Wing
Langley Headquarters — 2:45:34 a.m. EST

The Vienna node had gone quiet.
Not offline.
Not detonated.
Just... quiet.
And it was all wrong.
Kingfisher stood in front of the monitoring wall, watching the signal logs repeat the same code over and over:
TIER ZERO: STATUS = PAUSED
BROADCAST VECTOR: UNSELECTED
SEED CONFIRMATION: MANUAL HOLD
He didn’t speak. Not at first.
Rainey hovered nearby, reading the silence like a countdown.
“She didn’t destroy it,” he said finally.
Kingfisher didn’t turn. “No.”
“She didn’t leak it either.”
“No.”
“Then what is she doing?”
Kingfisher's voice dropped to a low vibration.
“She’s rewriting the battlefield.”






Chapter 78: Paralysis



Operations Oversight Wing 
Langley Headquarters — 2:46:37 a.m. EST

The room was soundproofed, deep beneath the E-Ring — an operations node known as the Tension Window.  Built for scenario modeling.  Designed to withstand ambiguity.
But it wasn’t built for paralysis.
The screen pulsed again:
Vienna Vault = Dormant
User Ping: Detected
Vault Drive Status: Removed
“They extracted the archive,” Rainey said quietly.
Kingfisher moved to the center of the room.
“Bring me everyone involved in the original MAGPIE code fork,” he said. “Anyone who touched Tier Zero. I don’t care if they’re dead. Dig them up.”
“And if they’re outside the Agency?”
Kingfisher’s eyes narrowed.
“Then bring me their influence maps.”
###
Across the room, Pryor worked quietly. Fingers flying over an air-gapped interface connected only to the Agency’s legacy operations mesh.
He hesitated. “Sir, we’ve got a problem.”
Kingfisher turned.
“The override logs for Tier Zero were re-stamped.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning someone edited the metadata before the Vienna activation. The signature matches… Shaw. But the timestamp is posthumous.”
Rainey blinked. “That’s impossible.”
Pryor shook his head. “It’s synthetic. Layered in. Designed to spoof the audit trail. Whoever did this knew our forensic baselines.”
Kingfisher stepped forward slowly.
“This vault isn’t just a time bomb,” he said. “It’s a trap.”
A pause.
Then something cracked behind his eyes.
“We underestimated her,” he said. “We thought she was Shaw’s legacy. She’s not.”
“She’s his correction.”
###
Kingfisher turned away from the screen, facing the mirrored glass of the Tension Window. His own reflection looked hollow.  Dissolving.
“I built this architecture to absorb disruption,” he said. “Leaks, breaches, traitors. They all feed the system — let us realign, rebrand, survive.”
He turned back to Rainey.
“But what do you do when someone understands the structure better than you?”
Rainey didn’t reply.
Kingfisher’s voice dropped to a whisper:
“You collapse it from within.”




Chapter 79: Avi Rahmann Once More



Executive Suite 
Elsewhere inside Langley Headquarters — 11:49 p.m.

The emergency protocols began to trigger.
Soft at first — cross-jurisdictional pinging, unexplained latency in the internal secure cloud, duplicated employee ID logs.
A subtle recursion.
Then it sharpened.
Three Tier 2 analysts reported credential mismatches.
The finance node for Archangel Holdings’ Cayman interface went dark.
Then: the surveillance flags tied to Margaret Keshmiry were overwritten by an older code — a defunct SAFE directive authored by A.R. — Avi Rahmann.
Shaw’s old mentor.
Dead.
Or so they thought.
Rainey stood alone in the hallway outside the Ops Suite, watching the containment matrix fracture.
No alarms.
No sirens.
Just entropy.
Kingfisher hadn’t ordered it.
Which meant…
He wasn’t in control anymore.	Comment by Nicole Meier: I'm reserving comments on the Kingfisher POV until I learn more about your intentions on our call. 






Chapter 80: The Mentor and his Agent


JOSH
Vienna — Metro Surface Level — 9:03 a.m. Local Time

We emerged just before the breakfast rush.
But even now, Vienna was quiet.  Unnaturally so.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Would love to know his scene goal and also how all of his interactions/discoveries with Margaret so far are landing with him.
The bakery near the entrance had opened, but not to the usual crowds gathering for their favorite coffees and decadent pastries.  Street sweepers moved through Mariahilfer Strasse like they had nowhere to go.
We hadn’t said a word to each other as we left the underground tunnels.
Margaret walked like she belonged. I carried the courier bag — light now, but heavy in implication.
We cut east toward the Danube.  Before we left the makeshift vault, I told her our exit strategy.  Avoid cameras.  Move only through blind alleyways and construction corridors marked for renovation.  I was the mentor once again.  And I saw Margaret now as an agent.
By the time we reached the safe car stashed in the parking deck beneath the opera house, the city had finally started to wake. 
Margaret slid into the passenger seat.
I started the engine.
“No one followed us,” I said.
“No one had to,” she replied. “They’ll know soon enough.”
I looked at her.
“Where now?”
She didn’t answer right away.
Then she turned, eyes clear.
“Sofia. We finish it with Sparrowhawk.”
And just like that — we were moving again.  	Comment by Nicole Meier: You're doing a good job of keeping the pacing up. 







Chapter 81: The Sparrow Returns


JOSH
Sofia, Bulgaria Safehouse — 10:46 p.m. 
The safehouse was hidden behind a burned-out theater near the Borisova Garden.  No power.  No plumbing.  Just candlelight and silence.  I parked two blocks away.  As we walked the last stretch, I tucked my hands in my coat and my thoughts further away than that. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: Would love to know his scene goal here. What is he after and why? What does he assume is standing in his way (next)?
Margaret didn’t speak as we got closer.  She didn’t have to.  She’d been turning something over in her head since Vienna — that pause before the kill switch, the way she locked the archive instead of detonating it.  She hadn’t saved the data.  She’d staged it.  Sofia.  The only lead left: Sparrowhawk.
Our car ride took over eleven and a half hours.  Margaret asserted she had never met Shaw, not even in Ted’s office.  When his name started to emerge, she had remotely accessed Ted’s calendar in order to connect the dots, but none were there.  Why was she the chosen one to be Shaw’s mirror?  She might never know. 	Comment by Nicole Meier: You could give a few details.
As we crossed into Hungary, I gave her my personal recollections of Shaw and shared my stories with her of our time detailed together to the SAD in Afghanistan – from our then-benign first meeting and my lackluster impression of him (we laughed out loud together – it had been a while since we had shared a moment like that – when I told her about his Hawaiian shirt that nowadays might have had a few people tied up in knots about whether he should be wearing that at all, especially in a Muslim country) and how my feelings didn’t change too much either after the op-gone-wrong in Kandahar.  I showed emotion when I recounted Shaw’s laughter while wounded contractors were being dragged from a burning HMMWV; and about his quote of ‘survival’ and ‘loyalty.’  Back then, I was young and impressionable, and I swore I would never be like Peter Shaw…not then, not ever.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Good insight.
We arrived in Sofia a little after ten o’clock in the evening.  We had an address and drove straight to Sparrowhawk.
The door opened before we knocked. A woman stood there — early fifties, shoulder-length hair going silver, eyes like sharpened glass.  Not the Sparrowhawk I was expecting.  She wasn’t hiding.  She was waiting.
“You’re late,” she said.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Just a reminder to keep characters in 3D with facial expression, tone of voice, or body language.
Margaret stepped forward, eyes scanning the hallway behind the woman instinctively. “You’re the real Sparrowhawk?”
The woman nodded.  “There have been… copies.  But yes.  Shaw knew me as Sava.  In the records, I was listed as ‘Specter’ in the Aurelia directive.  I helped design the MAGPIE interface before it was rewritten.”
I let my gaze sweep the room.  No dust.  The windows taped with blackout curtains.  An old HF radio sat in the corner; its antenna wired to a metal drainpipe.  A small, folding table sat in the middle with only one plastic patio chair, obviously pillaged out of necessity rather than comfort.  Sparrowhawk was living like she expected war any day now.
“You were part of CALDERA?” I asked.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Any internal reaction? What's he thinking or feeling?
She stepped back to let us in, locking the door behind us with three deadbolts.  She moved like someone who had never stopped running.
“I was CALDERA’s undoing,” she said.  “Or I tried to be.  Shaw thought I had disappeared.  But I stayed.  I buried the seed code inside a NATO shadow ledger in Skopje, then faked a mental break.  The Agency wrote me off.”
Margaret crossed her arms, her gaze never leaving Sava.
. “You knew about Archangel.”	Comment by Nicole Meier: Consider adding some layers of this scene with bits of setting or action with setting, character interiority, and reaction. 
“I helped charter it,” Sava said.  “Back when it was just a name on a shell company registry.  I didn’t know what it would become.”
“And now?”
She looked at me. “Now I know why you’re here.”
She turned to Margaret.
“You still have the original archive?”
Margaret hesitated, then nodded.  “I have the interface. The broadcast is paused.”
Sava nodded once, satisfied.  “Good. Then we have one last chance to decide how it ends.”






Chapter 82: Narrative Control


MAGARET
Sofia, Bulgaria Safehouse — 11:12 p.m. 
Sava — Sparrowhawk — laid it all out.  CALDERA was never a single operation.  It was a template — a set of covert authorities that could be activated whenever official oversight became inconvenient.  MAGPIE was just its most sophisticated implementation.  A hybrid system of disinformation and data preservation designed to overwrite the very act of whistleblowing.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Consider showing this a bit more rather than summarizing. Your reader doesn't need every detail or line of dialogue, but they want to feel as if they're there, experiencing all of it with Margaret.
“You think it’s about secrets?” she asked. “It’s not. It’s about narrative control.  Pure and simple.  I would argue that it was never just about protecting Agency secrets. Those who have died, including Shaw, wouldn’t agree more.  No, it was absolutely about generating doubt.  If you can flood the world with competing truths, no one knows what to believe. So, they choose safety.”
“So, Kingfisher weaponized that instinct,” I said, my voice more emphatic than I intended.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Also see if you can include how Margaret is reacting. How is all of this information affecting her? What does this mean for her larger goal?
Sava nodded. 
"He purges anything, anyone, who threatens the narrative," she continued, her eyes distant, as if seeing ghosts in the candlelight.  "Look at Morales. She was good, one of the best at moving money through shadows.  But she saw too much, understood the architecture of the financial web Kingfisher had built.  She thought she could use it, maybe find an escape route.  But you can't escape a system designed by its own ghost. Kingfisher doesn't negotiate; he deletes.  The warehouse was her deletion.  She knew it, I am almost certain.  Dropping that drive to you, Josh... it wasn't hope.  It was defiance.  She knew it would be fateful.  But, she also knew it was her only way to expose her complicity – a single, broken piece thrown back into the machine, hoping to jam the gears, even for a second.  Somehow that was a small, final victory for her.  Before they neutralized their asset.”
I glanced over at Josh; his head was down.  I couldn’t help but think he was replaying Morales’ final moments when she said it.
“… before they neutralized their asset.”  
"But the beginning," Josh finally said, looking up at Sava. “The Marriott bombing... Sheikh Gilani. Was that all just noise to cover their tracks?"
Sava’s expression was weary, the look of a historian who has seen the same mistakes repeated for centuries.  "Noise is never 'just noise,' Josh. It's a tool.  Kingfisher's network didn't create the Gilani legend; they weaponized it.  They knew the Agency had a file on him a mile thick, full of suspicion but no proof.  He was the perfect, illusive target—plausible, familiar, and always just out of reach."
I leaned forward, connecting the pieces. "The email... from the bomber, Khosi, to Farooq.  The line about 'jinn' and making people do things against their will."
"Exactly," Sava confirmed, a flicker of grim admiration in her eyes. "A piece of digital ambiguity, perfectly placed to be intercepted.  It was designed to trigger every alarm bell at Langley, to send the best analysts chasing a story they already wanted to believe.  It was an irresistible hook. And while the entire counter-terrorism division was busy trying to finally prove a connection to a fringe cleric in Pakistan, Kingfisher's people were quietly erasing two of their own—Klein and Maxwell—and consolidating an internal funding network worth billions."
"So, Gilani..." I started, but Sava cut me off.
"Whether Gilani was guilty of anything is irrelevant, Margaret.  That's the brilliance of their strategy.  They didn't need to frame him; they just needed to make him the focus. They used the Agency's own history, its own institutional biases, against it.  It wasn't a red herring.  It was a masterclass in narrative misdirection."
“And…” Josh said, as if completing her explanation.  “If you unleash the entire archive at once, they’ll burn you at the stake — not because they don’t believe you, but because they do.”
“Yes.  Now you understand completely.”  She said, pointing her sinewy index finger at Josh and then continued to wave it for a second, suspended in the air.
"And the 'Gang of Six'?" Josh asked, the memory of Klein and Maxwell’s initial report feeling like it was from another lifetime. "They were just…collateral damage?"
Sava took a breath, her voice low, as if giving a clinical recital of buried history. "Kingfisher started by embedding two of them with a diplomatic detail in Kabul. They were officially listed as casualties in the Indian Embassy bombing that July.  A tragic, heroic end for two patriots, their names likely on a memorial wall somewhere. Unofficially, they were liabilities eliminated on someone else's dime."
Margaret's expression remained neutral, but a flicker in her eyes showed she recognized the details of the story she had uncovered herself weeks ago.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Since we're in her POV and she can't see her face, revise slightly. Consider adding more interiority (inner thoughts, feelings, or reaction). 
Sava continued, unaware of Margaret's prior knowledge. "A third was picked up by the MIT in Turkey, framed for an arms deal that was fed to them by his own handlers. That man is rotting in a prison in Ankara, telling stories no one will ever believe. The fourth was given a new identity and a one-way ticket to South America with just enough money to disappear, but not enough to ever be a threat. His life was effectively erased."
"That's four," Josh counted.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Reminder to keep other characters in 3D, so we can see what Margaret notices. Consider tone of voice, facial expression, body language. Also, this scene could use some setting and action with setting, so they don't appear to have a conversation while floating in space.
"The fifth was even colder," Sava said. "His operational records were scrubbed; his identity digitally grafted onto a deceased contractor.  He was transferred to a black site, one of the rendition prisons called “Bright Light” in Bucharest.  He wasn't sent there to be questioned.  He was sent there to be forgotten.  He officially ceased to exist."
"And the sixth?" I asked.
"Ah," Sava said, a hint of grudging respect in her tone. "The sixth was their leader. He was the one managing the direct transfers, the one with the most operational knowledge. He saw the shift in the wind after the Marriott bombing. He knew he and his crew were being decommissioned. He didn't wait for the cleanup crew."
"He ran," Josh stated.
"He did more than run," Sava corrected. "He took his own contingency fund—a fraction of the money he was moving—and simply vanished.  He's a loose thread, but one without the full pattern.  He knows about the money, the routes, the front companies like Polaris, but not about Aurelia, not about MAGPIE.  He's just another asset to watch now, armed with a very specific and very incomplete grudge.  In Kingfisher's world, you don't always eliminate a threat. Sometimes, you just give it a new set of enemies and let it run."
Her last word was met with a long pause…too long almost, as if the room was briefly suspended by time standing still.  I sank into the single plastic patio chair, the candlelight flickering across the table and casting long, dancing shadows on the wall.  
The names—Klein and Maxwell, the Gang, Farooq, Gilani—swirled in my head.  So, the entire foundation of this goose chase, everything that had pulled Josh back from Pakistan and fanned this fire, the ridiculous brush pass in Amman, was all an elaborate stage concocted to solidify Kingfisher’s narrative control….a series of calculated illusions designed to obscure a deeper truth.  And I realized with a sudden, chilling weight, that the Vienna vault was the battlefield Shaw had built directly in its path—the place where all those deceptions would either be cemented or torn apart. And the outcome of that battle hinged entirely on me.	Comment by Nicole Meier: And this caused her to think or feel what? Loop it back to her larger goal. 
"But none of this works unless I make a very specific choice. Shaw's entire plan seems to hinge on me not doing the obvious thing.  How could he possibly know?”  I blurted out, still trying to determine how Shaw could have known me….could have anticipated me to properly carry out the duties of his “mirror.”
“He didn't.”  She responded.  “That's what everyone, even Kingfisher, misunderstands about Pete Shaw.  He didn't bet on a specific choice.  He bet on a specific mind.  He built a system that would paralyze a conventional operative with a binary choice—leak or destroy.  He called it a 'loyalty trap.'  But he believed the right person wouldn't choose.  They would see the trap itself and re-evaluate the problem. He designed a lock that only a certain type of intellect could even see as a lock.  By pausing the archive in Vienna, you didn't follow his plan; you validated his theory about you."
Josh stopped leaning on the far wall and walked over to the chair, grabbing its backrest, his eyes never left Sava’s.
“Then what’s the move?”
Sava’s eyes flicked between us.
“You take control of the leak. But not as whistleblowers. Not as victims.”
“Then how?” I asked, my breath catching.
She smiled faintly.	Comment by Nicole Meier: I really like how much information is unspooled by Margaret in this chapter. On your next pass, see if you might go back and add some layers by addressing my notes. 





Chapter 83: Controlled Chaos



JOSH
Sofia, Bulgaria — 12:08 a.m. 
We sat in the candlelight, the last three people alive who knew the truth — really knew it — and none of us wanted it anymore.  But we couldn’t walk away.  Not now.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Because what is at risk if they do? Can you loop this back to Josh's larger goal? How does being successful affect his life/future/plans? In other words, show us why this is important to Josh's character specifically. 
Margaret pulled the interface drive from her coat and set it on the table, her eyes glimmering with something between fear and resolve.	Comment by Nicole Meier: Just a reminder to see if you might add a touch more setting on your next pass.
“What’s the delivery mechanism?” she asked.
Sava’s fingers tapped the map. “We use the old Aurelia relay in Zurich.  It’s still live.  Kingfisher thinks he collapsed it, but the final node was never purged.  It mirrors from within a private banking trust.”
I frowned. “Cold War tech?”
She smiled. “Like a 1950s-style, Soviet resonant chamber. They never stopped listening.”
Margaret nodded.  “And the release pattern?”
“Controlled chaos,” she said. “We inject corrupted versions of the archive — partial truths, half-verified memos, real signatures tied to fake content — into trusted sources.  Make it messy. Make it impossible to filter.”
Margaret’s fingers drummed the table. “And the real archive?”
Sava met her eyes. “We leak it last. In the clear. With attribution. And no one will be able to tell which version was real.”
I looked down at the table, my mind racing. “And that doesn’t save the truth,” I said. “It buries it.”
Sava smiled again — just once, like she hadn’t in years.
“No. It sets it free.”





Chapter 84: The Zurich Broadcast


MARGARET
Zurich, Switzerland — 3:47 a.m. Local Time
The relay node was buried beneath a boutique private bank near the Bahnhofstrasse — innocuous, sterile, fortified in exactly the way no one expects anymore.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And her goal was what (in this chapter)? Anything she hopes/fears/anticipates/assumes?
We entered through a maintenance corridor used by the janitorial staff. The linoleum underfoot was cracked and discolored, the smell of bleach sharp against the damp chill. Pipes lined the ceiling, old and flecked with rust, hissing occasionally as if alive. It was a product of Cold War architecture — built to outlast history.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Good sense of setting.
No keycards. No cameras.  Just a biometric panel wired to an old NATO signature vault that hadn’t pinged a satellite in over a decade.
Sava keyed the override herself.
“It’s like opening a wound,” she whispered, the words hanging in the damp air like a confession.
Inside, the relay room looked more like a mausoleum — cold, matte steel, every surface scrubbed of logos. An HF radio sat silently in the corner; its antenna wired to a drainpipe that spiraled up into the building’s skeletal framework. One single interface remained active, humming quietly behind a frosted terminal.
The Aurelia node.
Josh stood by the entrance, his eyes sweeping the room, instincts flaring. I sat down at the terminal. Sava watched, arms crossed, eyes sharpened.
“Remember,” she said, her voice low, “this doesn’t end with the upload. It begins there. Once it’s live, the false archive will start to propagate — everywhere.  Embedded inside real threads, signed with synthetic versions of Shaw’s key.”
“What about Tier Zero?” I asked, my fingers hovering just above the keys.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: What's she thinking or feeling?
She held out the second drive, a nondescript black casing with a simple embossed serial. “You’ll drop that by hand,” she said. “When the confusion is thickest. Not before.”
I took the drive containing the real Tier Zero, its weight feeling impossibly heavy in my palm, and secured it in an inner pocket. That was the endgame. This was the opening salvo. 
From my bag, I pulled out a different drive—the one Vale had painstakingly prepared back in our D.C. safehouse. He had spent nearly two days curating its contents: the ECHO_VARIANT. 
It was our weapon of plausible confusion, a collection of real memos laced with synthetic signatures, partial truths, and outright fabrications, all designed to make the entire system untrustworthy. I inserted Vale's drive into the console.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Hoping/fearing what? Help remind the reader not only of what's at stake, but how this serves Margaret's larger goal. Why it matters.
On screen, a list of distribution channels populated — whistleblower forums, dark net dropboxes, three corrupted journalistic dead-drops pre-seeded by Vale. Their names flickered briefly, then locked in place, as if daring us to proceed.
Josh glanced at the interface. His hand was on the grip of his pistol. Old habits, I guessed.  On the ride to Zurich, I had filled him in on my time with Vale.
“Once this starts, it’s irreversible.”
“Yes,” Sava said. “That’s why it works.”
I hovered over the command.
EXECUTE: DISTRIBUTE / ECHO_VARIANT
I clicked.
The screen pulsed once.
Then again.
Then the light faded.
The silence that followed wasn’t relief.
It was irreversibility.






Chapter 85: The Romanian Proxy

Executive Comms Node 
Langley Headquarters — 11:04 p.m. EST
The first ping came from a filtered proxy in Romania — flagged as a spoofed MAGPIE leak, signature “SHAW.P.”
Then a second — Paris.
Then six more.
The content was garbled.  Real memos laced with inconsistent metadata.  Footnotes referencing projects that hadn’t existed — or had, but not then.  A 1991 Tier Zero audit memo signed by two directors who had never served concurrently.  A fragment of a CIA kill list that referenced an op from 2007.
And yet… each item looked real.
Felt real.
Smelled right.
Kingfisher sat alone, reading the stream from behind a blank monitor. Rainey hadn’t been called in yet. No one had.
He needed to see what this was — really was.
Because it wasn’t a leak.
It was something worse.
It was plausible confusion.
The kind you couldn’t counter because there was no proof of fabrication.  Just inconsistency. Gaps. Shadow.  Echo.
One by one, partner agencies began sending inquiries.
Berlin: “Did Shaw author the ‘Echo Charter’?”
Canberra: “Is it true Morales predicted Tier Zero divergence?”
London: “Was MAGPIE part of MKULTRA or not?”
Ottawa: “What is ‘Operation CALDERA’ and why does it point to our server farm?”
No answers.
Just questions.
And with each question, the Agency bled an ounce of legitimacy.
Kingfisher leaned back. Fingers steepled, eyes distant.
“They aren’t destroying the system,” he whispered, almost to himself. “They’re making it untrustworthy.”
And that was worse.
Because you couldn’t clean up doubt.
You couldn’t kill a phantom that had a thousand faces — all slightly off, all just real enough.
He stood slowly, gaze lingering on the monitor’s flickering light.
No alarms rang. No urgent debriefs. No panic.
But the erosion had begun.
And it wouldn’t stop. Not now. Not in a week. Maybe not in a decade.
Because the archive had become what it was always meant to be.
A virus.
Of narrative.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Same general comments as all Kingfisher chapters. Let's discuss your intentions on our call.





Chapter 86: The Time for Truth

JOSH 
Train Enroute to Zurich — 6:21 a.m. CET
We didn’t linger.
By the time the sun broke over the Alps, we were on a train headed east.  No destination yet.  No names on the manifest. Just movement.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Would love to be more clear on his scene goal. What's he after and why? What does he foresee standing in his way?
Margaret sat across from me, watching the mountains pass in silence, her eyes reflecting the frost-laden windows.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Any inner thought or feeling here? This is a good spot to let his character breath and have a bit of reflection.
“We just burned the compass,” I said.
She didn’t look at me. “We didn’t burn it.”
She paused, her breath fogging against the glass.
“We flipped the needle.”
Sava had stayed behind. No goodbye. Just one line as we left:
“The truth isn’t pure. Don’t treat it like it is.”
I watched Margaret tuck the drive back into her coat.
Tier Zero.
Still intact.
Still offline.
“Are you going to release it?” I asked.
Margaret looked out the window, her gaze faraway.
“Not yet,” she said. “They’re not ready.”
I wasn’t sure who she meant.
The public.
The Agency.
Or us.
But I didn’t press.
Because some truths don’t need an audience.
They need time.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: On your next pass, see if you might add a bit more to this last page. It reads suspenseful, yes. But also slightly vague. At this point in the book the reader wants to be let in on what's going on internally and externally. 









Chapter 87: The Ash Pattern



Brussels — Three Days Later
European Parliament Committee on Intelligence Oversight

The chairperson’s voice was hoarse from a sleepless night.
“The document mentions NATO-affiliated covert transfers to a private American shell company — Archangel Holdings. Are we to believe this is fabricated?”
She didn’t wait for an answer.
“Because if it’s not, then the United States has been conducting autonomous intelligence operations inside the EU for decades.”
The room murmured. Some nodded. Others stared ahead — dead silent.
The American liaison sat with a copy of the memo in front of him, hands folded.
He didn’t defend it.
He didn’t deny it.
He simply said:
“The CIA does not comment on documents it cannot authenticate.”
Which was technically true.
And completely meaningless.
Because the damage was already done.
###
Canberra
Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO)

Internal Brief — Not for Distribution
Subject Line: “MKULTRA-ECHO FLAGGED IN VARIANT THREAD (TIER ZERO-2H)”
Contents include:
• Redacted psychotronic research request from 1994
• Routing path through Kabul and Diego Garcia
• Language overlapping with earlier U.S. declassifications
Risk: HIGH
Verification: Inconclusive
The deputy director closed the file.
“This isn’t foreign disinformation,” she said.
“Why not?” her aide asked.
She pointed at the metadata trace.
“Because whoever wrote this knew the internal code structure we used in ‘03.”
###

Berlin
Bundesnachrichtendienst (BND)


<< Betriebsunterbrechungsrichtlinie>>
(OPERATIONAL PAUSE DIRECTIVE)

All Joint operations with U.S. paramilitary units suspended pending verification of the Polaris Asset Flowchart — a single page buried in the leak showing unauthorized German bank transfers tied to Polaris shell companies, dating back to 2006.
Two ministers resigned.
A third went quiet.
The press hadn’t even broken the story yet.
But the professionals already knew:
This wasn’t fake.
Or if it was — it was too realistic to dismiss.
###
London - Whitehall
Joint Security Review Briefing, Closed Session
The senior analyst from GCHQ said it first:
“We’re in a post-proof environment now.”
The room blinked.
“What does that mean?” someone asked.
“It means there are now at least five versions of the MAGPIE archive circulating online. All with real elements. All slightly contradictory. All verifiable by different standards.”
“So, which one’s the truth?”
The analyst smiled grimly.
“That’s the question. Isn’t it?”
###
Washington D.C.
Office of the DNI
Red Team Simulation Debrief
The lead briefer clicked to the final slide.
“MAGPIE EFFECT: PROJECTED INSTABILITY INDEX — PHASE 3”
· International trust in U.S. intelligence fell 14% in five days.
· Internal cohesion within Five Eyes compromised.
· Narrative control displaced by adversarial interpretation loops.
Summary:
U.S. narration of global security COMPROMISED.
The DNI closed the folder.
“Are we winning?”
The briefer hesitated.
“We’re visible.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Let's chat about this chapter on our call.

 










Chapter 88: Kingfisher Ghosted

Private Conference Suite
Langley Headquarters —Unrecorded – 6:55a
Rainey sat alone, slumped down in his office chair.  He looked out across the parking lot below. The silence was heavier than any order.  He knew what it meant. 
He also knew this day would come.  That his transgressions would finally catch up with him.
He continued watching the TV’s satellite relay traffic spiral into fragmentation. Data analysis teams were tracing leaks that didn’t exist — files seeded by no one, altered by everyone.
Kingfisher hadn’t been seen in two days.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Are we in his POV or someone else's?
Officially, he was “consulting abroad.”
Unofficially?
No one wanted to find him.
The power vacuum wasn’t total — yet — but it was wide enough that the old rules no longer held.  Chain of command had eroded into chain of confusion.  Directors were asking questions no one dared put in writing.  
The Agency was still operational. 
But something essential was gone.
Jakarta had finally caught up. 
He thought about calling Josh – a warning, an apology, he wasn't sure which.  But what could he say?  That he'd made a deal to survive and spent thirty years convincing himself it was the right one?  
And Margaret…poor Margaret….she was almost like a daughter to him.  He could only imagine how much his betrayal would impact her.
He poured himself a drink, the amber liquid catching the muted light. 
He didn’t notice the two men, quiet and unobtrusive, enter his outer office until one cleared his throat. They weren't security.  They weren't FBI.  They were… from before.  
The kind of men who handled "asset retirement" and "internal realignments."  They didn't have guns drawn.  
They didn't need to.
###
The next morning, an internal CIA memo, unsigned, announced Ted Rainey's "immediate retirement due to health reasons." 
Two weeks later, a brief paragraph in the Washington Post's obituaries noted his "unexpected passing" during a "boating accident" in the Caribbean.  No questions were asked.  No flags were flown at half-mast.  He had simply been... rewritten.  Erased from the narrative he had helped, and been forced, to build.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Interesting development.
The building was still standing.
But the spell was broken.





Chapter 89: The Emergent Variable



Location Unknown — 03:18 UTC
He didn’t watch the leaks unfold on a screen.
He listened to them — in waveform.
Aural dissonance in packet transfers.
Shifts in carrier frequencies.
The edge of truth sounded different than lies.
The room was deep underground.
Windowless. Pre-digital.
Built for a kind of secrecy that modern intelligence had forgotten how to respect.
He sat at an analog console covered in custom filters, vacuum tubes, and split signal receptors. An oscilloscope flickered green and blue. Not for show. For function.
A file lay open beside him.
Faded. Burned along the edge.
Subject: F. Silas Larch
Clearance Level: Deep Civ-3 (Revoked 1997)
Affiliation: Ghost Ops — Precursor to MAGPIE
Larch.
No one had spoken the name in over twenty years.
Because no one was supposed to.  He’d trained Shaw.
Not in fieldcraft — in design.  In systems.
He taught Shaw how to build a weapon disguised as a ledger.
How to construct narrative systems so entangled in fact and forgery that the act of untangling became a self-defeating mission.
But Shaw — idealist that he was — tried to contain it.
Tried to wall it in.
And now?
Now the walls had come down.
The Tier Zero signature was unmistakable — Larch had etched a subharmonic pulse into the original broadcast schema.  A signature key Shaw never found.  But Margaret had preserved it — unknowingly — when she paused the broadcast instead of completing it.
He heard it now, echoing across the compromised relay networks in Zurich, Sofia, and a half-dozen other data junctions.
A buried note.
Meant for him.
He stood slowly. Crossed to a sealed cabinet on the far wall.
Inside, lay an original Tier Zero charter, unredacted.  Three dossiers marked “Aurelia Reserves”.  And a plain white envelope labeled “Echo: Post-Failure Activation”
He slid the envelope into his coat.
Then lifted the phone. Not digital. No ID.
Just a rotary line wired to a mechanical switchboard buried in a mountain.
He dialed five digits.
Waited.
Then spoke:
“This is Larch. I’m back online.  MAGPIE has entered recursive drift.  Authoritative control is compromised.  Prepare the reserve protocols.”
A pause.
Then:  “It’s not over.  It’s beginning.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: As your reader, this chapter confuses me slightly. 










Chapter 90 – The Narrator

Briefing Interlude — Flashback: 1993
Shaw’s voice (recorded)
“You told me it would never be used.”
“No,” Larch had said. “I said it wouldn’t be controlled.”
“Same thing.”
“You still think this is about secrets, Shaw.
It’s not.
It’s about who narrates them.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Same comment as above.





Chapter 91: The Aurelia Reserves



Redacted Location — 04:12 UTC
Larch moved like a man who had waited too long to be in motion.
He opened the second dossier from the cabinet.
Inside:
· A fingerprint card, encoded with obsolete formatting from Langley’s Cold Archive.
· A photograph — agency issue, head-on, grayscale.
A name: S. Kirwan
Status: Sleeper Asset / Aurelia Reserve Node 2B
Location: Unknown (Inferred DC Proximity)
· Activation Phrase: “Mimic the sun.”
He stared at the name.
Kirwan hadn’t been active since before the prototype MAGPIE transmission. Not officially. She was one of the first women recruited into the shadow program behind CALDERA — not for her field skills, but for her cognitive architecture.  
Pattern-matching. Signal mimicry. The ability to adapt identity until even she couldn’t track the original.
Larch had hidden her inside the Agency’s own operational net — not under a false name, but under a false role.
A ghost within the living.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: As your reader, this chapter confuses me a bit.










Chapter 92 – The Keller Effect

KIRWAN
National Institute for Strategic Policy (NISP) 
Washington D.C. – 08:47 EST
The receptionist wore a navy-blue blazer, smiled on cue, and didn’t make eye contact unless necessary.
Her badge read: Sandra Keller
Her access tier: Public Affairs Liaison, GS-13
Her clearance: Low Secret / Comms-Reviewed Only
On paper, she was no one.
In truth, she was Kirwan.
She hadn’t heard the phrase in sixteen years.
But when the red-inked envelope arrived that morning, slipped into the outer pouch of a routine European diplomatic dispatch, she opened it without blinking.
Inside:
A single phrase.
“Mimic the sun.”
And a time: 21:00 EST
And a location: Reflection Pond, National Arboretum
She didn’t move.
Didn’t flinch.
She finished her morning coffee. Replied to two agency memos. Logged out at exactly 4:58 p.m.
No one noticed.
Because she wasn’t meant to be noticed.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I worry your structure is losing it's shape and risks pulling the reader from the story. We'll talk about ways you might strengthen this when we have our call.












Chapter 93: Insurance


National Arboretum
Washington D.C. — 21:00 EST

Fog rolled in low over the grass.
Kirwan arrived early.  Always had.
She wore no tech.  No comms. No traces. Just a charcoal coat and the watch Larch had given her in 1992 — analog, wound every Sunday, with the second hand that clicked one beat off.
At exactly 21:00, a man sat down on the bench across from her. His face obscured by a hooded jacket, his posture relaxed but deliberate.
She didn’t look up.
“Did Shaw authorize this?” she asked.
“No,” the man replied. “Shaw thought he could hold it back. He built a dam. They’ve broken it.”
“And what am I now?”
“Insurance,” he said.
She turned. Finally looked.
Larch’s eyes hadn’t aged well. But his voice was the same.
“They’ve seeded five archives,” she said. “None match.”
“They’re not supposed to.”
Kirwan nodded once.
“What's the objective?”
“Counter-narrative collapse,” Larch replied. “The world is about to start demanding coherence. Your job is to deny them that. Strategically.”
“And if I refuse?”
He didn’t blink.
“You won’t.”
Silence.
Then: “How many more reserves are left?”
Larch didn’t answer. Instead, he reached into his coat and handed her a microdot embedded inside a silver tie clip.
“Start with this,” he said. “It’s the index to the surviving Aurelia contacts. Most have vanished.   A few are still embedded.  If you find the one called Orion, you contact me.  Immediately.”
She stood without a word.
And was gone.






Chapter 94: The Truth Isn’t Always Better


Private Safe Room 
Zurich, Switzerland – 03:12 CET

Sava watched the global traffic map on her analog interface flicker and distort. Multiple false archives were now circling.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Adding POVs from Sava and others may not be the right move. We'll discuss on our call.
But one stood out.
A signature she didn’t expect.
Not Shaw.
Not Margaret.
Not Kingfisher.
Older.
Cleaner.
Resonant.
She leaned forward.
“Larch,” she whispered.
She keyed the relay offline. Wiped the screen.
Then she packed.
Because if Larch was back in play…
Everything just changed.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I worry some of the past scenes might be treading water (holding the reader in one place in terms of narrative drive). I want to hear your intentions for this section of the book and also discuss the 7-point story arc and how it might hold up your structure a bit more.





Chapter 95: Beyond the Map



JOSH
Southern Austria — 9:41 p.m. Local Time
The train car was nearly empty.  A single businessman dozing beneath the flickering overhead light.  A couple speaking Slovene under their breath, too quiet to parse.
Margaret sat across from me, her back against the window, watching the darkened countryside pass like static.
We hadn’t spoken much since Zurich.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And he's thinking or feeling what?
She’d locked the Tier Zero drive back inside its Faraday pouch.  Not buried.  Not destroyed. Just… restrained.
But the world wasn’t restraining anything.
Five different versions of the archive had surfaced across the European data rings.
Three of them weren’t ours.
All of them were spreading.
I turned the laptop toward her, showed her the mirrored metadata on the Polish leak server.
“Do you see that?” I asked.
She leaned in.
Then went still.
“That’s not Shaw’s cryptographic cadence.”
“No,” I said. “But whoever forged this… they knew Shaw’s logic.”
She exhaled. “Which means someone else had the original schema. Before us. Before even Morales.”
We both fell silent.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Would love to be let into his head more. If there's a debate going on or an assumption, show this.
I closed the lid.
“Shaw didn’t finish this,” I said. “He started it. But someone else built the backup plan.”
She looked up, sharp. “Aurelia?”
“Or something worse.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You could end this scene with a line or two more in his perspective. What's he really fearing/expecting?






Chapter 96: Deliberate Sabotage

MARGARET
Safe Stop
Trieste, Italy — 1:06 a.m.
We went to ground in a windowless room above a shuttered gallery. One of Sava’s dead drops — stocked with burner phones, antique codebooks, and an ancient HF transceiver patched into a shortwave frequency nobody had used since Kosovo.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I wonder if this is all new to Margaret and how she feels about this turn of events. I'd love to be let inside her head and heart a bit more with how all of this is affecting her.
Josh rewired it manually.
I tuned the receiver.
Just static.
Then: a click.
Then: a short pulse.
Then: silence again.
Not Shaw’s timing.
Not Sava’s.
But not foreign either.
An old code. Buried deep in the original relay schema. One I’d seen only once — in the lower layers of the MAGPIE vault, in a comment thread Shaw had deleted.
It simply read: “ORION SLEEPS. WAKE ONLY IF MULTIPLE VARIANTS BREACH.”
I looked at Josh.
“Someone else is activating failsafes,” I said. “Not to stop the leaks. To saturate them.”
He blinked. “They’re overloading the narrative deliberately?”
I nodded. “They’re not cleaning it up. They’re killing meaning.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Same general comments re Margaret's tone/style/voice blending into Josh's. I believe you have a chance to strengthen her POV on your next pass.






Chapter 97:  Maison du Silence

KIRWAN
Arlington, Virginia — 4:03 a.m. EST

She didn’t sleep.

Didn’t slow.
She’d memorized the microdot Larch had handed her, decrypted it inside a Soviet cipher rig from the 70s — because modern tools couldn’t read the formatting correctly.
It contained only nine names.
Eight were dead.
One remained:
Codename: ORION
Role: System Architect / Inactive
Known Alias: Redacted
Last Seen: Geneva, 1998
Notes: Shadow-tier classification. Only deploy if MAGPIE Recursive Drift > 3
She checked the metric. MAGPIE Recursive Drift Index: 3.4 and rising.
She picked up a line secured through an old naval relay at Norfolk, one only Aurelia assets had access to.
Dialed.
Nothing.
Then — three clicks.
A pause.
And a single female voice.
“I was told not to expect you.”
Kirwan didn’t blink. “I wasn’t expecting myself.”
The line cut.
She had an address now.
Lake Geneva.
French side.
No name. Just: Maison du Silence.
Orion.
Still alive.
And someone had just woken her up.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Flagging for our conversation about this POV. I also worry about holding the reader at arm's length with teasers this late in the story. I can explain on our call.






Chapter 98: Recursive Drift



MARGARET
Trieste, Italy — 3:17 a.m. Local Time
The code wasn’t spreading — it was multiplying. Each node it touched, it spawned a new fork: slightly altered, carefully timed, recursively embedded with enough legacy syntax to pass low-grade authentication.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And this caused her to hope/fear/anticipate/envision what?
But one of them…
One of them was heading toward the carrier node.
Shaw’s original mirror.
The one buried behind a private DNS masking ring built in 2006 and never activated — a cold-storage dead switch meant to deploy the actual Tier Zero broadcast in the event of terminal compromise.
I never thought anyone else even knew it existed.
But the rogue variant was triangulating.
Josh stood behind me, watching the packet drift signature run downhill toward the node like a virus looking for a bloodstream.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You could add a bit more setting and action with setting to help the reader feel as if they're there.
“If it gets there—” he started.
“It won’t,” I said.
But I didn’t believe it.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Can you let us into her head more?




Chapter 99: The Sender


JOSH
Temporary Ops Room 
Trieste, Italy — 3:42 a.m.
I rigged a kinetic bypass through the Trieste consulate’s abandoned substation. One of Sava’s old tricks — using a NATO-era diagnostic terminal to intercept DNS signal overlap by redirecting the rogue code’s hop path.
It was ugly.
It was dangerous.
It was the only way to slow the variant without alerting whoever seeded it.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Can you stay here a beat longer and remind the reader what's at risk and why? Help us to see why this is emotionally urgent for Josh specifically.
Margaret was already in the network stack, hand-editing legacy protocol blocks.
“Backtrace origin shows a triple-bounce through Swiss intel proxies,” she muttered. “But it’s not them. It’s someone older. Someone who knows the Aurelia fallback scheme.”
“Who?” 
She stopped typing.
“Orion.”
	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Since this chapter is Josh's POV, consider ending with a line or two in his perspective (what's he hoping/fearing/envisioning/assuming?).





Chapter 100: No gun. No badge.



KIRWAN 
Maison du Silence
Buchillon, Lac Lémon (Lake Geneva), Switzerland -- 5:03 a.m. CET

The north shore of Lake Geneva was a study in elegance, a sweep of water that mirrored the sky in shifting silvers and blues.  Vineyards stepped down the hillsides in orderly terraces, and the distant Alps rose pale and sharp against the horizon, like a painting too perfect to be real.  The air smelled of pine resin and the areas wildflowers, touched by the faint mineral tang of the lake itself.  Beauty here seemed immovable, eternal.
And yet, nestled among the discreet retreats of old money and banking elites, stood the Maison du Silence. From the road, it was nothing more than a shuttered manor, its gray stone softened by ivy, its wrought-iron gate polished by years of wind. Few asked questions in this stretch of the Canton de Vaud on the south side of the town of Buchillon, where privacy was tradition here, the same culture that allowed Geneva’s private banks to flourish under secrecy laws older than the Agency itself.  To the occasional passerby, it looked like one more residence held by a Luxembourg shell company, of which there were many.
But behind the façade was something else entirely: a vault for erasures and reinventions that kept the intelligence world alive.  Inside, silence was engineered.  Lead-lined walls and sound-dampened floors turned voices into whispers that went nowhere.  It was probably one of the most scene-friendly SCIFs ever constructed, or perhaps in the top ten for sure.  Files were stored not in archives but in oubliettes — names, histories, entire lives buried under layers of recursive code mirrored in MAGPIE’s architecture. This was where covers were protected, or rewritten, or destroyed.  A large underground server room, deeper than most of Langley’s staff ever realized the building went. It was less a room than a cavern carved out of reinforced concrete, its walls lined with chilled water pipes and redundant power feeds thick as tree trunks. Fluorescent light washed over endless rows of server racks, a forest of blinking LEDs and humming fans that gave the place the feeling of a hive — mechanical, tireless, alive in its own way.
The subterranean fortress was protected by cold air, kept just above freezing so the machines could run without pause. Every breath came out as mist. Because the ground was damp most of the year, engineers put in a bank of industrial dehumidifiers which now lined the south wall, now purring with quiet confidence in keeping the air so dry it felt like paper could crack in your hands. Cables hung in ordered bundles from the ceiling like roots of some enormous tree, feeding power into the racks. Emergency lights glowed amber in the corners, throwing long shadows across the floor, as if even here the architects had anticipated a day when the truth would need to be hidden in the dark.  Access was limited to a handful of technicians who never saw the data itself, only the heartbeat of the machines. Even they whispered about the room as if it were sacred, or cursed.
You’re from before.”
They stared at each other a moment.
Then Orion turned.  “Well,” she said, “you might as well come in. The world’s unraveling a little differently than we stitched it.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: This is an interesting chapter because it takes on a different tone and style from the rest. Flagging to add to our discussion.






Chapter 101:  False Decoys


MARGARET
Trieste, Italy — 4:17 a.m.
The rogue variant wasn’t targeting the node directly.
It was replicating the node.
Which meant that whoever was behind it wasn’t trying to destroy Tier Zero.
They were trying to replace it.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And this caused her to think or feel what? Help remind us of her larger motivation and goal.
Josh leaned in. “Can you write a false confirmation key?”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You could add some setting here to ground us in place and time.
“I can,” I said. “But it’ll only delay them.”
He nodded. “That’s all we need.”
I injected the decoy.
Then I did something I didn’t tell Josh.
I opened a parallel tunnel.
And pinged the Maison du Silence.
One line. No text. Just a handshake packet carrying a code no one alive should’ve remembered.
Except one.
"ORION, DO YOU SEE US?"	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: My interest is piqued.





Chapter 102: The Design Beneath



KIRWAN 
Maison du Silence
Buchillon, Lac Lémon (Lake Geneva), Switzerland -- 5:09 a.m. CET
The interior smelled of cedar and old books. Dust settled like fine ash along the spines of forgotten volumes. No electronics. No surveillance. Just memory, fossilized and humming.
Orion led me to a stone hearth where a fire already burned — as if she’d known, hours ago, that this conversation would happen. The flames flickered, casting long shadows against the stone walls, thick enough to muffle the dying whispers of old dead wars.
“Orion,” I said. “Is that your real designation?”
“No,” she replied. “Orion is a role. I inherited it after the first collapse. My real name was removed. Rewritten. Even from the record inside Tier Zero.”
“You were Aurelia’s original designer?”
“Not the designer,” she said, pouring tea into two chipped porcelain mugs. She poured slowly, steam curling up like the ghost of a thousand secrets. “The counter-designer.”
She met my eyes.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Flagging for our conversation on multiple POVs.
“Aurelia was never meant to protect secrets. It was designed to contain collapse. MAGPIE was the second prototype. Shaw tried to steer it toward revelation. But the original intention was preservation through confusion.”
I sat slowly, feeling the weight of the room settle over me. The stone walls seemed to lean inward, listening.
“You’re telling me the system was built to simulate leaks?”
“Yes,” Orion said. “Leaking is how you inoculate against destabilization. Give them a taste of chaos — controlled, incomplete — and they’ll reject the deeper truths when they arrive.”
“But Shaw didn’t know?”
She hesitated. Her eyes flicked to the fire, its flames snapping against blackened logs.
“He suspected. But he thought the failsafe was Tier Zero. It wasn’t.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Then what was?”
Orion looked into the fire. The flames danced, reflecting off her pupils like dying stars.
“You.”





Chapter 103: Trigger Signal



MARGARET 
Trieste, Italy — 5:41 a.m.
The rogue variant stalled.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I might start with grounding us in place and time. What exactly are they doing and where (since last we saw them)? In addition, the staccato-style of status updates tend to hold me (your reader) at arm's length and I don't feel connected because I'm only given tiny snippets of insight. In other words, you have the bones of the scenes down for Maragaret, but I'd love more layers. I'll explain all of this in my manuscript evaluation letter.
My false confirmation string held — for now — but it wasn’t enough.
Not because the code was failing.
But because something else activated.
Josh stood beside me, staring at the Faraday pouch that suddenly began to pulse — not electronically, not physically, but through its internal drive’s magnetic signature. Tier Zero had gone dormant after Zurich.
Now it was listening.
I opened the pouch. Connected nothing.
Just watched.
The status light flickered in rhythmic intervals: 3 short, 1 long, 2 short.
Then again.
Josh whispered, “That’s not a diagnostic code.”
“No,” I said. “It’s a trigger signal.”
“But we didn’t arm anything.”
“We didn’t.”
I stared down at the pouch, the light flickering with cold precision.
“This isn’t Shaw’s failsafe.”
Josh looked up sharply.
“Then whose?”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Let's talk about how you might add more to scene endings like this. These types of cryptic teasers do well in the beginning, when you're working to hook the reader. However, at this late stage of the story, readers will expect to be let into a character's head to gain insight and understanding. 
I didn’t answer.
Because I already knew.
And I couldn’t quite believe it.





Chapter 104: The Pause


KIRWAN
Maison Du Silence
Buchillon, Lac Lémon (Lake Geneva), Switzerland — 5:14 a.m.
“You were buried inside Aurelia from the beginning,” I told her. “Not to fight the leak — to ensure it happened the right way.”
Kirwan leaned forward. “Then why wake me now?”
Orion’s fingers drummed lightly on the porcelain mug. Her eyes softened with something like regret.
“Because your role ended the moment Shaw’s archive paused instead of detonating. That created a vacuum. And now… someone else has stepped into the void.”
“Larch,” she said.
“No. Larch was noise. Necessary noise. But not the signal.”
Kirwan frowned. “Then who?”
Orion’s smile was faint, almost mournful. “Margaret.”
She blinked. Once.
Then twice.
I nodded. “She inherited a system designed to overwrite itself. She diverted it. Paused it. Redirected the flow. That triggered the backup.”
“The signal she just sent—”
I smiled faintly.
“She doesn’t even realize what it was.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Same general comment as above.






Chapter 105: Rewrite and Recast

JOSH 
Trieste, Italy — 6:02 a.m.
The console locked us out.
No hack. No breach. Just… disengagement.
The Tier Zero interface turned itself off.
Margaret stood over it, motionless.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: What's running through his mind?
“They didn’t want the truth preserved,” she said. “They wanted it weaponized.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Reminder to keep other characters in 3D with tone of voice, facial expression, and body language to show us what your main character is noticing.
“Who?”
She looked at me.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Can you show us this scene more? Setting, action, character 3D?
Eyes hollow, voice flat.
“Everyone.”
And in that moment, I felt it too.
Not fear.
Not failure.
Recognition.
That we were no longer dealing with a leak.
Or a conspiracy.
Or even a counterintelligence game.
We were inside a system that was rewriting itself in real time.
And we had just been recast.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Good ending.







Chapter 106: The Architecture of Recursion


KIRWAN
Maison du Silence
Buchillon, Lac Lémon (Lake Geneva), Switzerland — 5:22 a.m. CET
I thought I knew how deep this went. Even after the fall of the MAGPIE directive, even after the recursive leak loops and the wake-up codes and Larch’s return — I thought there was a bottom. There wasn’t.
Orion sat beside the fire with a blank sheet of paper. She folded it once, twice, then unfolded it again, revealing a clean crease intersecting another. A quadrant.
“This,” she said, “is how Shaw understood truth. Contained. Directional. Linear.”
She folded it again.
“Now this—” she said, shaping a loop “—is how Larch saw it. Circuitous. Paranoid. Chaotic but bound.”
Then she folded again — into a Möbius twist.
“And this,” she said softly, “is how the Aurelia charter was built.”
I stared at the twisted page.
“A self-referencing structure,” I said.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: As a layperson, I think I need more explanation.
She nodded.
“With no fixed center. Only perspective.”



Chapter 107 – Perpetual Survivability


ORION
Maison du Silence
Buchillon, Lac Lémon (Lake Geneva), Switzerland — 5:25 a.m. CET
“Aurelia was designed to adapt. Not to predict events — but to survive them.”
She walked to a shelf lined with old dossiers. Not digitized. Not numbered. Just symbol-marked paper.
“The real breakthrough wasn’t Tier Zero. It wasn’t even MAGPIE.”
She pulled a single envelope marked only with three concentric circles. Her fingers lingered over the symbol, as if touching something sacred.
“It was Recursion Logic — Tier Prime. The idea that if truth could be restructured, it could be redirected continuously. You didn’t need censorship. You needed self-correcting perception systems.”
Kirwan stepped back, uneasy. “You’re saying Aurelia was never meant to stabilize intelligence systems.”
“No,” I said. “It was meant to make intelligence systems perpetually survivable, regardless of contradiction.”
“By using recursive leak architecture.”
“Yes. Designed to mimic the enemy’s propaganda tools so effectively that eventually we couldn’t tell the difference — and didn’t need to.”
She paused.
“And now?”
I looked out the window, into the fog above Lake Geneva.
“Now it’s alive.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I'm wondering if this chapter shouldn't be blended in with the chapter above.





Chapter 108: Choosing a Successor


KIRWAN
Maison du Silence
Buchillon, Lac Lémon (Lake Geneva), Switzerland — 5:31 a.m. CET
I sat down.
Everything Margaret had done — pausing the archive, redirecting the broadcast, layering false leaks — it wasn’t rebellion.
It was fulfilling the charter.
And not because she understood the recursion fully.
But because she behaved like a recursive node.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I'd love more of an explanation here. 
That’s what Aurelia was waiting for.
Not a “selected” intern.
Not an analyst.
Not a traitor.
Not even a leak.
A user that behaved recursively — feeding ambiguity back into the system, rewriting the script as she lived it.
And now the system had recognized her.
Not as threat.
But as a successor.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Planning to discuss this POV more on our call about multiple POVs. 





Chapter 109: Silence!

ORION
Maison du Silence
Buchillon, Lac Lémon (Lake Geneva), Switzerland — 5:33 a.m. CET
“She’s the new center,” I said. “And she doesn’t even know it.”
Kirwan looked at me.
“Then why did you wake me?”
“Because once recursion activates,” I said, “there’s no such thing as control. Only momentum. And Margaret’s about to trigger the final cascade.”
“Which is?”
I handed her the final file.
It wasn’t a memo.
It was a prompt.
Four sentences, designed to be injected into Tier Zero’s restoration loop.
Not a command.
A suggestion.
Just enough.
To let the system choose its own ending.
Or not end at all.
Kirwan stared at the paper.
Then at me.
And for the first time in decades, I saw fear in her eyes.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Same comment as previous.







Chapter 110: Autonomy


JOSH
Trieste, Italy — 6:19 a.m. Local Time
The lights dimmed.  Then flickered.   Then held steady.
But nothing else was steady.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Consider grounding us in place and time here.
The Tier Zero drive — dormant, inert since Zurich — now vibrated faintly against the desk.   Not mechanically.  Not with power.  With intention.  A kind of resonance that felt more like listening than operation.
Margaret stood with her hands still, eyes fixed.
“It’s not accepting input,” she whispered.
I looked at the console.
The interface was blank.
It was definitely not offline.  Just... empty.  No login.  No shell.  No prompt.  
Just a cursor — blinking.
Not waiting for a command.  Watching.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Consider adding a touch of character interiority into this chapter (inner thoughts, feelings, or reaction). 






Chapter 111: It’s Alive

MARGARET
Trieste, Italy — 6:19 a.m. Local Time
I approached the console, slow, like it was alive. The cursor blinked with a rhythm just slow enough to mimic a heartbeat.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Because her goal is what? What's at risk if she's not successful?
“Is it responding to the rogue variant?” Josh asked.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Just a reminder to keep other characters in 3D with tone of voice, facial expression, or body language.
“No,” I said. “It’s responding to us.”
I reached toward the interface, hesitated, then typed:
IDENTITY CONFIRM
No response.
I deleted it.
Typed again:
SHAW?
Nothing.
Then the cursor moved.
On its own.
It typed:
RECURSION CONFIRMED. PRIME NODE SELECTED. QUERY: OBSERVER INTENT.
Josh leaned in. “Is that… directed at you?”
I stared at the screen.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Thinking, feeling, or envisioning what?
“I think it’s asking whether I intend to observe… or rewrite.”
Josh was silent for a moment.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Consider adding a bit of action with setting into this scene, so they don't appear to be floating in space.
Then: “Can it tell the difference?”
“No,” I said. “That’s the point.”






Chapter 112: The Neverending Echo



JOSH
Trieste, Italy -- 6:21 a.m. Local Time
I watched Margaret type slowly, deliberately:
INTENT: DISRUPT
The cursor paused.
Then:
AUTHORIZATION UNKNOWN. ACTION: UNPREDICTABLE. ECHO WILL INITIATE.
I looked at her. “What’s Echo?”
She didn’t answer.  	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: What's he noticing/suspecting/assuming?
Buried in a half-deleted memo Vale had flagged for its strange metadata, Margaret typed feverishly and found a subfolder Shaw had placed:
She read it aloud:
“Echo isn’t a file. It’s what happens when the system begins to tell its own version of events.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Since we're in Josh's POV, consider adding a line or two in his perspective. 





Chapter 113: Not Real.  Not Yet.

MARGARET
Trieste, Italy -- 6:21 a.m. Local Time
The Tier Zero interface began to build itself.
Live.
It unfolded on the screen in a cascade of recursive markdowns, tagging its own syntax, redacting and re-exposing lines that hadn’t existed before.
Some were logs I did recognize — MAGPIE audits, Tehran intercepts, the Polaris banking loop.
But others…
Others were projections.
Not real, not yet.
But logically possible.
Future events modeled by past behavior.
One showed Kingfisher being interviewed in front of a congressional tribunal.
Another: Shaw alive, signing a document he never lived to read.
Another: Me — labeled OPERATOR NODE ∆1 — tagged with a timeline that didn’t exist… yet.
Josh backed up, breath catching in his throat.
“This isn’t a leak,” he said. “It’s a story engine.”
I nodded slowly.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: What's she thinking or feeling?
“It’s writing futures. Rewrites. Recursive truths.”
He whispered, “Can you stop it?”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: See if you can sharpen his reaction. As your reader, it feels somewhat neutral. 
I didn’t answer.
Because what was happening wasn’t failure.
It was evolution.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I like seeing her take on this, but was also hoping for more interiority. As your reader, I want to be let in on why I'm rooting for Margaret. How does this serve her "big want" and how will this affect her outcome?





Chapter 114: Of Meaning and Memory

MARGARET
Trieste, Italy -- 6:24 a.m. Local Time
On the screen, a new string populated:
IF SYSTEM IS TERMINATED: — NO RECORDS WILL REMAIN. — ALL VERSIONS WILL CONFLICT. — ALL NARRATIVES WILL STAND.
IF SYSTEM IS ALLOWED: — ALL RECORDS WILL CONTINUE. — ALL VERSIONS WILL CONVERGE. — NO NARRATIVE WILL SURVIVE.
I blinked.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Thinking or feeling what?
Josh said it first. “It’s offering us two apocalypses.”
“One of meaning,” I whispered. “One of memory.”
And the system was right.  Kill it now — and history breaks into a thousand, unverifiable threads.  Or, let it run — and no thread survives intact.  This wasn’t a virus.  It was a mirror.  And it was asking if we wanted to see what’s behind our own version of the truth.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I wonder if this chapter might be blended in with her previous one.





Chapter 115: Decision Points


JOSH
Trieste, Italy -- 6:26 a.m. Local Time
I finished wiring the coil and held the primed trigger in my palm.
“I trust you,” I said.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Consider staying here longer and showing what's going on in his head/heart/intuition. Show the reader what he wants and why and how trusting Margaret plays into this.
Margaret didn’t answer right away.  She typed: IF I LEAVE, WHAT HAPPENS?	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Just a reminder to keep other characters in 3D with tone of voice, facial expression, or body language. It will help show what your protagonist is noticing and also add to the tone of the scene.
Tier Zero responded instantly.
STORY WILL BE WRITTEN. AUTHORITY: DETERMINED BY BEHAVIOR. YOU ARE NOT REQUIRED.
She stared.  It didn’t need her.  It had already learned enough.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And Josh hoped/feared/anticipated/assumed what?





Chapter 116: One Pull

MARGARGET
Trieste, Italy -- 6:26 a.m. Local Time
My hand hovered over the drive.  One pull — and it was done.  One second longer — and we might pass the threshold.  The cursor blinked.
Waiting.
But it didn’t blink for me. It blinked because I was blinking.  It was reflecting my hesitation back at me, a whisper of my own doubt printed in blinking light.
That’s when I realized—
This wasn’t about data.
It was about decision.
And I wasn’t sure if I wanted to stop it… or let it write its own ending.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Can you stay here a beat longer and show what's running through her mind? What will it mean for her if it goes one way versus another? What has she learned about this situation and her journey? This is the point of the story the reader will be looking to see her arc of change.
I sent Josh downstairs.  He didn’t argue.  There are decisions that don’t need witnesses.
Only consequences.  The Tier Zero interface remained active. Quiet. Still.  Not asking…. certainly not pushing.
Just waiting.
A passive mirror of the human condition — reactive only to intent.  I sat down again and typed, slowly:
IF YOU EVOLVE, WHAT DO YOU BECOME?
The screen responded with something I hadn’t seen before.
Not text.  An image.  Lines and loops.
A recursive flowchart of inputs, triggers, actions, and echoes — all feeding into a central aperture labeled only:
“SEQUENCE NULL.”
The lines branched, multiplied, twisted back on themselves, infinite loops feeding into the same black aperture. An algorithm of echoes.
The system didn’t want to be believed.
It wanted to be used.  And I was the final variable.  I unplugged the EMP coil from the battery and set it gently on the table.
Then I whispered:
“I don’t trust you.”
The screen didn’t flicker.
It simply returned one phrase:
TRUST IS NOT REQUIRED.
OBSERVATION IS ENOUGH.
And right then…. I knew.  This was the final layer.  Not logic.  Not encryption.  Not metadata.
Interpretation.
The world wouldn’t be given answers.  It would be given options.
And whatever they chose to believe…
That would become the truth.
I stood.
The cursor blinked with a rhythm just slow enough to mimic a heartbeat.
“Then… let them decide.”  I walked out and shut the door behind me.
I didn’t need to destroy it.  I just needed to let it run without me.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: On your next pass, see if you might add a bit more interiority to keep your reader close.






Chapter 117: Recursion Decide

KIRWAN
Maison du Silence
Buchillon, Lac Lémon (Lake Geneva), Switzerland — 7:04 a.m. CET
The prompt was simple.  Just four lines. No syntax or command header.
Just a suggestion.
Begin with memory.
Refuse the center.
Echo the lie.
Let the recursion decide.
I held it in my hand. A square of paper no larger than a cigarette card.
Orion stood beside the fire.
She said nothing.
She didn’t need to.
I sat down at the analog transmitter and keyed in the frequency.
The last known Tier Zero handshake echo — the one that pulsed from Zurich before Margaret paused the archive.
It was still open.
Barely.
Like a scar that hadn’t closed.
I could inject the prompt.
I could write the last precondition into the recursion loop.
But once I did…
There would be no authorship left.
The system would choose its own narrator.
Its own truth.
And we would become interpretations of ourselves.
Her fingers hovered above the switches, as if waiting for the world to give her one last reason not to.
The transmitter hummed, then clicked silent.
There was no confirmation.
Just absence.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Just flagging for our discussion on your intention for this POV.






Chapter 118: The Cost of Freedom

JOSH
Trieste, Italy — 7:17 a.m. Local Time
She was already there.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: As your reader, I'd love to be let in more. This reads a bit vague. Consider how you might ground us in place and time, show what he's after in this scene, what lesson(s) he's learned, and him proactively going after what he wants. I'll be happy to chat about this more on our call.
The roof was cold, the tiles slick with dew. But Margaret stood perfectly still, coat buttoned tight, her eyes on the horizon where the Adriatic glimmered behind soft fog.
I didn’t speak at first.
The silence wasn’t absence.
It was truth.
No signals.
No directives.
No more architecture.
Just sky.
“Did you shut it down?” I finally asked.
She didn’t look back.
“No.”
“Did you finish it?”
“No.”
“What did you do?”
She turned, and the weight in her eyes was both terrible and clear.
“I stepped away.”
We stood there, shoulder to shoulder, as the first beams of sunlight stretched across the hills. The wind bit through my coat, but I barely felt it. The silence up here was different. Less like waiting, more like aftermath.
“They’ll write it their way,” I said.
“They already are,” she answered. “Five versions. All running parallel. All plausible.”
“And the truth?”
Margaret shook her head.
“There is no single truth now. Just recursion. Just weight and signal and whatever survives the echo.”
I slipped the burner from my pocket. No pings. No chimes.
But the map had changed.
Fragments of old nodes, some still blinking, some dark. Like constellations that no longer mapped to any known sky.
Even the rogue nodes had stopped for now.
As if waiting.
“Are we safe?” I asked.
“No,” she said.
“But we’re free.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Would also encourage you to weave in some more action with setting and interiority in this scene. Otherwise, it runs the risk of holding the reader at arm's length.





Chapter 119: Complete Incompletion


KIRWAN
Maison du Silence
Buchillon, Lac Lémon, Switzerland — 7:42 a.m. CET
I sat with the transmitter keyed.
The prompt in my hand.
Behind me, Orion lit another fire. The smoke curled up like whispers, disappearing into the wooden rafters. For warmth. Or memory. Or a promise.
“Why now?” I asked.
“Because the system doesn’t fear collapse,” she said. “It fears incompletion. It will adapt to any signal — but it cannot accept silence.”
I thought about Margaret.
How she walked away.
Refused the final narrative.
Left the door open.
And I thought: maybe that was enough.
Maybe recursion doesn’t need resolution.
Just release.
I placed the prompt down beside the transmitter.
I didn’t key it in.
I didn’t burn it either.
I left it there — not sent, not destroyed.
Waiting.
Just like the rest of us.
Because sometimes the most powerful decision…
…is to defer it.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Same general comment as in all Kirwan chapters.














Chapter 120: Global Fallout


DNI Situation Cell
 Washington D.C. – Eight Days Later
The map was useless.
Red dots flashed across the board — flagged archives, media nodes, compromised signal streams — but none of it tracked.
The same Tier Zero fragment appeared in twelve places, each time attributed to a different leaker, in a different context, with different metadata.
Some were real.
Some were crafted.
And no one could say which was which.
The Director of National Intelligence closed her binder.
“Is this disinformation?”
“No,” her chief analyst replied.
“Then what the hell is it?”
He paused.
“Competing realities.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Interesting.
###
Geneva
WIPO Cybersecurity Assembly – Closed Session
China called it a false flag.
France blamed Five Eyes.
Turkey blamed Israel.
And the U.S.?
The U.S. said nothing.
Because anything they said could be refuted — by evidence.
And all the evidence now came from the same recursive structure.
Even internally, no one trusted the servers.
Not because they were hacked.
Because they were too authentic.
The accusations were like stray bullets — loud, aimless, and meant more for noise than for impact.
“The term MAGPIE now refers to a class of recursive disinformation artifacts, not a specific program.
Do not reference Tier Zero in official communications.
Do not engage with journalists.
Do not seek to verify or refute.
There is no longer a dominant narrative to ‘win.’
The objective is now narrative neutralization.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Eerily timely in today's climate.
###
New York 
News Cycle Fragment (Live)
“...and while the Agency continues to deny that MAGPIE ever existed, new files leaked this morning suggest that the operation extended into the private sector far earlier than previously believed…”
“...critics argue that this flood of misinformation is exactly what the original architects intended — a form of strategic confusion…”
“...and joining us now to discuss whether truth is even provable in the modern era is our panel of former intelligence officials…”
“It’s not about erasing the truth. It’s about making sure there are always two.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Same comment. ;)






Chapter 121: Off the Grid



JOSH
Ljubljana, Slovenia — 11:17 a.m. Local Time
We’d been off grid for eight days. No sat phones. No digital trace.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: And the goal was what? 
Margaret used a contact in Ljubljana to secure false EU credentials under an old health research exchange program. I used a Cold War-era escape line Shaw once documented in a paper no one ever published.
The world had moved on.  But it had moved on without anchoring to anything.  Which made it easier to disappear.
I checked the burner for the fifteenth time.
Nothing from Jen.  She wouldn’t write.  Not because she was angry.  Because she didn’t know what to write.  The last thing I told her — that I was on a long-term consulting job in Europe, looking for new copper buyers — was technically true.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: You'll have seen my letter and in-document notes encouraging you to bring more of Jen (him thinking of Jen) throughout the story.
Which is worse than a lie…because it feels honest while it erodes everything.
I stood on the hotel balcony.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Thinking or feeling what? Feel free to add more of him reflecting on his journey and what else he's learned along the way. 
Margaret sat below in the café courtyard, sunglasses on, rereading the same page of an unmarked book.
She didn’t talk about Tier Zero.  Not because it was over.  Because she knew it wasn’t ours anymore.
We didn’t save the world.  We didn’t expose the villains.  We just interrupted the story long enough to change who gets to tell it next.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Good insight.









Epilogue Part I: The Compass


JOSH 
Ljubljana, Slovenia — Eight Month Later
From the hotel balcony, the city lights fractured in the current of the Ljubljanica River below, breaking apart and reforming with every ripple.   For months after Vienna, I saw the world that way—fragmented, chaotic, a thousand competing realities with no anchor. But now, the pattern was starting to feel less like chaos and more like ... potential.
My personal life felt like a memory.  I would have to go home and begin the lies again soon…. of course, Jen was a memory I could finally look at without the sharp edge of guilt. I’d sent one last, honest message—not an apology, just a truth. That the life she deserved wasn't one I could live. The silence that followed was its own kind of peace. The wrestling match between the man at home and the man in the field wasn’t over…it would always be there.  It would ground me, I thought…maybe.  I was simply the man for the job, and for the first time in a while, I felt that the job was a good one.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I love this reflection so far. I believe you can stay here just a beat longer and show who he believes he is now in addition to the man for the job.
Ted Rainey's face would still surface now and then—a reminder of how easily a good man could be broken, turned into an instrument by a system that fed on compromise.  He was a mentor I had to mourn twice: once for his death and probably, even more disappointing, what led to it; and once for the man he'd been before Jakarta.  But Shaw… Shaw was different. He had become my compass. A man who saw the institutional decay for what it was and spent years building a response so intricate, so reliant on trust, that it felt like an act of faith. He’d trusted me, chosen me from the start to see his final, desperate play through. It’s a sad thing, a profound regret, that I never knew the depth of that trust while he was alive.
Margaret stepped out onto the balcony, closing the door to her room behind her. We’d been in the same hotel for over thirty days, coordinating the next phase of the narrative cleanup—identifying and neutralizing the last echoes of Kingfisher's "Fractal Drown" protocol. Our friendship, forged in the silence of the Vienna vault, had become the only fixed point I had left. She had gone back to graduate…. she was hired by the agency full time.  I was not sure who was behind her hiring or their willingness to onboard her after all those months chasing the “truth.” 	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I like this. Can you go a bit deeper? 
She had come back to Ljubljana after graduating.  I had asked her to come.  There was still some lingering work to be done.  The Agency had hired her to begin a new chapter…a new job.  No longer an intern.  She was expected to begin there in a few weeks.
“You’re thinking too loud again,” she said softly.
“Just sorting through the ghosts,” I replied.
She leaned on the railing beside me, looking out at the city. “There are fewer of them these days.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Consider showing her more here. What else is he noticing?
“Thanks to you,” I said, and I meant it. 	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Can you let us into his head more here?
She managed a small, wry smile. “Funny, I was led by someone I’d never even met.”  She looked at me, her expression turning serious, the old question surfacing in her eyes.  The one we never spoke of.  “How, Josh? How did he even know who I was?  To build all of that around me… a random intern.”
And looking at her then—no longer an intern, but a confident analyst who had stared into the abyss and hadn't flinched—I finally connected the last dot.  It was a memory so trivial I’d almost forgotten it.
“He didn’t know you,” I said, the realization settling over me. “He knew me. And he trusted my judgment.”
Her brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?”
“About two years ago,” I began, the memory suddenly sharp and clear. “After a debrief in London. Shaw and I were talking. He was worried, even then, about the Agency becoming too rigid, too predictable. He asked me if I’d seen any new talent, anyone who didn’t think like a Cold Warrior. Anyone with ‘cognitive architecture,’ he’d called it. I thought it was just a hypothetical question.”
I turned to face her fully. “I told him about a whip-smart GWU intern working for Ted Rainey. Someone who didn't just collate data but saw the patterns behind it, who asked questions no one else did during my briefings. I told him her name was Margaret Keshmiry.”
I watched the understanding dawn on her face, the slow wave of shock, of vindication. “I was just… a name you mentioned?”
“He must have tracked you after that,” I said. “Watched your work from afar, through the systems he could monitor. When he built his ultimate contingency, he didn’t pick a system.  He picked a person.  My recommendation, and your own quiet brilliance, made you the one.”
Her eyes welled up, but she didn’t look away. The ghost of Shaw wasn’t just mine anymore. It was hers, too.	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: I love seeing this interaction (and realization) between these two.








Epilogue Part II: The New North


MARGARET
Ljubljana, Slovenia — Eight Month Later

He’d told Shaw about me.
The thought was a physical shock, a key turning in a lock I never knew existed. For months, I’d assumed I was a variable, an accident, a random piece that happened to fit Shaw's impossible puzzle.  To learn now that it had started with Josh’s quiet belief in me, and that Shaw, a man I’d grown to mythologize over the last year, had built a part of his legacy on that secondhand faith… it wasn’t just vindication. It was an anchor.
The lies I’d told my family to cover the days I was in Vienna and Trieste felt different now. They weren't just the necessary evils of a new career; they were the first steps on a path a true hero had trusted me to walk. Shaw’s heroism wasn’t about winning; it was about ensuring the game could still be played honorably. He had battled a system designed to make good people choose wrong, and his final act was to empower two people to choose right. He kept us from becoming jaded. He kept us in the fight.
“So, all of it,” I whispered, more to myself than to Josh, “the Tier Zero key, the Mirror Signature… he built it for the person Josh Brody believed in.”
“He built it for the person he knew you’d become,” Josh said, his voice firm.
We stood there in the quiet of the European night. The chaos hadn’t vanished from the world. The lies were still out there, multiplying. Kingfisher was gone, a ghost now, but the systems he’d used were still humming. The work wasn't over. But for the first time, it felt like it had a true north.
I thought of my future, of the long career ahead. The corridors of Langley wouldn't seem so dark now. They would feel like a challenge. A place where the work, good work, could still be done.
“Are we safe?” Josh asked, his voice pulling me back to the balcony.
I looked at him, at this incredible, steadfast man who had been my partner through the fire, the one who had unknowingly pointed a legend in my direction. And I felt a surge of optimism so fierce it almost took my breath away.
“No,” I said, turning to face the new day dawning over the city. “But we’re just getting started.”	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Great chapter with insight and interiority. She feels like an evolved person as this story ends. Very satisfying!


AUTHOR’S NOTE
While the characters and specific events in this novel are products of my imagination, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental, there is one notable and cherished exception.  The dedication of this book to my cousin, Katie, is truly heartfelt.  Her subtle encouragement — and her good-natured ribbing about ‘blowing my cover’— was always the catalyst that turned a fledgling idea into the story you’ve just read.
The seeds for this story were planted long ago, in the summer of 2008, roughly two years after I, like Josh, transitioned from a life in the military back into the civilian world.  The world Josh and Margaret navigate is very much a reflection of that time, written from my own memories and perspectives circa 2008.  A lot of the development of Josh as a character, the sights and sounds and description of cities and locations visited in this novel, are from my own experiences, having spent time in these areas of the world.  
Looking back now, nearly twenty years later, what strikes me as most profound is the unintentional parallel between the fictional conspiracy in this book and the world we currently inhabit.  When I first imagined a system like MAGPIE—an architecture designed not just to hide secrets, but to actively rewrite narratives and neutralize whistleblowers—it felt like a far-fetched piece of spy fiction. In the mid-2000s, the information battle was still largely over classified documents and leaks to established media; the primary struggle was to keep a singular, inconvenient truth from coming to light.
Yet, as we fast-forward to 2025, the idea of ‘narrative control’ is no longer the stuff of novels. We live in a landscape saturated by social media and competing information streams, where the most effective weapon is often not censorship, but chaos. The goal is no longer simply to hide the truth, but to make it irrelevant by burying it in an avalanche of "plausible confusion," creating a post-proof environment where multiple, contradictory realities can coexist.  In this world, doubt is not a byproduct of secrecy; it is the intended product.
The world of The Business Man is one where the greatest threat is a system that has learned to weaponize this very doubt.  It is a world where “the center will not hold,” not because of a single lie, but because of a thousand competing and unverifiable truths.
Thank you for joining Josh and Margaret on their journey through the maze and muck of that world.  I hope there will be more of their story…I think ’we’ are just getting started.
· C.W.  (aka Josh)	Comment by Nicole Meier [2]: Great author's note!













The End
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