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PART I:
THE THIRD FRONT
CHAPTER 1
Rogers Wittlemore was not on a list of heavy-lifters in the District, yet his office at Headquarters NIC said otherwise. It had a door that was not made of clear plastic and could be opened or closed at will. Though not large, Overhead Projections gave the appearance of more due to the sparseness of the furniture.
Only one chair stood before the desk where mementos were few. On the blotter was a photograph of the daughter who had graduated from Oberlin, but none of the wife who had divorced in Fairfax. The translucent map of the world mounted a short distance from the wall was a firmament with a changing bed of stars. The green and yellow lights meant something that was not yet apparent. The red lights—and there were more than a couple—spoke of things not yet written in the secret history of the wars of America. The meanings were so secret that they would not appear, annotated, in the Washington Post for a week or two.
“I haven’t seen you around the canteen lately, Jason,” said Wittlemore. “Any problems?”
“Nothing special,” said Ender. “I’d like to requisition a chair like yours. And a dozen linguists with good skills in Somali dialects.”
“Let me know when you find a first-rate Somali specialist without a serious stutter,” said Wittlemore with a smile that deliberately showed no teeth. “I’ll have him sent to your door with the chair. My chair.”
“I think I could locate prospects at the UN,” said Ender. “We might have to offer market plus twenty.”
Wittlemore ripped back in his chair, pointing the index finger that many in the mega-bureau feared. “I heard about an offer you made one Somali,” he said. “That’s the last anyone’s heard of the poor man.”
“He was Eritrean,” said Ender, thinking he was sure but not absolutely. “They’re on the same side, of course. Not ours.”
Wittlemore nodded like a man who had gone into the bunker for the duration of the forever war that began on 9/11. His was not a political appointment except as all appointments were political in Washington. Wittlemore had started out with DIA, where Ender met him ten years ago. He had moved through the bureaucracy at a steady pace until the run-up to the Iraqi War, when he had risen rapidly as one of those who thought Hussein had WMD and were not afraid to risk chaos to prove a hunch. There were a few like him around. Their presence was blackmail to an administration that could not afford the truth. They often had gray hair, a fashion that began at the top and was said to stand for wisdom. But who could say these days? Wittlemore also had broad shoulders and a soot-black suit that disguised his rapidly risen belly.
“I have a different thought on how to augment our language skills,” he said, showing his teeth, which were perfect, for the first time.
“Do you plan to go to the source for linguists?”
He smiled again. Wittlemore smoked when they first met, two or three packs a day of unfiltered, so how did he get that white—not ivory—smile?
“No, Jason. I plan to send you to the source. As long as you’re fit, that is.”
Ender was not quite fit, but this man had offered him a way out of DC traffic. And that wasn’t all Ender would not miss in these parts. “I’m not a hundred percent,” he said. “But I don’t think I ever was.”
“That’s a great poor mouth,” said the fourth most powerful man in the combined intelligence services. “If I listen to you long enough, I’ll begin to think I don’t know my personnel. But I feel I have the right man for the job this time.”
“Hiring linguists,” said Ender. “Seeing them onto the plane.”
“That’s basically it, yes.”
“Basically?”
“You caught me.” Wittlemore had a mannerism that was almost a tell, and he used it, drawing two fingers across his right eyebrow until it met his hairline. “While you’re in-country seeing to what we need in the Horn of Africa, I’d like you to look in on the interrogation of a detainee who came to us from the Ethiopians. They say he was a man of substance on the Islamic Council in Somalia.”
Wittlemore meant the Council did not exist in coherent form these days. They had run Somalia from the backs streets of Mogadishu, almost eliminating the secular government, but had made the mistake of threatening their neighbors. The Ethiopians noticed the threat, which was political and religious. They had attacked Somalia, turning Black Hawk Down into the mechanized Wrath of God. The regime changed in weeks and the Islamic Council scattered from Kenya to Eritrea. Many had returned home now, sometimes in chains and sometimes in arms.
“If this man is all the Ethiopians say, he could be important,” said Ender. “He should have information on their rat-lines and . . . overhead projections.”
“We don’t know how they got to him,” said Wittlemore. “My thought is they cleaned up after our gunship strikes and found him in a hole getting in touch with the smell of his shit. They sat on him a while. We can assume they were softening him up for themselves and incidentally for us.”
“I didn’t know the Ethiopians were in a position to roll up stray members of the Council,” said Ender. “They pulled a lot of their forces out of the country.”
“That’s true, Jason. But when you kick ass, a certain percentage screams for mercy. The next thing it does is volunteer to be useful in the future. The Ethiopians will be active in Somalia for the next fifty years of this incursion. They’re not sure we’ll be there, but they damned well know they will.”
“As long as we’re allies, that should be a good thing.”
“Of course,” said Wittlemore. “Who else can give them permission to invade their neighbors, let alone the means to do it?”
“So it’s true that spare parts rule the world.”
“It’s an improvement over ideology,” said Wittlemore. “We have to go with what’s dependable every time.”
“Where does that put me in this realpolitik?”
“Engaged,” said Wittlemore. “I’d like you to find out what makes Omar Salafi reach for his Kalashnikov first thing in the morning.”
“Understanding him should be easy. Opening him up could take a while.”
“I don’t mean this prick should be your assignment for the next year.” Wittlemore’s two fingers traveled from his brow to his hairline again, marking out the tell and saying this was the reason for Ender’s assignment. “But it would be useful if you could discover where his brothers are hiding. We’re especially interested in knowing if he can direct us to any of the people who were involved in the embassy bombings in Kenya and Tanzania in ’98.”
“So we’re still looking,” said Ender.
“We never stopped.”
It was the first Ender had heard of the link. Of all the killers who had been run out of Somalia, none had been connected to the bombings that killed hundreds. They were the first evidence of the reach of al-Qaeda. If we had been paying attention, 9/11 might have been avoided. Some of the bad things that happened afterward would not have happened. Righting wrongs was thankless work, and very late, but it was important that the killings not be forgotten.
“Why do we think Salafi knows something about the bombers?”
Wittlemore shrugged like a promise. “He’s a typically mobile sort of nihilist. Born in Iraq, migrated to Afghanistan for the fun, on the shuttle to Somalia later. We know that he spent some time in the madhouse by-the-sea called Mogadishu. He was on the Islamic Council, a stable member as far as that goes, but committed to all the good things, like revision of the livestock laws to include women. He was affiliated with the Hawiye clan. Word says they sheltered at least one of the bombers until the Ethiopians renovated the city.”
“I’d feel better about this if I could talk to Salafi one-on-one,” said Ender. “It’s never worked for me—depending on others for translation.”
“I understand he speaks Arabic. You can go at him as strong as you like.”
“That wouldn’t be very strong,” said Ender, wondering how well Wittlemore knew his personnel. “I’m not fluent. I don’t know the language well enough to promise anything.”
“We have good people out there to assist, Jason. It’s a substantial installation with plenty of bandwidth to keep us in touch. They want the same thing we all want on this.”
On this. A lot was left out in those words, and it had to do with how things had gone in the last four years. How to make them go better? Like this?
Like this. Ender wanted the mission because it promised revenge and revenge was clean even when it was bloody. “Get me a flight out,” he said. “I’ll take your word for what’s on the ground at the Horn.”
CHAPTER 2
On the flight to Frankfurt, and the second leg to Africa, Ender did not sleep as he usually did on planes. The discomfort of sleeping upright was familiar but new, and his body was the problem, as it had been for a while. He spent almost two years in recovery after taking a bullet on an assignment in Turkey. Although he had known from the moment he awoke in the hospital that serious damage was done, he expected to master the pain and the steps back to normal on schedule.
That did not happen. Ender had always thought that feeling bad was a stage of getting well, but this time it was months of creaking rehab to find that he could still not perform as he usually did with physical problems. He was still not right in several ways having to do with pain and free motion and the things between, and that included some bad things.
Ender had been told by a friend that long operations sometimes left the patient with less than he went in with. Memory, especially short term, could deteriorate with alarming speed. That was bad for a man who lived by stepping over the cracks of language. Ender kept the old things in the place where long-term memory lived, but new ones were slippery. A fresh word was hard to learn and a new event even if it was fresh did not stay where it could be accessed. Building a chain of observation into the past could work to track things that had happened, but the process was tedious even when it succeeded.
Ender hated the gaps and the silences. He had been an interrogator, and interrogation was a web that had to be climbed hand over hand. The words made the strands, holding everything together as it scattered them over a greater area. Back there was a reference that put everything into perspective or lit it up in a flash of inconsistency. Finding those things fast was the reason for being in the business. Losing them was like losing your mind.
He was lucky that someone thought Ender had done a service in Turkey and remembered to reimburse. The thanks put him into a job supervising an analysis section at NIC, the intelligence mega-bureaucracy that had been created to supersede the sprawling bureaucracies that preceded it. The work allowed Ender not to tax his mind while he worked to improve its responses.
The best way to rehabilitate memory was to learn a language. Ender kept going with Arabic, but the progress was slow. He could not use it with the facility required for the give and take of interrogation and would have to rely on others. That meant acting at a remove that seemed small but was enormous. It would help if the others were as well trained as Wittlemore claimed, but at Camp Delenfer they were mostly military. They could be good, or bad, or all the shades between. And usually were.
* * *
The plane touched down on the runway in the early evening, when the heat of the day had dropped below a hundred degrees, but not by much. Ninety-eight in the shade if there was any.
Ender did not see much in the way of overhead projections. Most green things could not survive the sun south of Cancer in arid terrain. The only animals that made the turn were specially adapted. That included man first and last. Dressed in desert fatigues as he roamed the tarmac, he did a lot of his outside work by moonlight. He did not question his reason for being here. Those were given.
Delenfer, an old Foreign Legion camp, lay at the mouth of the Red Sea inside the Horn of Africa and the strait that led from the Gulf of Aden. It was one of the world’s most strategic places in one of its most volatile areas. The French still kept a presence in the Horn, but they had ceded to the U.S. day-to-day oversight of the traffic making for the Suez Canal.
Ender did not see much of the camp from the air, but what came back from the dead glare in the windows was a vaguely rectangular area of a hundred acres or so. The camp was logical, right-angled in every way, made up of tents, container living units, and some larger structures where the business and pleasure were done. By far the greatest evidence of civilization was the runway that began off the rim of the sea and continued until it wasted away in piss-poor desert.
Lieutenant Colonel Stiller, USMC, who met the aircraft, ignored the other passengers who deplaned and closed like a fist on Ender. Though not many in camp outranked him, Stiller had nothing better to do than wait on the man who had flown from Washington on a hasty mission. The colonel did it in camouflage fatigues, with a crisp facade and a complexion that seemed to have confronted the East African sun in only the most haphazard way. His eyes were tropical blue, his hair black. A strange combination, but Marines always seemed strange to Ender.
“I can have that bag sent to your room, sir.”
“Thanks, Colonel, but I like it in my possession.”
“As you wish, sir. Special issue?”
Ender smiled. Not much was in the bag. A computer that if misplaced would require the software in all intelligence agencies of the United States to be reconfigured. A cell phone that worked in desert environments with code to suit the area. Some blue pills he was to take every other day to augment the gamut of shots, typhus through the plague, that he had been given before he left the States.
“Did they feed you on the aircraft, sir?”
“Not well, but a lot,” said Ender. “We can skip the chow hall.”
“The Dining Facility,” said Stiller with a ready smile. “Not all that bad. A KBR production. The whole camp is.”
Kellogg Brown & Root was a division of Halliburton, the oil service company of the stars. Correction. Ender recalled that the unit had been spun off from its parent like a delinquent that did not return enough profit. Or too much lately.
“I didn’t realize the camp was so privatized,” said Ender. “I’m surprised you get many civilians through here.”
“What comes through here is seventeen thousand ships a year,” said Stiller, holding the door of the operations building open. “Nothing lives here without being irrigated twice an hour and nothing ever gets shot except people.”
“Thanks for the orientation, Colonel.”
Ender was taken aback when he passed through the door and a blast of cold air struck everywhere, but most heavily in the places where he was wet. The plane had been air conditioned, too, but in the last thousand feet of their descent the forced air could not compete with the heat outside the windows as they slowly circled lower. By the time the plane landed, sweat had soaked Ender’s clothing.
“Commander Ricketts would like to see you, sir,” said Stiller, speaking of the installation’s ranking officer. “But it’s at your convenience.”
“Is this the Welcome Wagon? Or something else?”
“I really don’t know,” said Stiller, avoiding the question. “You’re one of the few who can leave when he likes. But if you’d rather get some sleep, I’m sure the commander will understand.”
Ender would rather have the sleep, but he did not want to disturb military courtesy with common sense, something that was never done lightly. The command at Delenfer had currently been given to a naval officer, but the Combined Task Force was a mixture of a couple thousand men from all the services.
“Let’s see the commander now,” said Ender, checking his watch and seeing that it was after nine. “As long as we won’t disturb him at this time.”
“No need to worry,” said Stiller. “We keep regular hours, but the folks in the Beltway like their requests acted upon right away. That’s usually in the middle of our night, so we’re pretty much round the clock.”
Ender would have sympathized if his underwear had not frozen. The temperature in the building was not low, but the degrees of difference seemed tremendous. The air remained frigid as they came down the hall to the doors that announced the brass in the task force. These were the executive suites in the container city. The men and women on the other sides of the doors were its executives.
Commander Ricketts was of that breed, fleshy without looking fat and twice-shaven without looking well-groomed. His light brown hair fit like a rowdy cap, and his manner was closely-held, making him seem taller than his flat six-one. The real problem was the nose, a big mean thing that made the blue eyes shrink like bee-bees. The field of fire that Ricketts created was no doubt useful with subordinates, and Ender was glad he was not one of those. The handshake was enough to make the point. I’m God here, the fast hard grip said, but at your service.
“Welcome aboard camp, Mister Ender. We’re light on some amenities, but we try to make up the difference in hospitality. I think you’ll find your quarters satisfactory and the comm state-of-the-art, but you’ll let us know of any special needs.”
“None at the moment, Commander.”
Ricketts nodded at Ender, then at Colonel Stiller, who took the gesture as his release. He excused himself and seemed to do it gratefully, taking backward steps through the door. Ender waited until it closed.
“I don’t want to impose, Commander, and I’d appreciate it if we keep my visit as low-key as possible. I’ll be interviewing one of your guests who came from out of town. That might take some time. It would be best if no word of what I’m doing circulates—if that’s possible in a small place.”
Ricketts nodded as if he understood everything, but when he sat back in his chair and spoke Ender noticed something edgy in his border-state drawl. “Am I to take it you’ll be going at 091?”
Ender was glad Ricketts followed procedure. Omar Salafi was known as 091 in all official documents and communications. His presence at Delenfer was secret until it became less as the need for publicity dictated. His name might change as his identities were peeled away, but his number would be with him forever.
“I could say you’re right,” said Ender. “But it would be better if I didn’t and best if it never passed beyond this room.”
“I understand, sir.”
“Call me Jason.”
“I’ll try,” he said.
“The truth is that I wouldn’t like unauthorized personnel to know as much as a number,” said Ender. “I’m not one of those who think the War on Terror is lost.”
“No one aboard this camp does,” said Ricketts. “Not within my hearing. I can tell you that the ears beyond this room won’t pick up anything. What goes on behind the wire stays there. Our Restricted Area is secure. Our people are used to it.”
“I’m glad to hear that. One less worry.”
Ricketts nodded, letting satisfaction filter into his very pale blue eyes. His next move put his chin out parody strong, bringing the good things to an end. “I wish I could say we have no worries, Jason, but there’s one development you should be aware of.”
Ender waited for Ricketts to continue until the silence extended for a longer time than any small development should take. “Yes, Commander.”
“I take it you’ll be needing assistance with your interrogation.”
“I will. An Arabic speaker is necessary.”
“Then the development looks more like a problem. If you need help with the interrogation, you’ll have to be satisfied for the time being with our second team.” Ricketts produced a smile that did not come easily. “We have a good man at the pump—a young specialist experienced with interrogations. He’ll be glad to help as much as he can.”
“You don’t have backup in camp?”
“Not at the moment,” said Ricketts. “But my request for a replacement went out immediately. I expect to hear about it ASAP.”
Given the demands for Arabic specialists in Iraq, Ender was not confident the request would be filled soon. This was more than an inconvenience. It could put his whole trip in disarray.
“I have to ask, Commander. What happened to your first team?”
“She’s no longer with us.”
Ender waited for the explanation—temporary duty elsewhere, transferred, fallen ill and flown out. He would have guessed anything but the words that followed.
“Lieutenant Fordyce is dead. She committed suicide approximately three hours ago. You were still in the air.”
CHAPTER 3
Though surprised by the news, Ender could have let the matter drop with condolences. He was tired and out of sync by seven hours, and the blasts of heat and cold had dulled his senses. The death of a military officer by her own hand while he was thirty thousand feet above Gibraltar was not his business in any sense but the most important—the success of his mission. But there was that, and it seemed serious.
There was also the fact that Ender had begun government service as an investigator at the Defense Intelligence Agency, where he and Wittlemore first met. They had in their separate ways spent years tracking down stolen tires and ears lost in bar fights and contraband scams run by rogue officers and NCOs that made the operations of investment bankers and Colombian drug runners look direct.
So it was habit and a difficult job made harder that caused Ender to ask to speak to the man assigned to investigate the suicide. Commander Ricketts listened to the request with distant politeness, sitting back in his chair at a sniper’s depth. When he answered, he tried to keep his voice from showing irritation.
“Captain Mendoza is the head of the MP detachment aboard camp,” he said. “I’ve not heard from him that his investigation is concluded.”
Ender would have to get used to saying “aboard” dry land, but he did not know when it would happen. “I’d like to talk to him before he concludes his investigation, Commander. I have some questions.”
Ricketts shook his head with wonder. “We have no indication that Lieutenant Fordyce’s death was anything but suicide.”
“Unless Captain Mendoza is an experienced officer, you’ll never have an indication of anything but the obvious.”
“He’s experienced and out of his twenties, too,” said Ricketts. “One tour in Iraq, another in Afghanistan.”
“Combat zones,” said Ender. “That’s where suicides come to be chalked up to enemy fire. I know how it goes, Commander.”
“You seem to know everything but how paperwork goes,” said Ricketts with a smile. “This will be awkward enough as it is.”
He meant that death by suicide would reflect on his command regardless of how skilled an administrator he might be. Ricketts was long in the tooth for a Navy commander, and this post was probably his last chance to vault higher before retirement. At his age, all shadows were dark shadows.
“That’s not my concern,” said Ender. “I want to know why an interrogator would kill herself while questioning the most important subject she had the chance to work with. In my experience, that’s atypical. Very much.”
“What do you want to know?” said Ricketts with an upward adjustment in volume. “I can tell you she left no suicide note. Unless she ate at Burger King instead of the dining facility, I can describe the contents of her stomach.”
“I’d like to know how Lieutenant Fordyce killed herself for a start.”
Ricketts’ eyes seemed to travel far back in his head before his voice measured out increments of impatience. “I understand her suicide was accomplished by the most convenient means. Lieutenant Fordyce discharged her handgun into the brain into which this government poured so much valuable training. At today’s prices, I’m sure she thoughtlessly destroyed several million dollars.”
“We can go into cost analysis later, Commander. The damage done to my mission can be measured in millions, too, and I’m sure it will be in Washington.” Ender paused after the power word. “So I’d like to know how an interrogator like Lieutenant Fordyce found access to a weapon.”
Ricketts folded his hands like a schoolmarm, then pointed one rigid finger at the map of East Africa on the wall at ten o’clock. “I have no desire to bore you with details that are irrelevant to your mission, but I’d like you to understand our position aboard this camp. To the north lies Eritrea, a hostile nation in a state of totalitarian flux. Directly to our west lies the Sudan, which is in the midst of a genocidal war in some parts and plain chaos in the others. To the south you have the prize that no one wants—the train wreck of Somalia. If you look to the east you will see Yemen, the home of Osama bin Laden, at a distance of seventeen miles across the water. It’s an hour’s ride in a fast boat, which the pirates along this coast have for sale to the man with the most coin in his pocket. They’ll take any-one-or-thing across the strait as long as the freight is paid. They do it at night, at dawn when the sun’s behind them, and in the rain that comes four times a year.”
Ricketts leaned forward slowly, looking at Ender with a patience that surpassed scorn. “Our mission in the Combined Joint Task Force Horn of Africa is to monitor and interdict transnational terrorism. This sometimes involves preemptive action, but more often is defensive. The USS Cole, if you recall, was attacked not far from here with significant loss of life. Oil tankers and cruise ships have been attacked brazenly in these waters. Infiltration by land is more risky for our enemy. Often, we don’t know what’s happened until we find a body ashore who neglected to pay his freight. Sometimes, our dogs sniff out a cold trail, and we have the chance to chase phantoms in the dust in one hundred and twenty degree heat. But most of the time we have no idea where trouble might come from other than just about anywhere. So our personnel are armed. Lieutenant Fordyce was, too. They are not only permitted to be armed but required to be. If they want to blow their brains out, we make it easy for them.”
“Easy for them,” said Ender. “Or for anyone with the talent to improvise.”
Ricketts sighed so loud that it, too, was aggressive. “I give in, Jason. Exactly what is it you want?”
“Please send Captain Mendoza to my quarters as soon as possible.”
* * *
Ender’s quarters were in a deluxe CLU, one of the best prefab units aboard camp and much better than the oversize tents where many of the enlisted personnel lived. The room was air-conditioned at fifteen knots with a private bath. Sparsely but not badly furnished, it had satellite links to all points of the globe.
Ender should have called Wittlemore to tell him of the problem, and to expedite a replacement, but he wanted to know more of what had caused a first-team interrogator to end her life in a place where her body would turn rancid before it hit the ground. Though all places might be bad to die in, Ender felt he was looking at an anomaly. Anomalies and sudden death did not usually mix. Run-of-the-mill in means and motive were much more the rule.
Fifteen minutes later, forty-five minutes after leaving Ricketts, and after Ender had unpacked his bags, stretched out and began to drift over Gibraltar at altitude again, he was brought back by the sound a fist makes when it meets a combat-grade bulkhead. He made his way to the door with more trouble than he expected.
“Captain Mendoza. I was told to report to you, sir.”
“Come in.”
Mendoza, a dark haired man with a symmetrically receding hairline, stepped into the unit as if he would rather be elsewhere. The captain of MPs was shorter than Ender but almost the same age, late thirties, stouter than the ideal army officer but no more than a policeman usually was. But his carriage was good, confident, and his stride light. His brown eyes, as dark as peat, bulged prominently, lending him a look that was defensive and expectant. That was another way of saying he was aware of the hostility that the rest of the world held toward MPs. Ender always wondered how they could miss it, but some managed.
“Like a drink?”
“I’d like to deliver my report, sir.”
Mendoza flagged the paper he held in his hand, which Ender had not requested. Ender flagged the pinch bottle of Napoleon brandy, at least one of which he made a point to carry on hardship assignments.
“Say when.”
Ender poured the twenty-seven-dollar-an-ounce brandy into a plastic cup, one of two he had found. When the cup was filled almost to the brim, Mendoza said, “That’s enough to put me to sleep.”
They sat in chairs at the table the size of a cafe table. Ender accepted the report from Mendoza, but did not look at it closely. Mendoza looked into his plastic cup until he remembered to raise it in salute.
“To the end of the day.”
“You sound like it was worse than most.”
“You could say that, yes, sir.”
“I take it you don’t have many sudden deaths among the personnel here?”
“Two since I’ve been aboard camp, which is less than a year.” Mendoza hefted the brandy and drained it a third of the way down the cup. “Both accidental and no doubt of it. One corporal was pumping iron and the private was out jogging, just like they were back home and not living in an oven.”
“That can cause casualties,” said Ender. “Some people think purgatory is fine because it ends with an upward bias.”
Mendoza smiled as if he was a Catholic with references in place. “This is my first female and first officer. When you’ve got as many horny men as we have here, I promise you’ve never seen or heard of a female officer committing suicide.”
“The numbers keep them happy?”
“I’d say the adoration.” Mendoza smiled unexpectedly. “I don’t know how much it helps when it’s repeated a couple thousand times. You’d have to ask them.”
“Many women aboard camp?”
“I don’t know the count. About thirty-five, depending on time of month.”
That was Mendoza’s first pass at humor, which meant the brandy had reached the seat of truth. He took another sip, deciding to stay a while. Kibitzing over a drink was a trait of all law enforcement in all venues. Ender had counted on it.
“Did Lieutenant Fordyce have a husband?”
“No,” he said. “Not here or otherwise.”
“Boyfriend?”
“A friend who is a boy?” asked Mendoza. “Or a dedicated suitor?”
“Whatever applies.”
“She had one that’s just about certified,” he said. “Bandini from S1. His rank is uncertain, but he’s assumed to be an officer if not a gentleman.”
From the reports that had crossed Ender’s desk, he knew S1 was the designation attached to a group of special forces stationed at Delenfer. They had done recon into possible sites of training camps for terrorists, as well as helping to prepare the ground for the Ethiopians when they came across the border.
“S1 works behind the wire, don’t they?”
“Out of sight, yes, sir,” said Mendoza. “Bandini is on special assignment. I don’t know what that means. Maybe you do. He comes and goes, and I think it’s across borders. The last time he and his team were gone for six weeks. Lieutenant Fordyce might have pined for him.”
“Where is he now?”
“Here,” said Mendoza in a voice that did not lose credibility as it lost confidence. “ At least I think so. You never know with the Terminators. They’re the real spooks because they live in a world where the door locks behind them. You can knock on it but never get inside. I once had an investigation outside Kabul where two of our warriors had allegedly wrecked a shop, broken the shopkeeper’s ankle, and raped his daughter. I didn’t believe it. The shopkeeper’s cast was at least a week old. Those two might have raped his mule, the daughter never. But it was my job to check things out. I managed to get the names of the stock-diddlers from a friend in my reserve unit—he was intelligence, by the way. Then I went to the Terminators’ CO, who just about outranked me. I gave him the details about the incident, and I conveyed my doubts about their guilt, but it couldn’t have mattered less. He looked me in the face and said it couldn’t have been one of his sacred band because they were in the field. The incident could not have happened last week. Out of the question. Tomorrow was out, too. It was clear that an interview was not going to happen. So I filed the report, and as far as I know that was the last anyone’s heard of it. Or them.”
“Don’t worry, Captain. I can get to the boyfriend if necessary.”
“Then I’m impressed,” he said, taking another sip that nearly drained the cup. He could have taken it down to plastic, but seemed to make a polite plea for more. Ender wondered where he had learned manners. That was uncommon.
“It’s a matter of access,” said Ender. “We all have strings coming out of our back, and there’s always a hand over our head to pull them.”
“You absolutely get used to that in the army,” said Mendoza. “But when you’re a civilian, you know that the hand can be changed every four years. I was born under The Unchanging Hand. Fidel.”
“You’re Cuban?”
“Right,” said Mendoza, shaking his head as if contradicting himself. “The last unquestioning patriotic group in this country. My parents came from the island, but they fell into a resettlement program and ended up in Hamilton, Ohio. They were the only Spanish-speakers in town. Luck of the draw.”
“A hard life.”
“A kid doesn’t know what’s hard,” said Mendoza with a smile. “He knows what is. The only Spanish I heard was at home. Everywhere else was English. All I remember are buckeye trees and corn so sweet I hardly ever craved candy.”
“I’ll bet Lieutenant Fordyce grew up in a place like that.”
“You wouldn’t be wrong,” he said. “Some town in Nebraska. Lakota Bend. You can probably find it on Google, but not the hard copy maps.”
“It seems like this is a small town war we’re fighting,” said Ender, who realized he had given more than a demographic fact. “Even the camp seems like a small town. The corner store. The three streets. If you can forget you’re in hell, the mind-set is Thornton Wilder.”
“Park Place, Broadway and Marvin Gardens,” said Mendoza. “This is how it was before we made payback into a Crusade. Out here, it’s Them and Us down to the bone. Those people inside the Beltway don’t really understand. How do you explain a buckeye tree? It puts out poison fruit and that’s all it does. But you love the damned thing. You love your town so much you can’t wait to get out of there. So we signed up for duty in the Foreign Legion. We just didn’t expect it to be so literal.”
“Imagine this is still a Legion Camp,” said Ender, lifting the bottle again and pouring it big into the captain’s cup. “They had locals waiting service with white linen on the table. They drank four star every night.”
Mendoza took another hit of the brandy, not too deep. “I’d never believe it if Washington wasn’t telling me so. I thought those Legionnaires slept on the ground with the scorpions.”
“They drank Courvoisier,” said Ender. “Take my word.”
“I’ve taken less,” he said.
“Everyone has,” said Ender. “We want to believe what we feel even if it’s a lie. By the time we realize we were had, our faces are pointed to the front. It’s called soldiering, and it has nothing to do with being a soldier.” Ender realized he had made a speech. “So tell me, are you sure she didn’t leave a suicide note for the folks back home?”
Mendoza expected a serious question. He shook his head. “Nothing like that.”
“Did you look for something like that?”
“Like where?”
“Anywhere,” said Ender. “A little curiosity gets you in her account at Craigslist or MySpace or other networking groups. A little more puts you into her Web site or her family Web site. You could also check for alternate email accounts and any place she might have dragged photos.”
Mendoza nodded. “The lessons of Abu Ghraib. I’ll bet they’re in the curriculum at Leonard Wood by now.”
“They should be,” said Ender. “People seem to want intimate moments recorded even when they’re the worst. Now tell me, did Lieutenant Fordyce have a camera?”
“An Olympus. But there was nothing doing on her Smart Card.”
“No pictures at all?”
Mendoza shook his head.
“Now that impresses me, Captain. I’d want to fingerprint the hell out of that delete button. I’d keep going, too.”
“In what direction, sir?”
“Check her computer,” said Ender. “She had one, didn’t she?”
“Yes, and I looked,” said Mendoza. “My Pictures was a blank. Nothing. Not even that dreamy shit Microsoft gives as samples.”
It was interesting that Mendoza seemed to have looked for pictures first. Ender would like to know what else he had put his nose into, but it was obvious he had not had the time to go through her computer thoroughly.
“Check for a blog,” said Ender. “Check for bookmarks where she might have posted text or pictures. Look for context in things that could only have come from this installation. She would have found it easy to post anonymously.”
“Yes, sir.”
‘‘You’ll need help breaking the locked files and passwords on her PC. I’ll put you in touch with a man who has the expertise. He’s a wizard first class and cleared.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“He’ll shadow the machine,” said Ender. “Deleted files, almost anything.”
Mendoza stopped swirling the brandy in the glass. He stared into the new rhythm. “You’re ahead of me, sir. And I know you’re way ahead of Commander Ricketts. I’m not sure he wants to be anywhere but where he is.”
“He’d like a small town world.” Ender took a long hit of his brandy. He put the empty glass on the table, took up the folder and waved it at Mendoza. “They told you not to say anything except what was in the report.”
“That’s correct, sir, and it’s a grudging admission.”
“Don’t tell them I asked anything,” said Ender, choosing his pronouns carefully. “No reason to get people excited. Check the things we talked about. Bring the results to me in the morning with some coffee. Set up appointments with the people the lieutenant worked with and as many of her friends as you can find.”
Mendoza put his cup down on the table. “Anything else, sir?”
“Sure, but that should keep you busy the rest of the night.”
CHAPTER 4
Ender read Mendoza’s page-and-a-quarter while tracking Wittlemore down before DC dinner. The captain of MPs wrote a mean report that was not as deadly as most jargon and about what was to be expected from a man who had heard Spanish at home and English on the streets and the casual obscenities of Army life afterward.
Ender noted with satisfaction that no reference was made to Carolyn Fordyce’s work. Her supervisor, a civilian known as TS, reported nothing out of the ordinary in the lieutenant’s life; otherwise the subject was not mentioned. TS was not quoted, nor were his initials expanded upon. That was because the lieutenant’s work took place behind the wire, where everything was classified.
So the vagueness that surrounded the lieutenant’s death continued in the name of national security. She had been aboard camp more than three months and followed a routine that varied little. She usually worked a shift from early morning until the afternoon, but might spend longer behind the wire if she felt her sessions with a detainee called for an all out push.
She had put in long hours on her current assignment. The thirty-six hours preceding her death were typical. On the day before her suicide, the lieutenant worked until the afternoon, then returned after dinner for two hours before going to sleep. She worked the next day from seven o’clock in the morning until two forty-five in the afternoon. She worked non-stop, as interrogators often did when absorbed in their work.
After turning in her report, the lieutenant left the Intelligence Center, passing through the gate of the restricted area at two fifty-five. She was next seen in the dining facility shortly after five o’clock, leaving a gap of more than two hours unaccounted for. She spoke to a friend at dinner—an ensign who worked in communications intercept. They usually swam laps at the pool in the morning before the heat socked in, but the lieutenant begged off meeting Ensign Patricia Gorchek for their usual six o’clock. In retrospect, that may have been a cause for concern.
Lieutenant Fordyce returned to her CLU about six-fifteen. She might have stopped on her way, given the time elapsed, but that had not been determined. She was seen walking toward her unit by Petty Officer Third Class Jacqueline Penny, who worked in the camp mail room. The lieutenant did not stop to chat with Penny, who continued on to the gym.
That was it for witnesses. At approximately six-forty, thirty minutes after entering her unit, Lieutenant Fordyce shot herself with a Ruger P95 9mm pistol with a picatinny accessory rail on which nothing had been mounted. She would not have found a laser sight necessary at suicide range. The weapon had been bought before she arrived at Delenfer and kept in the platoon weapons locker.
Chief Petty Officer Booker Redfern, who had charge of the locker, said that Lieutenant Fordyce had checked out her weapon at nine o’clock the preceding night. He had not seen her in the morning to accept return of the weapon, but was not worried, as the lieutenant had several times before kept her weapon overnight. She usually returned the weapon in less than twenty-four hours from time of extraction.
She had given Redfern no indication that anything was wrong. The lieutenant seemed polite and concerned, asking Redfern about his son who was about to enter college. Redfern had no reason to think she would not return the weapon and instead would apply the P95 to the side of her head, creating a charred entrance wound above her right ear while standing over her open foot locker.
Not wanting to eat a gun was a woman’s privilege, but Ender wondered why no one had taken her aside and explained that she had entered a profession that put a premium on maintaining distance. Everything about the work was up close and psychological. Peeling back the layers of a detainee’s identity was like peeling back your own, looking into a soul that was interchangeable in several ways that all had to do with what side you were on and absolutely nothing else.
What the interrogator had to protect her were her wits and how they meshed with the con she was running. She had better have a line of improvisations and endless variations of the same questions. She did not want to fail, but being a realistic creature knew that she would repeatedly. She would fail until the day she broke through the lies with a sudden veer off the point that was accidental or well planned because it revealed things that had been hidden for the last hours or days.
What the interrogator did not want was to get stuck in the wallow of the day-to-day where it seemed the end would never come. She might find herself at home late in the day and reach into the drawer looking for the smokes she had given up years ago and find a trigger guard staring from the papers. It was too easy to lift the weapon by the nose from the papers and think that the direction the barrel pointed was the correct one that until then had always been the wrong one.
It sometimes seemed as if they all might be wrong. That was why Ender never carried a gun on the job unless it was unavoidable. And that was why Lieutenant Fordyce should never have kept hers on an overnight.
She had been a nice looking young woman, even in her official uniform photograph, not siren-grade but beyond wholesome. Light hair, brown, and curious eyes of a darker color. A small mole that dipped below the left side of her lower lip did not detract. She looked young, too young, but gathering the well-made for training in their prime was one of the perverse imperatives of war.
She gave a studied smile for her official portrait, military but short of impassive, letting the world know this was a serious woman who was not quite unapproachable. It was a good presentation for the work she had chosen. Ender thought she was perfect except for an asymmetrical quality that resided like a wisp of a former life between her eyes and mouth. If this was where the small-town found a home, it did not conform. Carolyn Fordyce had moved from that small town, knowing it was a whistle stop. She was bound for a place distant and challenging even when it was barren.
But she probably didn’t understand how bleak the world could be on its rim.
* * *
Ender sat back in his chair, expecting the voice of Rogers Wittlemore to emerge through a lattice of perfect relays. The communications aboard camp were good. Originally, the job had been done by a Navy vessel plying the waters off Bab al Mandeb until the capability aboard camp improved. Now, the USS Demon was used for interdiction and interpreting satellite imagery, so signals could be tracked to their source and the location relayed to headquarters.
Ender was increasingly surprised by the way many things had turned the technological corner when they seemed on the bubble for so long. He sat in capsulated comfort in a superheated environment that could barely support life of any kind. He spoke to his supervisor with as much clarity as they had the day before in Wittlemore’s office. No, the clarity was greater.
“What the holy hell!” said Wittlemore. “It might be true that you can’t trust anybody these days, but why does it always have to be us? We send an Arabic specialist to the Horn where she’s safe while people in Iraq are getting their nuts emailed home with an emoticon. This woman could throw darts at the morning roll call and miss but still have marriage proposals before lunch. They’d crawl on their hands and knees! Bleeding knees, for Christ’s sake, and what a turn-on, but not for our girl.” Wittlemore sprayed pent-up breath into his mike—or he may have said shit.
“It’s not quite like that,” said Ender. “There’s a strong feeling of being on another planet here. The wrong one.”
“I can believe that,” he said. “You know we’ll have to go deep for a replacement. He’ll probably demand a Riviera bonus on the back end.”
“Unless he’s stupid.”
“You be sure to tell me if you want them smart,” said Wittlemore. “The other kind we got plenty of.”
“Smart is best. Smart and fast off the blocks is better.”
“I’d like to say you can count on a replacement tomorrow,” said Wittlemore, as if he had a list before him. “I’ll see if I can cherry pick someone off assignment in Kuwait, but that might be harder than it sounds, seeing how fast they’re going through them.”
“Why are they going through them so fast?”
“Someone decided on a gay purge,” said Wittlemore with surprising bitterness. “We don’t have enough problems with retention, now the military comes on like fundamentalists in a snit. We’re talking about specialists who need a minimum of three years to learn more than the alphabet. And then we slash and burn.”
“Not smart,” said Ender. “Real dumb. Again.”
“We’re not talking brains, Jason. They call it belief systems, and that comes before common sense. But don’t worry. I’ll get a good man there. You’ll just have to hang loose on the interrogation for a while.”
“I can spend time looking into the lieutenant’s suicide,” said Ender. “There’s not much here for investigators except rotated MPs, and they’re overborne by the chain-of-command.”
“You have my encouragement, Jason. I’d say that’s as good as it gets, but I don’t recall having said it to you before.”
“Probably not.”
“Just tell me one thing,” said Wittlemore, suddenly quieter. “What are the chances we can keep this from the press?”
“Near term, I don’t see a problem,” said Ender. “Go out a way and I wouldn’t cover the bet. Think Friends and Family and high speed Internet and people who’ll need someone to blame. So we won’t be able to keep a lid on it forever.”
“Forever I don’t give a shit about,” said Wittlemore. “Let’s worry about the next few weeks and hope nothing goes wrong.”
“What do you mean by wrong, RW? I’d like a working definition.”
He barked louder. “What I mean, Jason, is that she did it because she was depressed, not because someone drove her to it. I mean that she had lots of rest on the work site and was not driven by exhaustion to think the fate of the world depended on her obviously troubled ass. I mean no sexual harassment on or off the job and not the slightest hint of the Geneva Convention.” Wittlemore stopped abruptly. “Is this line secure?” he asked as if to himself. “I mean, are we sure about that?”
“We’re fine unless your office is bugged,” said Ender. “I can call back in the morning if you’d like to make a sweep.”
Ender heard nothing for several seconds until he began to think the connection half a world away had gone down. A nice thought, but what climbed back through the pipes with no distortion was an ironic voice that spoke condescendingly.
“Your sense of humor will be the thing that holds you back, Jason. It’s a worry to those above. They don’t know how much you know or how much you’re withholding and even less what you might say next. Lose that unseemly shit, friend, and you’ll rise.”
“Taken to heart,” said Ender lightly. “I’m sure I can handle everything from this end as long as Lieutenant Fordyce’s death stays a suicide.”
“What are you telling me?” asked Wittlemore with sudden intensity. “It isn’t? Are you saying she was done.”
“I’m not saying anything now,” said Ender. “When I have a better indication, I’ll let you know.”
“God, that’s weak,” he said. “Weak and shitty. I know you’re playing me. Just be sure you don’t make the same mistake with those people out there. They’re doing serious work in a serious place.”
“I’ll take your word for that.”
“I’m saying don’t let your instincts run away. I remember how the smell of an investigation gets up a man’s nose. I don’t want to hear anything that doesn’t have to be heard about this.”
“I can’t believe you’d rather hear it from the media,” said Ender. “We have to be ahead of this curve. They’ll show up later asking the questions we neglected to ask.”
“The point is taken. But I want you to tread lightly around that camp. Unless you find something quick and wrong, be tactful in the extreme.”
“Roger.”
“I should have you repeat that.”
“I understand, old friend.”
He and Wittlemore had not really been friends. Ender was sure they would never be closer than they were now, half a world away.
CHAPTER 5
Ender was sorry that he did not beat dawn to the punch, because it was a hell of a punch. The sun rose from the sea that could not quite be seen onto the land that emerged from the shadows like a moon, like a withered planet, like anything that had gotten too close to the source. The angle of approach to the camp was dead flat. Nothing appeared on the horizon but more container units and barren ground with little vegetation and heaps of rock like refuse.
Home? No one could call it that but men on the hunt for other men. Even they needed the excuse that their cause was just, and they had to be secure in the knowledge that their tours were short. They had to carry plastic bottles fitted with straws to suck up liquid that was isotonically balanced. They carried the bottles everywhere, even to the toilet, to guard against the devil in this place, which was dehydration. And they had to like that evil shit, because most of them were Marines.
Captain Mendoza, for better or worse, was army reserve. He had been, according to the file Ender pulled up last night, a software engineer living in a northern suburb of Cincinnati, Ohio, who worked for a firm so well known that even Ender recognized the name. Mendoza had been successful in his first career, doing well enough to leave his wife and young daughter in some comfort while he served his country on his third overseas tour since 9/11. In doing so, he had given up the larger piece of the American Pie that had been his, but it was clear he liked life on the move better than he liked any life in the suburbs. Francisco Mendoza was an escapee from the dream, and Ender felt he understood him. It was real life that mattered to the captain. It was the power to decide life that kept him in the field.
“Good morning,” said Ender as he swung open, but did not hold open, the door. “Come in and tell me what you have.”
“Not much, sir,” said Mendoza, bringing the heat from his clothing through the door like a cloak with a definite smell. “I followed your suggestions and looked around since we talked last night. I looked harder this morning. I’m sorry to say I’ve come up dry in almost every way.”
“You’ve learned a lot in a short time, Captain. Bureaucratically speaking, almost coming up dry is the next thing to a headline.”
He smiled in a small town way both honest and sly. “I think that depends on what we’re looking for,” he said. “I haven’t had any formal intelligence training here or on my other tours. If I had, I might have done better up front.”
“You’re interested in intelligence, Frank?”
He smiled again, but this time it was to show it was not him who was being sly. “Of course. I think every man who ever found a drug stash or a cold body wants to take it to the next level.”
They wanted to badly. They were convinced the next level existed, and being not without hope they told themselves it could be reached. Intelligence was the collection point for many of the petty crimes and felonies of this earth. It was unnecessary to speak of the passages of boredom.
“Let’s see how you do this time out, Frank. Good is good. Surprising is quite a bit better. The rest—and let’s say it’s exactly what you want—isn’t hard to get done.”
Mendoza did not speak for longer than he should have. He seemed to be saying by the pause that he knew it was not easy and he also knew when he was being led by the ring that he had put in his own nose.
“I’m happy when I know the man who’s calling the shots,” said Mendoza. “I’m even happier when he isn’t hiding behind a computer.”
“If anyone spears you, it won’t be with a poison asterisk,” said Ender. “Those are the ground rules, and they cover all the ground. Now I’ll listen while you tell me what coming up dry in almost every way means aboard this camp.”
Ender sat down at the small table again with Mendoza as the captain took from his pack the thermos of coffee requested last night. He moved to the cabinet, took two mess cups that Ender had never found, and poured coffee like the maitre d’ of an unsinkable ship. All his movements said he was auditioning, but he was careful to keep them from being overdone.
“I don’t like the idea of making myself look bad out of the gate,” he said, holding his cup from the bottom. “But there was one thing I didn’t see last night. Lieutenant Fordyce kept a journal that I missed in the confusion over her suicide.” Mendoza paused for revision. “Her death, that is.”
“Where was the journal found?”
“In her locker in the dressing area of the restricted area,” said Mendoza. “It was inside her cosmetics bag, laying flat on the bottom.”
“Hidden?”
“You could say that. The notebook was turned on its back. I mistook the back for the liner of the bag, I guess. It’s what every dumb cop would do if he had the chance.”
“Especially if he was told not to look hard.” Ender smiled to throw the blame off of Mendoza, and because he found the position of the bag as described far from invisible. “You didn’t notice anything at all yesterday?”
“No, sir. I would have said the journal wasn’t there, except that the cover is gray and doesn’t stand out. So I could have missed it.”
“You don’t seem sure you missed it, Frank.”
“I’m not.” Mendoza shook his head as if he was trying to clear the future for better things. “I can’t explain why I didn’t see it. I’m willing to say it was my fault.”
“So you’re being noble,” said Ender. “Or you’re not.”
“Let’s say it’s your call on character.”
Ender was not ready to call it anything yet. “Let’s hear the facts.”
Mendoza took a drink of the coffee as deep as the brandy last night and in the same way. “As I said, sir, the cover of the journal is a gray, no name on the back and the manufacturer’s name on the front. I think it was bought at the camp store, because they still have some of the same in stock. The pages are unlined. They’re undated, too, because it’s not a diary. Lieutenant Fordyce supplied some dates for the entries in her own hand. Even so, it may be hard to pin down the entries that have no date except by their position vis-à-vis the entries on either side. It’s also hard to understand some of the things she refers to. Names are usually initials. She was using a code for the things she wanted to refer to privately. I don’t think it’s sophisticated, and I don’t think it would take much to break. Obviously, it would have been better if I could have brought the journal here for you to examine.”
“You weren’t allowed?”
“No, sir. The lieutenant’s supervisor said it was not permitted. She said the journal could not under any conditions be removed from the secure unit.”
“That’s understandable.” Ender shrugged. “Secrecy covers a lot of ground. Some of it’s good. Some is a screen for incompetence.”
“I can’t argue.” Mendoza took a drink of coffee that was more contemplative. “Let’s say I didn’t.”
“Did you want to?”
Mendoza nodded, but the gesture turned sideways. “It didn’t seem from the quick look that the lieutenant wrote much about the restricted area. Most of the entries were personal, but I couldn’t be sure without a thorough examination. And if there was one reference that shouldn’t go outside the wire—”
“There’s bound to be one,” said Ender. “Something can always be found if we look hard enough and extend the definition of what’s classified. But I’m wondering if the lieutenant didn’t write about things behind the wire, why she kept the journal there?”
“I can’t answer that,” said Mendoza. “I thought you might if you took a close look. And it might be a good idea to do it quickly. “
Ender tried to read between Mendoza’s lines. He could not come up with much to question, but it was always useful to establish a chronology. The end was known. Where had everything begun?
“So you found the journal after we talked. Exactly when did you find it?”
“Early this morning, sir. Before breakfast.”
For Mendoza, with the smell of a career move up his nose, early was expected. It was more interesting that the lieutenant’s supervisor had risen at that hour to shadow the investigator. A lot of people probably got up early to get things done before the heat revised their day. But still—
“Does the lieutenant’s supervisor plan to close the books right away?”
“That’s my understanding, sir.”
“Then I’ll take a look at the journal,” said Ender. “I can say I have to clear it for release after vetting.”
Mendoza smiled. “That could work, sir. They’ll expect some redaction, but you should have a magic marker for that kind of thing.”
“Magic comes with the job,” said Ender. “The facts are harder to manage, especially when we’re under the gun. It would help if you found out when the lieutenant’s body is scheduled to be moved from aboard camp.”
“I know the commander would like to have it shipped home yesterday,” said Mendoza. “I’m pretty sure he plans to turn around the plane that you came on and use it as a hearse. Maybe not the morning, but by the afternoon.”
“Then it looks like we have about a day for our investigation, Frank.”
“That’s what I’m thinking, sir.”
CHAPTER 6
Passing from one temperature-controlled environment to another meant that time would be spent in an uncontrolled environment where the sun ruled. That was as unnatural here as in most places it was natural. Ender requisitioned a fatigue hat without which nothing could be at Delenfer, but the menace of the heat at nine o’clock was fierce. His watch rose like a blister on his wrist. His sunglasses quickly sloshed in sweat, bringing precious moisture to places where it was unneeded.
Captain Mendoza was jaunty about the thing about which nothing could be done, pointing outside the gate to the jogging path that ran off into stone wilderness. He said people used it, but Ender saw no one moving in the visible half mile of dust and rubble. Possibly, they jogged in the early morning in the dark.
Many things were done under the cover of night when doing them was more rational. Lieutenant Fordyce, unfortunately, had taken her life with the last light on the horizon. She might have thought better of her decision had she waited for dark.
Ender wanted to see the last entry in her journal, thinking it might be an informal suicide note. He knew what he felt about her death had not enough to do with an investigation. The chances that she had been driven to suicide or that someone else had a hand in it were remote. The truth was Ender wanted to know why she had done it.
And that might have less to do with Carolyn Fordyce than Jason Ender. Several years ago, he had taken a man out with a bullet to the back of the head as he sat on the terrace of a hotel overlooking the water. Ender had no problem with the killing, which was necessary, but later he had trouble shaking the image. Ever since he had taken his own bullet in the shoulder where a bone splintered and drove itself into places it was never meant to go, Ender relived at random the scene on the terrace where things had been blown among the wicker tables. He was sure he imagined some of them by now, but he thought he saw fragments of detached matter that were formless but as real as ideas. They made a strange mist in the darkness.
Lieutenant Fordyce, twenty-six years old, had graduated from the University of Nebraska cum laude before entering the Army. First in her class in Arabic at the Defense Language Institute, she had worked for all her time in the service as an interrogator with no indications of stress except the nature of the job, which demanded quick results that were almost always slow.
Ender supposed it was a question of how deeply he wanted to look into the shadows to find out what had gone wrong. He might see himself there. He was not sure he wanted to look hard.
* * *
The Restricted Area covered the southwest quadrant of the camp. Security was tight at the compound, which had its own airstrip, state-of-the-art extraction craft like Pave Low helicopters, and a motor pool with up-armored HUMVs. The entrance was under heavy guard, the perimeters surveilled with video, and the dogs did the imaginative work that the Marines could not.
Ender, who had conducted interrogations in strange locations, found the facilities at Delenfer a model of coherence. The camp was beyond immediate combat zones, if not beyond penetration by terrorists who saw it as a dream target. The detainees were usually brought to the camp by aircraft even if the places where they had been captured were not distant. They deplaned blindly without gaining knowledge of their location. After processing, they were transferred to cells where they were always alone but for those occasions when company was thought useful. They seldom left the cells except to be brought to the interrogation facility.
Mendoza separated at the door of the intelligence center to see to the tasks Ender had set out. He had promised to secure interviews with the people in the lieutenant’s life aboard camp, all but the main one, her supervisor.
“You’ll have her captive,” he said. “She’s a strange breed, but I’m sure you understand that if she’s one of your own.”
“I’ll let you know if I want to claim her.”
“That’s not negotiable,” said Mendoza with a wink. “Once you get them out of the water here, you can’t throw them back. They stink too much.”
Ender did not tell the captain that he rarely understood the people he had to work with. They were all unique, though he would not twist the word individual to call them that. Single-minded was what the best ones were.
That seemed true of Tracy Shrubsole, who was happy to show Ender around the facility, while making it clear that she was wary of intrusions from outside the wire. The tension showed in her pale complexion and the pale blue eyes that seemed to go to the color of ice like fruit goes to pulp. They reminded Ender of Rickett’s eyes. Shrubsole’s mouth seemed to tremble steadily, but that might be an illusion. She could have been born with crepe paper indentations on her lips that never quieted. She might have gone to heavy makeup too late for the virgin look, or she might be nervous.
“Some people call us rendition without the music, but we’re not even close.” Shrubsole smiled, pushing her hair out of her eyes with one finger. The hair color was more like coloring, brown and murky from the bottle. “We’re made from all-American parts—a tech-heavy facility on the underside of the planet.”
Not a bad description, though understated. The interrogation rooms were more than the makeshift booths Ender had known in other theaters. Each unit was separate from the next unit except for the sound system, which could route information where it was wanted among the rooms—or among the cells. All the electronics were in place, including the usual banks of laptop computers set up to monitor the cells and relay images to places in the distribution grid. So it was that headquarters in Kuwait could observe a prisoner as he meditated on his Koran or brought himself to orgasm with his good right hand.
Ender did not argue with the intrusions. DNA was useful, the fresher the better. He noted one innovation—a rack of bulbs that rose behind the interrogator as if set above milady’s bathroom mirror. They lit red or green, depending on the truth of the moment. Controlled by the interrogator but never explained by him, they were a fairly obvious but effective form of psywar.
At least that was what Shrubsole claimed as they moved into the ops center that she liked to call the Ready Room. Cables run to and from the laptops like hoses at the scene of a fire.
“You can buzz the lights on or off at random if you like,” she said, flicking from green to red with the switch. “Even that’s brought results. The uncertainty put a couple of our detainees next to a breakdown after intensive interrogation.”
Ender nodded, but said nothing. He especially did not say it might work with the weak ones. Shrubsole was proud of her toys. She had to know that reality would intrude at every opportunity.
“How closely do you keep the interrogation logs, Tracy?”
“We don’t tape our interrogations if that’s what you mean,” said Shrubsole as if conscious of a deficiency. “I had the idea to rig the facility once, but we got objections from our echoes. Couldn’t relax at their work, they said. My feeling is they couldn’t cope with the pressure of the second-guess.”
“I don’t blame them,” said Ender. “No one likes over-the-shoulder.”
She shrugged. “When you’re with high value targets, you’re always aware of that. There can be a lot of someones looking critically.” Shrubsole smiled to exclude Ender from that bureaucracy. “It’s a tough job, lots of pressure, and not made easier when the pressure is raised out of sight. Verbatim transcriptions are where out of sight begins in the minds of our people.”
“But the interrogator can tape at his discretion?”
“Of course,” said Shrubsole with a hint of a southern accent just south of Virginia. “The echo has that option. I’d like to see it used more often, but our people would rather put their own words down after the interrogation is over.”
“So you’re saying you don’t have much on tape.”
“Afraid not.”
“But you keep the interrogation summaries?” Ender made it seem like a polite criticism. “I’d like to know for my inquiry. That’s all.”
Shrubsole did not mistake Ender’s tone. She was beginning to understand that her pecking order had been overturned and did not like it. Nothing could be done to right it for the moment, so a smile was in order.
“Inquiry, Jason?”
“I’m calling it that for now,” said Ender. “If you need to call it something else for your records, let me know.”
“That’s saying, or not saying, a hell of a lot.”
“Suicide’s a hell of a lot, Tracy. It’s different than friendly fire and a lot different than athlete’s foot.”
Shrubsole ran her fingers over the emblem of her T-shirt, as if rubbing her mojo. The shirt was the same blue NY fire department number that all the tourists wore. Ender had to admit that we were all tourists in that way unless we were the man who jumped seventy stories into clear space to escape the exploding flames. Where they sat now was the exact latitude and angle of the sun where the flames had begun to burn in the hearts of men who had none. Or too much.
“I don’t want to give the impression we’re not on the same page,” said Shrubsole. “Believe me, we miss Carolyn. Echo Five was the most accomplished Arabic linguist we had. She could get next to a meteor in flight, which some of these characters are, and talk it down on the deck. Empathy, that’s what she sold. Understanding. She could do put upon better than anyone I’ve seen, and leverage it into the relationship. A relationship. You don’t hate this place as much as I do, she told them. Not half as much. They believed her.”
“It would have to be the truth, or half true, if they believed it,” said Ender. “It’s hard to fake some things.”
Shrubsole laughed, making one of the most forced sounds in life. “It would be harder to work up affection for this place. Maybe you haven’t had time for the full tour. That takes a while. You understand what’s happening after you walk the same gravel path every day and have to close your eyes to avoid sun blindness. After you’ve bought everything there is for sale in the exchange and you start buying the same things again to have something to hoard. After you go into town and bargain for an hour for a genuine artifact—a native shield that you realize when you get back was made from the lid of a garbage can last week. It’s like that, the boredom and the sense of being out of place.”
“It’s like that for everyone,” said Ender, not letting go. “It had to be something more for the lieutenant to live it out in her work.”
Shrubsole shook her head as if closing the subject. “Maybe it was like that for her, too. Who can really say?”
“It would be a good thing to know,” said Ender. “I’d like to know more.”
Shrubsole answered as an official of her government. “I had no complaints about Lieutenant Fordyce’s work. She was better at Arabic than anyone I’ve worked with and she was beginning to work with Somali dialects. She was always the first to write up her reports even if she’d pulled a twelve-hour shift. Your people at headquarters got all there was to get from her a few minutes after she came out of the box.”
“I’ll take your word, Tracy.”
She smiled like a jackknife opening. “I’d have thought you knew that. If you don’t, I can’t see where you are in the distribution.”
She was bureaucratizing, trying to fit Ender into the hierarchy and hoping his position was not too high. Shrubsole had a fief going behind the wire. She was one of the few intelligence supervisors who could count on her take being used in the field in a timely fashion. That was power and satisfaction. It was a lot of things including Predator drones with Hellfire missiles and pursuit options in those gunship MC-130s.
“Let’s say I’m here now, Tracy, and I’m disappointed. I was sent from headquarters to direct the interrogation of 091. Now, I find the most important link I need to get the job done is missing.”
“We’ll have a replacement for you soon,” said Shrubsole. “If you want to make a run at 091 now, I can have a man from our staff to assist quickly.”
“The second team. I’ve heard.”
“Charles is good,” she said as if talking of a friend whose last name need not be spoken. “He just got kicked up in grade and he’s been known to put the fear of God into some unwholesome characters who insisted they knew everything God had to say. Their god, of course.”
“The rumor is there’s only one, Tracy.”
“Then they’re in deep shit,” she said with surprising vehemence. “The Lord of Hosts isn’t the Lord of C-4. In fact, they’re on the far end of the continuum.”
“Angels and demons.”
“Glad you said it.”
Shrubsole had taken Ender’s lip seriously, as if guarding her turf with the hosts. Could she have been in this business long and still keep religion like a compact in her purse? It bothered Ender that he had never run into Shrubsole before. He could not say that he was uncomfortable with her, but he did not like being spooked. He would have to get her deep file.
“I’d like to talk to Charles as soon as you can arrange a meeting,” said Ender. “I’ll let you know afterward if I can use him.”
“That can be done,” said Shrubsole, using a short painted finger. “Don’t worry, it will be.”
“My mission plan is badly skewed,” said Ender. “I’ll have to restart from the ground and work my way back. I’ll need the summaries of Lieutenant’s Fordyce’s interrogations arranged in chronological order and delivered to me within the hour.”
“And that’s it?”
“I’d like to see the lieutenant’s journal, too,” said Ender. “Right now.”
“It’s in her locker.”
CHAPTER 7
Ender found eight lockers in the changing room, six in use and all with padlocks. The remainder were for visiting interrogators or interpreters on duty that sometimes lasted longer than they wanted.
Lieutenant Fordyce’s locker was the last on the left. Ender opened it and looked through the clothing—two pairs of trousers, three blouses. The first blouse was a camouflage top that had no insignia of rank. The others were civilian, one in pink cotton and a more interesting piece of red crenellated fiber that would cling. Not quite Denizen of the Night, it had five buttons instead of a deep neckline, but those could be undone to the southward, or redone to cover, the number to suit the disposition. All standard, he supposed, for female interrogators in the tropics.
If the interrogator knew how to leverage her body, she could have success that her male counterparts found hard to match. It had everything to do with gender. One theory of Islamic radicalism had to do with the absence of reciprocal sex for young men at the wrong age to abstain. The lack of what they could not articulate with anything but their fingers made them volatile—and too malleable—providing the fuel to go out with a bang that was a substitute for orgasm.
Dumb, yeah. So dumb that it was often called the Bush Theorem, but there was something to it. Ender had come upon too many young men ready to will themselves into heaven or an absence of pain. A female interrogator could present herself as a friend of the moment to a man whose usual company was a controlled count of cell mates. She never made herself believed as an obtainable option, but she could arrive at a point where a man put his disbelief aside in longing. She could ask questions with an intimacy both knew to be false even as it assumed the qualities of a weapon. Her clothing, presented in graduated increments of skin that touched seduction by ignoring it, sometimes brought them closer to what was often mistaken for God.
Ender put theory aside and took down the journal from the top shelf of the locker. Belonging to the lieutenant at one time, it was not in the cosmetics bag where Mendoza had found it. The notebook sat beside the bag with three ballpoint pens and a pack of gum. The journal was not large or thick, about sixty pages, and probably had been purchased at the camp store.
Ender found nothing else of interest in the locker. He took the journal into the next room and sat at the Summaries table, clearing a space in the row of laptops.
The entries ran for the last six weeks of the lieutenant’s life. Like most things of its kind, the record was not kept closely, following a news-flash pattern. The number did not exceed thirty and the dates were often omitted, though they could, as Mendoza said, be calculated.
Ender quickly discovered an inquisitive mind with a high level of associative intelligence. That was the mark of a good interrogator—as well as other things—and it was far from common. It was rarer than anyone in the military, which thrived on hierarchy, would admit.
The first entry that drew Ender’s attention was a paragraph on the origin of the place-name where the lieutenant was stationed—Delenfer. Ender had not recognized the name as meaning anything, and he told himself that proper names do not have to mean anything. The lieutenant reined in her curiosity less quickly. Her explanation was interesting and on the mark.
I’ve never heard this name before, but the root should be enfer. Meaning: Hell. Expanded to de l’enfer, it should mean—hell-bound. That is not a surprise to anyone who has been aboard this camp for more than five minutes. I wonder who dreamed the name up from his command desk. On second thought, it probably came up from the ranks, like a lot of things, and never made its way back down because it was too damned good to change.
That was her opinion of the place she had been sent for duty, and it was as grim as it should be. Dangerously grim, no. She was aware of irony. That made her guilty of a sense of humor, which did not seem to jibe with suicide. A person who could see around corners could usually turn them, too.
Ender scanned for references to her work, but saw nothing quickly. In the military, writing of interrogations in any context but official reports violated the rules, and she was undoubtedly aware of them. One exception Ender noticed was a half page of writing that had been crossed out. Nothing could be made of it, but he was confident that something could be, if that was necessary.
Ender went looking for necessity and found it right away. The reference should have been the first in the journal, but for some reason it arrived on the third page, as if meant to be hidden.
I’ve begun to keep this journal after a conversation with K. Count on a professional paranoid to like the certainty of records in an uncertain situation. It may be the most sensible thing he ever suggested to me. His opinion is that harassment always has multiple purposes.
Harassment? K? Ender had not come across any person with that initial in the lieutenant’s life. Searching for context, Ender quickly worked his way through the notebook, scanning for more references. He found only one not far from the end.
An E-Birthday card from K. He’s never as bad as he sounds and twice as thoughtful as dad gives him credit for.
So. A brother, a boyfriend (not a new one), a neighbor or friend, (and probably close at some point). Ender would like to get in touch with K to find the reason for the birth of the journal. That could happen soon if she kept the e-greeting he had sent her two weeks ago for her birthday. Harassment was not a military word except as it was a compliment.
Her birthday was not far distant from DOD. Ender did not think birthday celebrations fell into the same pool of loneliness that sometimes ruled the Christmas holidays. If a woman was on the slim side of thirty with a job and prospects in her love life, being depressed because she was one year older did not compute.
Ender would put psychology aside if he came up with a reason for depression in the journal, but first he had to find it. That took time. Finally, he put together a sequence of entries that made a theme, if not a story. The thread that held it together was a character called C and a color.
I was reprimanded today for showing too much empathy toward one of our detainees. This would have meant nothing except professional jealousy from C if certain things had not continued after the shift. Unrelated? I don’t think so.
I was surprised to find I was a center of attention in the DFC last night. I knew it instinctively without the need for proof. It had to do with the way others were looking at me. It’s easy to mistake things like this, but I knew I wasn’t being paranoiac when the officers from the admin center laughed as I passed their table when I was leaving. I heard one of them say Purple.
I know from B that the nom de guerre the boys gave me as they stand around the water cooler is The Color Purple. It’s exactly the kind of dumb shit dumb shits come up with after a night in the bag. And it got to me.
OK. Ender thought that C was Charles, the interrogator the lieutenant worked with. And competed with. By every opinion, including the camp commander’s, Charles was the second team, but that never stopped a man from wanting to climb higher with the balls he borrowed from others.
A man’s ego could convert to a woman’s anger, but there was more to it. The next entry made a progression. It was also the first notice of something that might cause the journal to be classified.
From deep exile. The Legionnaires who wound up in this place usually ran from the sins of the past. We do it for a different reason.
I sound glum, but I’ve been working double shifts because of the influx of detainees from Somalia. The assignments should be given to the Somali echoes, but two of the detainees speak Arabic, and some of the Somalis prefer it. They love the language of the Koran, and even more the petroleum wealth that God provided for distribution to his chosen peoples. I’ve even heard it said that in Mogadishu the Islamic Council used Arabic in their official communications.
I was exhausted when I got back to my quarters. I hit the rack so hard I do not remember falling on the pillow. When I got up after the usual four hours sleep that felt like deprivation, I saw a bottle on the table by the bed. It was filled with purple liquid.
It was not the usual Nalgene bottle but the clear plastic kind that is sold locally. None of the locals should be able to get in here and a lot of people aboard camp carry the bottles around with them.
I know the bottle was not there when I lay down. I swear I locked the door. I’m ready to swear to anything that makes sense. I just wish I had been more alert. And I wish it was possible to be more alert.
Ender felt the disturbance in the lieutenant’s words, a frustration or fear that was reflected as her pen dug deeper into the page. She had been shocked by the bottle that appeared as she slept. The color echoed the name she had heard in the DFC. They had access to her private spaces. What was next?
I was taken to the camp medical facility yesterday for treatment of a swelling around my eye caused by an assault by one of our detainees. It happened quickly and didn’t go far before the guards intervened, but it shook me up. Not just when he hit me, but when I hit the ground. It seems like I lost the restraint argument big time. It was like falling out of a tree.
It was the first time she had mentioned her duty in a direct sense. What followed was enough to put the journal under hard classification.
I’ve had enough of these three from the south. They behave like a unit and their behavior is bad even before one clobbered me. It’s scary. I think the real problem is the command to “fear” Allah. That puts fear at the center of their lives. They do their best to transfer I to everyone. This attitude is in Christianity, too, although not in my idea of it. Think of the gargoyles on medieval churches. The ghouls. That’s how I think of these three. Ghouls One through Three, and so far they don’t serve a useful purpose, like the downspouts on churches. But I’ll be damned if I won’t keep at it.
The lieutenant was having trouble with ghouls at work and in her personal life. The second entry concerning harassment could not have been more direct.
I’m taking it from both sides. Yesterday, my unit was entered again. I was at the cantina at the time, having a sundowner with B. When we returned to my unit, I found a condom on the table by the bed. Someone had taken the trouble to color it purple. I don’t really know how you do that, but it required effort. This is a damned stalker.
From now on, I will check my weapon out of the locker every night. I plan to sleep with it. I don’t know if I will use it or get the chance, but having it under my pillow seemed to help for one night.
That entry had been made four days before Lieutenant Fordyce’s death. It was a busy day that followed a physical assault by a detainee that required medical attention. On the preceding day, another incident had occurred in her CLU that was invasive and sexual. She had a drink, probably with her boyfriend, B (Bandini) before discovering the second break-in. The boyfriend may have recommended her to the pistol, but as scarce as women were here he probably did not advise turning it on herself.
Curiously, the journal made no further references to the stress in her work or life. What followed was only one more entry concerning a mix up in her wash that seemed to have no bearing on the trend of events.
My clothes came back with an extra pair of socks in the batch. This is the third time it’s happened. The last time I had a talk with SpiderMan, the two-legged Somali washing machine who leaves with his arms full and returns with them fuller.
I think he’s doing the theft because he likes me almost as much as he likes himself for Robin Hood. What a compliment. And what a relationship.
The journal ended on those words. It was a strange place to end a life unless the washer-man was more than he seemed. Ender did not believe it, because the lieutenant had not believed it.
He leafed quickly through the journal that contained nothing but blank pages before returning to the end of her entries. The second time through he noticed something seemed to be missing exactly at that point. The end.
The excision of the page had been carefully done. The spine of the book was stitched, not glued, from the factory. When Ender closed the book and squeezed the binding, he saw where the page had been removed. Opening it again, letting the notebook fall open to the place where it wanted, he peeled back the pages and saw at least one of them had been cut out. Possibly two.
Yes, two pages.
Lieutenant Fordyce could have done it, though she might not have been so careful of something that was to be thrown away. She probably would have ripped out the pages. This cut was careful. It could have been done with a sharp instrument, like a box cutter or something smaller.
Ender did not think he would find the pages that might have explained the lieutenant’s suicide. It seemed clear by the trouble someone had taken that they did not want known the details that contributed to putting her over the edge. Ender would have to find who excised the pages. He would set them down and scrape the contents from their brain in this place where everything was done in the name of national security.
CHAPTER 8
Ender would have given something for the on-site fingerprint and DNA tech that could tell who, besides Lieutenant Fordyce, had handled the journal. The results might not prove who did the editing, but they would narrow the field. The bandit was probably careful not to leave prints, and he could negate DNA evidence by admitting that he had handled the journal. That would not be hard for Shrubsole to do.
The section supervisor sat at the console in the Ready Room. She was absorbed by the images from three live feeds on the computer screens, though which sessions she monitored was unclear. The supervisor called the shots. She could move from one interrogation room to the next with the switch at her left hand.
Ender stood in front of her desk with the grey notebook in his right hand. When Shrubsole decided to notice, she wicked the headset away. “I see you found Echo Five’s journal.”
“The God’s truth always comes from the grave.”
“Then I’m glad you were able to communicate.”
“Islam believes there’s a forty day window for it,” said Ender, trying to touch Shrubsole’s sore spot again. “The lieutenant is out there. If she met a bad end, she might be there for a long time.”
“As long as we’re talking superstition.”
“They say Jesus rose from the dead on the third day. That’s an accelerated schedule for sure.”
Ender could tell he had scored by the way her pale blue eyes drew down to gunmetal. But she said nothing.
“I found several references in the journal that I didn’t understand,” said Ender. “You read it through, I suppose.”
“I glanced at it, checking for unauthorized information regarding this section,” she said. “I can’t say I found much, but I’d feel better if the book never left this building.”
“That’s the correct response,” said Ender. “I don’t want this journal finding its way outside the wire either. Keep it close.”
She nodded brusquely. “Until otherwise ordered.”
“You’ll have to get used to that as long as I’m aboard camp. I’ll probably get in your way from time to time, but there’s compensation. I can expedite any requests you might have back to headquarters.”
“I understand,” she said as if she did very well. “Now what can I help you with?”
“I’d like to know who the lieutenant refers to when she mentions C.”
Shrubsole gave a hand shrug that did not migrate. “That could refer to Charles.”
“Are there others in the section the initial could refer to?”
“No one in the Cs first or last,” said Shrubsole. “Not among the echoes. One of our terps is named Cleva.”
“A Somali?”
“Yes. Cleva’s been with us the last six months. We’re happy with her work.”
“Did Cleva interact with Echo Five?”
“From time to time,” said Shrubsole. “I don’t recall how often they shared a booth. Echo Five had no trouble dealing with Arabic speakers. Unless she needed help with Somali dialect, she didn’t call for Cleva.”
“So they did work together often?”
“Occasionally,” said Shrubsole. “You can check the interrogation records to see when they collaborated. I’m having them put together for you now.”
“I’ll do that,” said Ender. “In the meantime, I’d like to speak to Charles.”
Shrubsole pointed to the monitor on her right. “He’s tied up at the moment.”
Ender moved around the desk to stand at Shrubsole’s right. On the monitor he saw four men in a room with not much room to ramble.
The first man, the detainee, was dressed in a blue jumpsuit. He displayed the expected hostility magnified by bushy hair that made his head twice its height. Ender could not see his hands below the table, but he seemed bent forward, as if being pulled forward. His dark brown face was so set in stubborn denial that it should not also have been able to convey boredom. Yet it did. His dark eyes, set above high cheekbones, peered out of the whites like things completely of the spirit.
Number Two was a large Marine guard. He stood behind the detainee and seemed to have mastered staying alert while bored. No insignia of rank and no signs of cognition showed in his square impassive face.
The third man—the interpreter—was a Somali who did not seem entirely engaged in his work as he sat beside the guard. His handsome face was a copy of the detainee’s, dark skin and dark eyes, thin to the point of looking stretched, but without the vengeful quality of the rebel. They could have been kinsman except that they had fallen on different sides of the equation.
Charles appeared like a ghost at a ghetto party. Very white, with blond hair that seemed pasted to his skull, he seemed to speak to the detainee without getting answers. Even screwed down in a plastic chair Charles looked not much over five feet tall. Ender could not see all his face due to the camera angle. The profile that showed was as weak and recessive as the detainee’s was aggressive. Charles should work on that.
“He doesn’t seem to be doing well with his man,” said Ender. “Tell him to take five and hope it lasts longer.”
“I really don’t think—”
“You shouldn’t have to,” said Ender. “I’ll speak with Charles now.”
Shrubsole liked that as much as she liked an intruder behind her wire. The muscles of her face went to a place where they could hardly be maintained for long. Her voice in the business end of her headset had all the stone that Charles seemed to lack.
“Close it down but keep his buns on the burner,” she said into the headset. “One cheek will do for now. Report to me.”
Shrubsole removed her headset brusquely. She seemed to be good at stopping short of disdain but leaving a gap that carried. No one liked oversight or close contact from Washington. That much Ender understood, having experienced it on several occasions when the chain-of-command came down on him.
“Is that good enough, Jason?”
“I don’t know how much ground one cheek covers,” said Ender, “but fine.”
“It means we’ll brace him for a while,” said Shrubsole. “Not a stress position, but enough to show we care.”
Ender turned his attention to the door that swung open. The man coming through it was a facsimile of the monitor image with more attitude. He was not as neutral as Ender thought, or quite as short. Long-waisted and long-legged, he seemed misshapen only in the upper body. His stride was brisk, the next thing to cocky.
And he seemed to know what he dealt with on his forced break. He stopped short of a huff in front of the console, his attention on Ender as he spoke to his superior.
“I don’t think it’s real good to leave that freak on break,” he said in a voice full of friction. “He knows how to sleep standing up, like a horse.”
“Even horses miss the rein,” said Shrubsole. “Some slack might cause him to wonder about his place in the cosmos.”
“He knows he’s not a star,” said Charles, liking his superior’s metaphor better. “A black hole, maybe.”
“Have you worked with him long?” asked Ender, stepping in front of the console.
“At hard labor most of the week,” said Charles. “It’s pretty clear Mister Ras thinks we’re candy asses compared to the Ethiopians. When they get in your face, it’s usually with a rifle butt.”
“Ras is another detainee shipped in from Mogadishu?”
“Not this one,” said Charles. “The Ethis took him a couple of weeks ago in the Ogaden. The first I’ve seen from there. They usually deal in dead bodies with rebels. They’ve been after us to put Ras and his suckbuddies on the official terrorist list, never mind the fact that they’re homegrown. We agree to the name change, they have something to call them before they blow them away.”
“So what do we hope to get from this one?”
Charles shrugged. “Practice?”
That didn’t seem enough, even with the blurred distinction between rebels and terrorists since 9/11. Ender took another step that put him head-to-head with Charles. He was not a midget except to the people who tried to laugh him out of their life. Five-four in street shoes with no uniform or insignia of rank, he looked like a mall-rat hanging around the exits on the off-chance he could cop a joint or a feel. His brown T-shirt was the only thing that gave him away. The bright letters said: NEVER FORGET.
“Jason Ender,” he said, extending his hand.
He took the hand, pumping it as he spoke. “Charles Bracken. For three years I was Specialist Bracken with Thirteen Eleven Military Intelligence Battalion, Fort Campbell. I signed back on as a civilian to come here.”
“It’s a long way from Kentucky.”
He smiled with good teeth. “My wife thinks so.”
“But you don’t mind the duty.”
“I mind being at the ass end of nowhere,” he said. “You’d have to be nuts if you didn’t. But I like the work.”
“Let’s pretend we’re all at the top of our game,” said Ender, extending his hand in the opposite direction. “This way, Charles.”
He looked at Shrubsole for rescue as Ender moved to the door of the fourth interrogation room—the empty one—and held it open. Seeing nothing in Shrubsole’s face but administrative neutrality, Charles followed.
Ender entered the room in business mode, swinging into the interrogator’s chair and waiting for Charles to fill the other. He did it slowly, dropping into the detainee’s chair as if aware of the symbolism. He was certainly aware that Shrubsole had not moved from her console and could eavesdrop on their conversation.
“So you like the work,” said Ender, inviting the room to close around them. “It’s an experience, isn’t it, warping into a man’s head?”
“If they have one,” he said without smiling. “Most of these dudes go straight to the Prophet if you press them hard. It’s what they do instead of thinking, and believe me it’s a steel cocoon.”
“What do you do when that happens?”
“Generally, I toss them back in the cage,” said Charles. “You can debate verses from the holy book, but that doesn’t seem to mean a lot. They’re not talking religion anyway. It’s more like being shrink-wrapped in the Koran. Or what somebody told them was the Koran when he wanted them to pose for a martyrdom tape. Or what fatwa added a bit of violence to the dumb-dumb knowledge base. If someone like Kong—I mean, Detainee Ras—digs deep and finds justification, he can cancel the parts of the fatwa he doesn’t like and wing the rest.” Charles smiled. “Once in a while we get a Marxist. They don’t know the twenty-first century made them irrelevant either.”
“You sound like you’ve been here a while.”
“Almost a year,” he said. “I volunteered to come back off my first deployment. I’m not much for tenderizer. I really do like tough meat.”
It was a good question why a man would choose to spend his time in a desert far from his family. Patriotism? Money? Charles might be avoiding deployment to areas where Arabic was more in demand, but the interrogator’s job was not high risk even in combat areas. It was probably easier to hunker down and beer up at Delenfer. There could be other inducements Ender did not know of. It seemed there had to be.
“What do you do on your day off, Charles?”
“I try to add inches to my basic height,” he said. “These Somalis are tall, though not usually big and tall. It’s a bitch to sit across from them day after day. Sometimes I put a pillow under my ass. We always sit, by the way.”
“Does that work for eye contact?”
“Part of the game,” he said, “but not the best part. Some of these dudes have been into a kill a day, a rape a day, since they were old enough to hold a weapon. You look in their eyes and don’t wonder where they’ve been. You wonder how long.” Charles hunched forward, putting his hands on the table. “The spookiest time I ever had was when I went at a blind man. He was some Arab from the north shore, the Horn. He was stone blind, looking straight ahead at certified nothing, but I always felt he was looking at a place no one else could see.”
“And you were the place.”
“Maybe.”
“He couldn’t see your face, so he went for the rest.”
Charles sat back again. He did not like what Ender said, probably because he had worked hard not to be seen under the skin. If he believed in a soul, he did not want it examined.
“I guess you have to think that if you can’t find your dick,” he said finally.
“Finding it’s no problem,” said Ender. “Finding a place to put it, that’s the trick.”
“One of the guards did,” said Charles. “He gave our blind man a melon to fuck. Anatomically correct as far as diameter goes. Actually, that seemed to soften him up. In the end he gave us good information on weapons smuggling through the Sinai to the Palestinians. We had an Israeli—an intelligence colonel in civvies—come down here to thank us personally.”
“A blind man gave you those hits?”
“That was what he was after he ran into one of the task force gun ships.” Charles shook his head. “You have to assume he had a previous level of vision if he was going to swap guns and ammo with Bedouins.”
“That was good work, Charles. You broke him, I suppose.”
“We both worked on Double O,” he said with a full stop. “Me and Echo Five.”
Charles and the lieutenant. His answer had come in an unanticipated way, like most good things in interrogation. Ender had not wanted to bring the subject up directly.
“Did you two partner often?”
“We didn’t partner at all,” said Charles, happy to correct Ender. “That’s not the way we do things here unless we have orders to treat a detainee different. I started with Double O, but I went down sick for two days—probably from the particulate matter that bozo chucked up in the booth. Echo Five took over while I was out.”
“Were you disappointed when the lieutenant took over your interrogation?”
“That wasn’t my decision,” he said. “Someone up the line decided that Double-O was more than he seemed despite the fact that he hadn’t given a thing. They were anxious to have him talk. That happens more than you think, even with stumble-bums. The call might even have come from, uh, Washington.”
Charles spoke that word less than magically. He knew he had let his emotions show. He stretched his hands behind his back, then brought them down to hold the left leg he crossed in the same casual manner.
“So you weren’t disappointed, Charles?”
“Not really.”
“Did you go back at the detainee again afterward?”
“No. But I advised Echo Five.”
“Then the lieutenant made the breakthrough,” said Ender. “Her name went up in lights where the lights don’t exist.”
“I don’t know about that,” said Charles. “You could say it was a joint effort.”
“What would you say?”
“A joint effort with a footnote,” he said. “You want percentages, ask Tracy.”
Ender did not mistake the way Charles grazed the name of his supervisor as if he had passed something from his hand. Those two shared something. Ender did not know enough about the situation to pin it down. Unless Shrubsole’s taste ran to short albinos, the thing was probably not physical. Self-preservation, of course, was physical.
“Do you wonder why I’m asking these questions, Charles?”
“Probably,” he said. “But you don’t seem to have an interrogation plan. It’s more like you’re cruising.”
“Let’s say I’m trying to understand the dynamics of your section,” said Ender. “I’d like to know how you and Lieutenant Fordyce came into conflict.”
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