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Lights Out











Three people had died
 in the past fourteen months. Good people. Ray Fillion hadn’t known them all, but he knew Bertram. Bertram, thinking about retiring, maybe stepping down to some consulting work at State. One late morning a few days before Christmas he went to a dead drop in a plaza right in the middle of DC and took one between the eyes. Clean. Quiet. The only witness, a woman in her fifties who saw him hit the ground, later told police she’d figured him for a heart attack and rushed to help. She bent over him, her joints cracking in the cold, gripped him by his stubbly chin and turned his stunned eyes to the wintry sky and saw the little black hole at the top of the man’s nose. She had already dialed 911 when the trickle of blood issued from the wound, the last push from Bertram’s dying heart, and the answering operator was treated to a scream.

The sound barely registered on the few dozen ears passing through the plaza, emotional outbursts of this type being common in the District. An armed citizen heard the scream, recognized the terror in it, and came to her aid. He saw the bleeding wound and, following his instincts, pulled his .44 and headed into the tree line behind the wrought iron park bench which had been Bertram’s dead drop. He found nothing, saw no one. At least that’s what he would tell the cop who later arrested him for carrying a concealed weapon.

So much for being a good Samaritan. F. Curtis Chappell of Bethesda would turn out to be not only the media star of the day but, for the local authorities, the suspect. Though suspect for what?
 would become the issue. Having simply been at the scene of a reported murder with a weapon in his hand, Chappell’s arrest would culminate in questioning for that crime. He would spend a night in the DC jail, and his picture would appear in the next day’s Post. However, as there would ultimately be no body and consequently no evidence, the existence of any actual crime, let alone a need for prosecution, was dubious. With an assist from the only other eyewitness he would soon be cleared of any involvement in the non-event, though the resulting negative attention would cost his private security consulting firm a few clients.

He would be quoted in the next week’s papers: I just think it goes to show that you can’t carry a gun in this city unless you’re one of the bad guys. Maybe if you’re on some fat politician’s security detail. Try and help a person, you try and do a good thing, and you’re raked over the coals. You wonder why no one trusts anybody? A man was killed, and I’m the guy they put in jail
 .

His quote was tweeted, posted, forwarded, and pinned for weeks.

No one asked who the dead man was.
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* * *




Carper himself was
 at the scene within minutes, two young agents in tow. After flashing some credentials and making some noise about national security, Bertram’s body was unceremoniously whisked away in the back seat of his Maxima. The DC ambulance and forensic boys were sent packing. An MPD captain grumbled about the irregularities, but there wasn’t much he could do. Carper had a way about him. You didn’t argue with the man. Didn’t matter who you were.

By the time Ray made it to the plaza the last MPD car was pulling away. Carper was sitting on the bench in one of his pinstripes, talking on the phone and sucking a nicotine lozenge. Ray sat beside him and kept his head down. There were a half dozen dark drops on the cement at Carper’s feet, already drying in the December air. Carper looked at him sideways and Ray mouthed Bertram
 ?

Carper tilted the phone away from his mouth and said, “Lights out.” He pointed a finger at the top of his nose, indicating where the single shot had taken the agent’s life.

Fucking shame. Bertram had a daughter stationed in Yemen who was coming home for good the day before Christmas. It’s all the man had talked about for weeks.

A van bearing the logo of the DC Fox affiliate pulled to a stop across the plaza, the driver looking around as if wondering whether he was in the right place. Ray knew more would follow; all the networks listened in on the emergency channels. He also knew Carper would frustrate them all if they approached him.

Carper saw the van. “Hold on, sir,” he said into his cell. He lowered his phone to his knee and turned to Ray. “See what you can find. Olivia’s back there,” he said, jutting a thumb over his shoulder. Ray turned around and looked at the dense brush and trees behind them. It was barely ten feet away, separated by a patch of dormant grass beyond the curb.

If Olivia was already in there, there wasn’t much for Ray to do. She was more than capable. Besides, he knew there wouldn’t be anything to find. But he knew what Carper meant: Your face can’t be seen here
 . Carper, if not exactly a public figure, was on the public payroll. If anyone had to talk to the media, stonewall them, he would do it. As soon as he worked out the official story. Which was probably what he was doing on the phone.

Ray Fillion was the opposite of a public figure.

It wasn’t just the media that Ray needed to avoid. He glanced around the plaza and evaluated it in the space of two seconds. It was mostly cleared out. A few people, presumably those who had witnessed the commotion and the ensuing arrest, milled together at the north end. They talked on cell phones and snapped photos. A hot dog vendor had appeared, pushing a cart along the other side of the fountain at the center of the plaza. The man looked confused, probably wondering why there were so few customers in this normally bustling space.

A woman came over the hill wearing gray sweats and a green bandana, pulled along by a tremendous dog. Ray thought it was a Great Dane. She struggled with the leash as the dog fought to make its way off the path and toward Ray and Carper, probably smelling the blood. The woman, oblivious to the event she had missed by minutes, eventually got her pet under control and continued out the other size of the plaza.

There was someone else. A woman, judging by the legs. She sat on an identical bench on the opposite side of the fountain. She wore black slacks and a pair of thick-soled flats. Everything above her waist was concealed behind the newspaper spread out in front of her, gloved hands curling around from behind the news. A murder has just happened here. And you’re interested in that paper
 , Ray thought. And who reads newspapers these days, anyway? Brazen
 . Ray desperately wanted to talk to that woman, wanted to see her face. But it wasn’t possible, wasn’t safe. He made a mental note to look for her later.

He got up and moved like a man who was running late, pulling the brim of his Nationals cap low as he turned. If he was lucky, no one had taken his picture. Someone like the lady across the plaza, who might lower her newspaper just enough to capture a still from a lens set neatly into the bridge of a pair of ordinary reading glasses. He stepped into the trees just as the reporters decided they were in the right place and the door of the van slid open.

He pushed a pine branch out of the way and took two steps onto a soft floor of pine needles. The branch swung back into place behind him like a door. It was darker here, the canopy of trees keeping out most of the bright winter day. The wooded area wasn’t very deep. From where he stood he could see cars passing on the other side, forty or fifty yards away.

He heard a branch snap. He stood still and quieted the sound of his breathing.

“Liv?” he said.

“He was here,” came the reply.

Ray moved a few feet to his left, towards the voice. Olivia Morris-Lentz was squatting on her toes on the far side of a broad elm with some low branches. Her black hair was pulled into a tight ponytail and threaded through a ball cap. She wore a form-fitting burgundy track suit and shiny white sneakers. Her elbows rested on her knees, her hands dangling between her legs as she examined a patch of ground next to the tree.

He moved in behind her and looked out toward the plaza. Standing his full five-eleven, foliage blocked his view. He bent his knees, crouching slowly until he saw it. A clear line of sight between two tree limbs. He could see the park bench and the back of Carper’s head. Standing in front of Carper, facing them, was a woman in a long coat with a fur-lined hood. She brandished a microphone toward Carper. Her face was familiar from television, though he couldn’t recall her name—Brandi? Brenda? Bambi? Behind her was a heavyset man in a sweatshirt lugging a camera. Both the cameraman and the reporter didn’t look pleased with whatever Carper was telling them. Which, Ray guessed, wasn’t much. A black Tahoe pulled into the circle next to the fountain and two more agents popped out. Both were armed and wore windbreakers. Ray recognized them both. He hoped the Fox cameraman wasn’t too attached to his equipment.

“What makes you sure it was a man?” said Ray.

“What?” said Liv. She looked up from her ground-level perch.

“You said he
 was here.” Ray looked at the ground in front of her. There was an area up against the tree that had been cleared of the leaves, needles, and fallen twigs. Anything that might make noise. An area just big enough for a man—or a woman—to stand. There were sweeping parallel lines of finger width, as if someone had brushed at the earth with a hand. “So no footprints,” said Ray.

“Of course not,” said Liv. “And it’s always a man on this kind of thing.”

“Are you saying women can’t handle weapons?”

Liv raised her lips on one side in annoyance. “What I’m saying is, women have other ways of getting the job done.” Ray knew what she meant. His eyes wandered down her back. In her crouched position the top and bottom of her track suit was separated, revealing a few bare inches of her lower back. The elastic waistband was stretched out in a concave arc between her hips. At the middle was a sunken divot where her backside began to split.

Ray loved that part of a woman, where her body began to come apart, created a seam that deepened and continued down, under, and back up the front. A warm place that secreted away the most desirable, and dangerous, things in the world. Things that drove men to create fortunes, and sometimes to kill each other. Things that started families, and sometimes wars.

Even more tantalizing than the agent’s rounded bottom was the harsh strip of white skin, no more than a quarter of an inch wide, that traveled across her waist and dove at the center into a triangle that disappeared behind her clothing, a patch at the peak of her gluteal cleft that was as pale as the crease at its center, a valley where the sun never shone.

Ray looked up, his hands on his knees, refocusing on that open area between the two branches. “I don’t know,” he said. “If it wasn’t a woman, it was someone short.” Liv stood up in front of him. She was tall for a woman, maybe three inches shorter than Ray, and even she had to bend at the knees to see through the opening where Ray pointed.

“Well, some men are short,” she said. “Or, he could have crouched like this.” Liv’s knees were bent slightly. She extended both arms toward the opening, grasping her right wrist in her left hand as if to steady it. With a finger pointed at the back of Carper’s head, she cocked her thumb and made the sound of a quiet gunshot. “And no one heard a thing.”

“Silencer,” agreed Ray.

“Which street thugs don’t use.”

“Mafia might these days,” said Ray, knowing it was ridiculous but running through all the possibilities anyway. He stood close enough behind Liv that her ponytail brushed his nose as he peered over the top of her cap. She smelled faintly of lavender, soap with an undertone of sweat. “How did you get here so fast, anyway?”

“The gym where I work out is three blocks away. I got the call and jogged over. You’re thinking Bertram was tied up with the mob?”

“Of course not. Who called you?” Ray put his hands at her waist, just resting his fingertips on the nylon.

“Your wife,” said Liv. In a move as gracefully feminine as it was sudden, she flexed her waist, gently pushing him away by mashing her bottom into his crotch. “Isn’t that her job?”

Ray was forced back a step. Liv ran her finger along the lower branch in front of her, which was easily thick enough and sturdy enough to support a small automatic weapon. She stopped her finger at an indentation where the bark had been scraped away. It looked fresh, the raw yellow flesh of the wood evident where a little channel had been carved.

Ray watched over her shoulder. It was clear enough that a shooter had stood here. Someone who knew Bertram would be coming, knew when, and knew he would be alone. A shooter who was not a street thug or a mafioso. Though a hired professional was not out of the question, a foreign national was most likely. Someone in the employ of a government, who looked ordinary, whose passport was in order. Someone with swim trunks in his baggage that he would never wear, loaded down with pamphlets for tourist destinations he would never visit. A man, or woman, who could slip across international borders without raising a glance.

Someone just like Ray. Or Olivia.

The agents looked around. There was no hurry. Whoever had stood there had departed nearly thirty minutes ago now. He was most likely already in a hotel room, ordering lunch, putting his clothing in a burn bag for disposal, considering a nap, his weapon already at the bottom of the Potomac where it would join a million more sunken secrets. He wouldn’t approach an airport anytime soon, probably not use a DC-area travel facility at all. He wouldn’t rent a car, either. If Ray had to guess, someone would pick him up in a small private watercraft and convey him to another state. The owner of the boat would be an American citizen, compromised in some way. They’d have fishing poles and scuba gear. Hell, they might even catch a few. Might give a friendly wave at the Coast Guard cutter they passed at the mouth of the Chesapeake. But within a week, the killer of Robert Bertram would be in Bogota. Or Mexico City. Or Havana.

Ray and Liv knew all of this without saying a word to each other. Knew that they would never know who had ended Bertram’s life, would never see the man’s face.

“Want to walk it, anyway?” said Liv, turning to face him.

“Guess we ought to,” said Ray. The pair set off deeper into the woods, Ray following. They went straight back, toward the sound of traffic on Independence. The coverage was dense, and the agents walked the only path any person of adult stature could have reasonably taken. The woods showed them the way. They moved quickly, as the shooter would have, bouncing off tree trunks and ducking low limbs. Speed and silence. Concealment. A man had moved through these woods with a pistol, probably tucked into his jacket. He hadn’t run. There was no need. He had walked this path two dozen times over the past week. He had removed obstructions, broken away any low branches, cleared any deadfalls. And when his work was finished, when he had trod this trail for the last time, he would have stepped out—

Here.

They emerged from the woods at the top of a knoll facing Independence Avenue. Traffic was light, moving in and out of a nearby underpass to the west. The shoulder on the opposite side, across a median and four lanes, had space for parking. Ray recognized the city signage indicating a two-hour maximum. Of the six spaces available before the shoulder narrowed and the road disappeared beneath the underpass, two were empty. “He could’ve parked over there.”

“Yeah,” said Liv. “Or he could’ve had a pickup.”

Ray considered that. A pickup would mean an accomplice, a second person to get in and out. An unnecessary risk. And the idea that the shooter continued on foot was simply unthinkable. “No,” he said. “He parked a car. Right over there.” Ray pointed to the space nearest the underpass. As he did, a white Mazda four-door with tinted windows slowed along the other side of the road, its right-turn blinker signaling the driver’s intention to park there. He watched it pull into the space at an awkward angle, the turn too sharp, front passenger tire hitting on the curb.


Weird
 , he thought. I have the exact same car. Tinted windows and all
 .

Ray felt his phone vibrate at his hip. He pulled it out, saw his wife’s name on the screen and answered.

“Status on Bob?” said Chloe. “Boss doesn’t answer.”

“Fending off the news,” said Ray. His breathing echoed back through the phone for several long seconds. “It’s lights out for Bob.”

It was Chloe’s turn to breathe into the phone line. She was too professional to be emotional over an unsecure cell. But Ray could tell it got to her. She might have a cry after she hung up. Not because she knew Bertram very well, but because it could have been her husband. And today was one of those days when the reality of the job hit you. It wasn’t just monitoring satellites, tapping phone lines, and scanning social media for overt threats. Today was a reminder of what was ultimately at risk every day. Even an analyst like Chloe could see the stakes for agents like Ray and Liv.

And Bertram.

Ray listened to his wife’s breathing through the phone as he watched Olivia saunter down the hill, shielding her eyes from the winter sun and looking into the underpass. Ray knew it would be a waste of time. There wouldn’t be any traffic cameras. The shooter would have thought of that.

“Where we are right now,” said Ray. “Can you get any pictures?”

“We?” said Chloe.

“Liv’s here.”

“Not likely with the current cloud coverage. It's supposed to snow. But hold on,” said Chloe. While he waited for his wife to check for satellite images of his current location, Ray looked down where the other agent stood along the edge of the road. The morning sun was directly behind her, outlining a shapely silhouette. Olivia cut an attractive figure, even in a track suit. He wondered if she considered tanning herself in thong underwear to be part of her professional responsibility, just as much as working out every day. Whatever her methods, she got results. Ray respected her for that.

The shape of Olivia in the distance placed a hand on one hip, looking toward the parking space where the white Mazda, the one just like Ray’s, was still struggling to align itself with the curb. The driver was clearly not skilled at parallel parking. Even in the sun’s glare, Ray could see the reverse lights come on. There were no cars coming on that side. The car reversed, turning its wheels first one way then the other in an attempt to position itself to pull in even with the curb. It lurched forward again, one wheel this time running up onto the grass.

“Hey,” said Chloe.

“Anything?” said Ray. He turned the other way to give his eyes a break from the sun and saw a blue delivery van in the westbound lane. It had Meyers Floral
 on its side panel and was moving fast.

“Direct overhead photograph of your location is every eighty minutes. Last image is from fifty-five minutes ago,” said Chloe.

“No good,” said Ray. Was it possible that Bertram’s killer knew the satellite rotation patterns over a particular block of Washington, DC? Could he have timed his arrival and departure to fit within that window? While it didn’t seem likely, Ray didn’t think it impossible. He knew
 it wasn’t impossible. The implications of that weren’t something he wanted to consider right now. It was too early for that.

“Learn anything on the ground?” asked Chloe.


Only that Agent Morris-Lentz isn’t currently wearing any underwear
 , Ray thought.

“No. I’ll see you at the debrief,” he said.

“Ray,” said Chloe before he could hang up. The tone in her voice stopped him. He was making a mental note to admonish her for using his name over the phone when she did it again.

“Ray, I’m so sorry.” Almost a whisper.


Sorry?


Sorry for what? For him? For Bertram? How many times had she even met
 Bertram?

As he stood there on a hill below the trees in the nation’s capital, the city he liked to call home, a little less than less than two hundred yards from where a man he knew to be a patriot right down to his socks had lost his life in a blink—a man whose dedication to his country would receive no accolade, not even acknowledgement, in the news—his eye was drawn to the road above the underpass, to the southbound lane there. There was nothing there to see, nothing of any interest. Just traffic.

But he couldn’t look away. The phone he held to his head drifted down in front of his face, and his ear was filled with a staticky sound. The world around him seemed to shift
 in some way. It was like the day—no, the world
 —became cloudy. Every object—the road, the cars, the trees, the very air itself—darkened in color, almost as if the sun had become a blacklight. He looked down to where Liv stood near the underpass, her feminine shape still starkly outlined even though the sun was vanished. His eyes fell on the Mazda, that car which could have been his own.

He seemed to be looking down at this scene from a much higher vantage point than moments before, as if he were up on a lift, or had suddenly grown unaccountably tall. He looked down at his feet. No, they looked normal, right where they should be. The length of his legs had not changed. But the grass he now stood in had turned a shade of purple.


Ray, I’m so sorry
 .

He was aware of his wife’s voice, coming from behind the static, still whispering his name in his ear, even though his phone was now an arm’s length away from his head, hanging at his waist. Why was she saying that? How many times had she said it? He wanted to lift the phone, bring it back to his ear and mouth—maybe he could talk to her, tell her something was wrong—but he was unable to raise his arm.

He couldn’t move at all.

At the edge of his vision he saw the van with the florist’s logo. It was coming up fast in the far right lane, just behind the Mazda. The driver of the car had still not managed to maneuver it into place and, judging by the taillights, which he now saw lit up in an eerie electric lavender, it was about to reverse into the road again.


Jesus, what’s wrong with that guy?
 thought Ray.


What makes you sure it was a man?


Was that his own voice? Chloe’s?


Oh my God, am I having a stroke? I’m not even forty years old …


The van hit the car, its front fender colliding at an angle with the rear of the Mazda as the car rolled backward. The impact spun the car around, shattered its rear windshield. The van plowed ahead another twenty feet, hitting the car again, this time in the front, before coming to a stop, its own windshield instantly filled with a network of cracks from the skull of its driver. As the van’s forward motion was transferred a second time to the car, the Mazda was sent tumbling into the concrete abutment at the edge of the underpass. It rolled up onto its side and came to rest with its crumpled top facing outward, one wheel still spinning.

When the car hit the abutment, the sound it made filled the world. Ray felt like he was standing right next to it, rather than some two hundred feet away. His stomach churned and his vision went black. Now there was nothing but sound. And as the thunder of the crash faded, he heard two more things.

His wife’s voice … Ray, I’m so sorry
 .

And then there was an electronic beep. Steady. Repeating over and over like a pulse.


… beep … beep … beep …
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The Eye in the Room










SIX MONTHS LATER


Chloe was speaking
 in his ear again: “They’re coming up.”

Ray cleared his head and oriented himself. It was a great room, and not just for Cuba. He’d stayed in hotels in Dubai that weren’t this nice. He sat with his feet on the floor at the edge of a plush king bed beneath an oak poster frame, the wood alive with thin swirls of natural color. The pillows were stacked four high on each side. Across from him sat a teak desk illuminated from above by a row of track lights. Between the bed and desk was enough floor space for two or three couples to comfortably dance.

“Are you there?” said Chloe. Ray adjusted his earpiece, dug into his eyes with his thumbs, and looked across at the laptop sitting open on the desk. The screensaver had come on, the little logo bouncing in random patterns across the screen. Had he been dozing?

“Yeah,” he said. Their communications were highly secure, scrambled at both ends and transmitted via satellite. But he still followed procedure, saying as little as possible.

“Check hardware,” said Chloe in his ear. Ray hopped up, walked over to the desk, and tapped the spacebar on the laptop. The screen showed the room next door, which was a mirror image of the one he occupied. Next to the desk where he sat was a door. Immediately on the other side was another door that opened into the adjoining room. Ray had made quick work of unlocking both doors. The tiny microphone and attached wide-angle camera, the lens a mere four millimeters wide, were encased in a square pen holder exactly like the one on the desk in front of him. Its dark, glassy surface made the eye nearly impossible to see. Ray had installed it easily, dropped a couple of the hotel’s pens back in, and left it on the desk in the other room, careful to adjust its position so that the camera faced the bed. Coming back, he’d locked the door on his side but left the door that opened into the other room unlocked.

He saw the bed now, illuminated by a bedside lamp he had left on because that’s how he’d found Freddy’s room. And it had
 to be Freddy’s room. They’d decided that early on. Alfredo Molina might be susceptible to the charms of a beautiful woman, even though he was a married man, but it would be risky to try to bring him back to a hotel room that wasn’t his own. Even Olivia’s charms might not be enough to overcome the suspicion that might arouse, and they only had one shot.

Liv had been stringing along their mark all week—first rubbing shoulders with him at the bar, later giving him a shy gaze across the dining room that lasted just the right number of seconds before turning back to her husband (which in this scenario was Ray), openly smiling at him over her shoulder the next evening as she walked toward the elevator with her husband, the next day striking up a conversation in which she casually mentioned that her husband would be in meetings in Playa Baracoa all day. Men like Freddy didn’t stray unless they felt at least a modicum of security, and a married woman who would be returning to the States posed little threat of becoming a hanger-on, of causing him trouble down the line. Freddy was no operator, wasn’t G2, at least as far as anyone knew, but he still had more to worry about than his wife.

It was a matter of pure luck that they’d managed to get the room that formed a suite with Freddy’s. It hadn’t been available when they’d first arrived six days ago, when he and Olivia had checked in as William and Teresa Ovitz of Wichita, here for an international badminton tournament. They’d set up in a room down the hall, three hundred feet away. It was close enough, but Ray had been sweating the cameras in the hallway. At least two would have to be taken out if he was going to enter Freddy’s room directly from the hall. And that would put him on a tight timetable. Getting arrested in Cuba was unthinkable—better to cancel the op and go home—but even attracting the policía
 here would be bad. He would kill them if he had to, if he could. But even if they could evade them, disable them in some way short of killing them, he and Liv would still have the problem of getting out of the country. Fast. The op would be effectively over, their cover blown. With Freddy aware that someone had tried to get to him, there’d be no second chance.

That could not be allowed to happen. Ray would find a way. That’s what he did. That’s why he was here.

Then, the previous afternoon, the couple in the room Ray now occupied checked out. Liv had gone down to complain, in broken Spanish (even though she spoke perfect Spanish), about the view from her and Mr. Ovitz’s room. This was the only time her husband was ever likely to take her to Cuba, and she wanted to see the bay at the front of the hotel, wanted to watch the yachts come and go amid the swaying coconut palms.

As it turned out, customer service was alive and well in post-Obama Cuba. After waiting for the room to be cleaned, Ray and Liv had moved in and were able to breathe a little easier. Things were looking good.

“Looking good,” said Ray into the microphone at his ear, which picked up the sound from his larynx. He applied a filter to the image on his laptop, adjusted the contrast and brightness. There was always the chance that Freddy was a lights-off kind of guy. “How’s that?”

“Perfect.” At her computer, aboard a small private fishing craft fifty miles out in the Gulf of Mexico, Chloe would be seeing the same video feed in real time.

Ray was ready to get this done. Where the hell were they?
 Chloe had no eyes on Liv, but a transmitter in the heel of Liv’s left shoe would show her location within fifty feet. Ray could check for himself by opening another application on his laptop, but now that he had eyes on the room next door he was relying solely on his wife.

“Well?” he said.

“Don’t know, but close,” came the reply. How long could it take for them to get up to the sixth floor from the restaurant off the hotel’s lobby? Had they taken the stairs? Was something wrong? Was Freddy having second thoughts? Was he an uncompromising family man after all? Was Liv breaking out the big guns? Ray pictured Freddy and Liv making out in a stairwell somewhere, Liv feigning desperation while brushing a hand across their target’s crotch, whispering in the man’s ear about how her husband was hombre flácido
 .

Or was something else happening? Did Freddy have someone else watching him? Maybe someone even Freddy wasn’t even aware of? Someone whose job was to prevent Freddy from doing anything stupid?

It wasn’t impossible. Ray made up his mind that if they didn’t show up in the next sixty seconds he was going to look for them.

There was a letter opener on the desk. He picked it up and ran his finger along the blade. It was four inches long, plated gold, and dull. There had been no way to get weapons into the country on a commercial flight, so this would have to do. Ray held it firmly and pressed the side of the blade with his other hand, finding no give. He could do a lot of damage with it, if it came to that.

Then he heard them, even before Chloe said “now” in his ear. There was laughter. Male laughter. That was good. Keeping things light. Ray held his breath and could hear the electronic sound of the keycard opening the room next door. He put the letter opener back down on the desk.

Show time.

The picture on his laptop screen brightened, making everything hard to see. Someone had switched the lights on. Ray waited a moment to make sure they would stay on, then cleared the filters he had applied. Now the view was better than before.

He saw Liv first. She looked directly at him, through the pen holder on the desk. She was wearing a denim skirt that ended mid-thigh and a loose-fitting blouse through which her dark bra was visible. Very American, very turista
 . She had cut her hair—now dyed blonde—into a neat bob that fell to her jaw, wore it parted down the middle. Rouge livened both cheeks. She smiled at Ray, just for an instant, before looking away. “Oh my God, this room is incredible,” she said.

Alfredo Molina entered the frame, put his arms around Liv. His skin was fair for a man who’d been born to Colombian parents. He wore khakis and a cream-colored sport jacket that looked tailored. His trimmed mustache, strong jaw, and oversized wire-rimmed sunglasses made him look a little like Freddie Mercury. He removed the glasses and pulled Liv close to him for a kiss. She stood up on her toes and fell into him like a woman who couldn’t help herself, opening her mouth for him, accepting his kiss, kissing him in return, then pulling back with a girlish giggle and wiping her lips on the back of her arm. Showing just the right mix of wholesomeness and repressed lust. God she was good. Ray knew she’d do whatever was necessary, and since the objective here was to take compromising photographs, things were going to get a bit more heated.

“Tell me more,” said Freddy, “About your husband.”

“He sells, uh, how do you say it … seg … seguro
 ?” Ray smiled at Liv’s torturous pronunciation. It was smart, would keep Freddy speaking English.

“Insurance.” Freddy laughed. “What kind?”

“Life, mostly,” said Liv. She snaked her arms up around the man’s neck.

“How awful,” said Freddy. His hands traveled down over Liv’s rump. “So he’s not only boring in the bedroom.” Liv laughed, let Freddy knead her ass through her skirt. He had thick gold rings on almost every finger. Liv brought her hands around and pushed the collar of Freddy’s jacket down over his shoulders. She stopped there, hesitated, her thumbs hooked behind his lapels. She looked into the man’s eyes and her smile faded.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s … I’ve never done this before.”

“Don’t worry, hermosa
 . You’re doing fine so far. Don’t you want to keep going?”

Liv looked down, and Ray watched with admiration as she played the part of the reluctant adulteress. When her head came back up, she had both lips pulled into her mouth. She closed her eyes. Her chest rose and fell. She was about to cross a line, to cheat on her husband, a hardworking guy who was more than decent, treated her well. So what if he hardly ever got it up for her anymore? He provided, did he not? He’d brought her to Cuba with him, hadn’t he? Did he deserve this? To have his wife fuck a swarthy foreigner while he was away knocking shuttlecocks back and forth with other middle-aged men whose enthusiasm for sports stopped short of the violence inherent in soccer or football?

He wondered why she went to the trouble. Freddy was on the hook. But her performance was so real, her hesitation so genuine, he could almost feel the anguish of the husband he had spent several days pretending to be. For a moment he let himself imagine it was Chloe in that room, Chloe who was about to let herself be bedded by another man, who had already let a stranger feel her body, kiss her mouth, Chloe whose hands were peeling off another man’s clothes. Except Chloe wasn’t pretending, wasn’t doing it in pursuit of anything noble or necessary. She was doing it because she wanted to, because her husband wasn’t enough, didn’t satisfy, didn’t make her feel wanted enough or loved enough or whatever enough. There was something out there, some unnamed desire that her body, her soul, needed. Could this be it, right in front of her, right now? Would Chloe cross that line, explore, toss years of fidelity into the wind for her own fulfillment?

He felt bile rise to the back of his throat. His face was hot. He swallowed, put his dreadful fancies out of his mind and concentrated on the phony betrayal in the next room.

Mrs. William Ovitz of Wichita made her decision. She crossed the line. She planted her hands on Freddy’s broad cheeks and pulled his mouth down to hers, kissed him deeply. He brought one hand up between them and palmed a breast through her blouse as their faces writhed together, lips smacking. The passion between them, dead center on Ray’s screen, was a perfectly captured moment. It was all they needed.

Chloe chimed her succinct agreement into Ray’s ear: “Okay.”

Ray stood and prepared to make his entrance. He took a deep breath and watched Freddy massage his partner’s tits and bottom through her clothes. Old Freddy was about to be disappointed. How terrible would it be to have the prospect of a woman like Olivia, so forbidden and so willing, pulled out from under you? He actually felt a little sorry for the man. He pushed that thought away and focused his mind on what would happen in the next few minutes. Liv’s safety, as well as his own, was his top priority. Liv was in no danger from the man. She could put him to sleep, even kill him if it came to that, with a few quiet motions. The woman could take care of herself. So could Ray. No question about that.

But there was a danger that Freddy might make a run for it. If he managed to get out of the room, pursuing him through the hotel would not be feasible. Not to mention the very strong possibility that he might tip off any nearby compatriots. However, in a state of undress, he would be considerably less likely to take to his heels.

Ray decided to wait, to let things play out just a little further.

There were soft feminine moans coming from his laptop. He could hear Liv through the wall as well. On his screen, Freddy had buried his face in Liv’s neck, turning her head toward Ray’s camera. He could read the look in her eyes: Where are you?



Come on, Liv
 , Ray thought. Just get him down to his skivvies. Get him in his underwear and I’ll be right there
 .

As if she could hear him, Liv shifted gears. Any remaining coyness dissolved. She emitted a series of shaky breaths, blossomed fully into the frustrated American wife finally giving in to temptation, became the woman who had crossed the line, left propriety behind, and so, having betrayed her husband, would now only betray herself by not seeing this all the way through. She pushed on Freddy’s face, brought his lips back up where she could get at them, reached below his waist with her other hand and began fingering his belt where it ran through the buckle.

Their lips came apart and Freddy said, “What would he say, your husband, if he could see you right now?” He slipped Liv’s blouse off her shoulder nearest the camera and ran his thumb under the thin black strap that was revealed.

Freddy’s question startled Ray. It seemed out of place, like an executioner asking the man whose head was on his chopping block if he was a hemophiliac as he slipped a basket into place on the ground in front of him. What kind of person was this? What kind of man was interested in the thoughts of the man whose wife he was going to fuck? He thought momentarily of Chloe again, aware that she was listening and wondering what she was making of it.

“I don’t know … I don’t care,” said Liv. She sucked at the man’s lips, working at his belt now with both hands.


Question is, why do you give a fuck, Freddy boy?


Both ends of Freddy’s belt hung from the loops at the front of his pants. Liv unfastened the snap at his waist and slowly pulled down the fly. Freddy reached under the hem of her skirt and pulled it up to her waist, exposing her bottom and the yellow thong barely visible between her cheeks. Liv stood on the tips of her toes, reaching her tongue into Freddy’s mouth, giving shape to the muscles in her legs as she stretched, pulling the rounds of her ass flat and taut. Ray’s eyes widened. He hadn’t expected to see so much. He swallowed again, keeping his reactions in check, aware that his wife was watching and listening.

Freddy explored Liv’s bare backside, smoothing his hands from her waist over her buttocks and down to her thighs, then scooping her ass from below, lifting her cheeks and squeezing heavy handfuls, hard enough to make them blanch, drawing a bird-like squeak from Liv—a sound Ray could never have imagined her making. He kissed at her neck and groped her ass like a new possession, like a thing he was testing for resilience, to be sure it could take the wear and tear he planned to put it through. Liv’s hands traveled around to his back, slid down from his shoulders. She hooked her thumbs into his pants and started to work them free from his hips. Then she stopped, her hands coming together in the middle of his back.


Well, that ought to do it
 , thought Ray.

“And what would you say to him, if he were here?” said Freddy.


This again?


Liv turned her head, letting him nibble at the opposite side of her neck. She looked again at the pen holder. “I’d tell him to go away,” she said. Liv stared out at Ray from his laptop screen, eyes half-lidded, mouth hanging open. “I’d tell him to stay away. To let me do what I need to do.” Freddy chuckled with satisfaction.

As the husband in this scenario, Ray had heard about enough. He readied himself for entry, looking forward to seeing the shock register on Freddy’s face. He might even play it out for a little while, let Freddy think he really was an angry husband.

He was thinking of clever things he could say when he appeared—maybe something like What would
 you like to say to her husband?
 , or maybe You should know before going any further that she has the clap
 —when Liv grabbed at the man’s coat and pulled it the rest of the way down. Freddy lowered his arms and let it fall to the floor, and Ray saw the gun. It was nestled into a small-of-back holster held in place by his belt.

“Shit,” said Chloe.

Shit indeed. This changed things. How had Olivia not noticed this before? She had spent the last ninety minutes with the man having mimosas and beignets. Olivia, who triple-checked every detail and then went over it one more time. How had she missed a lump on her target’s back that could only be one thing?

But no. Ray was equally to blame. Though there was nothing in Freddy’s background to indicate familiarity with weapons, Ray should have at least considered the possibility that he might be armed. Should have planned for it. And for Liv’s part, her role as coquette would have precluded putting her hands on Freddy in public.

Oh well. The situation was in her hands now. And Ray had no doubt she could handle it. He adjusted the laptop so that he could see it as he stood close to the door that led into the next room. He quietly unlocked it, eyeing the letter opener at the edge of the desk. He might need to use that after all.

He watched them, waiting for the right moment.

Freddy stood in his mocha mock turtleneck, his khakis opened wide at the fly, the weight of his pistol causing them to sag at the back, held up only by the curve of his buttocks. Liv continued to kiss him, taking the initiative, becoming more aggressive. Ray could see their two wet tongues working between them, darting in and out of each other’s mouths and licking at the corners. She scratched her way up his chest, her nails catching on the fabric, let her hands wander around his shoulders, let them fall again to his low back. If she could manage to pull the weapon from the holster, this could end quickly. That should be easy enough for Olivia.

Unless the gun was secured in place with a strap. Ray couldn’t see, and it wouldn’t matter if he could. Liv was the one in the room. If the gun was strapped in the holster, flicking open the button on the security strap and relieving Freddy of his weapon would require not one, but two deft motions, executed quickly. Sometimes the buttons on those straps could be pretty stubborn, Ray knew, especially if the holster was new or if the snap hadn’t been opened and closed very often. Freddy didn’t strike Ray as the sort of man who drew a weapon with anything approaching regularity. He probably took it off every night and laid it on his dresser. Or put it in a safe. He did have two children.

Was the gun even loaded? Was the safety on?

So many unknowns had been introduced in the space of a second.

Ray watched Liv’s right hand move over the holstered gun. He placed his hand on the knob, ready to barge through both doors if Liv should go for it.

Freddy straightened with a jolt. He reached behind him and took Liv’s hand and slowly brought it back around to the front.

“What was that?” said Liv.

“Not for the lady. Very dangerous,” said Freddy. He took both of Liv’s hands and placed them on his waist. “Pistola
 .”

“Oh,” said Liv. She lowered her hands to her sides and her face took on the look of someone who had become suddenly uncomfortable. After all, she was a pampered housewife in a hotel room with a strange man who was not her husband. If that were not enough, now a gun had entered the situation.

Freddy detected the change and smiled at her, ramping up the charm, running his hands up her arms and settling her hands on his shoulders. “Not to worry. It’s just to keep me safe.”

“Safe from who?” said Liv.

“From anyone.”

“Have you ever had to use it?”

Freddy paused before answering. “Not much, no. My boss, he makes me carry it.” He began picking open the buttons at the top of Liv’s blouse.


Is he telling the truth, though?
 Ray wondered.

“Who is your boss?” said Liv.

“A much more dangerous man than me. Politico
 . Tell me something else about your husband,” said Freddy.

“About Willy? Why?”


Willy? For God’s sake, Olivia …


“Is that what you call him? Willy?” Freddy’s brows came together, one side of his mouth crept upward in a grin.

“That’s his name.” Freddy took one of Liv’s hands and guided it between his legs, tucking her fingers behind the waistband of his underwear.

“Is he a dangerous man, your Willy?” Liv slid her hand fully into Freddy’s crotch, and Ray saw her eyes widen. “Does he carry a weapon like mine?”

“Uh … no.” Liv gave a breathy laugh as she worked the hand in Freddy’s pants in a circular motion. “Nothing like yours.”

In his earpiece, Ray thought he heard a giggle.

Freddy took hold of the bottom of Liv’s blouse. She raised her arms and held his gaze as he lifted it off of her. Ray held his breath for the few seconds her eyes were covered by the clothing. Once her blouse was on the floor, they stood staring at each other for ten or fifteen seconds. Ray could hear their breathing, saw Liv’s chest heaving, the tops of her breasts rising and falling behind her black bra. The pistol still dangled at Freddy’s back.

Liv bent both her arms upward at the elbows. She grasped the straps on her shoulders and pulled them down her arms, letting the cups fall away from her chest and baring her breasts to Freddy. She reached back into the front of his pants with both hands. “His weapon is much … smaller than yours,” she said. The smile on her face was not the smile of a Kansan housewife. That persona seemed to be dissolving, replaced by something more familiar. She was much more Olivia
 now, not much Mrs. Ovitz at all.

This time, Ray was sure he heard laughter in his earpiece. He burned a little, bit at his lip to keep from huffing. He didn’t know why it should trouble him to be mocked as a person he was only pretending to be
 , but it did, and it seemed as if everyone was piling on. First Freddy, then Liv, and now his wife. His real
 wife.


Well, whatever it takes,
 he thought. If Freddy wasn’t distracted before, he certainly is now
 .

Ray, on the other hand, was not going to be distracted.

Freddy leaned forward, turning his head to kiss her. Liv opened her mouth, met him halfway, and their lips came together in a tight seal. Exploring tongues poked tiny tents from inside their cheeks. Ray tried not to look at Olivia’s breasts as they jostled against Freddy’s chest. Freddy reached up and palmed one of them—the one closest to the camera eye—lifted and compressed it, the nipple standing erect between two of his fingers. Ray felt his stomach turn at the thought that this man was not only enjoying the sight and feel and taste of Olivia’s body, but that he also had Ray’s face in his mind as the hapless husband. Freddy had seen him numerous times over the past few days, always at Olivia’s side as the two agents established themselves as husband and wife. Now it was Ray’s face that Freddy would see as the man with the “smaller weapon.” He took some comfort at the thought that Freddy’s entire world, one way or another, was about to crumple in front of him. The weapon at his back was the only thing delaying that right now. When the time came, the weapon at his front would do little for him. Might in fact, if Olivia did things her way, contribute to his undoing.

Things were moving in that direction. Getting the man’s clothes off of him completely was the only way to get a clear look at that gun, and probably the easiest way to get it out of his reach.

Freddy seemed eager to help. Liv kissed his chest, her breasts hanging as she worked her fingers into his pants at the hips, his buckle jangling with the action. Freddy put his hands over hers, rotated his hips, and pushed his pants and underwear down. They caught on his erection, and Liv moved one hand around to the front and pulled out the waistband. Once freed, it all fell quickly from the weight of the pistol on his belt, which hit the floor with a satisfying thwunk
 .

Ray tightened his grip on the door handle. Now
 .

On his laptop screen, Ray saw the man’s cock protruding from his body. Liv seemed to turn him toward the camera, almost like she was trying to display it. It was fully hard, his shaft the color of creamed coffee. Thick at the base, it tapered gradually along its considerable length before bursting into a fat ridge below the tip. The reddish-brown glans bobbed between them as Freddy pulled up his shirt.

“Holy hell,” said Chloe, whose eyes were clearly on her own screen.

Ray felt sweat bead up on his brow, even though the room was well air conditioned. Knowing his wife was seeing another man’s erection made his vision blur. He could only hope that she wasn’t thinking the same thing he was thinking, the thought that leapt to his mind, that he couldn’t avoid—that he was in fact the man with the smaller weapon. He blinked, stared at his feet on the floor, refocused on the task at hand. If Freddy pulled that shirt over his head, that would be the moment. One and a half seconds of blindness should be all Liv needed to grab—

But Freddy’s shirt was already off—In the few seconds Ray’s mind had been clouded with thoughts of Chloe, he had somehow missed it—and Liv had grabbed Freddy’s weapon, though not the one in the holster on the floor. Ray stared with disbelief at the sight of Liv cupping Freddy’s dick in her hand. She held it underhanded, near its root, and it extended out far past her wrist. She looked at it, drew her palm along its length and aimed it toward the camera, again like she was displaying it for someone, like a game show vixen showing the audience the prize on the table for whoever could answer the following questions correctly.

On Ray’s screen—and, he was painfully aware, on Chloe’s—Liv moved her hand to the bulging crown of Freddy’s cock, gripped it there and used it to pull him to her, letting it rise up and lie flat against her naked belly as he moved in and kissed her. She knelt and licked the top of his chest, just below his clavicles, and the head of his cock disappeared briefly between her breasts. Ray could see an ugly gray vein traveling up the side of the thing. Freddy set his chin on top of her head and leaned in to push her skirt down. It clumped briefly at her slim thighs, and Liv shook her hips and it dropped to the floor. She stood on her toes again, licked the man’s mouth, drew out his tongue, the hidden feminine musculature of her thighs, hips, belly, and buttocks now bared and stretched.

Freddy took hold of her waist and turned them both, seating himself on the edge of the bed. Liv remained standing in front of him, her sun-darkened buttocks at the center of Ray’s view. She wore nothing but a pair of thong-like string panties, as Ray had surmised to be her standard undergarment on that day last December. The day when—

But he wouldn’t think about that now. Ray allowed himself to focus on the thing that was now impossible to ignore—Liv’s body. The dimpled small of her back, the rippling bulges running down her spine, the pair of cheeks that bloomed below her waist and all the curves and slopes around and below them. The little string around her waist had a V of fabric at its center, the color of a ripe lemon, which disappeared into the valley below. He saw a patch of yellow emerge again at the bottom, a lump between her thighs, rounded where it scooped underneath and between her legs. The tiny garment stood out in sharp contrast to her lightly bronzed body. If not for a tag that curled indecorously off the string at her waist, he would have thought the scene too perfect to be real.

Freddy’s hair appeared from behind her at one side and he could hear the man softly kissing along her stomach and hips. His hands came up from the bottom of the screen and rubbed along her thighs. Then his head moved to the other side and his fingers hooked into the string at Liv’s waist and pulled her last article of clothing to the floor.


The floor
 . Freddy’s clothing, including his belt and pistol, were on the floor. Probably near Liv’s feet. But Ray’s view of the room ended below Liv’s thighs, at about the level of her knees. He could pan a little to the left and right, but not up and down. He tried zooming out, which improved the view a little, but he was still unable to see the discarded clothing.

Chloe spoke into Ray’s earpiece: “Don’t worry, she’ll get it.”

Ray swiped at the laptop’s trackpad, accidentally zooming back in closer than before. As he tried to readjust, Freddy’s hands grabbed onto Liv’s asscheeks and he squeezed them together and dug his fingers into the flesh, then pulled them upward and apart, holding them in that position and revealing to the camera everything in between. A streak of pale flesh ran up the center, and the burgundy eye of the agent’s stretched anus looked directly at Ray. The view only lasted two or three seconds, but Ray was unable to look away. Finally, the two halves of her backside clapped together, that eye retreated back into its secret crevice, and the spell was broken.

Ray became aware of his increased breathing and clamped his lips for fear that his microphone would pick up the sound. He lowered his gaze just as Liv bent forward, kissing Freddy on the bed, and saw the dangling labia, two tiny glistening slivers between Liv’s legs.


Jesus
 .

He closed his eyes. Unable to hold his breath, he inhaled sharply through his nose, held it, let it out slowly. He heard his wife laugh in response, softly but openly in his earpiece. His own cock was starting to thicken, but his arousal was tempered by awareness that he was being monitored, and likely recorded, by a tech—a tech to whom he happened to be married.

“Hang in there, cowboy” said Chloe. Ray was immediately relieved, almost laughed at the hint of playfulness in his wife’s voice. She knew her husband was human, knew the stakes were high, and loved him enough to absolve him for responding to the scene in the next room as any red-blooded man would. The temporary license Chloe granted had the effect of not only washing away his anxiety but, now that it was no longer as forbidden, softening his arousal as well.

Perhaps aware that her most intimate parts were being uploaded to a live video feed, Liv lowered her body to the floor, situated herself on her knees. Ray could now see Freddy’s upper torso. Patterns of dark hair circled around his chest.


That’s it
 , Ray thought. Hands on the floor. Get that goddamn gun, Liv
 .

Freddy leaned back into the bed, his arms extended behind him. Liv’s hands, rather than exploring the floor for the gun, rubbed along the tops of his legs, which were spread in front of her. Then Freddy moaned and said something in Spanish as Liv’s head started to slowly bob up and down in his lap.


What the fuck?
 thought Ray. His hand was on the doorknob and he thought about bursting through, putting a stop to this. Why shouldn’t he? In Freddy’s current state Ray could easily cover the distance between the door and the pile of clothing on the floor, could get his own hands on the gun before Freddy knew what was happening. Ray wouldn’t have to draw the gun; he’d only need to get it out of Freddy’s reach. There was no danger for Liv. She could handle herself.

“Just wait,” said Chloe. “She’ll let you know when.”

Ray didn’t respond. Standing as close as he was to the door, he was afraid he’d be heard in the next room. He removed his hand from the knob and watched the screen of the laptop.

Liv’s head now dipped more deeply into Freddy’s crotch. She came back up slowly, then dove back down all at once. On her next withdrawal she twisted her head side to side. Ray could hear the wet sucking noises, could hear Freddy’s guttural groans at the pleasure he was taking. The next time Liv’s head came up she moved her entire body to the side, getting herself out from between Freddy’s legs. Ray could see the man’s huge shaft, shining with the wet from Liv’s mouth, her lips stretched over the tumid tip. His sac hung loose and heavy between his legs, flopped on the bed. Liv cupped his balls, putting two fingers in a ring around his base.

Ray saw her eyes travel down to the floor.


Any second now …


Instead of reaching for the gun that was surely inches away from her hand, Liv closed her eyes and lowered the ring of her lips down Freddy’s cock. Ray was stunned at how deeply she was able to take the impressive manhood. She came up slowly again, and Ray could see the movement of her tongue inside her cheek as she used it to massage his shaft.


For fuck’s sake, you literally have the man’s balls in your hand. What are you waiting for?


Liv wasn’t waiting for anything. She removed the Cuban’s dick from her mouth with a wet smack that resonated through the speakers of Ray’s laptop. She extended her tongue and ran it over the tip of the man’s prick, then kissed it along the corona, just at the ridge.

Then she stood up, came around in front of Freddy again, put her bare ass back in the center of Ray’s screen. She parted her legs, and in between Ray could see Freddy’s waiting erection. The man laid back on the bed, propped up on his elbows.

“Come aboard,” said Freddy in his heavily accented English. “Get what your husband can’t give you.”

Ray’s breath hitched at that, imagining again how it would feel if this woman, Liv, was really his wife. He felt an anger well up from his stomach at this man who was so eager to fuck a married woman, who seemed to augment his pleasure by insulting her husband while he did so. His breathing accelerated, a mix of arousal and ire and exasperation. This time, he couldn’t control the sound.

Liv climbed up onto the bed on her knees, straddling over Freddy, whose legs still hung over the side. Freddy’s hands came around her hips, caressing her. Liv leaned down over the man, kissing him and exposing her backside to the camera once again. Ray could see the woman’s pussy, all of it—a wet open mouth that widened around her central slot, the lips coming back together just above a patch of her naturally dark hair. He felt like a virgin schoolboy furtively watching his dirty uncle’s dusty VHS tapes and seeing so much more than he’d hoped for, more than he was even aware existed.

The view was mercifully brief. Liv sat up and scooted forward on her knees, positioning herself directly over Freddy’s hard cock. She moved her body in smooth up and down motions, as if priming herself for what was coming. One of Freddy’s hands slid over her ass, giving one cheek a firm squeeze before reaching down and taking his dick by the base. He hoisted it upward, aiming at full mast toward the ceiling. Liv sat back against it, continued to writhe up and down, rolling her hips and letting Freddy’s cock slide in the warmth between her cheeks.

Ray watched wide-eyed as Freddy’s swollen glans slid across her anus, then lower and lower. Liv helped out, bringing her knees closer to his sides and raising herself until the tip of his cock found her waiting sweet spot.

She parted her knees and slowly sank on him.

Ray heard Liv’s very real cry of pleasure, and Freddy’s accompanying groan, and his own erection returned with a vengeance. He used his free hand to adjust his cock, which was demanding more space inside his pants. His arousal was still mixed with that sickness at the thought of his wife being taken by another man—worse, by a man who was clearly endowed with superior sexual equipment, and worse yet, his wife being the aggressor in such a transaction. It awakened a sleeping fear that he had never known was there.

Of course, Olivia—the woman engaged in this lewd performance, who was apparently shameless when it came to getting a little on-the-job action—was not really his wife. But with Chloe observing and listening along with him, Ray felt the jealousy swirl inside him through a kind of transference. He was well aware that Liv was doing her job, that when it came to matters of life and death nothing was really out of bounds. Hell, that was true even for people who didn’t work in the intel business. He knew this wasn’t the first time one of Liv’s seduction ploys had necessitated actual sexual contact, though it was the first time he’d been a direct witness to it. He had always assumed that after some kissing and groping and removal of clothing these sorts of honeypot schemes climaxed with, at most, maybe a halfhearted handjob if the target was male or some heavy petting or fingering if the mark was a woman. After so many years in this line of work, Ray had been sure there was nothing left that could shock him.

He was shocked, for instance, right now—at the sight of Olivia bouncing around on the oversized cock of the man they were here to compromise, to hopefully recruit as an asset, maybe even get some answers from. He could hear Olivia panting as she came down on him, over and over and over, and not just through his laptop speakers. He could hear her through the wall, heaving and grunting with her efforts while Freddy mumbled incessantly in Spanish, like they were the only two people in the world.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck … mmmmmm … you’re so fucking big …”

He felt he should do something, at least say something. His cock ached, and for a moment he felt mildly ashamed that he was unable to control it, turn it off. How would he perform if he were ever the target of a foreign agent, a woman with the savvy and skill and beauty of Olivia, and just as deadly? Could he withstand it? Would he know if he was being played? Or would he just get a hard-on and then have his throat slit?

“Oh, God … oh, God … hold still. I’m almost … almost …”

Liv slowed down, reached behind herself and splayed both hands over the tops of her asscheeks. She moved her hips in a slow grind of determination, seeking out her orgasm. Ray again felt like that schoolboy, seeing so much more than he had bargained for, more than anyone should see, too much to ever be innocent again. He felt an instinct to turn away, avert his attention. It would be the proper thing to do.

But he couldn’t. He was still waiting for his moment. Besides, his innocence was lost long ago. If you can watch a man die at the end of the knife in your hand, you can watch a woman fuck. If you can listen to a man’s agonal breaths as you tighten the garrote around his throat, you can listen to a woman come. This life, this work, was an interminable onslaught of artifice, stratagem, and subterfuge. The essence of the profession was to make the false appear real and the real appear false—all done in the interest of arriving at something real
 faster than the other guy. He had gotten so good at it, sometimes it was hard to know what was truly and solidly real.

Ray knew that the physical sensations in Olivia’s body right now were as real as could be. She might be faking her attraction to the man to disarm him, might be getting him hard to distract him, getting him out of his clothes to disable him. But nothing was more real than—

“Ohhhhhhhhhhh,” cried Olivia. She gripped the flesh of her buttocks hard enough to redden the skin. She looked at the ceiling, moaned with a sound indistinguishable from agony, let her hands slide around to her sides, over her hips and onto the tops of her legs, fell forward onto Freddy’s chest leaving white trails where her fingernails had traveled. Her pelvis quaked and her ass jiggled atop Freddy’s thighs as she rode out her orgasm, screaming into the man’s ear. Freddy threw his arms around her back and gripped her until she went still. Liv picked up her head and kissed him between heaving breaths and the pair whispered into each other’s mouths.

Freddy pushed her off, rolled her onto her back next to him on the large bed, still well within the frame of the camera in the pen holder. Liv’s nipples were swollen pebbles atop her breasts. The front of her body gleamed with sweat and her hair stuck to her forehead. She opened her legs and ran two fingers into the sopping folds between, parting her lips and slipping them inside that hot space that was waiting for Freddy to return.

“This isn’t being shelved,” said Chloe. Ray took her meaning. She was no longer recording. They obviously had more than they needed to convince Freddy that it would be in his own best interest to cooperate. “So, I’d say you’ve got five more minutes.”

Ray’s eyes widened to saucers. Had he understood his wife correctly? Was she actually suggesting that it would be acceptable for him to masturbate? Had she even advised a time frame in which it would be safe to complete the act?

On the laptop screen, Freddy had risen up to his knees and moved around in front of Liv. His smoothly muscled asscheeks filled most of the frame, which dampened Ray’s arousal. Then Liv’s feet appeared on each side of him. Her legs snaked out and wrapped around the man’s waist, pulled him closer. Freddy rose up, again revealing Liv’s eager womanhood below him, her reddened lips flapped across her opening. With one hand he guided his erection to her core and buried himself in one quick thrust. Liv cried out with pleasure at his return, egged him on with dirty talk, telling him to fuck her, telling him how she needed a man inside her. Ray’s erection returned and threatened to burst from his pants as he listened to them panting softly in his—

In his ear
 ?

The sound wasn’t coming from his laptop. And it wasn’t coming through the wall. It was being delivered into his ear. From Chloe. From his wife
 .

Maybe it wasn’t panting, exactly. But it was rhythmic breathing, certainly heavier than the silence under which Chloe normally operated. Was his wife actually getting turned on watching the lurid display on her monitor? While the thought was stimulating on some level, he wondered why she didn’t just mute her audio if she wanted to rub one out. She was essentially alone, locked in a secure room with only two crew aboard her vessel who would be busy keeping them in the path of the satellite and away from unfriendlies.

Unless of course, she wanted
 him to hear it.

Which would also explain her invitation to join her.

Ray tilted his head away from the door, careful to keep the laptop screen in sight. “Five minutes, you say?”

“More like four now. Maybe less,” said Chloe. Ray heard her take a deep breath. “The man in the boat is lonely.”

He needed no more convincing. He loosened his belt, unbuttoned, and pulled down his fly. He yanked at his undershorts with a thumb and his cock sprang out, quickly filling out to full hardness in the fresh air.

Freddy was driving himself relentlessly into Liv. He had her with her legs nearly straight up in the air, the heel of one foot touching behind his neck. The man grunted, cursed in Spanish, and said the name Teresa
 over and over.

Ray stroked himself in time with Freddy’s thrusts, knowing he needed to come before Freddy did. He listened to Chloe’s breathing, imagined she had taken off her pants completely and was sitting in front of her own laptop with one leg thrown over the arm of her chair, one hand at work between her legs, her headset dangling low on her neck, head laid back on the headrest, nipples bursting through her shirt, her glazed eyes glued to the monitor.

It wasn’t the way he normally thought about his Chloe, but the picture in his mind was even more tantalizing, more dirty
 , than what was going on in the next room. He watched the man on the screen, his thick cock skewering a woman he thought was another man’s wife—Ray’s
 wife—shamelessly using her for his pleasure. He watched the woman—his partner, Olivia—play the part of the cheater, the woman giving herself to a superior man, delivering a performance right out of the school of method acting. How was he going to be able to work with this woman again? Hell, how was she
 going to be able to face him
 again, knowing he had seen her most intimate parts, that he had seen her perform this way?

But was it a performance at all?

Of course Olivia wasn’t fucking Freddy because she thought it was necessary. Of course she hadn’t gone down on the man in furtherance of their mission. Of course she hadn’t ridden his cock because she thought it the most efficient method to relieve him of his weapon.

No, she did it because she had seen the man’s big dick and wanted it. She had taken one look at Freddy’s Cuban cigar and decided she could get the gun after getting laid. It struck Ray as less than professional, as well as dangerous, though he had no doubt her wiles would ultimately be effective.

It was also incredibly hot. Ray couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this hard. The skin of his dick was stretched so taut he thought it might split, the head throbbing with his pulse as the circle he made with his hand jammed up against it with every stroke. His pants and briefs fell below his knees as he pumped his cock with abandon, his own barely stifled groans drowned beneath Liv’s repeated exhortations to fuck my pussy
 and Freddy’s Oh Dios
 .

But Chloe, he knew, could hear him. His wife wasn’t laughing, wasn’t giggling, and she certainly wasn’t acting shocked. He heard her take a slow, deep breath. She seemed to hold it. Ray could feel himself getting close, and when Chloe finally exhaled, emptied her lungs with a sexy feminine sound that vibrated his eardrum, that’s all it took.

He slapped a hand on the wall next to the door for balance and watched Olivia’s pussy getting pummeled in high definition on his laptop screen. His legs quivered beneath him as he shot two quick jets of semen onto the door in front of him. Unable to contain his sounds, he cried out once. He closed his eyes and saw comets cross the backs of his lids as he continued expelling jizz onto the door. His legs threatened to give way and he leaned his head on the wall, almost fell against it. His heart pounded his ribs, and he slowed his stroke until the last few drops pattered onto the carpet.

He stood there feeling partly elated and partly out of sorts. His stroking hand was slimy with his ejaculate, which also dripped from the tip of his cock and hung from its underbelly. As he got his breathing under control he could hear the soft sound of his wife’s breathing in his ear again. It was a familiar sound, a sound of satisfaction. It brought a smile to his face as he looked around for a towel.

“Oh, baby … Oh, Teresa,” said Freddy. Ray could hear him through the wall. It was almost time to catch him at that moment in which it was impossible for any man to defend himself.

Ray wiped his hand on his trousers, pulled them up and fastened them, taking two seconds to buckle his belt. His spunk was running down the panels of the door, had nearly reached the floor. He quietly turned the knob and opened the door outward.

Behind that, the door into the next room. Ray put his hand on the knob and prepared himself for confrontation.

Time to go back to work.

He could hear them through the door.


I’m gonna come, baby. Oh … baby …



Do it, Freddy. Shoot it on me. Come all over me, come on my tits …



Oh fuck … oh fuck … so close …



Do it. COME. COME NOW!


That was his cue.

Ray opened the door.
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Apagar las Luces











Ray took two steps inside,
 walking softly at first. He evaluated the room with a glance.

Freddy was up on his knees, straddling over Liv’s nakedness. His ass was scrunched tight as he leaned his pelvis forward, one hand in front of him stroking his cock.

Liv’s legs were still slightly parted, her labia fat and wet, her hole now hidden beneath those flapped lips. Ray stepped to his right, toward the pile of clothing, and was able to see Liv’s upper body. She had both arms up under her breasts, lifting them toward her chin and holding them together. Her areolae were small, fleshy pink, each topped with a firm bud that pointed at the ceiling and jostled as she rocked them with her forearms.

“Come on, let me have it … all over me,” shouted Liv.

Freddy threw his head back and closed his eyes, scooted himself further up toward Liv’s face, the muscles of his right shoulder rippling as he worked his dick.

She threw a look at Ray, just a brief flicker of her eyes in his direction, acknowledging his presence in the room. She smiled and slid her arms from under her tits, then cupped them with her hands, squeezing them together with such force her nipples nearly touched. Ray got the message: Let the man finish
 .

Ray had every intention of letting the man finish. As Freddy grunted into his climax, Ray figured he could bring a three-piece band into the room, with clanging cymbals and a belching tuba, and still easily overpower Freddy.

Freddy came with a high-pitched grumble, crying out in Spanish and pumping his hips, aiming his cock at Liv’s chest. He held his breath and slowed his hand as he went over the edge, leaving the room briefly silent. His first shot made it all the way to Liv’s chin, and Ray swore he actually heard
 it hitting her skin. Liv made a girlish squeak of surprise and tilted her head back. The semen ran down her neck and pooled in her jugular notch as Freddy ejected more thick white strands across her tits, moving his cock back and forth, taking care in his ecstasy to drop seed on both her nipples. Liv moaned and pinched at her tight buds, drawing up clumps of the man’s cum between her fingers and letting it drop back onto her sweaty skin.

“Oh, Freddy … holy fuck,” she said.

Ray was momentarily mesmerized. From where he stood behind them he could see Freddy gripping his manhood with the whole of his hand. The man had a big fucking dick, no doubt. Ray watched him work his shaft, continue to dump jizz on Liv’s chest, his mouth hanging open, hot bursts of breath leaving his throat as he emitted two, three more shots. Finally, he massaged the last drops from his throbbing bulb, let loose a heavy sigh of satisfaction, settled his thighs down on Liv’s hips and slapped his cock between her breasts. “Oh, sweet Teresa,” he said. He guided the head of his dick until it sat atop one of her breasts. Holding himself at the base he used his ridged knob to smear his sperm around the nipple, then lifted it up and moved it across to the other side of her chest. A thin tendril followed, snapping just as Freddy lowered his cock to her other nipple. He bounced his glans there, letting the cum splash away to reveal her still-stiff bud.

Liv arched her back and looked up at Freddy with a playful smile indicating a genuine satisfaction of her own. “I thought you’d never come,” she said.

“I was just waiting for the right time,” said Ray.

Freddy froze, bent over Liz with his hands on his thighs. He raised his eyes to her face, and she raised her eyebrows up at him. “Not you,” she said. “I knew
 you’d come.”

Freddy slowly turned his head around. “Esposo
 ,” he said.

Ray leaned back against the desk, arms crossed, and shot the man a little two-fingered wave. “Freddy, what would you do to the man you just caught fucking your wife?”

Freddy was silent, his face still as stone.

“You are married, right? To … don’t tell me … Eva. What would you do if you caught Eva fucking an American tourist in a hotel room?”

Freddy’s mouth tightened. His eyes narrowed. Ray knew the man was picturing his wife, his lovely long-legged Eva, the mother of his twin boys, laid out on a hotel bed in submission to a stranger, a fair-skinned Yank with his hands all over her, his erection hovering over her nakedness. Maybe he was even picturing Ray in that scenario. He hoped so.

Ray couldn’t quite read Freddy’s face. His features betrayed a simmering anger and, just beneath that, an underlying fear. He parted his lips as if to speak, then closed them again. He sat up, licked his lips, and sighed. He twisted his body around to get a good look at Ray, sizing him up, evaluating his chances.

He moved like a cat, springing off the bed into the floor, his semi-erect cock smacking one thigh then the other as he bounded. He hit the rug on his feet and hands, falling to one knee and rolling gracefully onto his side. He grabbed his pants and began shuffling his hands along the belt. Finding nothing, he lifted the pants up from the floor and looked beneath them. He picked up his shirt, his wild eyes scanning the floor.

Ray never moved. He had rifled through the clothes with his foot while Freddy was in a state of distraction. He hadn’t found anything, either.

Freddy sat up on his knees, resigned, ass on his heels, looking like an oversized hairy infant in his nakedness. His hair was mussed. With his pants in one hand and his shirt in the other, he brought both to his crotch to cover himself. He looked up at Ray, then looked to the woman on the bed.

Liv was lying back against the headboard, her naked breasts shining with the mess Freddy had left there. The gun in her hand was pointed at its owner. “I think the question we need to ask, Freddy,” she said, “is … What would your wife say if she caught you in bed with another woman?”

“She’s at mass every Sunday, isn’t she?” said Ray. “Seems like a good Catholic girl.”

Freddy produced a wry smile. “You are not the husband,” he said.

“And I’m not the wife,” said Liv. She sat up on her knees, keeping the gun pointed at Freddy while she wiped his semen from her chest with a sheet. “But that won’t matter to Eva.”

“No,” said Freddy. “It won’t. Do you two mind if I get dressed?” Ray made a help yourself
 gesture, and Freddy stood. He spoke as he pulled on his shirt. “So, the Americanos
 want something from me. And now you have photos. That what this is?”

Ray nodded. “Yeah. Something like that. Exactly like that.”

Freddy stepped into his briefs, pulling them up and tucking his cock inside. “So, what do you want?”

“What is it you do, Freddy?” asked Liv.

“I am a diplomatic liaison for the Ministry of the Interior,” said Freddy, speaking slowly and drawing out his title. He bent over, stepped into his pants, and pulled them up.

“That requires you to carry one of these?” said Liv, tipping the gun.

“That’s your job,” said Ray. “But what do you do? Really?”

Freddy sighed and looked down, buckling his belt. “Honestly, I mostly answer the phone, arrange meetings, take the meetings the boss doesn’t want to take, things like that.” He reached for his jacket and Ray stopped him.

“I’ll take that,” said Ray. He took the jacket from Freddy and rummaged through the pockets until he located a cell phone. “I’ll need your thumb, please.” He held the phone out toward Freddy, who looked back over at Liz. She was covering herself on the bed but still holding the gun. Freddy laid a thumb over the sensor at the bottom of the phone’s screen. As it unlocked, Ray watched the application icons zoom into position over a picture of a beautiful woman with high cheekbones and dark hair, wearing a low-cut dress and sandals. Two boys with fresh haircuts and matching white suits stood next to her, one on each side. All three of them squinted into the sun. The boys looked to be eight or ten and were differentiated only by the color of their bowties—one green, one blue. They were a lovely family. Ray hoped he wouldn’t have to ruin it.

He pulled a micro USB drive from his pocket, slid it into the socket at the bottom of the phone, and began copying the phone’s contents—all contacts, photos, reminders, notes, the calendar. Even Freddy’s music and books. While the copying process was underway Ray scrolled through the apps looking for any encrypted information, anything he might have to twist Freddy’s arm to access. He didn’t see anything and he handed Freddy his jacket and began scrolling through the photos on the phone.

Freddy threaded his arms into the jacket and shot the cuffs. “You still haven’t told me what you—”

“Pictures, Freddy,” said Ray. “We came today to take your picture. We took a lot. I think our work really captures your character. Wouldn’t you agree, Teresa?”

“Si, perfectamente
 ,” said Liv, with perfect inflection.

“And that’s what we’re here to talk about. Captured characters.”

“I don’t understand,” said Freddy.

“Freddy, darling,” said Liv. She dropped the sheet into her lap, instantly drawing Freddy’s attention back to her nakedness. Her breasts were dark and full, just large enough to sway a little as she moved but firm enough they didn’t sag in the slightest. Her nipples were still firm, pointing out at Freddy in line with the gun at the end of her arm. “We want you to take some pictures for us.”

“Pictures of what?” said Freddy.

“Pictures of Americans,” said Ray, looking up from the phone in his hand. “Americans in Cuban prisons.”

Freddy stiffened, crossed his arms at his chest. His back straightened and his eyes narrowed. He stuck out his chin. “There are no Americans in Cuban prisons.” He said it with an emphasis that sounded rehearsed, like a line he had delivered many times.

It also sounded like he believed it. Ray thought he probably did.

“The last were released when diplomatic relations were restored by your President Obama,” said Freddy. “Your officials were given tours—”

“We’re not talking about Villa Marista, or any other state facility,” said Liv.

“I’m afraid I still don’t understand,” said Freddy.

Liv slid her feet to the floor and stood. She moved slowly, naked hips rising and falling below her slim waist, pulling both men’s eyes to the neat patch of dark hair below her naval. She got to the end of the bed and turned toward Freddy, bringing the gun closer to her body but keeping it pointed at him. She stepped between the two men. Her shoulders were muscular but feminine, her back a sheet of bronze that tapered into her waist. Between her shoulder blades, the ridges of her vertebrae made a trail down to her tiny sacrum. Her hips flared and together with her rounded buttocks formed a shape that reminded Ray of a nectarine.

If there was anything sexier in the world than a naked woman with a gun, Ray didn’t know what it was. He glanced at the pen holder on the desk to his right, aware that his wife still had an eye in the room. He resumed looking through Freddy’s photos, wondering what Chloe would have to say about all this later. The three of them were bound to have an awkward reunion.

“My esposo
 here is going to give you your phone back, Freddy,” said Liv. “And you are going to use it to take the pictures we’ve asked for.”

“But there aren’t any—”

“Shh,” said Liv, placing a single finger over Freddy’s lips. “Yes there are. And you are in a position to find them.” She plucked her finger off Freddy’s lower lip and slid it down his chin. The man looked dazed, his eyes glassy.

Nearly a minute passed before he whispered, “They’ll kill me.”

Liv moved closer to him, until her face was inches from his, her breasts pressed into his chest. “Why, Freddy,” she said, “Why would they kill you over prisoners who don’t exist?” She draped an arm around Freddy’s neck.

Freddy swallowed. “I don’t know where they are.”

Liv kissed him on the mouth, friendly, eyes open, lips together.

“I can’t go where they are,” he said.

He had given that up pretty fast. It made Ray question whether this midlevel civil servant possessed the faculties to get the job done. But Chloe had picked him out, said he was the one. If the man got himself killed it wouldn’t matter to Ray. They would have to start over, find someone else, but since they were starting from scratch it would hardly be a setback.

He continued scrolling through Freddy’s camera roll. Most of the photos were of his family—his wife in a broad-brimmed hat, bent over picking at some pepper plants. His two boys, bare-chested, in swim trunks, mirror images, one shooting the other with a water nozzle, smiles on their faces, dark hair plastered to their heads. There were photos of an older woman, heavy and jowly, in a fully sleeved dress that looked more like a robe. She was smiling and feeding a slice of fruit to one of the boys. Freddy’s mother? Or maybe his mother-in-law?

Further back in the timeline he saw the woman again. She was seated at a table covered with a checkered cloth. The two boys sat at either side, each with his hands around what looked like a champagne bottle. Standing behind the woman was another man who appeared about Freddy’s age or maybe a little younger. He was tall and lank and dark. His hair was long, shiny, pulled tight over his head and back to a ponytail. He had a prominent forehead, a small nose, and the most intense set of eyes Ray had ever seen. He almost seemed to be looking right at him out of the photo. One side of the man’s mouth curled up in a half-smile. Ray had the distinct feeling that it was one of the few smiles that had ever graced that face.

Hanging in the background was a banner: FELIZ AÑO NUEVO
 .

Something about the photo made Ray shiver. He swiped it away. They needed to get going. But the next photo got Ray’s attention.

It was from the previous year. There were no family pictures of Christmas celebrations. Apparently, Freddy had been on the road for Navidad
 .

The photo showed Freddy and two other men. All three were dressed in dark suits, no ties, and were seated in a row of plastic chairs attached to an aluminum rail. The two other men, also clearly Spanish, leaned toward Freddy on either side, posing for the photo while Freddy’s arm reached outward at the bottom of the picture to take the selfie.

The faces filled most of the frame as the length of Freddy’s outstretched arm didn’t allow for much more. It was taken in landscape orientation, and in the background, just over the head of the man to Freddy’s right, Ray could clearly see one of the gift shops at Reagan Airport. It was a place he was very familiar with.

“What do you think, hon?” said Liv. “Is Freddy ready?”

Ray didn’t look up from the phone. “Hang on a minute,” he said. He scrolled back six or seven more photos. Most were selfies. One was Freddy smiling into his camera on the National Mall.

“What are you doing?” said Chloe into his ear.

He didn’t answer. He scrolled until he found the first photo taken in Washington, DC. This one showed Freddy and the same two men who appeared in the later photo. All three again in suits, their ties loosened and jackets hanging open. They were all smiles, Freddy in the middle, the two at his sides each with an arm around him.

Freddy’s hands were in his pockets.

Ray tapped the little ‘i’ on the screen to access the picture’s metadata. The photo was dated December twentieth.

Bertram had been shot on December twenty-second.

“What’s going on?” said Liv.

Ray ignored her. He scrolled back to the last DC photo, the one taken in the airport, and looked at the date.

December twenty-sixth.

“Freddy,” said Ray. “You ever ask a stranger to take your picture with your phone?”

“No,” said Freddy. Ray looked up and saw the man’s face sink. “Well—”

“Maybe while on vacation? Or on a business trip? Say, to Washington?”

Freddy blinked and swallowed, his face that of a man unsure of the right thing to say. Liv kept the gun pointed at him and took a few steps back until she was beside Ray. She looked at the photo currently displayed on the phone, then looked up at Ray.

She turned to Freddy. “You were in Washington in December?”

“Yes,” said Freddy. His lips trembled. “It was a small delegation.”

“First time in the States?” asked Liv.

“No,” said Freddy.

“First time in DC, though,” said Ray.

“Yes.” His voice was barely a whisper.

“And how many of you went along on this delegation?” asked Ray. His question was met with silence. “Did the Minister go along?”

“Pretty strange to have a delegation without the Minister,” said Liv. “You guys look like tourists here.”

“Looks here like three of you at the airport. You were on the way back home, right?” said Ray. “On the twenty-sixth?”

Freddy moved his legs up and down as if he wished they would carry him away. His hands fiddled with the lapels of his jacket.

“And there’s three of you here, on the twentieth,” said Ray. He held the phone’s display out toward Freddy. “Is that the day you arrived?”

“I …. I think so … Yes.”

“Then who took this picture, Freddy?”

“It was a business trip,” said Freddy.

“A business trip? What kind of business? I thought you said it was a delegation,” said Liv.

“Were you there on behalf of the Minister?” said Ray.

“We were there …” Freddy closed his eyes. Sweat had broken out on his forehead, and he wiped at it with his sleeve.

“Do you even know why you were there?” said Ray. He spoke slowly. “What I want to know, Freddy, is how many people went on the trip. Because there are three of you at the airport going home, and you snapped that picture yourself. But someone else took this one.” Ray swiped back to the photo where Freddy had his hands in his pockets. He turned the phone back around so Freddy could see what he was talking about. “This one here. Who took it? Was it a nice little old lady, Freddy? A Japanese tourist you met on the street? Who?”

Freddy looked to Liv. Other than her naked body, he found no comfort there and looked back to Ray. “I think it was … a nice … a man.”

“A man, was it?” said Ray. “Are you sure? Just a guy on the street? Because you know what I think? I think it was someone else who went to the States with you. Someone who didn’t come back. Someone who stayed a little longer after he conducted the business he was sent there to do.” Ray looked down and scrolled forward through the camera roll again, taking a closer look at each picture, while Liv kept the gun on Freddy. There weren’t very many, and all but that very first were obvious selfies. A few even had the telltale blur of a thumb in the corner. In one such picture, Ray found what he was looking for.

In a pic dated December twenty-second, complete with geotagging for Washington, DC, Freddy was seated outdoors at a wrought iron table drinking from a white cup that bore the logo of a local DC coffee house—one that just happened to be Chloe’s favorite. Seated next to him, but turned away, was a dark-skinned man in a t-shirt and a white sun visor. The man sat with his arms crossed and his head tucked down so that the visor concealed most of his face—the practiced posture of a man who made it his business not to have his picture taken. But Ray could see enough to tell that it was not one of the two men who appeared with Freddy in the other photos. This man had a sharp chin, no facial hair, and a small diamond-shaped scar to the left of his mouth.

He showed the photo to Freddy. “This man here. Did he go on the trip with you?”

Freddy rubbed his arm across his forehead, opened his mouth, said nothing.

“Because he’s sitting awfully close. He a friend of yours? Office buddy? He answer phones, too?” Ray gave the man a few seconds to think, then pressed him some more. “Did you know when you left Cuba that he wouldn’t be coming back with you?”

“No,” said Freddy.

“So you do
 know him? What’s his name?” asked Ray. The combination of the naked woman holding a gun and Ray’s hammering of questions had Freddy looking like he might pass out. The man’s chest was heaving, sweat running down his cheeks.

“No,” said Freddy. He showed the agents his palms. “I mean … I don’t know him.” His eyes bore the look of a man who was trying to be honest.

“Maybe you don’t,” said Ray. “Maybe he just showed up the morning you left Havana, sat near you on the plane, didn’t say much. That sound about right?”

Almost imperceptibly, Freddy nodded.

Chloe’s voice sounded in Ray’s ear: “I don’t know what you’re doing, but this is not why you’re there. Clock is ticking.”

“Give me the gun,” said Ray, never looking away from Freddy. “Get dressed.” Liv handed the gun to Ray, who set the phone down on the desk and took a couple of steps closer to Freddy.

“So you didn’t know him. But you had to call him something. You asked him to take a photo of the group, didn’t you? I mean, you didn’t just say, ‘Hey guy
 , can you work a camera phone?’ What did you call him?”

Freddy leaned back against the wall. Liv was shuffling around behind Ray, pulling on clothes.

“Please,” said Freddy. “Please. I had nothing to do with it.”

In that moment, Ray knew that his instincts were correct. The thought of Freddy and his nameless companion enjoying a coffee and a bagel at a capital coffeehouse a couple of hours before one of them shot and killed Bertram sent a surge of anger through him. He used his entire body to press Freddy into the wall and shoved the muzzle of the gun to Freddy’s throat, bending the man’s head back.

“Just let me go, please,” begged Freddy. He repeated it over and over, his eyes closed.

“Just give me his name, whatever you called him,” said Ray. “John? Bob? Rudolph? Javier?
 ” He said the last name in a mocking Spanish accent. Freddy pursed his lips, as if he were trying to keep the name from escaping.

“Take it easy,” said Liv from behind him. “We need him.” But Liv’s good-cop comment had the effect of underscoring the possibility that the man holding the gun might really hurt Freddy, might even kill him. He was trembling.

So was Ray. With a fury he struggled to control.

He got close to Freddy and spoke softly into the man’s ear. “Why are they killing us, Freddy?”

“I don’t know. I don’t—”

Ray pressed the gun harder into Freddy’s throat. The man was now looking almost straight up at the ceiling.

“Freddy, if you say ‘I don’t know’ one more time, I’m going to kill you. Right here. In this room. Now, I’m going to ask you—”

“I know something,” blurted Freddy.

Ray relaxed his grip enough that Freddy could lower his head and look him in the eye. “What?”

“If I tell you something, something you can use, will you let me go? And not show the pictures to my wife?”

Ray stepped back, keeping the gun leveled. “Depends on what it is.”

Liv, now fully dressed, stepped up next to Ray. Freddy looked from one face to the other.

“They have someone inside,” spat Freddy.

Ray and Liv looked at each other. They each took a deep breath, processing this information.

“Do you mean a mole?” said Liv.

“How do you know this?” said Ray.

Chloe chimed in again in Ray’s ear: “This man has appointments. If you don’t turn him loose soon, someone’s going to come looking for him.” Ray pulled the earpiece out and put it in his pocket.

“Think about it,” said Freddy. “How else would they know who your people are? How would they know where they’re going to be? And when?”

“You know, for someone who claims not to know anything, that’s a pretty big thing to know,” said Ray. He considered what he was hearing. In his experience, double agents were a relic. Something talked about from the Cold War days. The lion’s share of intelligence work post 9/11 was a campaign against jihad, and most first-world countries, East and
 West, the capitalists and the socialists, were on the same side. Still, money and power could motivate anyone. It wasn’t impossible.

“Who are they
 , Freddy,” asked Liv.

“I don’t—” Ray raised the gun and narrowed his eyes. Freddy took a deep breath and considered his answer more carefully. “You have to believe me,” he said. “I cannot poke around and take pictures for you. The man who flew to Washington with us said to call him Mateo. He said he would not be taking the same flight back, that we should go without him.” He was calmer now, whispering, as if someone might be listening. “He disappeared after breakfast one morning, and I’ve never seen him since. Please …”

“But you know what he did,” said Liv.

“I suspected. Later, I mean. After I heard about … what happened.”

Ray and Liv looked at one another, each examining the other’s face, both seeing their own incredulity reflected back. It was hard to say which was hardest to believe—that there was a mole inside their own network, or that someone like Freddy could know about it. Freddy, who, if he could be believed, had unknowingly muled an assassin into the American capital on the back of his diplomatic credentials.

“We’re going to need to evaluate what you’re telling us,” said Ray. “And you’re still going to take the photos we want.”

Freddy raised a hand and opened his mouth to protest, but Liv cut him off. “Hey, you brought someone into our country, into my
 country, someone who killed a man who was a friend.”

“If you’re being honest, Freddy, this is your chance to make it right,” said Ray. “You know there are American prisoners in Cuba, and we know
 you know. Now you tell us there is someone on our side passing information to you, is that right?”

“Yes,” said Freddy. “But not to me. I have nothing to do—”

“Yeah, yeah, you’re an innocent bystander,” said Ray. “I got that. But if we’re compromised, we need to know. We need to be sure.”

“As in, absolutely sure,” added Liv.

“So tell us, how do you know what you know? Is this just something you put together on your own, the way you claim to have figured out Mateo’s purposes after the fact? Or do you know firsthand?”

Freddy rubbed his temples, shook his head. “Look,” he said. “People like you, you come and go, you’re there and then you’re not. I meet people like that in my job, sometimes. People who work for us. They have different names every time I see them. Mateo is like that. I don’t know who calls the shots. Do you even know who pulls your strings?”

“Don’t change the subject,” said Ray. “We know what we’re about. Tell us how you know what you know.”

“I hear things,” said Freddy.

“What, like, around the water cooler?” said Ray, goading him.

“I cannot say.”

Ray’s palm was getting sweaty, his anger building. He leaned into Freddy, placing the muzzle of the gun flat against the wall next to the man’s ear. “I’ll bet you can say, if you really put your mind to it.” He brought his face close to Freddy’s, their noses inches apart. “What kind of things do you hear?”

Freddy looked him in the eye, took a deep breath. His trembling stopped all at once and he exhaled slowly. “I hear about a place for men like you.”

Ray matched Freddy’s tone. “What do you mean, ‘men like me’?”

Freddy glanced toward Liv. “Men with unhappy wives.”

“What?” A sliver of fear needled him, a tiny thing pricking behind his ear. Ray became aware of his own heartbeat. He tried to ignore it. He looked over at Liv but saw only confusion there. “You know,” said Ray. He coughed before continuing. “You know she isn’t really my wife, right?”

A familiar dizziness took hold of Ray. He found himself leaning against the wall not just to intimidate Freddy, but for support. Freddy’s face blurred in front of him, changed, melted at the edges and reformed as someone else. Another face, someone he knew. He couldn’t find the name but felt sure it was known to him. A mild wave of nausea rose from his belly and slithered up to his chest. He looked down, tried to pull himself together, determined not to show weakness, fighting the fear that he was having another attack. Thinking that if he could stop this in its tracks it would go away, leave him alone.

Freddy’s voice was still there: … men who can only watch other men do what they can’t do …


He heard another sound, a noise that seemed piped directly into his ear, even though he had removed his earpiece. It almost seemed to come from within him, something he’d heard before. A steady electronic pulse that made him think of submarines.


… beep … beep … beep …


He felt like he was, in fact, underwater. The very air around him seemed thick. He was overcome with the thought that he should just walk over to the bed and lie down. Not because he was weak, or sick, but because it just didn’t matter. It didn’t matter that he was there, it didn’t matter what he did or what he said. Nothing mattered.

Then, from outside himself, he heard Liv’s voice: I hear things, too
 . Liv, who was real, who was in the room with him, who was on his side. He closed his eyes and concentrated on that, focused on the person who was real and the job they were here to do. His opened his eyes, sought her out, found her standing there at his side.

Everything went back to normal.

“What?” he said.

Liv locked her eyes on his and spoke slowly. “I said. I. Hear. Things. Too.” She puckered her lips slightly, as if she were going to kiss him, but then raised one finger in front of her mouth. Then she lowered her arm, pointed her finger toward the wall to Ray’s right, the wall that separated them from the adjoining room.

Ray and Liv were perfectly silent, holding their breath as they’d been trained to do when their lives might depend on absolute quiet. Ray’s nausea had passed. The fear that had accompanied his episode seemed to have transferred to Freddy, whose anxiety was audible.

But it was quiet enough. Ray heard it.

A footstep. Just one. So soft. The kind of footfall that wasn’t natural, the kind of step taken by someone who didn’t intend to be heard, who didn’t want you to know he was there.

But he was there.


Someone was in the next room
 .

Ray looked at the wall, and at the desk up against it. On the desk was the pen holder, with its little camera. As he looked at the little eye—which he couldn’t actually see, but he knew it was there—another realization came to Ray.

He had left the laptop open and running in the next room. How long was the timeout before the screensaver came on? No idea.

Not only was there someone in the next room. Whoever it was could see
 them. Could see them, and hear everything they were saying.

It happened fast.

While Ray was thinking of what to do (he considered shooting through the wall with the gun in his hand to be his best option), Liv went into motion. She moved as fast as thought itself, throwing her weight against Ray and knocking him to the floor. He opened his hands to catch himself, releasing the weapon he held. It bounced under the desk with a clatter.

Liv was already away from him, covering the ten or twelve feet between where he was sprawled and the door before it burst open, slamming against the jamb. He heard Liv shout kiai!
 followed by what sounded like a punch, and then two or three quick bursts from an automatic weapon. There was a grunt, someone in pain. A few flakes of plaster drifted to the floor in front of his face. At least one of the shots must have hit the wall.

He focused on the gun under the table. He strained, pressing the full length of his arm between the table legs, but it was no use. The gun was out of reach from this end. He heard Liv shout again, more punches, the sounds of pummeling fists, blows being absorbed, another punch that sounded more like a slap, and then there was another gun on the floor. This one fell at the opposite end of the table. It had a long snout and an extended clip. He couldn’t tell what kind it was, but it was definitely more firepower than Freddy’s dainty 9 mm. Beyond that he could see the intruder’s feet, a pair of thick-soled black sneakers spread apart in a wide stance.

Liv’s feet were visible, too. One of them kept disappearing into the air, each time accompanied by a shout from Liv and the brutish sound of her foot buffeting bone and skin before returning to the ground and bouncing on the toe.

The fall had taken the wind out of Ray. He knew Liv could easily take apart most unarmed men—could kill them, break their bones, or have them on their backs begging mercy inside of five seconds. But the man who’d come through the door was not apt to be a docile opponent. Ray gritted his teeth, put one hand on the wall in front of him and one on the desk beside him, and pushed himself up on one knee.

Liv shouted again then grunted and went flying backwards past Ray, crashing somewhere behind him. Still on his knees and able to see beneath the table, Ray saw the man scrambling for his lost weapon. A hand closed around the barrel and lifted it from the floor. They were going to die now. Both of them. Unless …

Ray added his other hand to the side of the desk and shoved with everything he had, hoping against hope that the piece of furniture was light enough to move yet heavy enough to do some damage. Shit, what if it was bolted to the floor, or to the wall?

The desk in one sense was typical hotel room furniture—drawers empty save for maybe a couple of menus and brochures. In another sense, this was a nice hotel. The desk was solid wood with a steel-topped surface. It was a perfect combination. It moved easily, and Ray followed through to the full reach of his arms, letting his weight collapse sideways until he was flat on the floor again.

The desk hit the intruder like a compact car moving at low speed. It wouldn’t incapacitate him, but it knocked him down. Ray heard him hit the ground with a heavy thud. The desk continued to slide over the man’s feet and legs before coming to a stop, such that he had to shuffle himself backward before he could get up. It was just enough time for Ray to get to his feet and leap across the top.

Ray crouched atop the desk. The man was on his back, looking up at Ray from the floor. He had a Spanish complexion and a shaved head. His nose and mouth were bloodied from the beating Liv had administered. His eyes were narrow, calculating, calm.

He still had his hand wrapped around his gun.

The man raised his head from the floor, which seemed to require great effort. His head bobbed and wobbled as he started to lift the weapon in his hand.

Ray simply stepped off the edge of the desk, letting one foot fall onto the man’s hand. The drop was only about three feet, but Ray’s full weight landed directly on his fingers. Ray heard a sickening crunch of bone, and the man screamed. He had never gotten his finger through the trigger guard.

Ray balanced himself with his other foot across the man’s chest. For good measure, he twisted his foot over the fingers beneath it, leaning into it as he rotated his ankle. The man screamed again, his mouth wide with agony. Ray removed his other foot from the man’s chest and used it to kick his gun across the room. When he planted that foot on the floor again he was straddling over the man, the stance of the victor over the vanquished.

The man on the floor still had one good hand. It flew up between Ray’s legs with deadly accuracy. Knuckles pounded into his scrotum. The pain was instant, hot in his guts. It flared upward to his stomach, where it turned into a core of nausea, then continued up his chest, up and down his extremities, and into his throat.

Ray opened his mouth, but the only sound he could produce was an impish squeak. His lungs felt empty and his eyes were watery. His hands reflexively flew in to cover his miserable groin, to block any subsequent blows. His knees began to collapse inward, toward each other. The room was swimming before him. He closed his eyes, struggled to stay upright. He bowed his head and was finally able to take in a breath, but the oxygen only fueled the pain coursing through him.

He opened his eyes and saw the bald man grinning up at him. He held his ruined hand aloft, each finger sticking out at an awkward angle, the pinky at nearly ninety degrees from the others. He reached up with his good hand and used it to lower all his broken fingers, folding them into his palm, one by one, save the middle one. He waved the single finger at Ray, the universal gesture of contempt, sneering all the while. His teeth were pink with blood, and one along the top was missing altogether.

Liv … Was she okay? What about Freddy?

Ray wondered if Freddy might have used the commotion as an opportunity to run from the room. What would they do then? Ray tried to turn around, but the slightest twist of his torso reinvigorated his nausea. He tried again to speak but his lungs were struggling to get back some of the air that had left them all at once, and he could produce no sound.

“Hey,” said the face on the floor. “Vete al infierno
 .” Ray didn’t know what it meant, but he got the message. The man’s good hand crawled up the inside of Ray’s thigh, coming in for a second attack on his balls. Ray tried his best to block the approach without actually brushing his own tender sac. If the man touched him there again, he was sure he’d pass out.

He heard footsteps behind him.

“Ray,” said Liv. “Are you all right?” He heard the distinctive sound of a round being chambered, then a few more steps. When Liv’s feet appeared in Ray’s field of vision, the eyes of the man on the floor shifted from Ray’s face to hers. His expression changed from anger to something akin to fear, though Ray recognized it more as a look of recognition. Of resignation. It lasted only a second or two. Then the anger returned. The man smiled his gap-toothed smile. He still held his middle finger above him, and he shifted it toward Liv as she bent down and pressed the muzzle of Freddy’s pistol sidelong into his ear.

“Puta
 —” was all he got out before Liv pulled the trigger. There was a pop, and the man’s eyes widened and froze, instantly lifeless. He went still as stone, blood pooling in his open mouth.

Ray had seen men die. It wasn’t the violence of death that churned his stomach, but the violence against his balls. That ache, which had never faded, was intensifying, gnawing, sending a fresh volley of nausea up to his throat. He was powerless to stop it.

“Ray, are you—”

He retched and emptied himself, vomiting on the face of the dead man. A mix of partially digested food and hot bile splashed on the man’s nose, ran into his mouth and down both cheeks. The horrid sight brought on a second wave and, his stomach now empty, Ray merely heaved while tendrils of brown saliva leaked from his lips. It dripped from him and plopped thickly on the man’s forehead.

“Fuck, Ray,” said Liv. “Can you stand up?”

Ray closed his eyes and wiped at his mouth. The pain was still there, still in control of him, but he thought he might be able to stand. “I guess I … I guess …” He took heaving breaths.

“What?” said Liv.

“I said … I guess I took care of him.”

Liv laughed. “Yeah, he won’t mess with you again.” She rubbed Ray’s back as he tried to stand straight. Once upright, he had to lean back on the desk behind him.

“Freddy,” said Ray. “Freddy …”

Liv turned around. “Shit. This is bad.”

Ray managed to turn himself around, keeping one hand on the desk for balance.

Freddy had not run from the room. It would have been better if he had.

He was where they’d left him, now seated on the floor, leaning against the wall. He held his right hand over his left bicep. Blood seeped through his jacket and ran down below his fingers. He had taken a stray bullet from the man who had ostensibly come to save him.

“God damn,” muttered Ray. “Fuck fuck fuck.” He locked eyes with Freddy, and both men knew how it would end.

While Freddy’s wound was hardly mortal, the situation now was. Not only would he be useless as an informant, now that the Cubans knew about their contact, but he had seen their faces. There was no way to let the man walk away.

Ray looked to Liv and extended an open hand. “I’ll do it,” he said.

“Are you sure?” said Liv.

“Just give it to me.”

Liv placed the gun in his hand. “Okay.”

Ray staggered toward Freddy, the throbbing between his legs making the movement difficult. He looked down at the man who twenty minutes ago had been having the fuck of his life.

“If it means anything, Alfredo, I’m really sorry about this,” said Ray.

“It’s okay,” said Freddy, looking Ray in the eye. “I’m dead now, anyway. My brother will put me in the pocilga
 . I’d rather be dead.”

Ray lifted the weapon and chambered another round. The sound made Freddy wince. He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he said, “You are Ray?”

“Yes.”

“Are you married, Ray?”

“I am.”

“How long?”

“Almost four years now,” said Ray.

“You love your wife, Ray?”

“I do. Very much, yes.”

“Good. That’s good. I love my Eva. So very much. She … she deserved better. Just tell me you’ll never show her those pictures.”

“I swear to you,” said Ray, “She will never see them.” That was the truth. There would never be a need.

“Okay … okay. Thank you. Thank you, Ray.”

Liv stepped up next to Ray, and Freddy looked to her.

“Olivia,” she said.

Freddy’s eyes were heavy and wet, and when they widened in surprise the tearful contents spilled down his cheeks. “Olivia. Beautiful Olivia.” The man beamed. “That’s what we’re going to name her if it’s a girl.”

Ray lowered the gun to his side, looked to Liv. Her rough edges suddenly softened. She hung her head, spoke to the floor. “When is she due?”

“September,” said Freddy. His eyes had gone glassy, unfocused. “You are … you are really something.”

Liv looked up, a hand over her mouth. She let her fingers slide down over her chin, down to the center of her chest. “So are you, Freddy,” she said. She bent down and kissed his forehead, gave him a smile. “It wasn’t supposed to be this way.”

Freddy looked into his lap. He didn’t seem to have anything else to say. Ray aimed the pistol at his skull.

“Wait,” said Freddy. Ray’s finger tightened on the trigger, but he waited. Freddy raised his head until the barrel of the gun was directly in line with his forehead. He seemed not to see it. He looked to Ray and spoke softly, as if taking him into his confidence.

“What you are looking for, señor. If you love your wife, you should stop looking. It is a place … a place without light.”

“What are you talking about?” Ray figured the man to be losing his senses, knowing he was at the end, but wanted to give him the chance to say his piece. Even if it was gibberish.

“I am talking about a place where the darkness eats a man.”

Ray looked to Liv. She only shrugged.

“Men like you,” said Freddy.

Ray pulled the trigger.

“Apagar las luces
 ,” said Liv.






* * *




Cleanup took five minutes.
 Ray wiped the hard drive on the laptop and tossed it into his suitcase. There was no possibility of removing every scintilla of their presence—blood, sweat, hair—and they hadn’t come to Cuba prepared to do so. Events had taken an unexpected turn. They settled for gathering up their equipment and changing clothes. As an afterthought, Ray tossed the pen holder containing the camera into his luggage. They wiped their prints off the two firearms and left one near each of the two dead men. Ray left Freddy’s phone, pocketing the mini USB drive with its copied contents.

Their flight was for the evening, nearly ten hours away. Waiting that long was out of the question. They figured they had maybe an hour before someone came looking for Freddy. Ninety minutes, tops.

Liv placed a call on an unencrypted cell phone and was patched through to Chloe, who was still at sea. Through a series of awkwardly improvised code phrases, Liv apprised Chloe of the situation and the need for urgent extraction.

“See the sights, have a drink,” said Chloe. Liv understood and passed the instruction on to Ray. They should not carry any bags. They would be tourists, and should not appear to be in any hurry. They would wait to be contacted.

They abandoned their clothes and bags, laptop and all. It made sense. People carrying bags looked like people leaving town, which is not the impression they wanted to make. It bothered Ray to leave the laptop. He thought about digging it out of the bag and wiping his prints off of it, but decided it ultimately made no difference. They had to move. He locked both doors between the rooms, just in case the room they had used for observation was serviced first, and they headed for the elevator.

They were alone on the ride down to the lobby. Ray started to worry about how their intruder had gotten into the room. Had he come under some official guise? Had he involved the hotel staff as a means of getting into the room? Did he have a partner waiting downstairs?

No. The man had a gun. He had broken into the room, plain and simple. Most such men worked alone. But they also worked at someone’s direction. Someone would at the very least be waiting for a call. And when that call didn’t come, someone would come looking.

Ray wondered how far away they were as he stepped off the elevator.

They walked casually through the ornate lobby, past fountains trickling water into pools full of sunken coins, past the concierge desk, past the uniformed bellhops with their rolling luggage carts. Ray could see the daylight coming in through the revolving doors ahead of them, shining on the white tiles emblazoned with the hotel’s logo. It felt like every pair of eyes was on them, but they both looked straight ahead. They made it to the foyer, where there was a display of brochures for local attractions. Liv stopped and grabbed two at random and handed one to Ray, and they moved through the carousel doors, out toward the city’s streets with smiles on their faces, eyes on the foldout literature.

It was a busy section of Havana, with plenty of people to get lost among. It was also a brilliantly sunny day, which gave them both an excuse to don sunglasses.

Six or seven blocks away they came to a restaurant, a white stucco building with the menu hand-painted on the windows. There was seating on the street. They took a table and ordered sodas. Liv looked at her cell phone, the only one they had between them. She had three bars of signal. They should be easy enough to locate.

It didn’t take long. A man in cargo shorts and an unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt chose the table next to them. He wore a straw fedora with a blue and white band. He turned to them as he sat. “Hot as blue blazes, isn’t it?” he said.

“Like a three-alarm Texas chili,” said Liv, returning the phrase the man would be expecting. He laughed and picked the menu out from between the salt and pepper shakers. He was old, older then Ray or Liv. Gray hair curled up at the back of his deeply tanned neck.

“First time in Havana?” asked the man.

“First time in Cuba,” Ray replied. “Would you care to join us?”

The man moved to their table and spoke under his breath from behind a menu. “The line of cabs. Get in the one numbered sixty-five oh seven. Air is the only way. You need to move fast. Go.” The grandfatherly smile never left his face.

Liv thanked the man, and Ray shook his hand. They walked over to where three green taxis waited along the curb across the street. They approached the one marked with 6507 and the driver rolled his window down.

“Hot as blue blazes, isn’t it?” he said.






* * *




The driver,
 who appeared Cuban, never said another word. He drove them down the Via Monumental, eventually turning off onto a smaller highway. After several kilometers, Ray couldn’t help but notice they were heading further inland. He looked behind him at Liv, in the backseat. She looked more relaxed than he felt.

They left the city behind. Inside of fifteen minutes, the cab turned onto a gravel road that led them two or three kilometers back into a wooded area. They pulled up at a chain link fence topped with barbed wire. Two men with slung rifles, one of them grossly obese, appeared and opened the gate. The cab pulled through.

They came to an open area surrounded by woods. There was only one building in sight, at the head of a dirt landing strip. Next to the building sat a small Cessna with blocks tucked behind its landing gear. The plane was dirty, its identification numbers illegible. Four men were lined up between the plane and the building, passing along square bundles that were about ten or twelve inches on each side and wrapped tightly in plastic. One man passed it to the next, like a conveyor belt, loading the bundles onto the plane.

“Hora de irse
 ,” said the driver. Liv opened her door and Ray, following her cue, got out of the cab. The vehicle circled the building and left the way it had come.

One of the men with rifles approached them. He looked at Liv and smiled, eyeing her up and down. Then he looked at Ray, the smile on his face replaced with something far less friendly. He turned to the men loading the bundles onto the plane and barked at them in Spanish. The man nearest to the plane cursed, boarded the plane, and came back carrying one of the bundles. The next man in the line looked confused, but accepted the bundle and passed it to the man behind him. The last man carried the bundle back inside the squat building. They repeated this process until nine or ten of the bundles had been removed from the plane.

Liv looked at Ray. “I guess too heavy. With us,” she said.

The man standing with them, who appeared to be the boss of whatever this operation was, gripped his rifle. Ray felt a little alarmed, unaccustomed to his current state of helplessness. He didn’t enjoy entrusting his safety to strangers. The man gestured toward the plane with his rifle, and he and Liv moved in that direction. They walked past the man and Ray turned to see him ogling Liv’s behind with a lecherous smile. The eyes of all the others did the same as the pair boarded the plane.

There was already a pilot in the front. To Ray’s surprise, he looked like an American. Ray greeted him, but the man either ignored him or didn’t speak English. The hatch was closed from the outside. Ray heard two slaps against the fuselage, and the pilot started the plane.

The cabin was too small for standing, and there were no seats. They had apparently been removed to accommodate as many of the plastic-wrapped bundles as the plane could carry. Ray didn’t know what the bundles were, didn’t want to know. But they were comfortable. He and Liv sat in the floor and leaned into them as the plane began to move.

The runway was smooth enough, and the pilot skilled enough, that the plane took to the air well in advance of the approaching tree line. They ascended, banked sharply for several minutes before leveling out. Ray peered out the window. He could see the ocean ahead of them, and he let out a deep sigh when they were over it. He leaned back next to Liv, the plastic rustling behind him. He had a sudden urge to sleep.

Ray closed his eyes. He could still see his would-be assailant, the man who had tried to kill them and had nearly succeeded. He wondered if he was still lying on the floor in a hotel in Havana with a hole in his head. Ray had gotten a good enough look at his face, before covering it in vomit, to be confident that he was not the man he’d seen on Freddy’s phone, the man Freddy had called Mateo
 .

He felt his left pocket, working his fingers around the mini USB stick that contained the data from Freddy’s phone.

“Wonder where we’re going,” said Liv.

“Florida would be my guess. The Keys. Maybe Boca.”

“Si
 ,” said the pilot, keeping his eyes on the open sky before him. Apparently, he did know a little English.

“You gonna be all right?” asked Liv, turning toward him.

“My balls are fucking killing me,” he said. He put a hand over his crotch and hissed through his teeth at his own touch.

Liv covered her mouth, but couldn’t entirely hide her grin. “Ray, I’m so sorry.”


Ray, I’m so sorry …


Ray blinked, suddenly uncomfortable. He thought again of Freddy, the poor man who had started his day unable to believe how lucky he was, the man whose wife and children would never see him again.

“That thing Freddy said, just before—”

“About a dark place?” said Liv.

“Yeah, but … before that. He used a word. What was it? He said someone would put him in the … something …”

“Pocilga
 .”

“Sounds right. What does that mean?”

“No idea.” Liv laid back and closed her eyes.

“Thought you spoke Spanish,” said Ray.

“Fluently. But I don’t know that word.”

Ray said it again. “Pocilga
 .” The sound of the word made him shiver. A heaviness gathered between his legs.

“Pigsty
 ,” said the pilot. He turned around to face them this time. “It mean pigsty
 .”

Ray nestled himself back into the bundles and went to sleep wondering about the street value of the thing he was using for a pillow.
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Magic Dragon











They slept
 ten hours in Boca Raton, separate rooms in a Motel 6. They rose at four in the morning to catch a commercial flight to Roanoke, where they rented a car. From there it was a two-hour drive to Independence, a small town just north of the North Carolina border. Carper was driving down from Alexandria to meet them. Chloe would be there, too, and Ray was anxious to see her. He was also anxious to know why she hadn’t just met them in Boca.

The Virginia countryside was in bloom all around them. It was hot out, and Ray cranked the AC in their rental even though Liv insisted on riding with her window down and her feet on the dash. Once they exited onto the state road and headed south there was a produce stand every couple of miles—signs adorned with hand-drawn images of apples, blackberries, blueberries, strawberries, cantaloupes, and melons as well as jams and jellies made from them all. Wildflowers ran amok in the median. When they started to see housing developments, Liv fired up her phone and guided Ray to the address Carper had provided.

They passed into the north end of the town, turned onto another four-lane road, saw a sleepy mall with a mostly empty parking lot, then turned south again.

“It’s here, on the left,” said Liv. Ray pulled the Camry into what looked like a small shopping plaza with two rows of parking between the road and the storefronts. He asked Liv to read the address again.

“Fourteen hundred Mountain Valley Road.”

That matched the numbers pasted on the sign, which was deep red with yellow lettering: MAGIC DRAGON Chinese Cuisine and Sushi
 . It was situated between a dry cleaners and a what looked like a nail salon. An ornate yellow dragon was painted all along the glass, extending across the swinging doors and onto the panes on both sides.

“Are we having lunch first?” said Ray.

“That would suit me fine. I’m starving,” said Liv. She got out of the car. Ray cut the engine and followed her. He was hungry, too. He noticed the black Suburban parked a few spaces away. Its windows were tinted too dark to see inside, but he saw the government plate. Carper was definitely here. Where was Chloe?

She met them at the door. Dressed in business attire, a white blouse and knee-length navy dress minus a jacket. With her blonde hair pulled behind her in a ponytail, she appeared the typical G-girl. She smiled and Ray wanted to rush up and grab her, kiss her right there.

Liv got to her first. The two women shook hands. Liv went inside, and Ray was momentarily alone with his wife for the first time in a week. He put a hand on her face and rubbed a thumb along her cheek. There was a hint of wetness welling up in her eyes. Her smile faded. “Come on. He’s waiting,” she said, and followed Liv into the restaurant.

Carper was there talking to a small Oriental man in a bright blue suit, a solid white tie knotted at his throat. He saw Ray and motioned the three of them over. “Ray, Liv, this is Mr. Peng.” The man rotated on his heels to face them and Ray was sure he was about to bow. He was strangely relieved when the man extended a hand.

“Welcome to the Magic Dragon,” said the man. “Your room is ready.” He turned down a hall and the four of them followed, Carper directly behind Mr. Peng.

It was a small place. Ray saw fifteen tables at most, none of them empty. Most of the diners were casually dressed. The walls were covered with nostalgic decor in the manner of a Cracker Barrel, which Ray thought odd for a Chinese restaurant. An oversized illustration of downtown Hong Kong at night covered most of one wall, backlit through pinpoint perforations to simulate its lively streets. It didn’t strike Ray as the kind of establishment to offer a private room.

Mr. Peng stopped at a door at the end of the hall. The four of them filed into a small room with one table and six chairs. There were no windows, but Ray could smell the tang of cooking meats and hear the metallic scraping of a wok and figured they were on the other side of the kitchen. They all found chairs. Menus were opened. Mr. Peng took their orders without writing anything down and left them, pulling the door shut behind him.

Chloe and Carper each produced a laptop from their bags.

“What the fuck happened in Cuba?” said Carper.

“We’re going to talk about this … here?” asked Ray.

“This place is more secure than any room in northern Virginia,” said Carper. There was a beat of silence as Chloe booted up a secure LTE wifi transmitter. “So, I ask again—”

“We think we were compromised,” said Liv.

“You think
 ?” said Carper, one eyebrow raised.

“We were definitely compromised,” said Ray.

“Okay,” said Carper, logging into his laptop. “I need to know what happened to Molina. I need the scene, as you left it.”

“Friendly fire,” said Ray.

“You’re saying his own man shot him?” Carper looked at Ray over the top of his glasses.

“I was trying to neutralize him, the second man,” said Liv. “A couple of rounds went off. One of them hit Freddy.”

“And we don’t know that Freddy had any association with him,” added Ray.

“What do you mean?” asked Chloe without looking up from her screen. She was at the opposite end of the table, Carper’s right hand.

“I mean, I don’t know that Freddy had any knowledge of the man.”

“So he was there for you. For you and Olivia,” said Carper.

“Or for Freddy,” said Ray.

Carper sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Ray, why on earth would he have been there to harm Freddy?”

Ray sat forward, resting his elbows on the table. He looked over at Liv and took a breath, then looked to Carper. “Listen, Jim. Freddy told us—”

There was a knock at the door.

“Come in,” shouted Carper. Ray was hoping it was their food, but the man Mr. Peng let into the room was clearly not a restaurant employee. Everyone except Carper looked up to see a tall man, well built, with a mess of sandy brown hair that curled up at his neck. He wore dark blue jeans with a hole in one knee and a black Virginia is for Lovers
 t-shirt. He carried a brown paper bag with handles and had a tablet tucked under his arm. Ray figured him for under thirty, but definitely the youngest person in the room. The telltale lump of a sidearm gave Ray an initial impression of local law enforcement, or maybe a state agent. “You’re late.”

“Sorry. Accident up around Wytheville,” said the man, walking to the end of the table opposite Carper. “Was at a standstill, so I pulled off when I could and ended up at this produce stand. Got these great apples.” He set the bag on the table and reached in. “I thought you’d all—”

“Have a seat, Tom,” said Carper. The man removed the bag to the floor, pulled out a chair, and opened his tablet. “Everyone, meet Thomas Pettie. He’s on loan from our Miami station. He keeps an eye on the comings and goings of Latin American diplomats down there, and I thought he could help us out.”

Four sets of eyes fell on the newcomer, all four faces suppressing a grin. It was Liv who came right out with it. “Tom Pettie. Really?”

“Yeah. It’s Pettie with an I-E,” said Tom with the practiced affability of a man who got this all the time and probably used it as an icebreaker. Ray detected a hint of Southern drawl in his speech and thought it likely that Tom put less effort into sublimating that depending on who he was working with. “Funny thing is, I’m actually from the same home town as—”

“Tom, this is Chloe Fillion. She’s our technical analyst and coordinator on this. She’s been with us for about two years. Mostly at State before that. Chloe, why don’t you bring Tom up to speed? Did you want to order food, Tom?”

“No, sir. I already ate.”

“Thought you were stuck in traffic.”

“I pack, sir. Protein shake.”

Ray looked over at Chloe, whose eyes were on Tom. So were Liv’s. The two women looked at each other and smiled as something seemed to pass between them. Chloe cleared her throat, returned her attention to her computer, and addressed the table.

“Since the reestablishment of diplomatic relations between the United States and Cuba, the Cuban policy toward citizens wishing to travel to or emigrate permanently to the United States and other countries has been relaxed considerably. Most Cuban citizens can obtain a visa and travel freely. At about the same time, all American political prisoners were released. This was confirmed by American officials who were given tours of all Cuban prisons.”

“All known
 Cuban prisons,” added Ray.

“Please don’t interrupt, Ray,” said Carper.

“Hang on,” said Tom. “You said most
 Cuban citizens?”

“Correct,” continued Chloe. “Certain high-value potential immigrants can’t get out without help.”

“And what constitutes a high-value immigrant?”

“Academics, scientists, engineers. The occasional high-profile political dissident. People like that, mostly.”

“So we provide the help,” said Tom, putting it together.

“Yes,” said Carper. He was growing impatient and filled in for Chloe. “Whenever word reaches our state department of a Cuban citizen’s emigration attempt being frustrated, our group is notified and we assign someone to get that person, and his or her family, out of Cuba. Thing is, it was all very casual. The Cuban government knows damn well what we’re doing, and they really don’t care. They just make it difficult and put on a face for their state media. Our agent would be on a boat in port in Havana and would wave to the federal police as the emigrants walked up the gangway. There was nothing to it.”

“So why are we here?” said Tom. Carper gestured for Chloe to resume.

“With the most recent change in administration here in the US, immigration was tightened down again. Our embassy in Havana is still open, but they no longer process visas. We continue to help those we can, and the Cubans generally still let them go with a wink and a nod.”

“It’s all politics,” said Tom.

“It always is,” said Carper.

Chloe took a deep breath as she got to the meat of the issue. “About a year and a half ago, one of the Cuban immigrants told his ICE interviewer that he had been briefly detained before being allowed on our boat. He also said that there were Americans in the same detainment center.”

The silence that followed was interrupted by a knock. Mr. Peng opened the door and two of his staff rolled in carts with steaming trays. Mr. Peng helped them place bowls of of rice, sweet and sour chicken, and peppery beef around the table, setting a plate of elegantly rolled sushi in front of Carper. Glasses of water and tea were passed around, and they were alone again.

“And here we thought the Cubans had let them all go,” said Tom.

“And they may have,” said Chloe, sliding chopsticks out of a paper sleeve. “We don’t know who these people are, where they are, or how long they’ve been there. The state department does know of at least three Americans, all males, who are listed as missing with their last known location being Cuba. These have all been in the last two years.”

“You mean, since they allegedly released all the prisoners,” said Tom.

“Exactly,” said Chloe.

“So what have we done?”

Ray grabbed an egg roll and dipped it into a small tub of duck sauce. The back and forth between Tom and his wife was making him uneasy for some reason. “We looked into it,” he said. “Worked our contacts inside Cuba. Developed a couple of new ones.”

Carper coughed at that.

“And?” asked Tom.

No one seemed anxious to get to the next part of the tale, so Chloe picked it up again. “October before last, one of our people working a contact was shot in Miami.”

“Fuck,” said Tom.

“That was at night, right on the port. There was one bullet wound to the head, three to the chest. A new officer was assigned. Eight months later, she was found dead in a hotel room in Hollywood, Florida. She’d been raped and strangled. A DNA profile was developed but doesn’t match anyone in any database.”

“My God,” said Tom.

“Then, last December—”

“A 60-year old officer was shot right on the streets of Washington, DC, in front of God and all his minions and the local press,” said Ray.

“Bertram was 59,” said Chloe.

“Which brings us up to yesterday,” said Carper. “When agents Morris and Fillion here went to Cuba to start grooming someone in the Ministry of the Interior and ended up getting the man killed by one miraculous stray bullet.”

Carper gestured to Liv and Ray as he spoke, and Ray watched Tom look from him over to Chloe then back again, recognition dawning as to why two of the agents at the table had the same last name.

Ray and Liv looked at each other, and Liv nodded at him: You tell him
 .

“The bullet hit him in the arm, sir,” said Ray.

“What’s that?” asked Carper, sitting up at full attention.

“The stray bullet hit Freddy in the arm,” said Liv, apparently feeling free to speak now that Ray had dropped the bomb. “We felt it necessary to—”

“I shot him,” said Ray. “I killed him.”

Chloe’s jaw dropped. Carper put his elbows to the table, put his head in his hands and wove his fingers through his hair. “Are you telling me—”

“No, I get it,” said Tom. The man looked at Ray and nodded. “You had to do it.”

Ray appreciated Tom speaking up for him. Maybe the guy was all right. Carper continued grinding his fingers across his scalp. No one ate. The silence was heavy in the room.

“Sir, Freddy himself said it was a mercy,” said Liv.

“So he was shot twice?” said Carper.

Ray looked across at Liv. “You should also know, I shot him with a different gun.”

“What gun?” Carper went wide-eyed.

“His gun. Freddy’s.”

“Freddy had a gun? Why did he have a gun?”

“I also shot the second man with Freddy’s gun,” added Liv.

“You took pictures of the man? And he had a gun? How did you—” Carper looked briefly at Liv. “Never mind. Chloe, I assume you have destroyed any and all photographs, video, recordings of any kind.”

Chloe looked at Liv and said, “Yes.” Liv pursed her lips and nodded her appreciation. Chloe’s eyes found Ray’s, and he saw a twinkle of mischief on her face before she looked down at her computer. He looked over at Liv and saw that she was looking at him, too. He suddenly found it difficult not to see her naked, her perfect body fully revealed as it had been in that hotel room. He thought of the things he’d watched her do, could see her semen-splashed breasts bouncing as she sat up with a pistol in her hand, her nipples alive with danger.

Liv raised an eyebrow at him, and he felt a tightening between his legs as he started to stiffen. Liv flicked her eyes to her left, where Chloe sat. Ray had no idea what she was trying to convey, but he had to make an effort not to smile. The thought of how horrid it would be to be caught smiling under the current circumstances was enough to banish any trace of a grin, along with his burgeoning hard-on.

“Every scrap, Chloe,” said Carper.

“Deleted. I swapped out the drives and destroyed them.”

“Good.” Carper covered his face with his hands. He sighed through his fingers, then closed his laptop and looked around the table. “So, we have two deceased males in a Havana hotel room registered to an aide on the payroll of the Ministry of the Interior. One of them, the aide himself, whose body will contain bullets from two different firearms. The other gentleman, whoever the fuck he is, was shot with the aide’s gun. Am I correct?”

“Yes, sir,” said Liv. “Head. Point blank. Once.”

Carper rubbed his temples. “So there’s no way this looks like a break-in, with a man defending himself and getting shot in the process. And it sure as hell doesn’t look like suicide.”

Tom spoke up from the other end of the table. “Sir, why does it matter what it looks like? The second man had to be G2,” he said, referring to the Cuban state intelligence agency.

“I’m just trying to figure out if we’re going to have a minor international incident on our hands. They don’t exactly have the freest press down there. They could disappear the second man, give the papers a story about a diplomatic aide shot twice in a hotel, and just call our state department asking for the names of every American staying in Havana at the time.”

“That shouldn’t do anything more than raise a stink,” said Tom.

“Yeah, but a stink can do a lot if it smells bad enough. Look, these are delicate days with Cuba. A lot of Americans are doing business there again. We can’t afford for there to be even the appearance that we’re killing their people we have a problem with.”

“Why not?” snapped Ray. “They’re killing ours.” He immediately regretted it, but maintained eye contact with Carper.

Carper simmered and blinked at him. He spoke slowly. “Ray, there’s a man down there with a bullet in his—I’m sure in his head—and another bullet … wherever. He was a public employee reporting directly to a cabinet minister. An official position. It’s going to get noticed. Keppel, Wendy, Bertram, you, Liv—you’re contractors. The whole point of what you do is that you don’t exist. It’s apples and oranges. Now I know how that sounds, and I’m sorry—”

“Sir, you don’t have to apologize,” said Ray. Carper was right, but that didn’t mean Americans could be murdered without consequences. Maybe it didn’t make the news every time a soldier fell in the Middle East, maybe no politician picked up a phone and called the governor when a police officer was shot in Chicago. But those lives mattered. Every life mattered. “We understand.”

“I know you do.” Carper looked at each person around the table. “I know you all do.” Ray knew the man well enough to understand how sincere he was. He also understood that Carper had to deal with the political angle, which was rarely a concern to himself or Liv or Chloe.

“On another level,” Carper continued. “Let’s assume the second man was
 G2. That means they knew you were there. Politics aside, that’s going to blow back sooner or later.”

“I’m not entirely convinced he was G2,” said Ray. “He could’ve been a private hire.”

“Why?”

“Because we walked out of there. And we’re sitting here right now.” There was more to it than that, but Ray didn’t want to bring it up in front of someone he hardly knew.

“Okay,” said Carper. “Who then?”

“Well, I think that brings us full circle,” said Tom. Carper sat back with his hands behind his head. Usually several steps ahead of everyone else, when Carper asked for an explanation it was because he wanted to hear others in the room work things out, see if they were on the same page, see if they were quick enough to be on his team. The man himself could forecast the implications of any situation, short and long term, and always had a solid idea of what the next move should be.

As long as he had all the information.

“The who
 seems to be the thing we don’t know here,” said Tom. He took a bite of his pepper steak, and everyone else followed his lead and resumed eating as Tom spoke. “We assume G2, but Ray thinks maybe not. If we go one step deeper and ask why
 , we might know where to start looking.” Tom planted an elbow on the table and counted off his next points with his fingers. “Who
 is killing our people? Why
 are they doing it? What
 are they protecting?”

“Yeah, those are good questions,” said Carper in a tone suggesting he had already thought of them.

“I mean, what is this even about?” continued Tom. “Is it about exiles, immigration?”

“No,” said Ray. “No way.”

“Americans imprisoned in Cuba?” said Chloe.

“I gotta say, neither of those are convincing,” said Tom. “I mean, one week we’re high-fiving the federal police while we load their disgruntled citizens onto our boat, and the next week they’re shooting us for it? And as far as American prisoners go—”

“That could very well be it,” said Chloe.

“You think?” said Carper. Ray didn’t agree and could tell the boss didn’t, either. He also knew that his wife had a sharp mind and loved to work a problem out loud in front of her superiors. Carper would listen to her.

“It would be a big deal,” she said. “They said they released all political prisoners. It was part of the package, and they got a lot in return. If it goes public that they’re still holding our people, keeping them in the dark, it would be a lot of shit for them to eat.”


… a place without light …


“Worse still if these are people they’ve locked up since we reopened the embassy,” continued Chloe.

“Okay, that’s a distinction, but I don’t think it makes any difference to our purposes,” said Carper, suddenly becoming animated.

“I don’t buy it,” said Tom. All eyes turned to his end of the table. “Americans were in Cuban prisons for decades. Yes, it’s a big deal, as Chloe here said. And yes, it would be embarrassing. But is it worth killing over?”

“Apparently so,” said Chloe.

“Not just killing, but coming into this country, up against all our resources and all our methods of surveillance, and killing trained people. Not just once but, what, three times now?”

“Killing someone is easy, if that’s all you want to do,” said Liv.

“But the risk of getting caught, here in the States, seems worse than any risk of being called out on having a few of our people locked up,” said Tom. “Way worse, in fact.”

“Maybe it was impossible to get caught,” said Ray. “Maybe the men who pulled those jobs each had a happy pill in their pocket.” Ray himself had carried such a pill before.

“Well that just underscores my point,” said Tom.

“They’re protecting something,” said Carper, bringing everyone around to the conclusion he’d probably arrived at before the meeting started.

“Yes,” said Tom.

There was another knock. Mr. Peng and a young woman came in, refilled their glasses and offered dessert menus, which Carper declined for the group. When they were gone, everyone at the table just looked at the rest of their food. No one had eaten much except Carper, who had polished off every bite of sushi. There was nothing left on his plate but a green smear of wasabi.

Carper emptied his water glass and looked at his watch. “Our purpose here, aside from continuing to facilitate the extraction of immigrants from the Cuban mainland—which I consider a low-risk endeavor—is to obtain positive evidence of the presence of Americans detained inside Cuba. Something incontrovertible. That’s why we went for Molina. If we could get pictures, political pressure could be applied through back channels to get those people out. It wouldn’t even have to be in the media, so the boys in Havana wouldn’t lose face. Win-win.” He tossed his napkin into his plate. “That was the idea, anyway. Now they know we’re poking around, so we’re back to square one. Question is, what do we do now? Do we escalate, or back off and regroup?”

“I’ve never been one for backing off, Jim,” said Ray.

“I’m with Ray,” said Liv. The others around the table nodded agreement.

“Yeah,” sighed Carper. “Me too.”

Ray looked around at the assembled group. Everyone would be in favor of getting Americans out of prison, if they were there to be gotten, and he was almost certain they were. But more than that, he wanted to know who killed Bob Bertram and the others. He wanted to get up close with the men responsible, wanted to let them know why he was putting their lights out. And if he could find the men who pulled the trigger, and the man who raped the contractor in Miami before strangling her, so much the better.

Carper would never allow that to be the priority. They all knew what they’d signed up for. Ghosts had little value when alive, and none whatsoever dead. They were going to continue to pursue imprisoned Americans. Which was fine with Ray. The path to get there would take him right where he wanted to go, if he played it right.

“Tom,” he said. “Can you check diplomatic visits from Cuba that coincide with the other murders?”

“Absolutely, I can,” said Tom.

“That’s good,” said Carper. “Get the dates from Chloe and get on that. Maybe we can get some names. You have any problem working from DC? Got a family in Florida?”

“No sir, I am on the market,” said Tom. Liv and Chloe looked at each other and exchanged schoolgirl grins. Ray squirmed a little in his seat. Tom was younger, and there was no denying his good looks. More importantly, from what Ray had seen so far he appeared to be a competent agent.

“Okay, you in a rental?” asked Carper.

“Private vehicle, sir. Two-thousand twelve Mustang V6.”


Jesus
 , thought Ray. He’s even got a young man’s car
 .

“Head north. Get a room somewhere until we can get you set up. We’ll reimburse.”

“You can stay with me,” said Liv. That stopped Tom in his tracks. Even Carper looked taken aback. “What? I live alone. I’ve got a spare room.”

“Oh, I don’t know … it’s tempting,” said Tom.

“Come on. It’s no big deal. I’m in Anacostia, right across the river. Plenty of parking for your ’Stang.” She gave her number to Tom, who punched it into his phone. “At least come look before you check into the Holiday Inn Express.”

Tom said he would, then handed out apples and left.






* * *




“A mole
 ?”
 said Carper, loud enough that Ray wondered if they might have heard him in the kitchen. It was just the four of them again.

“Not the word he used, but that’s what it amounts to,” said Ray.

“Jesus, I didn’t know we had those anymore. It’s like a fucking throwback. How much credence do you give it?”

“Freddy wasn’t offering a bargaining chip,” said Liv. “He knew he was done for when he brought it up. I think he was honestly trying to help us.”

“It makes sense, too,” said Ray.

Carper put his bag back down on the table and waited to hear Ray out. “Make this quick. I promised Tess I’d be back in Georgetown for dinner.”

“Three of our people dead. How did they know who they were, where they’d be and when?”

“When I say, ‘Their contacts turned on them,’ you’re going to ask me the odds on three independent contacts betraying three of our contractors, spaced out over more than a year.”

Ray nodded. “Whatever’s going on, Freddy knew what it was. I’m sure of it. Also, I think it’s possible that the man who spoiled our op wasn’t coming for us at all.”

“You think he was coming for Freddy,” said Carper.

“We were there for several days,” said Liv. “We didn’t see a single shadow. Not until we got Freddy in a room.”

Carper crossed his arms and stroked his chin with a finger. He turned to Chloe. “What do you make of this?”

Chloe had been silent since Ray had mentioned the mole. As an analyst who had worked with some of the murdered contractors, who had set up meetings and coordinated with foreign contacts, she was a natural suspect. Ray thought she looked a little pale.

“Well, other than myself, there’s whoever worked with Harvey,” said Chloe. Harvey Keppel was killed in Miami before Chloe came onto the project. “So there’s the guy I took over from. John somebody. Can’t remember his last name.”

“Uh-huh,” said Carper. “John Giles. He’s been overseas since you came on board.” Carper never told his people any more than they absolutely had to know. It was how business was done. This was especially true between teams, so Ray knew overseas
 could mean anything from Dublin to Riyadh to Manila. Hell, it might mean Seattle. But wherever he was, he couldn’t have burned Wendy or Bob. “And since you were still getting your feet wet when Harvey happened … When did you get access?”

“I was still waiting on my clearance,” said Chloe. “It took forever.”

“I told her about Harvey, sir,” said Ray. Carper raised his eyebrows at him. Ray knew he would look askance at an agent sharing operational details with his spouse, especially before that spouse had obtained clearance. It was one of the reasons he’d put Ray and Chloe on the same detail for the past year. Carper knew the challenges that faced a married couple who both worked on highly classified projects. His own wife, Tess, worked as an undersecretary at Defense. Conversations at the dinner table were surely strained. “I didn’t mention names or places at the time, sir.” Not entirely true—he’d told her a contractor had been killed in Miami. “Just wanted her to know what could happen in the arena she was entering.”

“I’m sure,” said Carper. “Plus I think we can safely assume you didn’t set up your husband in Havana. Who else?”

The relief on Chloe’s face was visible. “Hypothetically, anyone who services and maintains our information backbone,” she said.

“That’s not many,” said Carper. Their group’s IT department consisted of about six people, supervised by Patrick Agarwal, a long-timer whom Carper trusted implicitly. He’d have to, as the person who oversaw their communications and databases had carte blanche access to everything. So it surprised Ray when Carper asked Chloe, and not their IT chief, to start auditing. “I’ll let Pat know you’re going to be poking around. He’s not going to like it. Start with anyone who came on board in the months before Miami happened, obviously.”

Carper wouldn’t have said that if there wasn’t at least one new person on the team. The man knew everyone. Which meant he was already forming his own suspicions. Ray was glad there wouldn’t be any focus on Chloe, even as a formality. To lose even a little trust was tantamount to losing it all, and those who fell under suspicion were quickly worked out the door. Or worse. Ray had seen it happen.

“What can I do?” asked Liv.

“Go home.” Carper turned back to Chloe. “You have Molina’s phone data?”

“Right here,” said Ray, tapping the USB stick in his pocket.

“Anything encrypted?” asked Carper.

“Didn’t look like it. The drive is locked down with a dynamic passcode.”

“Give that to Olivia. Liv, you work with Pettie. That should be convenient since you’ll apparently be in close quarters.” Liv kept a straight face, but Chloe gave the other woman a sideways smile. What was it with these two? The thought of either of them spending time with agent Pettie made Ray’s stomach jitter with a mix of arousal and plain old-fashioned envy.

“I cannot believe you invited him to stay with you,” said Chloe. She looked at Ray. “He could’ve stayed with us.”

“Or he could stay in a hotel,” said Ray.

Carper ignored them. “See what you can get from the phone. Tom will be going through the diplomatic trips. It would be great if we could find any names in common between the two. We’ve got to get someone new.”

“I can start reaching out to some of our other Cuban assets,” said Ray. “See if there’s anyone else we could—”

“Ray.” Carper stopped him with a hand. “Listen, all of you. There’s one more … no, two more things I need to say. First, I’m glad you’re all okay. I mean it. I know how it sounded when I talked about Harvey, Wendy, and Bob. But if I could choose between having a useful asset and keeping my people alive, I’d choose you every time. I hope you all know that.”

“We do,” said Liv, speaking for the three of them.

“I know you did your best down there, even if it did end in a clusterbumble.” Clusterbumble
 . Ray thought Carper should patent the word.

“Thank you, sir,” he said.

“Now, the other thing. You and you.” He pointed at Ray, then Liv. “The two of you cannot, under any circumstance, set foot on Cuban soil again. At least not for the foreseeable future.”

“Jim—” Ray began.

Carper raised his voice, which was rare. “Ray, they know you were in that room
 . Both of you. Somewhere, they’ll have pictures. You both know it.” Carper looked to Liv for acknowledgment, which she gave with a nod.

“Okay,” said Ray.

“I know you’re hot to get a line on this whatshisname …”

“Mateo,” said Ray.

“Whoever he is, you can look for him from DC for the time being. We’re going to have to sit on our hands a few days while we see how this Molina situation plays out, anyway. But I mean it—I can’t stop you, but if you go to Cuba you’ll be on your own.”

“I could go,” said Chloe.

Ray nearly jumped at her. “Absolutely not,” he said, louder than he’d intended. No sooner was it out of his mouth before he realized how it sounded. All eyes fell on the man who’d just slammed the door on the professional aspirations of his educated and capable wife. “It wouldn’t be safe.”

Carper looked to Chloe. “Ever been there?”

“Once. I actually met the Minister of the Interior. I was there for the reopening of our embassy. It was back when I was at State.”

“You think he’d remember you?”

“As much as I’d like to believe I make an impression, I doubt it.”

“Hmm. That might be useful.” To Ray’s horror, Carper had that look he got when he was seriously considering something.

“Sir, Chloe is not field personnel,” said Ray. “She is hardly prepared—”

“We can train her,” said Liv. Ray shot her a cold glance, and she looked back to Carper. “I could do it. I could train her.”

Carper pulled at his chin, looking back and forth between Ray and Chloe. Though he was accustomed in his position to making the call between two subordinates with opposing ideas, he didn’t appear to like coming between a husband and wife.

“I’ll think about,” he said.

“Sir—”

“I said I’ll think about it. Your objection is noted.”

“Jim, it takes a lifetime of—”

“Agent Morris, would you wait in my vehicle? You’ll be riding back to DC with me.” Carper handed Liv his keys. She took them and left without a word, leaving the Fillions alone with the boss. Ray was expecting a drubbing, which would be deserved, and was prepared to stand his ground on the subject. But after a brief overture, Carper changed the subject altogether. “You two find a local hotel and hash this out. You have something to do here.”

“What’s that, sir?” said Chloe.

“Like I said, square one. We’re looking for Americans because someone claims to have seen them.” He handed Ray two sets of fold-out credentials. “Let’s go to the source, talk to him ourselves.”

“You mean the immigrant?”

“Ramon and Maribel Sanchez. Harvey brought them over. Ramon is the man who told his interviewer that he had been incarcerated with Americans.”

“You mean we haven’t talked to them before? Our people?” asked Chloe.

“We tried. CIA did a followup, but by the time word trickled to us the family was lost.” Carper shrugged at them. “What do you want? It’s a big country. Anyway, now they’re found. They both got jobs in a distribution warehouse in a quaint, all-American town.”

“Which is?” said Ray.

Carper actually smiled at them. “Independence, Virginia.”
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“I can’t believe
 you used drug smugglers to get us out of Cuba,” said Ray.

“Would you have preferred being left there?” Chloe was in a bath, her head laid back on the blue tile wall, eyes closed, her knees jutting up out of the bubbles. Ray was out of the shower, seated on the toilet lid with a towel around his waist.

“Of course not. It was just a bit uncomfortable.”

“I’m sure it was a small plane.”

“No, I don’t mean that. The bales of coke or whatever were quite comfortable. I mean you sent us unarmed into the hands of a bunch of men with guns. You know I hate to feel helpless.”

“Aww, poor little Ray. I don’t think coke comes in bales, by the way. It was probably just pot.”

“You think?”

“I’m sure.”

“How are you sure?”

“Because we let them do it.”

“We let them bring drugs into the country? Why would we do that?”

“Because they ferry our people in and out sometimes. And in return, we let them bring their pitifully small shipments of a drug that’s going to eventually be legal anyway into the US. Good deal?”

“It was for me and Liv.” There. He’d said her name. He was wondering if they were going to talk about Liv’s little assignation in Cuba. “So, what did you think of that, anyway?”

“What did I think of what?”

“Liv … and Freddy.” Chloe opened her eyes and turned to him. A smile curled up at one corner of her mouth. “I know what you thought of it.”

It wasn’t the response Ray was expecting. Or hoping for. He wasn’t sure how to feel about what had happened, what he’d witnessed. What he and Chloe had witnessed together. It was that togetherness
 that was gnawing at him. If he and Liv had been working alone he could’ve filed the memory away as a matter of professional discretion, maybe pulling it out once in a while to review at leisure. When he was alone. Or around Liv. Or maybe when he was in bed with Chloe. But they had both seen it and heard it. It was a shared memory, impossible to ignore.

Ray closed his eyes and saw that moment when Liv mounted Freddy’s big cock. Saw it perfectly. Saw the way she let the man’s shaft slide down her backside, the way it fit between her ass cheeks, saw her neat little asshole appear as she leaned forward and raised herself up, making her entrance accessible, guiding him where she wanted him.

“What are you thinking about?” said Chloe. Ray felt her wet hand on his leg, just below the towel. He opened his eyes and didn’t know what to say. “I bet I can guess.”

“Okay. Guess then.”

“You’re thinking about where to take me on our vacation in the fall. You love Paris, but you know I’ve always wanted to go to Greece.”

“Nope. And Greece isn’t the most stable place right now, but if that’s what you want, fine. Guess again.”

“You’re thinking about what to order from room service.”

“I don’t think La Quintas have room service.”

“Hmm … You’re wondering whether we might do some shopping on our way home tomorrow.” Her face looked hopeful.

“I am not. This is more like telling me what you’re
 thinking about.”

“Maybe. Maybe it’s misdirection. Maybe I’m planting ideas so you won’t know what I’m really thinking.”

“What are you really thinking?”

“Oh, come on. That’s no fun.” She turned on her side in the tub, the white landscape of her hip and thigh cresting above the foam. The hand on his leg slid up under the towel. “Guess again.”

“You’re thinking about … oh.” Her hand went all the way up, brushed his limp penis, settled on his inner thigh. Her arm swept the towel aside, just enough to expose him through a window. “You’re thinking about what we’re going to do when you get out of the tub.”

“Mmm.”

“Let me get you a towel.” Ray was getting hard. Just the flicker of her hand on him was enough to make his shaft start to thicken, the ridge start to assert itself, the head swell enough to pull it down with the weight of the added blood. Chloe tapped his glans with a single finger, setting his dick swaying between his legs.

“No. I’m happy where I am right now.” She withdrew, crossed both arms along the lip of the tub and set her chin on them. He let the towel fall back into place, but she kept her eyes between his legs. “You’re thinking about Olivia, and it’s making you hard.”

“No. You’re
 doing that.” She was. The dimples that formed with her smile. The way the top of her head was dry, only wet from the ears down where she had laid back in the tub, the damp-darkened blonde hairs sticking to her neck.

“Am I? Did I make you hard in Havana?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. You just … you let me know it was okay.” Ray was fully erect now, his cock tenting up the towel. The room had grown steamy with the door closed, and his head felt light.

“What do you mean?” She looked at up him, her head still propped on her arms along the tub.

“You let me know it was okay to be aroused by what I was seeing.”

“And what were you seeing?”

Ray snorted, felt his face flush. “I was watching Liv work.”

“Work? Is that what she was doing?”

Ray thought about his answer, about how this had started out with him wondering what she was thinking, had changed to her guessing what he
 was thinking, and had now turned into him telling her his thoughts. Just a flash of her naked hip and a finger on his dick was all it took. “She … she did a very good job. A thorough job. Went above and beyond, some might say.”

“So she enjoys her work?” said Chloe. She pumped her hips a couple of times, her exposed thigh sending a small wave along the length of the tub. “You think?”

Ray laughed. “She enjoyed Freddy. I’m not sure she would have enjoyed her work, or approached it quite the same, had Freddy been sixty years old, two-hundred eighty pounds, and bald. Did you think Freddy was attractive?” He wasn’t sure why he wanted to know, but he did.

“Let’s not speak of the dead. Do you think Liv is attractive?”

“Don’t you?” She had answered his question with another question, and now he did the same. They were matching wits, a playful thing they did. Ray was always knocked back at how sharp her mind was. It was one of the things he loved about her.

“Very. Must be hard working so closely with her.” She was doing it again. “Do you think you’ll be able to keep your mind on the job, now that you’ve seen every inch of her?”

“Of course.”

“You don’t think you ought to talk to Jim about reassignment?” Ray knew it wasn’t a serious question. Agents of the opposite sex who worked together found themselves in all sorts of entanglements. It was unwritten policy, in fact, that a woman rarely went into the field alone. Ditto two women. It was always two men, or a man and woman, or a larger mixed group with men outnumbering the women. One had only to look at what had happened in Florida last year to see why. The possibility of being killed was one they all lived with. But rape was an unnecessary risk, one they worked to avoid.

“I think I’d have a hard time explaining that. And the explanation wouldn’t be flattering to Liv,” said Ray.

“You don’t think Jim knows what goes on in the field?”

“I’m sure he does. But I doubt he knows it goes as far as … well, what we saw.”

“And what did we see?”

“We were just watching—”

“And don’t say ‘watching Liv work.’ You already said that. Does watching Liv work normally get you hard?”

“No.”

“Just this time?”

“Well … yes. I guess it did.”

“I thought it was me who made you hard.”

She said it with a smile, but there it was. Jealousy wasn’t in Chloe’s nature, so Ray wasn’t worried. Then again, he’d never known her to be aroused by voyeurism, either. If, in fact, she was. Which is what he really wanted to know. One of them had to come right out and say it. His current state of arousal was becoming more urgent, so he decided to run with it.

“I was already hard. I was trying not to be, because I had a job to do. Someone to protect. But you let me know I had time.”

“Time to what?”

“Time to … relieve my hard-on, I guess.”

Chloe lifted her head, sat back in the tub with a look of surprise that Ray wasn’t entirely sure was feigned. “Ray, what—Are you telling me you jerked off in that hotel room?”

Ray swallowed. Maybe he should have kept it to himself after all. Oh well, it was out now. “Yes, you know I did.” He was relieved when the smile returned to Chloe’s face. The tops of her breasts were visible now, bobbing in the water. “I figured I’d be more effective if I neutralized my distraction.”

“Hey, don’t go neutralizing anything now,” said Chloe. She reached for his towel, pulled so that it opened completely and fell to the floor on each side. Ray wasn’t even aware that he’d started playing with his cock. Chloe took his wrist gingerly with three fingers and moved his hand away, leaving his dick standing straight up between them. “Current situation calls for readiness. Let’s keep that weapon cocked.”

“Oh, it’s ready,” said Ray. He reached for his wife. “As soon as you get out of that—”

“Not yet. I want to hear more about what got you so distracted. In Havana.”

It took effort for Ray to keep his hand off his erection. His balls still ached from the kick they’d received in Cuba, painful enough that he wasn’t sure sex was going to be possible. But Chloe had him so geared up he thought he might burst. His chest felt light with the anticipation of getting her wet body into the bed. He had to move things along. He was ready to say whatever she wanted to hear.

“I got hard seeing Liv naked. Watching her suck Fr … his dick.”

“Watching her fuck him,” said Chloe.

“Yes, watching them fuck.” Ray laid his palm gently over his balls and squeezed the base of his cock with two fingers. Chloe didn’t stop him.

“You’d like to see it again, wouldn’t you?” Chloe was still on her side, now with one leg raised up, bent at the knee, her toes pressed into the wall. Ray saw the ripples her hand made in the water as it found work between her legs.

“Yes,” he said, moving his hand up onto his shaft. “I’d love to see it again.”

“We can watch it. Together. If you want,” said Chloe.

“How would we … you erased it, right?” Ray gripped his dick, his hand containing his full length, his thumb tucked under the ridge.

“Maybe. Maybe I kept a copy. Maybe it’s on a thumb drive out there by the bed.” Ray was electrified by the prospect. The idea of watching the entire scene play out again, this time with his wife—in the same room, in private—made his heart race.

“Are you ready to get out now, then?”

“Or maybe I didn’t. That would be copying highly classified material for personal use. I could go to jail. So … maybe I didn’t.”

“Holy shit, Chloe.” It was killing him. It was so naughty and so dangerous that it was stimulating, having such a video in their personal possession. A video that would show the last minutes of a man’s life, show how he was seduced. A video that would show the faces of people who could be held responsible for his death. “There’s no way you did that.”

“Probably not. But I trust you, baby.” Her hand was still working slowly beneath the water. “I know we could just watch it once. Then we’d delete it. And no one would ever know, except you and me.”


Fuck
 . Maybe she did do it.

“I mean hey, if we can’t trust each other … if a man and wife can’t trust each other—”

“Then we’re in the wrong business. Did you keep the video? The whole thing?” Ray felt that she was feeling him out, making sure it was okay with him that she’d kept a copy before she showed it to him. Which it absolutely was not … on one level. On another level, the thought of seeing it again had him nearly quivering with excitement. He curled his bare toes on the bathroom floor. “I want to see it.”

“I bet you do,” said Chloe. She put both hands on the edge of the tub, like she was going to finally get out. “What part do you want to see again?”

“When she sucks his cock. When she goes down on him,” said Ray.

“Mmm, that’s my favorite part, too. When he sat on the bed—”

“Yeah …”

“Slid those little yellow panties off—”

“Oh, God …”

“And she went down on her knees—”

He closed his eyes and could see it, like it was happening again right in front of him.

“That’s when I unbuttoned my pants, slipped my hand down there.”

“Oh, Chloe …” So it was true. She had masturbated. The two of them had been doing it together, miles apart.

“I was so wet.” Ray was rendered nearly inarticulate. “You know why I like that part?”

“Tell me.” He was stroking himself now, slow and firm, pre-cum oozing from the tip of his cock.

“Because she could’ve just grabbed that pistol, right then.”

“Why didn’t she?”

“You know why.”

“Yeah?”

“Because she liked him. She wanted to fuck him.”

“Yeah, I know. I knew.” It had taken him longer to figure out. But before the episode was over, long before Freddy had shot his load all over Liv’s tits, Ray had known she was doing it because she wanted to do it. Liv had measured the danger, taken stock of the situation, and decided to get laid. With two people watching, photographing, and recording. “Pretty insane, right.”

“That girl has guts,” said Chloe. “Sees something she wants and takes it.”

“You like that?”

“I couldn’t have done it.”


Yes you could have
 . Ray knew that’s what she wanted him to say. But he couldn’t. Wouldn’t. He felt a twinge in his abdomen, a cold claw. He closed his eyes, suddenly unable to see anything except his wife, his Chloe, bobbing her head in Freddy’s lap. The picture was the same, only with one of the players swapped out—Freddy still on the bed in that hotel room, but it was his wife’s ass, her familiar shape mounting the huge cock that was wet from her mouth.

He just said, “You don’t think so?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m a married woman.”

It was what he needed to hear. Then again, he knew it was what she knew
 he needed to hear. What she meant was another matter. Couldn’t do it
 because she was a married woman
 left a door open for interpretation. She couldn’t do it because she was constitutionally incapable of intimacy with anyone else? Even as a ploy, because of her genuine bond with her husband, who satisfied her completely? Or she couldn’t do it just because I’m a married woman
 , the formality of marriage itself being the only thing standing in the way? It was a subtle distinction, but Ray wanted to explore it.

“So if you weren’t married to me, to anyone, you think you could do what Liv does?”

“You mean be a field agent?”

Ray sensed the trap. She had laid it out well in advance. Now it was right in front of him, and he had no choice but to keep walking in a straight line.

Chloe met his eyes and said, “Because I can
 do her job, and I am
 married to you.”

“Baby, I wouldn’t want—”

“I got marksman first-class, pistols and air rifles.”

“I know you can shoot, but I—”

“I’m trained in Krav Maga. You’ve seen what I can do.”

“You can handle yourself.”

“I completed clandestine services training, almost two years ago.”

“That’s required of everyone. It’s different when—”

“I know more about all our little gadgets and devices than you do, Ray. You or
 Liv. I know the politics as well as Jim. And I can think on my feet.”

“Apparently you can also think in the bath.”

“So what’s the problem?”

The little motel bathroom went quiet and suddenly felt small, as if Chloe’s question had pushed in the walls. It was still pushing, refusing to relent until it was answered.

She glared at him, her eyes soft and a little wet, her mouth set firm. Ray looked down, saw that he was at half-mast, and let go of his dick. He sat forward, his cock bowing toward her, and considered his answer.

“Chloe, I think—no, I know—I know you would made an effective operator.” She didn’t move, just sat there waiting for the but
 . Ray tried to frame it differently. “And you know that an operative is expected to use every skill in his arsenal, to fully exploit every asset available, to meet an objective.” He paused a beat, waiting for her to say something, nod, anything. “It’s not written anywhere, there’s no formal training, but when a woman goes into the field, the same thing is expected.”

Chloe lowered her head back to the edge of the tub, keeping her eyes on his. Her question still hung out there, and she didn’t bother repeating it.

“You said it yourself, Chloe. You’re a married—”

“And why should that preclude me from working to the full scope of my abilities, from using every skill I have?”

Ray noted that she hadn’t said every asset
 .

“Chloe, you are using your skills. Every day—”

“Every day I Google shit, Ray. Did you know that Google was an integral part of every intelligence operative’s toolkit?” She spoke with a calm that unnerved him. “All my fucking training and all I do is look up information and pass it along. That’s every
 day.”

“What is it you think I do? Information is the whole game. You’re valuable where you are. You saved our hides in Cuba. I might be in a jail down there right now, or dead—”

“Exactly. There it is. You could die, any time. And that’s what I have to live with. How is it fair that I have to live with that fear, the fear of losing you, and you get to keep me in a cubicle?”

“Chloe, for God’s sake—”

“What if I had been in Havana? Things might have turned out differently. What if we could have him, have Freddy, right now?”

“In hindsight, Chloe, I might have done things differently. That doesn’t mean—”

“Just say it, Ray. Get it out there.” Her remarkable ability to keep cool was part of what would make her great in the field. But her frustration was starting to show. She gripped the edge of the tub and her lower lip quivered. She leveled her eyes at him. “You don’t want me in the field because you don’t want me to use my ass
 .”

The quiet returned to the room. Chloe shifted her weight in the tub, sitting up on her heels and sending the water rocking into the wall behind her and back across, spilling over onto the floor. A mass of suds crawled down the outside of the tub.

“Okay,” said Ray. “It’s true. I don’t want you using your body. Not for politics. Not for peace. Hell, not even to save lives. But it’s more than that. I don’t want you in danger.”

“What about you? Aren’t you in danger? Don’t you use your body?”

“Not … not in that way.”

“Ray, you said it yourself. Liv did what she did because she wanted to. She chose
 to. I wouldn’t make that choice.”

“It isn’t always a choice.”

“And stop fucking talking to me like I’m naive. ‘It isn’t always a choice’
 —You sound like a public service announcement. Do you think Liv is the only woman I’ve seen use her body on the job?”

“I know it happens. And I don’t think you’re naive at all.”

“Then what are you afraid of?”

An answer formed in Ray’s mind, coalescing inside his skull, forming from dark elements he wasn’t entirely aware of, letting him know that there was something to be afraid of. Something—out there
 —swirling like sentient smoke, hiding in clouds, blowing across oceans, creeping under doors. Looking for him. He didn’t know what it was, but he clamped his mouth shut before it could come flying out.

He took a couple of deep breaths, said, “I’m afraid of losing you.” And left it at that.

Chloe’s preternatural calm returned. “Now you know what I live with.”

Ray put a palm across his forehead, which was beading with sweat, and bent forward, resting his elbow on a knee. “It’s not the same.”

“I know. This water’s getting cold.”

“Tell me what you would do,” said Ray. “If that had been you in Cuba, instead of Liv, what would you do?”

“I’d do exactly what was required, nothing more.”

“But how far would you go?” He folded his arms across his legs. His cock had retreated to a safer place, and he concealed it as best he could. “Tell me.”

Chloe smiled at him. “To get a man’s clothes off?”

“To get compromising photos of him with another woman. If you were that woman.”

“Well … there would have to be kissing.” It was her turn to talk to her husband as if he were naive.

“Oh, God.” Ray’s head sank between his knees.

“For Heaven’s sake, Ray. It’s a kiss, two tongues dancing around, just long enough for some pictures. Maybe with my arms around him. That would be enough.”

Ray spoke to the floor. “Keep in mind, when you put your arms around him you learn he has a gun. You can’t just show your hand and call it quits. You have to get that gun.”

“I’d touch him, draw him on.”

“Touch him where?”

“Where do you think, Ray?”

“Christ, I might puke.”

“Just a brush of my hand. Maybe a little squeeze …”

“Oh, Chloe …”

“I mean, once you touch a man there, you own him. That’s not in the manual, but—”

“But the gun. What if it isn’t enough. What if nothing you are willing to do is enough. What would you do then?” Ray sat up straight.

“Hmm, guess I’d have to show him these.” Chloe got up on her knees, rising up out of the water and carrying the last of the soap suds with her. The airy foam clung to her body, sitting atop her breasts and covering them like part of a chintzy outfit in a backroom variety show, something tacky and off the main drag in Vegas.

Ray opened his mouth, failed to produce any sound. He took in his wife, the sight of her, revealing herself as she proposed to do to a stranger. A lightness came over him, in his chest and head. He felt it coming, struggled against it. He inhaled, filled his lungs, pushed it back out, forming a pitiable sound.

“No.”

Chloe looked at him. She was talking, her lips moving, but he couldn’t hear her. No, not true—he could hear her. But what he heard didn’t at all match up to the movement of her mouth.


Ray, I’m so sorry …


Her mouth kept going, forming O’s and plosives. Her teeth came together behind her lips, making silent sibilants. She looked at him like nothing was wrong, like he wasn’t in fact floating away from her. She looked down at herself, laughed at what she saw, then put her hands up below her collar on each side. She slid them down the front of her body, moving her hands slowly out over the curve of each breast, wiping away the gauzy fluffs of foam. Lower and lower, her hands first revealed the rounds of her areolae, the dark color of plums. Then her fingers slid below her nipples, stiff little rivets that stood at attention as they were exposed, sensory kernels looking to the open air for a current, for stimulation. They, too, were dark.

The room was darker. The blue, inch-square tiles of the floor and the larger ones behind the tub softened to teal, then shifted to a deep purple, the color of bruises and pain. His wife’s lips, fingernails, and nipples matched the tiles, as if the room were under an infrared lamp. Her hands flattened against her ribs, scooped her breasts from below. They were full, round, drooping slightly over her fingers with their own weight. She lifted them, pushed them together. Her violet nipples moved up and down and side to side as his wife used her hands to display herself.

Ray blinked two, three times without any interruption of his vision. He couldn’t look away, couldn’t not
 see what was before him, like the peaks of his wife’s breasts were tied to his pupils with two unseen filaments strung across the room. He couldn’t close his eyes, but he could move his head, so he looked up. The filaments tore, and he could see stars.

The night sky was scattered with them. The ceiling of the room was gone, along with the two upper floors of the motel. The universe showed him its diamonds, winking at him across the light years with their ancient light. He felt fresh air fill his chest, felt his blood pulse its oxygen through his veins. He knew it was out there, whatever it was. It was real, and it was looking, and it was bound to find him.


I could just let go now …



No! Not yet!


Two voices. One of them his. The other … someone else. Not his wife, but somehow familiar.

Then his wife’s voice, breaking through it all …


Ray …



Ray …


“Ray!”

He was looking at the ceiling, at its smooth, bland taupe.

“Ray, are you all right?” He lowered his head. The walls were blue again, lit by the bulbs behind him on each side of the mirror. He squinted, as if he had just been thrust out of real darkness into a bright day. “Ray, if it bothers you that much—”

He opened his mouth, relieved to find he could speak again. “What? If what bothers me?”

She smiled. Her nipples were a healthy, rosy brown, still firm. Her hands cupped her breasts.

“I said ‘Don’t you think these would be enough to get the job done?’ And then you spaced out on me.” She dropped her hands to her sides, dipped them into water up to her wrists. “I’d really like to get out now.”

He stood, his cock hard and leading the way. He stepped to the tub and bent toward his wife, cupping one of her breasts. Its weight filled his hand, and he felt the nipple in his palm. He put his other hand on the back of her neck and pulled her mouth to his. She moaned softly into their kiss, pulled his lower lip into her mouth and licked across it before releasing him.

“Baby, I think these tits could bring peace to the Middle East.” That brought a smile to her face. “Seriously, we could stabilize economies with these things, end world hunger—”

She snorted. “That might be a stretch.”

“ … pay off the national debt, give homes to refugees …”

“Stop it.” She slapped at him, then kissed him again. She took his hand from her breast and wove her fingers through it. “Help me up.” Ray stepped back as his wife stood to her full height in the tub, water running down her thighs and dripping from her elbows. He held her hand as she stepped onto the bathmat, one foot at a time, but when she reached for a towel he opened the door and pulled her toward it.

“Come on,” he said, and led her into the main room, leaving wet footprints and a trail of bathwater.

“Ray, we’ll get the bed all wet.”

It was a king. More than they needed, or wanted, but the only thing available when they checked in. That, or a pair of twins. He had her sit on the coverlet, then laid her back on its dance of paisley. “You’re everything to me,” he said. He got down on the floor, put his hands on her knees, parted her legs, moved closer. “You’re why I’m able to do what I do, so long as I can come back to you.”

“I love you, baby,” said Chloe. “I was so worried when, oh … oh …”

Ray had taken his tongue to her mound and was teasing circles around her clit, found it wet from the bath and her own juices. He closed his lips around it, kissed, pulled, let his tongue slide across, breathed on it. Chloe sighed and lifted her heels up onto the bed, opening herself up to him.

Ray moved his lips across her labia, barely touching her, letting her folds tickle his mouth. He wrapped his arms under her thighs, bringing his hands around and holding her at the waist. He licked her pussy from the bottom up, kissing the button there, then dipped his tongue into her center. Chloe responded with a cry. Ray sloshed his tongue around inside her, relishing the taste, reveling in her aroma. The silky blond hair above her womanhood filled his vision.

He closed his eyes and let his wife’s pussy fill his world. He worked his tongue gently at all the spots he knew she liked, where she was most sensitive, avoiding her clit until she began slowly rocking her hips. He could hear her hands scrabbling across the coverlet, could feel the pace of her breathing accelerate.

He squeezed her hips, holding her still as he lapped up and down her slit, letting his upper lip massage the warm nub at the top.

“Fuck … Ray … oh, baby … yes, yes …”

He released his grip, loosened his fingers from the soft flesh at the tops of her legs, letting her move with her approaching climax. She bucked her hips once, bumping his nose, wetting it. He plunged a finger inside her, curled it upward, fought the contracting muscles inside her body until the pad of his finger found that stippled magic spot that hid there. He rubbed at it, sucking at the firm lump at the top of her cleft, darting his tongue across it.

“Ohhhh …. ohhhhhh, fuuuuuuck …” Chloe came, arching her back and lifting her ass from the bed. Ray kept licking, kept his finger moving, moved his other hand under her bottom, supporting her as she shivered.

She dropped back onto the bed. “Oh, Ray … Fuck me. Fuck your wife.”

Ray found his feet, pushed himself up. He stood over her, his cock hard and aching, ready to be put to some use, ready for relief. He fell towards her, his face landing between her breasts. She pushed them together with the sides of her arms, and he felt their warmth envelop his face as he licked the skin over her breastbone. He could feel the beating of her heart through his tongue. Then he felt her feet, behind him, her heels digging into his ass, and her hand groping for his dick, guiding it where she wanted it.

He felt her wetness at the tip of his cock. She released him, pulled him in with her heels, using the strength of her legs to bury him within her all at once.

One instant he knew nothing but the soft, warm velvet of her insides. The next, his pleasure was swallowed by a sharp shock from his scrotum. The pain radiated up to his stomach, then settled there, became a queasy ache. Ray reeled back, slipped out of her, planted one hand on the bed, then rolled and fell backward next to Chloe.

“Ray, what the—What’s wrong?” She turned onto her side next to him. His hands were between his legs, wanting to soothe the source of his agony but not daring to touch it.

“Ugh … fuck,” he groaned. “My fucking balls, they still … where that motherfucker hit me.” He had his hands at the tops of his legs, splayed out on either side of his manhood. He took quick, short breaths.

“Oh my God, Ray. I’m so sorry.”


I’m so sorry …


She reached for him, her hand on its way when he tossed an arm up to block her. “No! Just … just wait.” He kept his hand in the air, waiting for the green monster in his belly to settle, for the heaviness to leave his balls. It felt like they each weighed five pounds.

Chloe lowered her arm and stroked his thigh as a minute passed, then two. Ray grew flaccid. He inched his thumbs inward, grazing his sac on both sides. His body responded not with pain, but with that familiar dull ache, an awakening of the heaviness, his body saying I wouldn’t do that if I were you
 .

Chloe kissed him, let her lips linger on his as one breast lolled against him, the nipple brushing through the hair on his chest. “Are you going to be okay?”

“Yeah, I will. I just need another minute.” He would feel better in a another minute, he felt sure of that. He was equally certain that the prospect of sex, of fucking his wife the way he wanted—the way she
 wanted—had evaporated. “But baby, I don’t think I can … you know—”

“It’s okay.” She kissed him again, began whispering at his ear. “You still made me happy.” She kissed his mouth, then his chin. Little pecks. Then on to his chest. She rose up on her knees and shifted sideways, kissing her way down his chest, over his naval. Her hand moved up his leg, found his hand and moved it away. He felt her fingers brush the skin next to his scrotum and threw up an arm to defend himself again, but she was there to stop him, to comfort him. “Relax, Ray. I won’t hurt you. Let’s make you happy now.” He was hesitant, but lowered his arms to his sides. She looked up at him, her head turned sideways, hovering over his dick. “Come on … let me do it.”

She kissed the head of his cock, wrapped her lips around it, ran her tongue along the ridge as it began to swell anew. Her warmth and wetness felt incredible, brought him back to life. He stiffened and she took him a little deeper, making little slurping noises as she sucked him, forming her lips into a snug ring.

His wife was easily able to take his full length into her mouth, but now she was careful, sucking only half of him, keeping her lips away from his aching balls. As good as it felt, he was still aware of that sickening heaviness camped out in his testicles. Once awakened, it refused to go back to sleep.

Chloe was hunched over him, her back in a concave arch, her knees on the bed and her lower body up in the air. Ray delighted in the sight of her ass, the way it hung there, displayed its apple shape, its twin white curves meeting in the middle. Her hair was nearly dry, frizzing away from her neck and behind her ears as her head bobbed over his cock. He felt both her breasts gliding against his leg as she moved, adding to his stimulation.

He was fully hard again, his shaft sliding along her palate, pressed on its other side by her tongue. She gave a little grunt of satisfaction, pleased at what she was able to do for him, and took him deeper still. Now her lips were within an inch of his balls when she went down. Ray tried to put that out of his mind, not let his wariness get in the way of his pleasure, but that heaviness down there wouldn’t let him.

His wanted to come. Needed
 to come. But concentrating on that need gave way to a fear that his own movement when he finally exploded might jostle his balls the wrong way, maybe send them into his wife’s chin as his hips bucked. He tried to hold still, but Chloe could sense his hesitation. She came off of him with a smack of her lips and sat up. His hand went instinctively to his dick, picking up the rhythm where she’d left off.

“You want to do it?” she said.

“Is that okay?”

“Of course. I’ll help.” She lifted her hand to her mouth and grinned at him as she sucked the first finger down to the knuckle. Her nipples were fat and firm, calling out for attention. She supplied it herself, using one hand to roll first one nub and then the other. She pulled her finger from her mouth with a pop. Ray knew what was coming. It was thrilling to see her so naughty, so devoted to pleasing him. He was determined to let her do it, to let her see what only she could do for him, tried to let his excitement extinguish the fear that there would be pain with his orgasm.

“I don’t know, baby,” he said. He squeezed at his cock, rubbing two fingers along the bundle of nerves at the frenulum, doing his best to keep his hand away from his tender balls.

“I’ll be careful,” she said. She put a hand behind one of his knees and slowly, carefully, lifted the leg and bent the knee. She kissed the top of his foot. His balls sank into the newly open space, and he was relieved that there was no more pain. There was still the heaviness there, the monster waiting to be provoked, but it was no worse.

She scooted in closer to him, caressed his exposed buttock. He felt her wet finger travel across his skin, moving so slowly toward the center. When the pad of her finger found his anus, he felt a tingle shoot up his spine. He stroked himself faster as Chloe massaged his ass, working her finger in a firm circle around his hole. He grunted, felt himself getting closer, wanting to stroke his cock faster but still afraid of hurting himself. If he felt that sick pain at the moment of orgasm, he feared he might pass out. Or vomit.

Her finger pushed at him, a little harder than he might have wanted. This was something she hadn’t done in a long time, and only tentatively.

“Are you ready?” she said.

“I don’t know.” The tip of her finger was at the door, pushing its way in. He felt the hardness of her nail. He whimpered a little, even though the pain in his balls seemed to subside, as if she were somehow relieving it.

She backed off, resumed the rough massage around the circumference, then jittered her finger back and forth. The feeling was intense, lighting up the nerves in Ray’s cock. Then her finger was closing in, making smaller and smaller circles.

“Ohhh, Chloe … baby …”

“Do you want it?” she said. He felt that first hint of penetration. Not only did he get that tingle in his spine, but the tenderness in his balls softened, drowsed. It was either masked by this new sensation, or his wife had massaged it to sleep. He stroked his full length, casting aside all vigilance. If he could just come, just empty his balls, maybe there would be total relief.

“Now?” said Chloe. He raised his head, saw her looking down at him.

He nodded.

“Say it … if you want it.” She backed off, brushed his ass up and down, tickling her nail across his hole.

He didn’t even want to acknowledge what was happening, let alone say it, ask for it. Leaving it unspoken somehow kept it private—just he and his wife in this room, different people here, not the same two people who walked down city streets, ordered pizza, met friends for dinner. Adding voice to the act might give it legs, let it out the door, into the world.

That ache was stirring in his sac again, waking. He stayed hard, kept stroking, but his climax felt further away.

“Do it,” he said.

“You want it?”

“I want it.”

Chloe gave it to him, all of it in a single thrust.

Her tiny, feminine finger may as well have been rebar. Ray took the intrusion with a gasp, his eyelids flying open like window shades that had been yanked and released. It felt so unnatural, being penetrated in this way—To be a man, to have it done to him by a woman. It opened him up, locked him in place, made him vulnerable, submissive in a way that was foreign to him. He was in someone else’s control—her
 control.

It felt incredible. After the initial shock he realized that the pain in his balls and the sickness stewing in his stomach were gone. Completely. Poof!
 There was nothing left but the pleasure provided by his hand and that little worm inching along his prostate. He jacked himself with abandon, free to pound his fist into his balls with every downstroke.

“You like it, baby? Like how I fuck you?”

Ray’s voice cracked when he tried to respond. He watched Chloe’s arm and realized she was moving her finger in and out, back and forth, withdrawing and then plunging to the knuckle with the strength transferred from her shoulder.

“Fuck … I’m … I’m gonna come …”

Her dirty talk, that finger, the deviancy of it—it had taken him to the top, to that crest from where it was all downhill to an orgasm, a short ride that was impossible to stop. He tightened his grip, slowed the pace of his hand, then felt her wiggle her digit inside of him in a come hither
 gesture.

“Yeah, you like it. You fucking love it.”

“Ugh … Oh …” He pumped two heavy strands high into the hair, one after the other, nearly hitting Chloe in the chin. It came straight back down, plopping below his naval. Chloe looked down at him, her face screwed in concentration as she twisted her finger inside him. He worked his shaft and more semen spewed from him and rolled down the back of his hand, dripping to his thigh. He slowed, caught his breath, and pinched his glans until his last drop sat at the tip of his prick like a hot pearl.

He looked at the ceiling, at the drop-in squares in their crisscrossing framework. Then she was hovering over him, her hands on the bed at either side of his head, kissing him as he panted into her mouth. He squeezed his sphincter, wondering if his body would be the same after this.

“Feel better?” said Chloe. He nodded, kissed her back. He was still free of the pain, free of that queasy feeling. She had fixed him. It was a relief.

“You’re amazing. And I love you,” he said. “Sorry we couldn’t … you know …”

“No sweat.” Her hair dangled on his cheeks as she set her nose against his and kissed him again. “I’m gonna wash my hands. Then you should get cleaned up. We need to sleep. Big day tomorrow.” She hopped off the bed and trotted bare-assed back to the bathroom. She turned back to him and smiled over her shoulder.

That darling smile. She was his, belonged to him. He couldn’t imagine being this close to anyone else, experiencing anything like this with anyone else. His life was better for having her in it. She made it worth hanging on to.






* * *




Ray took another quick shower.
 He soaped himself from his chest to his groin, underneath and up the center of his backside. He rinsed, then turned the big crystal knob halfway toward the blue dot. He let the cold water wash over him, rinsing away the lather and shocking his skin with its chill. His eyes were heavy, his body still fatigued from activity and travel. He needed a good night’s rest.

He shut off the water, stepped out and grabbed a fresh towel from the supplied stack folded in the network of cubbies beneath the sink. He watched himself dry off in the wide mirror that had been at his back the whole time he’d been in here with Chloe.

He saw a thirty-eight year-old man, still in better shape than most men his age. His shoulders were rounded, defined, if not particularly broad. His chin was sharp, his cheeks tight above his jaw. The muscles in his abdomen, which he’d once worked so hard on, were sheathed behind just enough fat to obscure them. He needed to get back to daily exercise, needed to tone up, cut out the soda and caffeine. It would be hard, traveling so much, but he knew he could do it.

His reflection stared back at him.


Is something wrong with you?


It worried him. After each episode—the voices, the skewed vision, the feeling of floating away—he tried to put it out of his mind, tried to focus on the work, on the Americans he was trying to save, on retribution for fallen colleagues. How many times had it happened now? Three? Four? If he should pass out or, God forbid, have a heart attack, he would be taken out of the field. At best he’d be assigned to remote surveillance, restricted to domestic, spending days on end struggling to stay awake to hear that one little morsel of critical information uttered by an exchange student from Saudi. At worst he’d be pushing paper, writing reports, collating reams of data.

He didn’t think there was anything wrong with his heart. Not his mind, either. No, it was something else. It was like something was hunting his soul, and something he was doing, or something he was thinking, was attracting it. Shooting up a flare in the dark. And when it saw him, when it got close, it started to pull
 on him. Threatened to pull him right out of the world.

Ray didn’t understand it, was mystified by it, but he did know one thing. He still had free will. He could make it stop. He could opt out. When it happened, when that thing got close, he could let it take him. He didn’t know what that would mean. Death? The Grand Finale? A transition to some other reality? Forbidden knowledge? A coma?

But now was not the time for giving in or giving up. Robert Bertram hadn’t given up, Harvey Keppel hadn’t given up. They were on the trail of something—innocent Americans secretly languishing in jail cells … or maybe something else. And he was going to find out what it was. He was going to find what was hidden, and the thing hunting him was welcome to follow him all the way there.

He left the bathroom, holding the towel at his waist. Chloe was sitting up in the bed, the sheet pulled up to the tops of her breasts, her laptop open in front of her.

“Thought you were ready for sleep,” he said.

“I am. Just checking emails. And doing a little shopping.”

“For what?”

“Coin.”

“Oh, more of that.” Chloe was all in on the cryptocurrency craze. It had started with Bitcoin, a technology which Ray thought he understood well enough. He’d looked into it, and it seemed sensible. The tech was solid, the market was growing year over year and showed no sign of slowing down. Then she had started investing in other coins. First offshoots of Bitcoin and then dozens of other obscure blockchains with bizarre names, some unique to the pharmaceutical industry, or banking, even medical records.

“Moving more Litecoin into Ethereum. It’s trending up. My Wraith is really taking off, too.”

“This is your retirement plan?”

“It’s our
 retirement plan.” Ray thought it too early to think about retirement. But he trusted Chloe’s instincts in financial matters. Their chosen profession was less remunerative than most people would guess. Also, Chloe liked nice things. She didn’t get to enjoy them much, with the schedule they kept. But every time they managed to be in their suburban rambler in Alexandria at the same time, Chloe would show him her latest acquisitions from mail-order houses around the world—rugs, art, vases, kitchen appliances. She had a convertible Beamer M4, smoked topaz metallic, in the garage that she probably hadn’t driven more than a dozen times. They could afford these things because they were given cash per diems when they were working, which was most of the time. The house they shared was paid for, and the largely unoccupied domicile generated practically no utility bills.

Chloe closed the laptop, set it on the bedside table, and pulled up the bedding. Ray cast off the towel and crawled in next to her. “Thought you might be getting that video queued up for us.”

“What video?”

“The one you said we could watch once before you deleted it.” He hadn’t forgotten. His wife’s teasing still lingered in his head.

“Oh … that?” She laughed. “Ray, did you really think—”

“So you didn’t keep a copy?”

They were on their sides, facing one another. Chloe propped her head up on one arm, looked down at him. “Maybe. What if I just kept it for me.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean what if it’s just for my own viewing pleasure. Not to be shared with you.”

“Chloe, why would you … If you really have it—”

“Maybe I like watching Liv work. Maybe I want to pick up the finer points of her tradecraft.”

Now Ray was sure she had deleted it, just as she’d told Carper, just as she was supposed to. His wife had been stringing him along. “Thought we agreed you wouldn’t be practicing the finer points, as you put it.”

“Or maybe I just think she has nice tits.”

Ray started at that. All along he had assumed his wife was interested in the specimen of male anatomy on display during their Cuban operation. The idea that she found Liv—hell, any other woman—attractive set a little fire down below his belly. He knew it was only an aesthetic admiration, not sexual. His wife was no lesbian. Hell, maybe it was even a matter of competition, her way of probing to see if her husband found her as sexy as the dangerous, devil-may-care agent they worked with, a way of seeing what she was up against.

It was titillating while also reassuring, since there was no way Ray could compete with that oversized cock of Freddy’s.

“Can you believe she invited Tom to stay with her?” she asked.

“Well, I suppose it’s the prerogative of the single woman.”

“You think she’ll sleep with him?”

“Would it bother you if she did?”

Chloe rolled onto her back, dropped her head to the pillow. A flash of lightning briefly lit the window, indicating a Virginia summer storm on its way. “Not at all,” she said. “Why should it?”

A lamp on his side of the bed provided the only light in the room. He switched it off and fell back into bed, staring up at the blackness. He heard the first drops of rain hit the window.

“Do you trust him?” he said into the dark.

“Who?”

“Tom. Agent Pettie.”

“Trust him how? Why wouldn’t I trust him?”

“Well, we have someone passing information—”

“Ray, Carper selected him. He picked Tom. What are the odds that he would bring onto our team the one person who happened to be our mole?” She was right. It didn’t seem likely at all. Unless Tom had somehow maneuvered himself into Jim Carper’s snare. Lying in the dark, the storm rising up outside, anything seemed possible. Ray made a mental note to look into it.

“Sure is good looking, though. Isn’t he?” he said.

“Well … he’s a heartbreaker. That’s for sure.” Ray laughed and listened to the rain.

He was still awake a few minutes later, listening to Chloe’s breathing. She was asleep. The storm was getting closer, the lightning more frequent. It lit the room dimly through the heavy motel curtain, casting odd shapes on the walls and ceiling. Across the room, on the desk, Ray saw a glint of metal or plastic. It drew his eye. He got out of bed and walked quietly over to the desk just as thunder clapped outside, a deep rumbling, reverberating like a landslide of boulders. The lightning that followed seconds later illuminated the desktop just enough for him to see.

It was a pen holder. Not exactly like the ones in Havana, but close. He picked it up and looked at it carefully, its smoothness shining in the lightning. He ran a finger over all its surfaces. Nothing unusual, not that he could detect.

He tossed it inside the desk, closed the drawer, and went to bed.
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In A Pig’s Eye











The woman was worried,
 more for her husband than for herself. She could do what needed doing. They had practiced, the two of them, for several weeks. She made love with her eyes closed, her hands away from his body, away from all familiarity, tucked beneath the pillow behind her head while she imagined fat men, skinny men, old men with sores on their faces. Now that they were in the room, so close to the freedom they both longed for, she was relieved that the man was nothing like the horror she had imagined.

He was tall and thin, not much older than Andrés, handsome, with a headful of shining black hair smoothed back over his skull. When he turned around and took off the jacket of his gray suit she saw the ponytail, its tip curled up between his shoulder blades. He went to the other side of the room, taking his time, and put his jacket on a plastic hanger that seemed to be waiting there for him. He put the hanger over a hook set into the wall and took a moment to straighten the lapels, center the hanger through the shoulders, and pull at the sleeves before turning around and walking over to her.

He stepped up in front of her, came within an arm’s length from where she sat on the edge of the round bed, brought his gleaming black loafers together and stood there almost like a soldier, hands behind his back. He looked her over—from her bare feet, up the length of her dark legs, over her chest, her neck.

He stopped there. She hoped she was okay. Pretty enough, clean enough. She was used to being the beautiful one, the one of her parents’ six daughters who got the most attention, turned the most heads. But that was back in Jabacoa, where everyone either cooked and raised children or picked plantains and tended hogs. Where it was not uncommon to wear the same clothes for three or four days. She had washed the night before, in a tub like she had never seen. Sparkling porcelain the color of limes, flawless fixtures, big enough for three or four people, one end rounded for her to lie back in. She had washed, then drained the dirty water and filled it right back up again, used more water than she and her husband would use in a week. She had laid back in the clean, hot water for nearly a hour while her husband brought her Tempranillo in a stemmed glass. He held her hand, tears spilling from his eyes while they talked about a place called Garland, a place they both hoped to see soon.

She wasn’t sure there would be bathtubs like this in Garland, so this morning she had bathed again. This time, alone. She thought it best that way. Then she had put on the dress she’d been given. It was white, frilly, cut low across the top, diving between her small breasts, revealing the paleness where her skin never got sun. It was soft, snug at her waist, and fell to her knees when she stood. It was better than the dress she had been married in.

Her husband, Andrés, waited for her in the same jeans he had worn to this place the day before, the same short-sleeved work shirt he’d fed pigs in the day before that. He beamed when he saw her in her dress, the woman he loved, the woman he was going to make a better life with. Then his smile faltered and he looked away, contemplating what was before them, the one hurdle they still had to cross.

Two men were waiting by a baby blue golf cart and took them across this place, wherever it was—They had been brought here blindfolded, by boat, and taken to their room in the dark. They rode on the back of the cart, facing rearward, seeing everything behind them, and she could smell suntan oil and coconuts, could hear a marimba playing and, just beneath its jangling tones, the ocean beating against rocks. She didn’t see any other people, but knew they had to be here. A lot of them.

The cart slipped into a wood and followed a concrete path barely wider than the golf cart, and then she did see some other people. They came upon another cart headed in the opposite direction, this one a bright red, and had to pull off into the scrub to let it pass. It crept by, the driver taking care not to sideswipe them, close enough she could have shaken hands with both its occupants. They were a man and a woman, smiling white faces with red patches on their cheeks and foreheads.

Americans?

Their escorts greeted the couple with big smiles and a hearty hola!
 —the first time either of them had spoken. The one at the wheel turned in his seat and struggled to find the English words to tell the couple that they weren’t supposed to be here—on this wrong avenue
 . The couple explained that they were a bit lost, trying to find the restaurant. She had been preparing for this journey for many months and knew her English fairly well. Better than Andrés, anyway. Certainly better than the man driving their golf cart, whose interpretation seemed limited to catching the word restaurant
 . She was tempted to help, but thought better of it and kept her mouth closed. She had the impression that the couple were guests here, whereas she and her husband were … something else.

Something else, but maybe not entirely different. The American woman was fair, with full lips and ringlets of ginger hair falling on her bare shoulders. She held a tall glass, curvy and filled with the color of watermelon, the wide rim topped with a pineapple wedge and slices of citrus. Her braided straw hat cast a shadow over her eyes. The man at her side was older, hair turning gray above the ears. He looked frazzled, out of place and nervous, a man making an effort to have a good time but who might prefer to get back to work.

The American woman lifted the brim of her hat and looked at her, grinned, nodded. There was conspiracy in those eyes, affinity in that nod. She thought the woman winked, but wasn’t sure so just smiled back, lifted her hand in a tentative wave.

Their driver gave the couple directions by pointing down the path and then jutting a thumb leftward, and they were back on their way. They topped a hill, and through the trees she saw a golf course. Manicured emerald turf that stretched to the horizon, interspersed with ovals of lighter green and sandy brown, just like she’d seen on television. And more people. Men, a dozen or more, gathered in clusters and riding on more golf carts. They were too far away to be sure, but she thought they were more Americans.


Are we already there?
 she thought. But no, the boat ride to this place had been no more than an hour. Her sister in Garland had told her it took many hours to get to America.

They emerged from the woods onto a circular drive of colored stones and came to a stop in front of a long two-story building of white stucco. There was a portico that looked like it had been added on and a pole topped with the flag of Cuba, its single white star rippling in the breeze. In spite of the fresh paint the building looked very old. She thought of how her father would bring home buckets of salvaged mixed paint and have her and her sisters daub it over the moldering timbers of their crumbling barn until it gleamed in a mishmash of colors. Shiny to the eye, rotten underneath.

The two men had escorted them inside, one in front and one behind. That was when she’d noticed the man in front of her had a gun. It was clipped to his belt, bulging beneath his untucked polo shirt. She supposed the other man had one as well. She wasn’t afraid. She was assured they would not be harmed, would not have to do anything they didn’t want to do. That was the key—Her sister had explained that as well. They had to want
 to do this. Both of them. Any hesitation or reticence from either of them, and the deal was off. She wasn’t sure what would happen then. Supposed they’d just be taken back home the way they had come, back to their farm in Perseverancia. Would that be so bad? Their single-bedroom home was old, needed paint, needed plumbing, needed more repairs than her husband could handle or they could afford. The kitchen was tiny, but Andrés had patched the roof where it used to leak above the stove when it rained. They would have each other, and maybe they could try again some day. Maybe in a year. Or two. She would be thirty then, Andrés thirty-two. There would still be time.

But that was not the plan. They knew what was expected. It was a small price to pay, would do no lasting harm, and they were prepared to do it now, today. Both of them.

As they were led up a wide stairwell she thought again of the American woman, the stranger with happiness in her eyes, fulfillment on her face, and a sullen man at her side. The woman who had spotted, in their brief passing, a kind of kinship. It was vague, but she was sure it had been there. Her smile had been a discrete affirmation that there was joy to be found, that there was release
 , here, in this strange place. Her nod had been her quiet advocacy, permission to take her joy.

She looked back at Andrés, taking the stairs one at a time, shoulders slumped, eyes distant, and wondered what the cost of joy would be.

Their escorts left them in this room, pulling the doors shut as they left. It was large, a rectangle bigger than her whole house, appointed with this odd oval-shaped bed topped with throw pillows piled at its center. A pair of wide bay windows supplied an ocean view along most of one wall. Against the opposite wall were two leather couches, black and textured. There was a wet bar, a utility sink, and the largest TV she had ever seen mounted across from the couches. By the hallway which led to another part of the suite was a chalky statuette of a nude male, about three and a half feet tall, cherub-like, a rocky wreath encircling his head and a little chip missing from the tip of his stone penis.

On the wall above the couches hung several pieces of art, a mix of paintings on frameless canvas. One was abstract, just a mashup of colliding shapes and colors. Next to that was a portrait, in what looked like pencil, of a young Fidel—smiling, beardless, ready to take on the world. A third, this one in shining oils, was presumably the inside of a barn. There were bales of hay and two shirtless Spanish boys with pitchforks, one seated atop a mound of straw with one foot up on the bale and the other foot dangling. He had a mischievous smirk. His implement was upright at his side, his hand wrapped around its handle. He was watching the other boy, who had his back to his partner. The second boy was bent into his labor, arms flexed, muscles working his pitchfork into the tawny fluff at his feet. His neck was turned such that he was looking directly out of the painting, looking for the eyes of anyone who might look at his, as if he were searching for help. Or at least sympathy. His face was a frozen countenance of quiet terror.

The one she found most unsettling, the one her eyes kept returning to, was of three pigs at a trough. The wooden trough filled the bottom third of the canvas, the pigs everything above it. Two of the animals, the ones on either end, had their snouts buried in their sloppy meal. Only the tops of their heads and their flopped-over ears were visible. But the one in the middle held his fat head upright, gleefully chewing a mouthful of muck, his membranous snout soiled with mud and food at the center of the frame and surrounded by wiry, flesh-colored hair. Its eyes were gone, off the top of the painting, left to the imagination. The worst thing, though, was its smile. The pig was smiling … mischievously
 . If it were possible for an animal and a human to bear the same expression, that eyeless pig wore the same face as the boy seated atop the hay in the next painting over.

She looked to her husband, nodded to him, smiled, waited for a reaction. There was nothing. He sat glassy-eyed, lips moving, talking to himself. He had retreated, as she feared he might. If two men from very different places, with different women at their sides, could bear the same expression, the American she had seen on the golf cart and her own husband proved that was possible as well.

They sat apart, she on the bed and he in a window seat with the rolling sea behind him, and stared silently at the paintings for what seemed a long time. She thought to tell him that she was going to take joy, if joy was here to be found. That she had been given permission, and had seen that everything would be okay. At the sound of approaching footsteps Andrés blurted te amo, Carla
 , almost under his breath, then looked at the floor. Before she could answer him, tell him that she loved him, too, they were no longer alone.

It was time, and she was ready.

Now.






* * *




The man
 with the ponytail looked up and met the woman’s eyes, saw the devilish twinkle in them. She smiled, a coquettish grin, and leaned back on her arms. This one was going to be good. He knew the type, had seen many like her. She and her poor husband would have had many discussions. She would have spent weeks professing the depths of her reluctance, would have made a good show of going over the pros and cons. They had agonized together, night after night, over whether the price was too steep. She had assured him that she loved him, that he was a good lover, all that she needed, the one she was happy to spend the rest of her life with. But in the end she’d brought him around, formulated a plan that she would put on a brave face and power through a degrading experience in the interest of their shared future together. And she would have made him think it was at least partially his
 idea, this compact they’d reached. That it was his own devotion, his commitment to their relationship that had led, over her objections, in spite of her anxiety, to their shared decision to go through with it.

But the face he saw in front of him now wasn’t brave at all. Or anxious.

It was eager
 .

He knew eagerness when he saw it. He knew fear, too. Fed off of it. Could smell it, sometimes from many miles away, certainly when it was in the same room. Like it was right now.

But he would deal with that momentarily.

“What is your name?” he said.

She raised her eyebrows at him, probably surprised that he went straight to English. She may as well get used to it.

“Carla,” she said. So, she understood him. That was good. He felt something along his leg and looked down. Carla had slipped off her shoe and was rubbing the side of her foot along his ankle. He decided to let her continue, hoped she wouldn’t be disappointed.

“And where are you going, Carla.”

“Garland. My sister Mona lives there. With her husband Francisco.”

“And where is this Garland?” He had never heard of that state. Had never once, in fact, been out of Cuba since he had come here as a child from Colombia.

“Oh, uh … Tejas
 .”

“Texas,” he corrected her, pronouncing the hard X
 .

“Yes,” she said. She laughed and tried it out. “Tek … Teks-ass. You have sad eyes. Why are they sad?” She continued wriggling her toe along his ankle, moving a little ways up his leg now. He could see her nipples through the white of her dress. They had grown hard.

He didn’t particularly like women, didn’t care for them at all sexually. They were weak, so there was no challenge in breaking them. But they could be very effective as a tool for breaking men. And oh, how he loved breaking a man.

Carla sat up on the bed, leaned forward, and reached for his belt buckle. He put his hands on his hips and watched her fumble with it. She pulled the leather through the buckle, yanking until the prong came free. He chuckled when she had trouble with the clasp at the top of his fly. She looked up at him, grinning, working now with both hands. She got it loose and pulled down his fly, opened it up, and stared at the bulge she saw behind his underwear.

He was flaccid, felt no arousal at all. But he was still big, and Carla seemed pleased at what she saw. His meat was curled up, pointing down his leg on one side. She wrapped one hand around the entire package and pulled her lower lip behind her teeth. She massaged him, unfurled his cock through his underwear, looked up at him again as she ran her hand along his length. She looked … confused? Frustrated? Unable to grasp why he wasn’t getting hard?

She hooked a finger of each hand into the waistband of his underwear and slowly worked them down, and he allowed that too. When the head of his dick popped out from behind the elastic and he was revealed, she let a sigh escape her, a long exhale that wavered in pitch as it passed the O of her wet lips.

That gave way to another sound. One he had been waiting for. From behind him. A groan. Not of pleasure but of agony. And fear
 . It had been in the room all this time, and now he heard it. It was making its presence known, and it thrilled him, was almost enough to wash away the sadness he had felt for the past two days.

Almost.

He leaned back, stared at the ceiling and smiled, instantly hard at the arousal coursing through him now. He felt Carla’s hand loosely stroking his erection, felt her fingers pinching the bulb at its tip. He looked down at her. Their eyes met. She took her hand away, leaving his cock standing up on its own. She crossed her arms and reached up to her shoulders on both sides. The dress was cut to sit at the side of her shoulders, on the outsides of her arms, and she had little trouble pulling it down. She rocked her dark shoulders back and forth so that it slid off one side, then the other, then pulled it down in the middle as far as she could and unsleeved her arms.

Her breasts were small, pale as her tummy, with wide chocolate areolae. Her nipples were full and erect at the centers, standing up and begging for attention. These were tits that had never fed children, with smooth nipples that had never been suckled or chewed at. Except by a stupid man. And maybe a few boys when she was younger, fooling around behind the barn while her parents thought she was hanging the wash or tending to the animals.

“Do you want me to suck you?” said Carla, reaching again for his cock.

He stopped her, took her hand and kept it away from him. He had had enough. “No,” he said.

Her lip quivered. The dark little woman with the dress bunched at her waist licked at her lips. “But … please—”

“That is not for you,” he said. He liked her, liked her enthusiasm. Loved watching her inhibitions melt away, seeing her grow so eager she bared her body to a strange man while her husband sat helpless a few feet away. He wondered how that made an ordinary man feel, to know his woman was crying out to be properly fucked, that her body ached to be filled with another man’s hard cock, to know that her tongue hungered for the taste of another’s semen. He was not any such man, didn’t know how it felt, only knew the result—that it would drive the ordinary man to do absolutely anything, things he never dreamed he would do, to utterly debase himself.

“Car … Carla,” came the cry, the voice cracking.

There it was. He felt his erection surge, blood fattening the head, flaring out the coronal ridge.

He bent toward Carla, placed a finger under her chin and directed her gaze away from his cock. “There is someone else for you. I think you will like him.” He looked toward the hallway, and Carla turned her head as a new voice spoke.

“Hello. I see you two have gotten to know each other.”

The man who appeared from the hallway was tall, beefy, with thick arms and lively eyes. He was getting close to fifty and growing more handsome and confident with age. His hair was still uniformly dark, almost black, like his trim mustache. His complexion was a bit faded from too much time indoors, and he could speak English with no trace of an accent if he wanted. His smile brightened a room, set people at ease, made strangers relax, got them talking. He wore a creamy robe with an insignia over the breast. It was tied loosely at the waist and hung open, revealing a patch of dark hair down the center of his chest. He was leaning on one shoulder against the wall, his legs crossed at the ankles and one foot propped vertically on a toe.

Carla’s eyes widened in disbelief. She sat up, scurried to cover herself, then went still. She had undoubtedly seen the man on TV, knew that people usually stood when he entered a room, and seemed inclined to do so herself.

The man with the ponytail, his hard cock still exposed, backed away from Carla and introduced her to the man in the robe. A one-sided introduction was all that was necessary.

He left them to it, turned to the man in the window seat.

Carla’s husband had the look of a laborer. His hair was unkempt, too long and curling at the ends. He had a thick mustache above his lips and a few days’ scruff on his cheeks and neck. He was too thin, except around the middle, where a paunch protruded above his belt. His hands were dirty, his eyes wet. His head shivered as the man with the ponytail approached.

He stopped and stood in front of the seated husband, his dick fully erect between them, dark and veiny, pulsing. The husband seemed threatened by it, or repulsed, and sat back blinking.

He looked down at him. “What is your name?”

“An … Andrés.”

“Okay, Andrés. Put it away,” said the man with the ponytail.

“Que?
 ”

“Your wife took it out, so you should put it back. And speak fucking English.”

Andrés raised one hand, then both, then lowered them again. His head continued to totter with a sickly tremor. He didn’t seem to know what to do. Perhaps he’d never seen a cock like this one. Certainly his wife never had.

“Unless you want to play with it …”

Andrés gulped. His English might be rudimentary, but he got the message. He reached up again, both hands shaking, and tried using one hand to pull the underwear up over the erection before him, looking away and pinching the waistband with two fingers as if he feared contagion. He fumbled around and the silky underwear rolled up inside itself. He winced and brought up his other hand. The big cock jiggled as he straightened out the underwear and actually brushed against one of his knuckles, which made him turn away and close his eyes. Sweat beaded on his forehead. Finally, he managed to pull the elastic up even with the man’s waist.

The underwear, tight and red, bulged up the center. A length of stiff cock still stuck out at the top, the tumid glans glistening.

“Come on. Almost done,” said the man with the ponytail.

Andrés put his hands on his knees and lowered his head. He was going to have to touch it. There was no other way.

“Put it away. All the way.”

He took great pleasure watching Andrés first try to push the head of his cock to the side using one finger, then two. It made his erection throb, seeing the humiliation on the man’s face as his dick kept snapping back upright, popping out from behind the timid fingers, refusing to be so easily hidden.

Finally, Andrés gave up and did the only thing he could do. He handled the big dick with three fingers just below the ridge, using his other hand to hold out the waistband of the underwear, and tucked the cock inside. The elastic snapped in place and Andrés made a choking sound, wiped his hands on his legs.

“Almost there.” He looked down at Andrés and made upward gestures with his finger, spinning it in the air. The husband’s face bloomed, the veins above his temples became more prominent, but he pulled the hanging flaps of the pants together and buttoned them. His hands jittered as he sought out the tab of the zipper. The prominent bulge behind the fly made it difficult to dig out at the bottom, but he eventually managed. It took him three pulls to fully zip up over the erection.

The man with the ponytail watched Andrés thread the belt through the buckle for him. He was less tentative now, perhaps sensing that this ordeal was nearly over. “Nice and tight now,” he said, and Andrés drew the belt tight, pushed the pin into the first hole, then held the buckle while he slid the end of the belt through the loop.

Andrés sat back, wiped at his brow, wouldn’t make eye contact. The man with the ponytail remained silent for a moment, allowed the sounds of rustling clothes and wet kisses elsewhere in the room reach the husband’s ears. He wondered how long Andrés could avert his eyes.

It wasn’t long. Andrés leaned to one side and took a tentative peek. Horror registered on his face as his eyes provided him visual confirmation of what he was hearing. Hit with the reality of what was happening, he turned away again and scrunched his eyes closed, probably hoping this was a bad dream. But like any witness to a disaster, he was unable to look away for long.

“Carla … Carla …” Andrés muttered.

The man with the ponytail turned his head around.


El jefe
 didn’t have the biggest dick he had ever seen, but close to it. It was bigger than his own, though not by much. El jefe
 had doffed the robe and was seated on the bed nude. Carla’s white dress was still around her waist but was now pulled up from below as well. She was on her knees, up on the bed, her exposed ass high in the air, her mouth bent to el jefe’s
 huge erection. Her head bobbed between his legs, though her hair hung down and concealed the view. El jefe’s
 hand groped the woman’s bare ass, pulled one pale cheek aside, slapped it. When el jefe
 saw the other two men looking, he lifted Carla’s hair and tucked it behind her ear.

“Carla,” groaned Andrés, louder now. His wife had all five fingers of both hands wrapped around another man’s cock, one hand over the other, and still more of the man’s prick emerged above her upper thumb. Carla licked at the rosy head, worked her shiny wet tongue under the ridge. She took her time, tasting, her eagerness evident.


El jefe
 smiled at his audience. He reached behind Carla and ran two fingers up the crack of her ass. He settled his middle finger at the center of her anus, right over the opening, and rubbed in a slow circular motion. Carla moaned in response, opened her mouth wide, so much wider than she was used to, and went down on his huge cock, taking her lips down to meet her hands and back up again. The sucking noise grew loud. The man with the ponytail let it fill the room for a few moments before returning his attention to Carla’s husband.

Andrés had his eyes closed, his hands on his chest. He squirmed in the window seat, as if he wanted to get up, get out, run from the room.

“Open your eyes.”

Andrés did as he was told.

“This is part of it. You are going to watch.”

“No. No puedo
 .”

“English!”

Andrés hugged himself as he sought the words. “I … I cannot—”

“Yes. Yes, you can.” The man with the ponytail considered the shuddering wreck before him, who didn’t yet know what happened to the men who refused to watch. Well, it also happened to some of the men who did
 watch. The men who couldn’t watch their women were usually weak, like Andrés, and he preferred to break a strong man. The stronger, the better. But sometimes he enjoyed reminding weak men of who they were, of their place in the world.

“You know, you don’t have it so bad,” he said. Andrés looked up at him. “My brother is dead. Murdered, two days ago.” He waited for a response, but the man just stared. “You, you and Carla will have a good life. I have to tell my sister and nephews that they will never see their husband and father again.”

From behind him came a singular high-pitched wail of a woman’s pleasure, soon followed by the rhythmic sounds of fucking, of skin slapping against skin. Carla cried out, sounds that might be mistaken for groans of pain. There surely was some of that, but the pleasure was impossible to conceal. He heard it, knew Andrés heard it, knew that there would be much more to come.

“Look at me,” he said, taking Andrés by the chin and directing his gaze to his face. There was a tear running down the man’s cheek. “My brother was a stupid man … estúpido
 … but I loved him.”

“I … I am sorry,” said Andrés.

He stroked the man’s cheek with a thumb. “Thank you.” He leaned down and Andrés recoiled as if he thought he might kiss him, but the man with the ponytail only sniffed at his neck, then spoke into his ear. “You smell like a pig.”

Andrés swallowed. His lips were dry, cracking. “I keep pigs,” he said.

“Do you?” The man with the ponytail raised his eyebrows, as if he were very interested. He removed his hand from Andrés’ chin and stood to his full height, hovering over him once again. “Then you must be a smart man. You know, when I was a boy, my father raised pigs. My brother and I, we would feed and tend them. There came a time, when we were older, when we stopped raising pigs. We had mostly cows after that, and chickens. There were always chickens. But my father, he kept one pig. Kept it out behind the barn in a separate pen. I had to feed it, every day, and clean the stall. I came to love that animal. But the smell, I always hated the smell.”

Andrés was smiling, as if grateful to be talking about something he understood, anything besides what was happening in the room.

“When we slaughtered that pig, he would get another one. Always kept one. And so I asked him one day, ‘Why the one pig? Why, father, do you keep a pig?’ Do you know what he told me?”

Andrés shook his head. Of course he didn’t know.

“He told me that a pig is the lowest of animals, but the most useful. If you fall on hard times, you can slaughter a pig and live on it for months. A whole family. Bacon, ham, liver, tongue, feet. Even the brains. And carnitas
 .”

“I love carnitas,” said Andrés, nodding.

“A pig is useful, but stupid. When you want him to come running, you just put something in front of him that he wants. He will come straight to you, time and again. He will eat and eat, too stupid to know why he is being fattened. So I learned from my father to always keep a pig. And to this very day, I do. Sometimes more, but always at least one.”

He leaned down to Andrés and looked in his eyes. “Tell me, Andrés. Are you a pig? Because you smell like a pig.”

There was a knock at the door. Andrés jumped at the sound.

“Wait here.” He left Andrés by the window and went to the door, opened it just enough to see who was there. It was who he expected, and he let the man inside.

Mateo wore a sandy guayabera, olive cargo pants, polished boots with thick soles to boost his height while still allowing him to go unnoticed in a crowd. A black beret sat low over his forehead. He held a tablet at his side. He brought it up without a word, swiped it to life, tapped the photos app, and displayed it in the crook of his arm for his boss.

The picture was somewhat grainy but the color was sharp. It showed a white man and a white woman walking side by side. They were in profile, their faces hard to see. Both wore sunglasses.

“This is them?”

“Yes,” said Mateo. “They were in the next room over. They left their luggage behind. We found a laptop—”

“Are there more pictures?”

Mateo swiped to the next photo. This one showed his brother, Alfredo, seated at a table across from a woman—the same woman in the previous photograph. The vantage point was from across the room but showed the front of the woman’s face.

“This is security footage from Hotel Santa Isabel. They were able to look back as far as the day after they checked in. Look at the next one,” said Mateo. He swiped the screen. The next photo showed the American couple again, this time walking straight toward the camera, coming down a door-lined hallway. They were holding hands and carrying bags. He swiped again and saw another screen capture from a few seconds later. The man and woman were closer, taking up almost the entire frame. The man in the photo was looking directly at the camera, as if he were aware of it. He studied the man’s features, looked into his eyes. Then he looked at the woman.

He understood now what had happened.

“Did your man kill my brother?”

“There was a bullet in his arm from his gun,” said Mateo. “But the other wound …”

“Go on.”

“The headshot was from his own gun. Freddy’s gun.” Mateo waited while his boss studied the photos again, flipping back and forth. “I have their names.”

“That doesn’t matter. Their names are not their names. What about their computer?”

“It was erased. We’re working on it, but it may not be recoverable. Do you want me to look for them?”

“You won’t find them.”

At the sound of quiet weeping, both men turned. They saw el jefe
 enjoying himself, lying back on the bed. A thin, brown-skinned woman was on top of him, her back toward the door. The woman’s ass cranked and worked, up and down, slamming onto his big dick. The man’s balls joggled on the bedding from her thrusts, and he ran his hands up and down her slender arms. She huffed and grunted with the exertion of fucking him.

The weeping was coming from the man in the window seat, who sat with his hands over his face.

“Come over here. I have something else for you to do.” He led Mateo over to Andrés.

Andrés looked up as they approached, his face reddened and bleary. “Por fav
 … please, pleeeease,” he said. “Take me from here. Quiero irme
 .”

“Meet Andrés. Andrés is Carla’s husband,” he said to Mateo. He crouched down, setting his arms across his knees and looking Andrés in the eyes. “Are you sure you can’t watch Carla fuck a while longer, Andrés?” There was no response, so he repeated himself in Spanish.

Andrés curled up, bent his head to his lap and whimpered. “Take me from here until it is done … until we can go.”

He was disappointed. He had thought Andrés would last longer. “Very well. But Carla may want to stay for two … three days.” Andrés’ face turned white. Mateo looked down at the man and snorted. “Maybe longer.”

He looked over to the bed. Mateo turned with him, and eventually Andrés looked as well. The couple had changed positions. Carla was on all fours, looking over her shoulder to the big man coming up behind her. She gave no indication she had noticed the arrival of someone new in the room, gave no sign that her husband’s torment inhibited her or moved her to modesty. She hoisted her behind, offering herself up. “Fuck my ass,” she said. El Jefe
 laughed his deep, rich laugh as he scooted himself into position on his knees. “Do you want to fuck my ass?”

Andrés’ understanding of English seemed to be improving by the minute. The man collapsed in hysterics, muttering his wife’s name and clawing at his neck. The man with the ponytail felt a fluttering in his chest at the misery on display, thinking that before Andrés left here he would be asking the same question.

“Do I get the next one?” asked Mateo. He was focused on the action on the bed, the scar at the corner of his mouth losing its distinctive shape as he grinned.

“Not up to me. And I don’t care. I want you to take Andrés here and get him cleaned up. Hombre
 needs a good scrubbing, head to toe. Don’t miss anything.” He leveled his eyes at Mateo, making sure he was understood.

Mateo nodded. “I’ll watch.”

“Do it yourself if you have to.”

Mateo opened his mouth as if to protest, then apparently thought better of it. “And then?”

“Put him with the other pigs.”

The man with the ponytail knew Andrés understood him, knew his words frightened him. His fear should have been enough to keep him in place, enduring his part of the bargain rather than running headlong toward uncertainty. But something the man wanted had been set in front of him—a chance to get away from the sight of his wife’s willing defilement—and he was going to gobble it up.

Over on the bed, el jefe
 had Carla on her back, his arms under her thighs, hands gripping her waist, fucking her. Her feet were up on his shoulders, and she cried out with abandon as he thrust into her.

Andrés hopped to his feet, wiped his eyes, and followed Mateo to the door. He didn’t look back.

Mateo opened the door, allowed Andrés to step outside, and stopped. “Are you sure you don’t want to me look for the Americans?”

The man with the ponytail considered it for a moment. “No,” he said. “We have something they want. We just need to wait.”

Mateo nodded and left, pulling the door closed.

He put his hands in his pockets and strolled over to his favorite painting. He was going to enjoy his new pig over the next few days. It would give him some solace, help him take his mind off his brother. True, he had sent a man to watch Alfredo, had even authorized that man to kill his own brother if he was compromised. Freddy would have deserved that, falling for a damn woman, and he supposed Freddy deserved what had happened to him, anyway. But it was not for nosy Americans to take his brother away.

Fucking Americans. They would never be happy. Cuba could never give them enough. Could never be like them
 enough. Now, because of the gringos he would have to explain to his nephews and their mother that their papi
 was gone.

Mateo had left the tablet. He picked it up and brought up the photos again. He looked at the man, then the woman—the one who had seduced his brother—then back at the man again. He flipped to the photo of the man looking into the camera, looked into the man’s eyes.

He knew a pig when he saw one.

He set the tablet down and stared out at the ocean. It was calm, bright with the beaming midday sun. Gulls circled the sky in whirligigs. He focused, narrowed his eyes, cast his mind out over the water, out into the Straits of Florida, all the way to a foreign shore.


Where are you?


What was the man doing right now? His American contact would know. That’s who’d warned him his brother might be targeted. That’s where he would start.


I have something you want. Come here … come and get it
 .

His brief meditation was interrupted by the groans of el jefe’s
 orgasm. The man roared and the woman squeaked with exhausted delight. He waited a minute, let them recover. When their heavy breathing changed to laughter, he walked over to the bed.

“Anything else from me?” he said.

“No,” said el jefe
 . He was on his side, head propped on one arm. His big dick was still hard, pointed up along his belly and gleaming with moisture from the woman. His semen lay up the center of her chest in thick white ropes. There were fat drops in the hair between her legs and on her neck. “Wait,” he said. He looked down at Carla. “Do you like oysters?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never had them.”

“You’ve never eaten oysters? Well, you are going to love them. Gus, have them send up two … no, three dozen steamed.” Carla put a hand over her mouth and giggled. El jefe
 sat up on the bed, compressing the thin layer of fat around his middle. “And a bottle of that pinot I like, two glasses. Do we have smokes in here?”

“Yes,” said Gus. He pointed to the cabinet under the sink.

“I’ll need this room for the day. If you see Maria, tell her I’m in meetings and will be back tomorrow.”

“Very well.” Gus looked to Carla. “If I don’t see you again, best of luck in Garland.”

“Gracias
 ,” she said. She smiled at him, a sheen of sweat covering her face.

Gus put on his jacket and left, thinking that the woman had not even asked where her husband was.












Interlude: Last December











It was going
 to be a bad one. Jaelyn knew that much as soon as he and Adrian got to the underpass on Independence and saw the car. Traffic was standing still in both directions, and he had to pull Unit 47 up onto the curb to approach. Adrian had turned on the lights and sirens, but few people were able to move their vehicles. Most were boxed in, and in spite of the cold a lot of the drivers had chosen to abandon ship, either to gawk or make some attempt to offer assistance. He wasn’t sure which was worse.

“Up there,” said Adrian, pointing toward the bridge. “You should be able to get pretty close.” She killed the siren but left the lights going and pulsed the squawker box a couple times, hoping that would be enough to get people out of the way.

“I see it,” said Jaelyn. “I think I can just … get … through.” He maneuvered the ambulance onto the grass—the city would hate that, but hey, it was a town where you couldn’t throw a rock without hitting a politician. They controlled all the money, they could fix the damn grass.

“Jesus, if there’s anyone alive in there, we may need help,” said Adrian.

“Yeah,” said Jaelyn. “Might need the Jaws to cut ’em out.”

He stopped and put Unit 47 in park about fifty feet from the car. It was a white Mazda, four-door, lying up on its side against the abutment of the underpass. Smoke was rising from the engine block, and that made him nervous. He’d seen a car explode once following an accident. No emergency personnel had been hurt that day, but that had been pure luck.

“You gonna be okay on this one?” he asked.

Adrian rolled her eyes at him. “I’m three weeks pregnant, Jay. And yeah, I puked this morning. Doesn’t magically make me any more squeamish.” She had only known about her condition for a week, and had just told Jay about it at five AM when they came on for their shift and he’d caught her vomiting in the auxiliary lot outside the station.

They grabbed their kits, hopped out, and headed toward the car. An older woman with a plaid scarf around her neck walked up to Jaelyn and peered at him through her glasses, as if she’d never seen a black paramedic before. “There’s a man in that car,” she said.

“We’re gonna do our best for him, ma’am. Is one of these cars yours?” The woman nodded and pointed to a silver Cadillac that was still spewing exhaust down in one of the lanes. There was nothing in front of it. “I’m gonna need you to move your car, please. If you wanna help, tell everyone else to move their vehicles. We need to clear a path, might need to bring in more help.”

They might have to land a chopper, in fact, if one was available. That had been discussed on the way here. And the open road was the easiest place to do it. The team at GWH was just waiting on their word as to whether it was necessary.

Adrian had gotten ahead of him while he was waylaid by the spectator, was now already climbing the slope toward the smoking Mazda. The way the car was tilted up against the concrete, balanced on two ruined tires, it didn’t seem impossible that it might flop over. Jaelyn had to push away the vision that came to his mind—of the car rolling over on Adrian, crushing her, ending two lives in one blow. Hell, maybe three if they couldn’t save whoever was in the car. Worse, what if it just pinned her? Rolled onto her legs and torso, pinching out the new life inside of her, leaving her a twenty-nine-year-old barren cripple?

He filled his lungs with winter air, shook off his phantoms, and made for the embankment to join Adrian. He knew she wouldn’t tolerate him treating her any differently because she was pregnant, would push back hard at even the slightest hint of that, but it was instinctual with him, second nature. As was imagining the worst possible outcome in any situation. Hazard of the profession. Tragedy waited everywhere.

When he got to the car, Adrian was already mounting the fender. She crawled along the driver’s side quarter panel and hung her head over the driver’s window. She was fearless, that one. It put a sick feeling in his stomach. “Hey,” he called out. “We should wait for Fire.” The District’s fire and emergency medical services were a single department, but the firemen would be better equipped to remove an injured person from an upturned vehicle.


Fire
 . A steady stream of black smoke was still rising from the engine block. The hood was buckled away from the fender, tented up in the middle, and he could see underneath. He didn’t see any flames, knew that the smoke was probably just burning oil, but he would still feel better if they waited on Fire. That was procedure in cases like this, so he tried that as his next appeal.

“Girl, you’re gonna be in for a reprimand if you don’t get off that car,” he said. She either ignored him or didn’t hear him. She was fully on top of the car, on her knees on its upturned side, bracing herself with one hand against the abutment and trying to talk to whoever was inside. Her blond hair hung down over her cheeks, but he could see her lips moving.

“Hey,” called a man’s voice. Jaelyn turned. Someone else was walking up toward the accident, another bystander wanting to be helpful but who would prove a distraction at best, get in the way at worst. Jaelyn put up a palm, ready to tell him he needed to stay back for his own safety. This guy looked like a linebacker, even had a Redskins toboggan pulled over his ears. He wore thick glasses that made his eyes appear huge. He took them off as he approached. “Car came tumbling over the side up there.”

Jaelyn looked where the man pointed, up along the road that crossed above Independence. The guardrail up there was intact. “You mean it just came over the side?” he asked. He’d assumed the car had jumped the curb down on Independence and somehow smashed into the bridge. Guy they were trying to save was probably drunk. He looked back toward where Unit 47 was parked and didn’t see any skid marks or disturbance in the grass.

“No,” said the man. “Ran off the road a bit further back and came down along the slope up there.” Jaelyn saw it now, fifty yards or so back, tire tracks in the dead grass leading to the shelf above them. The car must have gone that far before falling down beside the bridge. Weird that it had landed like this, with its roof facing outward and its underside up against the concrete. It seemed to Jaelyn that it would have to have tumbled over twice, but the drop was hardly that far.

“Sir, are any of these cars yours?” he said.

“No, I’m up there on Batten. I was right behind this guy, left my Jeep parked up there. Listen, I was Baltimore Fire and Rescue in another life. I teach now, and I know you don’t want people in the way—”

“Did anyone else see what happened?”

“I don’t know. You want me to talk to these people?” Jaelyn looked around at the small crowd behind them, standing on the sidewalk in their coats and mittens, milling in the road between vehicles. Most of them had probably been coming east on Independence and came around the bend after the accident happened. That, or they were headed the other way and it happened behind them. No way to tell who was who, no time to talk to them all, and it wouldn’t help the person in the car anyway. He glanced across the road. There was a pedestrian walkway on that side, and a knoll beyond that that led up to a wooded area. Anyone standing over there would have had a perfect view.

But there was no one there.

“Jay, we gotta get him out,” shouted Adrian. “He’s not talking, but he’s breathing. And he’s losing blood. Looks like a lot of it.”

Jaelyn heard the rise and fall of sirens now, the distinct pattern of the fire trucks. He guessed they were five minutes out. Could take longer with cars stopped along the way backing up traffic.

He turned back to the man with the Redskins toboggan. He looked strong, like he could flip the car himself if he had to. Must’ve made a hell of an EMT. “Do you think you could carry the fold-out gurney yourself?”

“Absolutely,” said the man.

“Can you run back to the wagon and get it? Also, there are three fire extinguishers in the back, hanging up on the left—”

“You want the class B?”

“Yes, that and the gurney. If you can’t carry both, bring me the extinguisher and then go back for the gurney.” The man sprinted off without another word.

Jaelyn put his hands on both sides of his mouth and shouted up to Adrian. “Ade … you can get down now.”

“How are we gonna get him out?” she yelled back.

It was a good question. The Mazda had tinted windows, revealing only vague shapes inside the car. The smoke was preventing him from getting a good look at the windshield, but he could tell that it was cracked. That might be the best way. If the man inside the car was losing blood, it might be even faster than letting the fire team cut him out. Of course, they’d have to contort the man’s body getting him out of the cabin. If there was a neck injury, that could be bad. But Jaelyn didn’t see any way around it.

“Windshield,” he yelled to Adrian. He was relieved when she started backing up on her hands and knees, moving toward the front of the car. Then she stood up, one foot on a hubcap and one on the front bumper, balancing herself with one hand against the abutment. She was going to jump.

It was only a four or five foot drop, but Jaelyn still reached a hand up to help her. She waved him off and he resigned himself to watching. He backed off to give her space. She made the leap gracefully, absorbing the impact with her knees. Before he could tell her that she was going to have to cut some of that stuff out soon, the man with the Redskins toboggan was back. He had the backboard—not the gurney—over his shoulder, balancing it with one hand while carrying the fire extinguisher in his other. “Thought you’d want this instead. No way to wheel down that hill. Plus—”

“Yeah, spinal immobilization. Good thinking.”

“Thought you’d need this, too.” The man reached behind his back, pulled something up out of his belt, and produced a hatchet. It was red at the business end, with a fourteen-inch handle. Jaelyn had forgotten they had one. He couldn’t remember ever using it in his four years as an EMT.

The man offloaded the backboard to Adrian and handed Jaelyn the hatchet. “Tell you what,” he said, pulling the pin from the fire extinguisher. “I’ll spray this under the hood, you guys can get to work on clearing out that windshield.”

They had the man out of the car and secured to the backboard before the fire engines arrived. No Jaws of Life. No helicopter.






* * *




The man
 with the Redskins toboggan was Dennis Nesbitt, formerly of Baltimore, now living in Bowie, Maryland and teaching in Annapolis. His friends called him Spike
 , but he didn’t explain why. Jaelyn got the vibe that he was military, but whatever his background he was smart, strong, and resourceful. He knew as much as Jaelyn and Adrian about how to get the man out of the wrecked Mazda as safely as possible—keeping the spine straight, supporting the head. Without that third set of hands and Dennis’ sheer strength, the injured driver might have bled to death before the fire crew arrived. When it was done and their patient strapped onto the backboard, Dennis hoisted one end and Jaelyn the other and the two men carried the unfortunate motorist to the back of Unit 47. Adrian walked alongside, applying pressure to a head wound. She shot Jaelyn a look which he read as You think I couldn’t help carry?
 Whatever. It might be a few months away, but she would eventually have to come to terms with light duty restrictions.

With their patient loaded, the two paramedics shook hands with Dennis. It was unspoken that they wanted to exchange phone numbers with him, but considering their patient’s condition there wasn’t any time. “I pass through DC every week. Don’t worry, I’ll find you,” said Dennis. Jaelyn had no doubt that he would. “I’ll be hoping for the best for our mystery man here.”

And a mystery man he was. The man had no wallet, let alone an insurance card, and the interior damage to the car had precluded them from looking in the glove compartment. The Fire guys had taken the license plate and would be running that, but for right now all Jaelyn and Adrian needed to know—and all the team waiting at GWH needed to know—was that he was a white male, late thirties, single-vehicle auto accident, multiple lacerations, head wound, blood loss, possible broken ribs, possible internal bleeding.

Adrian volunteered to drive and Jaelyn didn’t argue. The woman drove like a bat out of hell and knew every road and traffic pattern from Georgetown to Maryland. Jaelyn jumped into the back, saw that Dennis was out in the road getting people to move their cars and clear one of the westbound lanes, and pulled the rear doors shut. Adrian put the ambulance in gear and they headed for GWH, lights and sirens.

The man’s face was masked with blood. The wound was in the temporal area, just over his right ear, and had bled profusely. His white dress shirt was thoroughly stained, and there were dark, moist patches on his pants as well. Jaelyn figured there was another wound. He would need to find it.

The bandage Adrian had applied was soaked through, sopping red, but Jaelyn didn’t see any fresh blood flowing out from underneath. Still, probably best to change the dressing. He unwound the tape. As soon as the gauze came loose, blood ran freely over the man’s ear. Shit
 . He tore open a fresh dressing, pulled out the old one and exchanged them in just a few seconds. He held pressure to the wound but could still see the dark red seeping up through the bright white cotton.

He secured the dressing, snapped off his gloves, reached to the dispenser for a new pair. He needed to get vitals. A laptop was mounted on an articulating arm in the back of the ambulance, and he pulled it over and hit the macro to start a new trip. He grabbed a bag of saline and hung it and unfurled the tubing.

“Piiiiii …
 ”

The man on the backboard spoke. Or was trying to.

“Piiii … piiiii …
 ”

The man’s lips were dry and cached together with his own blood. Jaelyn grabbed a penlight, leaned over the man and lifted one eyelid. The pupil was dilated. “Sir, can you hear me? My name is Jaelyn. Can you tell me your name?”

“Is he coming around?” shouted Adrian, keeping her eyes on the road.

“Might be,” he said, staying focused on the patient. “My name is Jaelyn. JAE-LYN. You’ve been in a car accident. What’s your name?”

“Piiii …
 ” He gasped once, fell silent.

Jaelyn collected vitals. Everything was low, especially his BP. The man needed fluids, which he was about to get, but probably needed a transfusion. And the sooner the better. Jaelyn pulled open the man’s shirt, not bothering with scissors. He ran his hands over the man’s chest and abdomen, taking time to examine along the sides as well. There was plenty of blood, but he didn’t see any wounds. He swabbed the man’s arm with alcohol, wrapped a tourniquet around the bicep, pulled it tight. There was a nice fat cephalic vein, and Jaelyn was able to get the catheter in on the first try. He secured the cannula with Tegaderm, attached the tubing and got the fluids going.

“Where are we?” he shouted.

“K Street, almost to Twenty-Third,” said Adrian.

They’d be pulling up to the ER in a few minutes. He still had time to look for another wound. He took the trauma shears this time and shuffled his way down to the man’s feet. He leaned against the back of the ambulance and pulled off the loafers.

The man wore dark socks. Jaelyn touched the one on the left foot, and the clean finger of his blue glove came away red. Not good. It didn’t seem likely that blood from a head wound had made it all the way to the man’s feet.

Jaelyn positioned the shears and was about to slice up through the right leg of the charcoal trousers when the man tried to speak again.

“Piiiiii …
 ”

“Sir, can you hear me?”

“Piiiiii … piiig
 .”

Whatever. Jaelyn made the cut.






* * *




He was
 on break when Adrian came out and caught him smoking a blunt, sitting on the edge of the George Washington University Hospital loading dock, which was just around the corner from the ER arrival bay where they’d left Unit 47.

“Before you say anything—”

“Jay, you know there are cameras here.”

“Not where I’m sittin’”

“And it’s a smoke-free zone, the whole hosp—Jay, you know this. Someone will smell it.”

“Good thing it’s not a carbohydrate-free zone,” he said.

Adrian climbed up on the dock, plopped down next to him and tore into her Hostess package. The rustling cellophane was loud in the deserted dock. “One place you’ll never find me, a carb-free zone.”

“Whatcha got today?” he said. Both of them had their legs swinging over the edge of the dock. Jaelyn reached down between them and gently rotated the tip of his cigar against the brick.

“Zingers. You don’t have to put that out just because I’m here.”

“Nah, you’re right. Don’t wanna get caught.”

“That’s not why you’re putting it out.” She bit into one of her cakes, nipping off a third of it in a single bite. Cream filling and a few flakes of coconut stuck to her mouth. She licked it away. “Want the other one? This place has the best vending machines in the District.”

“I do appreciate a good Zinger, but you go on. You’re eating for two now.”

“Jay …” She paused, looked at him while she chewed her second mouthful, and Jaelyn waited for the no special treatment
 routine. Instead, she swallowed and said, “You’re a sweet guy, you know that?”

Jaelyn laughed, looked out across the parking lot. “I’m glad someone thinks so.”

They sat in silence for a while, Adrian finishing her snack cakes and Jaelyn bouncing the heels of his Reeboks off the wall.

After she had crumpled the wrapper and shoved it into the pocket of her jumper, she stared off into the distance. It was a clear day, and cold. The top of the Washington Monument was visible, a couple of planes crisscrossing the sky behind it.

“Things better with you and Cece?”

Jaelyn sighed, his head bowed. “You know, I just don’t know Ade. I just don’t know.”

“Talk to me.”

He felt his chest tighten. It wasn’t something he liked to talk about, these suspicions he had. But he and Adrian had grown pretty close, saving lives together for the last two and half years. If he couldn’t talk to her, who could he talk to? His brother? No way.

“It’s this other dude.”

“The Krocks guy?”

“K-Rox.” He pronounced it like two words, the way Cece said it. He sighed. “That’s what he calls hisself, anyway. Says he’s a rapper.” Jaelyn smacked his lips, shook his head. “Fuck, I mean, I’m
 a rapper. Got two cousins who’re rappers.”

“So what happened?”

“Probably nothing. It’s just … So a couple nights ago she didn’t come home until after eleven.”

“Is that late?”

“For her? Shit, she gets off at six. So I asked where she was and she said with Connie and her mama. Said they went shopping ’cause Connie wants some clothes for a new job. I said well you coulda called me—”

“Did you check up? Call Connie, see if she was telling the truth?”

“Nah, man, I ain’t got Connie’s number. No bigs. Thing is, next night I see these texts on her phone. One said Miss your booty
 . The other was a pic of this guy, holding his shirt up, showing off his chest. All muscles and shit, with this big fucked-up gold chain hanging from his neck.”

“K-Rox?”

“Didn’t show his face, but I’ve seen that necklace before. And wasn’t no name on the number in her phone. That’s the thing botherin’ me. Why would someone be sending texts like that if you don’t know ’em well enough to have ’em saved in your phone?”

“Unless they were trying to hide something?”

Jaelyn raised his hands, palms up, and cocked his head to one side—There you go
 .

“Jay.” She turned to face him but he continued focusing on his lap, fiddling with the remaining half of the cigar.

“What?”

“You know you could get Connie’s number.”

“That girl don’t wanna talk to me.”

“You want to know what I think?”

“Can I stop you from tellin’ me?”

“I think you don’t want to know the truth.”

Jaelyn made a tsk
 noise. “Checking up on her, though. What kind of guy would that make me?”

“Well, I think it would make you a sensible guy. This is your wife, Jay. This is Little Jay’s mother. If something’s up, you’re better off knowing now. Besides, you might find out it’s nothing.”

Jaelyn turned to face her, his eyes damp. “Another thing is, if this ain’t TMI, I ain’t hit that since the week before Thanksgiving.”

“No, that’s not TMI. That’s not normal. Look, just talk to her. I know it’s not easy—”

“What would I do, anyway? Nowhere else to go. Can’t afford child support on this job.”

“You could stay with me and Thad.”

“Yeah right. What about when the baby come?”

“I think the two of you would work things out long before then. But no smoking in my house. Thad hates the smell.”

Jaelyn laughed, happy to change the subject. “Shit, these babies right here smell great.” He held the half-cigar up between them, sniffing at its burnt end.

“That one does smell good. Not a problem for me. But Thad hates smoke.”

He pulled the cigar along his upper lip. “Mmm. You couldn’t even get these things a few years ago, before they lifted the trade thing with Cuba.”

“The embargo?”

“Yeah. Now, I can buy ’em right here in the capital.”

“Jay, it was the travel ban that was lifted. The embargo is still there. That can’t be a real Cuban cigar.”

He lowered his brows and squinted one eye at his know-it-all partner. “You sure ’bout that? My man says they Cuban.”

“Does your man
 keep them on display, out where everyone can see them, or does he bring them out from behind the counter for special customers?”

“They’re right up front, in the display case at the register.”

“What does he charge you for them?”

“Forty-five dollars.”

“Jesus, Jay. I don’t care where they come from, that’s a pricey box of cigars.”

“Not a box. That’s for one
 , girl.” Adrian grabbed his arm. “What?”

“Jaelyn … Are you telling me you paid forty-five dollars for one damn smoke? Because you thought it was a Cuban?”

He smiled at her, tucking the cigar into the breast pocket of his jumper. He’d light it again at home tonight, after Little Jay went to bed, and smoke while he waited to see what time Cece got home. “What can I say? I have an appreciation for the finer things.”

“Jay, I … Holy shit, if Thad spent forty-five dollars on a cigar—”

“You’d love him, anyway.”

“Well … well, yeah … but I’d give him endless shit. Priorities, man.”

“Everybody’s got that thing makes ’em happy. I got my smokes, you got them cupcakes.”

“Cup—? Those were a dollar twenty-five. And no one’s trying to pass them off as French pastries.”

“Yeah, but how many you eat in a week?”

Adrian put her hand on her tummy, patted herself. “Hey, it’s how many do we
 eat in a week.”

They laughed together at that, his mood finally brightening. She had that effect on him. Always did. When she turned away to watch another ambulance roll in—it was Unit 30, Julio and Samantha’s wagon—he eyed her body up and down. Even behind that unisex jumper, Adrian was all woman, her breasts filling out the front and her wide ass rounding out the rear. She was thick through the thighs, but shaped below the waist in a way he liked overall. Hell, now that he thought about it, she was built kind of like Cece. Ade had black-girl butt. Of course, she was a friend, and he’d always thought of her that way. Married, too. But lately, since Cece had been cold to him, staying out late, there were many times he’d found himself in bed with his shorts pushed down to his thighs and his hand on his junk. Most of those times it was her, Adrian, he thought about. He was an anomaly among his friends, the black guy who had never once been with a white girl. What would that look like, his big black cock sinking into her white little pussy? What kind of sounds would she make? What would it be like to hear her say his name while he fucked her. Had she ever been with a black man? Jaelyn would put down money that she hadn’t. He bet she liked it from behind, though. Would bet that pussy was tight as a motherfucker.

He was stupid to think she would want that. Even if she didn’t have another man’s baby in her belly. His life would just be what it was. As Unit 30 killed its lights, he let the image of naked Adrian melt away. Tonight, the image would reform anew in his head. That’s where it would have to stay, in his sweet imagination while he laid stroking his nut out at night. That would be the thing that made him happy, at least as long as Cece continued to … to do whatever she was doing. He shook his head.

“What’s wrong?” Adrian asked.

“Nothin’,” he said. “How’s our boy doin’?”

“Still among the living when I handed him off. Pressure came up, but he’s not stable. Two broken ribs. One of them punctured a lung.”

“You think he’s gonna make it?”

“He might. I’ve seen worse who made it. Maybe he’ll be a lucky one. That glass you found embedded in his leg just missed his femoral artery.”

“He ever wake up? Say anything else?”

“No. And the neurologist hasn’t seen him yet. He needs surgery for the lung and leg wounds, if they can get him stable enough for anesthesia.”

A breeze blew in, swirled in the enclosed dock behind them, rattled the heavy automatic doors that opened from the Receiving department. It was enough to move an empty soda can across the asphalt in front of them. Jaelyn watched Adrian’s hair lift away from her neck, blow around her face. There was a tiny red mole behind her ear. He had never noticed that before.

Adrian rubbed her hands together, cupped them in front of her face and blew. “Freakin’ freezing.”

“Yeah. Might snow, they say,” said Jaelyn.

“Those are snow clouds.” Adrian pointed at the gray and white blanket that floated low over the city. It was closer to the earth than it had been a half-hour ago. It looked heavy.

A stronger wind chilled him, burned his cheeks, made him squint. His blood flowed faster, trying to make up the difference. Trying to keep warm made him think of his wife again, his Cece. He closed his eyes and saw her body, her nakedness, that ebony landscape he was so familiar with. He saw black hands bedecked with gold rings, one on every finger, sliding across those wide hips, squeezing them. He saw her backside, pressed together by those strange hands, the flesh swelling as her two halves were mashed together like a pair of snack cakes.

Adrian wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “Fuck, I can’t take it.” She playfully imitated the sound of chattering teeth. “I’m going in. You wanna get some lunch?”

“Nah, I like it out here. Keeps me sharp.”

“Suit yourself. Weirdo.” She patted him on the shoulder and slid off the edge of the dock. “Maybe I’ll just hit those vending machines again. I think I saw a Ding Dong with my name on it.” She walked along the side of the building, back toward the ER. She stopped just before rounding the corner.

“Jaelyn,” she called out.

“Yo.”

“Everything’s gonna be all right, ya know.”

“Maybe it will,” he said. “Maybe it will.” Adrian smiled and disappeared.

Things would be all right for some. Not so good for others. For a few, things would be truly terrible. The man they had pulled from the Mazda an hour ago, for instance. Whoever he was, he had managed to drive right off the road and down an embankment in perfect driving conditions, sustaining injuries that might take his life. Now it was going to snow. Snow meant accidents, falls, hypothermia, downed trees, power lines in the road.

It was shaping up to be a busy day.

He sat on the dock alone for quite a while, until white flakes fell into his black palms.
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HOLLY HOLD ON TIGHT 2: A HOTWIFE FINALE









Crossing the line was only the beginning …




Ever since he encouraged his wife to give in to temptation, Julian’s had one regret: He didn’t see it with his own eyes
 . With nothing to go on but the scraps Holly throws him—details that seem to change slightly with every telling—he’s left in a state of wonder. Literally. When he turns to the one person who might understand his new obsession, Julian gets a crash course in the breathtaking potential of his fantasy. But is he ready to see Holly like that
 ?



Ever since Holly let her hands wander over her strapping young specimen of a patient, she’s had only one regret: Not going nearly far enough
 . Now it’s her mind that won’t stop wandering. As lust permeates her fitful dreams, she worries if she’s blown her shot with Lance. But is someone else wise to her unlikely secret? When she reaches out for answers, Holly finds that her desires run even deeper than she knew. And, as it turns out, there’s more than one way to skin a cat.



It’s not easy, for either of them, surrendering to something this forbidden. Especially not for a nurse, mom, and wife with a great life built around structure, temperance, and sacrifice. This couple has a lot to hold on to. Can Julian take the heat if Holly lets it all go?



Simmering secrets will keep you holding on to find out!



* * *








HOLLY HOLD ON TIGHT: A HOTWIFE NOVEL









Dark desires. Dirty impulses. They’re not part of Holly’s normal workday, and not part of her and Julian’s happy and very normal marriage. Until now …




When Holly takes on a new home health client as a last-minute favor, temptation is the last thing she expects. But Lance is hardly a typical patient. Young and built, the new arrival to town is in perfect health. An on-the-job crush injury has left the construction foreman with two temporarily useless hands. That's a unique frustration for a guy on his own, and when Holly sees just how big Lance's frustration is, a sudden craving has her contemplating a few treatments that aren't exactly in the nursing manual.



Good thing she’s a professional. Phew!




Julian knows he’s a lucky man. Works at home. Beautiful wife who still has an incredible body beneath those shapeless scrubs she wears. When Holly, who’s so fastidious about all things—including sex—becomes insatiable in the bedroom, he knows something's up. As her forbidden thoughts about her good-looking patient and his predicament become clear, the couple’s sex life takes off, and Julian’s idea of having his own “naughty nurse” becomes all-consuming.



Is it just a fantasy? Don’t all patients need followup? As Holly struggles to keep it professional, Julian encourages her to let go of her inhibitions and take Lance’s treatment into her own hands. What’s the harm? She works hard. She’s a great mom. She deserves to misbehave a little … right?



But Julian had better get a grip of his own. If Holly lets go of that scrupulous nature that’s gotten her so far in life, there’s no telling where she'll stop.



Holly Hold On Tight is a 62,000 word hotwife awakening with a scorching finale. M/F



* * *







CUCKOLD DELIVERANCE









On a porch above a country store sits a strange boy with a banjo. When he begins to play, the tune will be familiar. The story that follows, however, is different.




When Bobby spots Carrie Ann flirting with two handsome, strapping good old boys inside the store on the first night of their camping trip, he sees an opportunity to explore their long-shared fantasy.



But they’re in the backwoods of eastern Tennessee, along the treacherous Coosawatee River. Bobby’s coworkers tell him he doesn’t seem like the camping type. It’s true Bobby hasn’t been to the river since he was a child, but ever since Carrie Ann began to tease him about the “mountain men” she expects to encounter, his fuse is lit.



Besides, this is no movie, and these are enlightened times. Mountain men are no longer unwashed, brutal hillbillies … are they?



As his humiliations pile up, Bobby may find his wife’s fantasy is like the wild Coosawatee itself — Once you’re in it, you go where the water carries you and try to avoid the rocks.



Cuckold Deliverance is a 142,000 word odyssey into the dark core of a married couple’s fantasy, an explicit story of pride, love, lust, courage and ultimately survival that will make you squeal.




Warning
 : FM, MFM, FMM, MM, MMM



* * *







THE CUCKOLD WHO CAME IN FROM THE COLD (Part One)









In the clandestine world of spies and lies, nothing has a higher value than trust — Just like in the world of marriage.




Ray Fillion is on the front lines of the intelligence trade. His wife Chloe is a technical analyst—sexy, smart, capable, devoted to supporting her husband from behind the scenes. As Ray and his partner, the alluring and lethal Olivia, try to turn a handsome foreign diplomat into an informant, Chloe is watching … listening. She sees and hears in vivid detail how an operative can deploy her talents to ensnare a target.



Now Chloe doesn’t want to work behind the scenes anymore. She tells Ray she wants to go out in the field where she can be most effective. But Ray knows what that can mean. He’s seen Olivia ply her skills—up close—and he fears Chloe’s ambition will lead to her corruption.



Keeping Chloe on the sidelines is only part of Ray’s dilemma. He's racing to stay ahead of a secret that is stalking him from his past, visions that he doesn’t understand. Something out there seems to be hunting
  him. Something that wants to break him, crush him … humiliate him. 



When the agents look into an illicit immigration scheme they glimpse a swirling darkness that may obscure the recent murders of several fellow agents. Can Ray elude what’s behind him and unravel the mystery in front of him before his past snatches away his sanity? Before Olivia teaches Chloe all the tradecraft she knows?



As reality blurs and loyalties are called into question, Ray may stand to lose more than his life. His manhood is at risk. Perhaps even his soul.



Get undercover in the first installment of this dark and highly erotic novel of intrigue.



Part I — 50,000 words. MF, hints of MM, open ending



* * *







THE CUCKOLD AND THE DEEP BLUE SEA










“The ocean swallows the bones … “






From the first time Will Cullen hears the phrase, he can’t get it out of his head. On a Caribbean cruise with a wife he is unable to satisfy, Will notices the wandering eyes of other men coveting Tabby’s body … and gets an idea. 





“The ocean swallows the bones …”
  Does it mean that the ocean is a place to drown your secrets? Will definitely has some of those. As he comes to terms with the truth behind his failing marriage, he reasons it might be possible to facilitate one passionate evening for Tabby while keeping his own hands clean … and his secrets safe. 



But on the open sea, everyone is both predator and prey. As Will takes a new friend into his confidence and sets his course, he may have to face the ultimate truth about himself: What kind of man he is, and where exactly that puts him on the food chain. 



Because there’s someone on board who’s interested in more than a tropical tryst. Someone looking not just for a beautiful woman, but a beautiful woman on the arm of a weak man
 . Such men are what he lives for. Such men deserve to watch as their women are taken away. Such men are due for soul-crushing debasement. 



If Will lets his wife fall into the arms of such a monster, the reckoning is going to be fast … vicious …



Brutal. 



Can Will weather the storm? Are there blue skies on the other side? Or are some trenches in the blue sea too dark and deep to ever escape? 




Set sail in this short novel (47,000 words) of humiliation on the high seas. 





Warning:
  Contains FF, FFM, and MM scenes.




* * *







SKI LODGE MÉNAGE—First Time FFM, Wife's Best Friend









Never assume
  your wife wouldn’t have a threesome with another woman under the right circumstances. Never assume
  the other woman can’t be her best friend.
  (Quick! — Who are you thinking about right now?) 




When Ben’s wife invites her jilted best friend along on the couple’s ski trip, Cate is determined not to be a third wheel. When the trio find themselves trapped in an enclosed ski lift, high above the snowpack, Cate tells her friends to just pretend she’s invisible. It’s cold up there! Gotta generate heat somehow. 



Liz knows Cate is sex-deprived and lonely. It’s the main reason she invited her on the trip—to have some fun and forget her woes. In the ski lift, she notices Cate watching … and she notices her husband looking at Cate. 



When they finally make it back to the lodge, each awakened to the possibilities for warming up after a long day on the slopes, will Liz and Cate put their friendship aside and give in to what they all really want?



* * *







DADDY LOST ME AT POKER









When eighteen-year-old Haley becomes the stakes at her Daddy’s poker game, will she be able to cover all the bets? Daddy’s deep in the red to all the older men at the table … 




Haley’s Daddy has promised her his motorcycle. When she finds out he’s using her beloved Harley to cover his bets, she changes into a tank top and cutoff jeans and makes her mind up to do anything necessary to make sure Daddy doesn’t lose her bike … Which might mean letting Daddy’s friends take turns with her on the poker table. 



Haley’s stepbrother, Brody, has another game in mind. The dork can’t keep his hands to himself. But Haley has designs on Brody’s hot friend who’s spending the night. 



A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do when Daddy has a gambling problem. 




What will her mother say!




* * *







DRENCHING JESSIE









There are five rooms dedicated to a woman’s erotic pleasure at The Packhouse. The farther down this hidden hallway you go, the closer you get to total abandon. And if getting drenched by multiple men is what you happen to want? The room at the end of the hall is where it can happen.




Jessie is nineteen and doesn’t have much of a social life since her breakup with Henly a few months ago. And her heartbreak is compounded with frustration when she meets her ex’s hot friend, Carter. 



Her mother has noticed her depression. Her Aunt Paige even says Jessie’s complexion has gone to hell and tells her niece, with a wink, that she knows a good facial treatment. 



Jess is a little uncomfortable when her own mother and aunt invite her to go with them to the Packhouse for a girls’ night out. And when she finds out what goes on behind the scenes, she’s shocked … at first … 



But Jess is a grown woman, they insist, and deserves to have her needs met. She ought to be able to have a little fun—the kind of fun available in Room One at The Packhouse. 



But when Jessie finds out the secret everyone’s been holding back, Room One may not be enough for her. 



How far will Jessie go?



* * *







SNOWBALLING MY CUCKOLD—A HOTWIFE GIVES BACK









Trudy likes her husband to clean up after himself. And Darren doesn’t mind sharing a hot snowball. But if he wants to share his hotwife, will she expect him to clean up after another man?
  



Darren has indulged his wife’s little kink until it’s become his own. After all, there’s nothing he likes more than giving her what she wants. 



When Trudy’s friend Shelly gets in the way of a much-needed promotion, they face a choice: Trudy can stay true to Darren, stay in her dead-end job, and let Shelly play the part of the hotwife … or she can give the strapping new boss something Shelly won’t. 



Or at least that’s what Trudy tells Darren. And as things heat up, the couple are both asking themselves the same question: Are we doing this because we have to? Or are we doing it because we want to? 



Watching your wife with another man is one thing. But will she taste the same? How far will Trudy go? And will her husband follow her? 



This sloppy tale of backroom trysts, cell phone videos, sticky kisses, and shared snowballs moves to a salty conclusion that’s shocking, sweet, and 
good to the last hot drop

 .
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