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Betrayal is the only truth that sticks ...

Arthur Miller

We are all selfish and I no more trust myself  
than others with a good motive.

Lord Byron 



Day One



00:10 hours

The ringing insinuated itself  into her consciousness. She 
became aware of  a thin slant of  light stretched diagonally 
across her torso. The noise continued, becoming louder as 
she emerged from her stupor. Louder, or clearer. Her mouth 
was dry and foul and her head swam in dizzying swells.

She dragged her right arm from underneath her thigh, 
awkwardly because of  the angle and the heaviness of  the 
limb, and fumbled around on the bedside table.

“Hello?”
“Megan, sorry to call you so late, but you know how it is.”
The station chief ’s personal assistant, Selma Rimrock, 

was on the line. Megan squinted at the neon green lights of  
her alarm clock: 12.15 a.m.

“He needs you to come in first thing tomorrow 
morning.” Selma paused. “I mean, later this morning. He’s 
already solidly booked from eight, so it will have to be seven.”

Shit, thought Megan. She’d been dreading this call. 
“What’s it about? You know I’m not due back from 

leave for another three weeks. I haven’t been signed off  yet.”
“I know, Megan. I really can’t say. Better if  you hear it 

from him. He’s been in a state all day.”
Megan knew this meant it had been one of  those days 
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where Gerald Cooper, or ‘the Coop’ as he was called out of  
his earshot, had treated everyone in the office badly, Selma 
in particular. 

“Don’t worry about the sign-off,” Selma continued. “You 
know if  he needs you, he won’t let that stand in his way.”

“Thanks, Selma. Don’t work too much longer.”
Megan dropped the phone to the floor and, swinging her 

legs off  the side of  the bed, reached behind the half-empty 
glass of  gin for a bottle of  painkillers. She swallowed two 
Vicodin pills, one after the other without water, closed the 
curtains more tightly against the streetlight, and crawled back 
into bed, still in her clothes but this time under the covers.

She woke a few long hours later with her head clamped 
in on itself. She hit the button on the stereo, turning off  
her current musical obsession, Einaudi’s I Giorni, which had 
clicked on at 5.30 a.m. Outside, the city was still waking and 
the traffic noise would rise for another couple of  hours 
before reaching its rush-hour volume.

The night had seemed interminable. Even with the 
drugs, she’d woken often, in a surge of  anxiety. She’d known 
the call from the Coop would come some day, forcing her to 
implement the decision she’d already made. She needed to 
be sure of  her own mind before she walked through those 
glass doors to the Coop’s office because she knew he would 
push her in that way of  his, even though she hadn’t been 
signed off  by the station psychiatrist yet as fit to return.

Megan pushed the covers away from her hot body, 
groaned and stumbled across the parquet floor to the 
bathroom where she downed another Vicodin and three 
glasses of  water. This was the last time she’d wake with a 
hangover.

On her way to the kitchen she switched on the television 
to the 24-hour news channel and cleared the empty bottle 
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of  Hendrick’s from the coffee table. She fed the cat, and 
wandered back to the bathroom. She lingered in the shower, 
hot pricks of  water pushing away the fog. 

Revived, she chose a light-gray fitted wool skirt suit and 
black snakeskin stilettos. The rest of  her look was simple: 
bare legs and no jewelry. Megan had so frequently been told 
she was beautiful that she assumed it was true, but all she 
saw was a too tall female with small eyes and a large mouth. 
Strength and fitness were more important to her than her 
looks. She had inherited her symmetrical features from her 
father, but her athletic figure was due to a strict rowing and 
running routine. 

She took one last look at her reflection, ran the two 
flights of  stairs of  the brownstone to the street, and took the 
subway downtown to the office.

The New York field station didn’t officially exist, even 
though it was the largest and most important station outside 
the Washington area. It operated behind the false front of  
another federal organization, although the security of  the 
building was incongruous with the organization’s name on 
the brass plaque. The New York office was the Agency’s 
operational base for the spying on and recruitment of  foreign 
diplomats stationed at the United Nations. It also served as a 
more convenient location than Langley to debrief  American 
business executives who provided information to the CIA 
obtained while on trips overseas. 

Megan had been approached by the Agency during her 
studies at Stanford. Only minutes after she’d stepped off  
the dais at her graduation ceremony, an average-looking 
man in a gray suit had congratulated her on her honors 
and awards, made a vague reference about how she could 
help her country, given her a business card with his name 
on it (no contact details), and said he’d be in touch. She’d 
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heard nothing more so had gone to England to study for her 
Master’s degree. It wasn’t until she returned to the US that 
she’d received a cryptic phone call and had gone to meet 
the same man at a bland three-star hotel, a meeting that had 
marked the start of  a long recruitment process. 

Megan passed through ground-floor security, swiped 
her ID inside the elevator, and pressed the button for 
the eighteenth floor. The hush of  the executive offices 
contrasted with the jockeying machismo of  the other floors, 
where agents lightened their heavy responsibilities with 
handmade flying objects and good-natured banter. Not 
easily intimidated, Megan always felt some unease on the 
executive floor and knew other agents felt the same.

She waited at the glass door that separated the elevator 
area from the Coop’s office. After a few moments she was 
buzzed in by Selma. 

“He’ll just be a minute. He’s on a call to London,” she 
said.

Megan took a seat in one of  the leather chairs, and was 
about to reach for the Wall Street Journal when the glass door 
to the Coop’s office opened. 

The Coop had been head of  the New York station for 
five years; Megan had been working for him for four. He had 
built a formidable reputation for himself  and the station, 
focusing efforts on counterterrorism cases in the Middle 
East, and was a man who commanded authority, despite his 
average height and soft blond hair. He had a strong belief  
in hiring the best talent, partly because he didn’t have it in 
him to work with anyone who wasn’t outstanding, and partly 
because they made him look better than he actually was. 
Even narcissists could be realists.

There were two types in the Agency, Megan thought, 
the doers and the thinkers. The doers reveled in covert 



VIV RONNEBECK6

operations, believing they alone had the capability to make 
things happen where other lesser beings, such as politicians, 
had failed. The thinkers believed the Agency’s role was to 
gather intelligence and tell elected officials how best to use 
it, but stop short of  actually getting involved in anything. 
The doers were winning over the thinkers and the top jobs 
usually went to the most aggressive operational officers. The 
Coop was a case in point.

“Megan, it’s good to see you,” he said as he rubbed her 
upper arm.

Megan cringed inside. This infamous gesture, 
indiscriminate of  gender, was a subject of  much discussion 
amongst the agents who worked for the Coop. Some thought 
it was a studied move to engender camaraderie between 
fellow warriors; others considered it a ploy to break down 
personal barriers before he went for the jugular, exacerbating 
the pain. Megan thought its intention was genuine at the 
time; the problem was, his mood changed so frequently it 
was hard to keep a secure bearing.

The Coop’s office was considerably more luxurious 
than Megan expected high-ranking officials in any other 
government organizations to enjoy. It was large enough to 
hold his desk, two Scandinavian-looking leather chairs, and a 
meeting table for eight. The large glass windows overlooked 
the East River, art of  good taste hung on the walls, and 
silver-framed portraits of  the Coop’s young, second family 
adorned the modern credenza.

“I appreciate you coming in like this while you’re still 
officially on leave,” he said. “How are you?”

“In good shape. I had my last physical therapy session 
last week.”

“Good to hear. That’s a couple of  weeks ahead of  
schedule, right? Well, you always were ahead of  the pack. 
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We were all worried you’d never walk again.” He was a man 
who prided himself  on his straight-talking. His bright blue 
eyes studied hers. “How would you feel about coming back 
to work a little earlier? Are you up for it? Psychologically, I 
mean. It sounds like you’re physically fit.”

He got up from his chair and looked out at the view, 
his back to her. “Kashmir was an impossible operation right 
from the start. Although we didn’t know that, of  course. We 
all thought we’d gotten rid of  institutionalized moles in the 
seventies. We became too complacent.” He looked back at 
her. “You can’t blame yourself  for how things turned out, 
although I can’t imagine it was easy for you being holed up 
in a hospital for months. Too much time to think. If  it hadn’t 
been for you, things could have ended much worse for us. I 
hope you know that.”

Lying in a hospital bed, unable to do much of  anything 
because of  the brace screwed into her cranium, had indeed 
left Megan too much time to think. The mission had been 
such a failure, she hadn’t been sure she wanted to return at 
all. One of  their own had died and she felt responsible, even 
though the operation had forced the hand of  two moles 
within the Agency and exposed a rippling undercurrent of  
treason. The breadth of  betrayal was still being investigated.

“Is there something specific you need me for, sir?” she 
asked.

“Well, why don’t I tell you what I know and you can 
think about whether you want to get involved. You’re the 
best person for the job, and frankly the only one I can 
trust to get it right.” He shook his head. “With the internal 
investigation still ongoing I can’t be one hundred percent 
certain about who really works for me. Having exposed it 
all, you’re as sure a thing as they come.” He turned from the 
view to face her. “But don’t let me push you into this. I want 
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you to want to do it.”
Megan mentally rolled her eyes. 
Selma knocked on the glass door, brought a tray with 

coffee into the room, then left.
“Have you heard about the National Ignition Facility?” 

the Coop asked as he returned to his chair.
Megan shook her head.
He grimaced. “Good. At least we’ve managed to get 

that right, if  nothing else. The National Ignition Facility, 
or NIF, is a top-secret research site for nuclear fusion. In 
case you didn’t know, nuclear fusion is, at its most basic, the 
opposite process to nuclear fission. It’s where atomic nuclei 
are ‘fused’ to join together. The force of  the fusion can create 
an enormous amount of  energy, but unlike nuclear fission, 
there’s no waste, atomic, carbon or otherwise. Nuclear 
fusion therefore has the potential to provide the world with 
a virtually unlimited, waste-free base-grid supply of  energy.”

He paused to look at her. She felt some sort of  reaction 
was expected. Well, she was impressed, but she wasn’t about 
to give him the satisfaction of  seeing it.

“So we must have been working on that for some time,” 
she said.

The Coop continued to watch her. When it was clear she 
had nothing more to say, he continued. “Scientists have been 
working on nuclear fusion since the 1950s. The research 
team at NIF has designed a piece of  technology that finally 
makes it a commercial reality. They’ve called it Starmaker, 
as nuclear fusion is the reaction that powers stars. The 
device is crucial because it’s the chamber where the atomic 
fusing occurs. It’s an almost impossibly intricate piece of  
technology, smaller than the size of  your thumbnail.”

He steepled his fingers.
“Starmaker has been taken, and the lead scientist 
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responsible for its design, a Dr. David Anderson, is also 
missing. The Agency is pinning the disappearance of  
Starmaker and Anderson on Malik Mernissi, a multi-
billionaire Moroccan businessman. Officially, Mernissi made 
his fortune by expanding his father’s construction business 
into phosphate production, then air freight, including 
legitimate weapons transportation. But we believe gray-
market arms trading is the real source of  his wealth. He’s 
also suspected to be one of  the invisible puppet-masters 
behind a network of  Islamist terrorist cells in North Africa.”

“What’s Mernissi’s interest in Starmaker?”
“Not only will Starmaker cure the world’s dependence 

on oil, it will change the geopolitical landscape forever. You 
know as well as I do that the big wars, the ones that count, are 
almost always about oil. If  nuclear fusion goes commercial, 
Mernissi stands to lose billions of  dollars from selling illegal 
weapons to the bastards we’re fighting in the Mid-East.”

Megan leaned back in her chair. “Let me guess. You 
want me to retrieve Starmaker and Anderson.”

“Yes.”
“You know I’m not signed off  yet?”
“Megan, I’m under considerable pressure here. NIF 

has been, and continues to be, a very expensive experiment, 
and although the facility is in California, the project is jointly 
funded by our key allies, Britain, Germany, and France.”

“Are there any other uses of  Starmaker I need to be 
aware of? Weaponry, for example?”

The Coop shifted in his seat. “Unofficially, we’re testing 
the military applications of  nuclear fusion. This makes the 
operation top secret. Even from our allies. Especially from 
our allies.” He leaned forward. “I want to launch you into 
a surge operation. In twelve days, delegates from the three 
countries will be arriving at NIF to agree on the next round 
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of  funding. Starmaker needs to be at the facility by the time 
that meeting occurs.”

“Twelve days,” said Megan. “That’s not enough time. 
We don’t even know with certainty whether Mernissi is our 
man. Surely there’s a Plan B.”

He paused. “No, there is no Plan B. At least, none we’re 
prepared to entertain at this time. You should know that the 
President isn’t prepared to provide an executive order for 
an official mission. He’s looking to us to solve this problem 
quickly and quietly. And if  we get it wrong, total deniability. 
Mernissi will be flying into JFK later this morning. He’s 
founder and chairman of  a charity called THRIVE – you 
know, the one serious actors and musicians are so keen to be 
associated with.” He frowned. Megan knew he considered 
the entertainment business beneath him. “He’s here to 
attend a THRIVE fundraiser at the International Center of  
Photography. I’ve already arranged for you to play at the 
event.”

The Coop looked at her hard. “You can’t go out on a 
bad mission. It’s not you. So get yourself  organized and be 
ready to meet Mernissi. Okay?”

Megan nodded. “Yes, sir.”
She’d already made her decision about whether or not 

to return to the Agency, but the Coop continued to surprise 
her with his insight into her character. His ability to read 
people unnerved her.

“Good. The fundraiser is a rare opportunity for you to 
observe Mernissi. Size him up. He’s extremely paranoid. He 
surrounds himself  with three bodyguards everywhere he 
goes.”

“I assume I’m not constrained to the normal protocols?”
“No. Do whatever you think is necessary. Any and all 

actions are open to you. We need to move fast. I’d prefer to 
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keep the bodies at a minimum, but that’s a nice-to-have. I’m 
looking for a result. Period.”

His goal achieved, he dispensed with the Chief  
Charming persona by picking up the phone and leaving 
Megan to find her own way out. 

As he dialed he yelled at her receding back, “Make sure 
you see Dr. Tan for a psychiatric assessment. I got Selma to 
set one up for you today. She’s also got the file. And I’ve put 
a call in to the UN so you keep your cover. Your manager will 
be told you’ve been assigned to a project with Defense. And 
keep me informed. Regularly. I don’t need to tell you that if  
you fuck this up, it’s your job and mine. The countdown has 
started.”

Megan noted the involuntary quickening of  her pulse. 
The adrenaline was kicking in. She was ready after all.




