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Chapter 17 

 
The man with no lips was Mutton’s main rival for Vanna’s affection. At 
least, that’s what Mutton liked to think. He couldn’t bear the thought of 

Sheikh al Bafarti as his main rival for Vanna’s affections.   
No-lips ran an office hidden by doors behind doors behind doors that 

were magnetic locked, cipher locked, watched through cameras, and 
concealed by shipping crates stacked up high in the corridor. Mutton had 
long mistaken the entrance for a broom closet. Each time he walked down 

that corridor at the rear of the consulate an unseen speaker emitted lonely, 
familiar country tunes by Dwight Yoakam, Merle Haggard, and other 

forgotten greats. 
How Mutton longed to know what went on back there! Tucked away 

behind heavy, secretive doors, No-lips was sure to be guilty of every kind of 
violation, from common deceit to the purposeful corruption of agents 
through pornography and prostitution, controlled substances and cash. 

Mutton needed look no further than the Ten Commandments to create a 
list of top ten violations, and he wouldn’t stop there. For one thing, Mutton 

felt certain Vanna had allowed No-lips to taste the same pleasures he’d 
enjoyed in her shoe closet.  

But there was an even greater incentive than jealousy in putting the 
screws to No-lips. No-lips worked in the safest office on the compound, 
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tucked away behind heavy, secretive doors that were magnetic locked and 
cipher locked and monitored by closed circuit cameras. Mutton figured the 

best way to improve his chances of survival on the front line in the war on 
terror would be to spend as much time as he possibly could inside the office 

that wasn’t there.  
A few days after the Amco attack, Mutton invited himself to attend 

the chief spook’s daily intelligence briefing.  
“Men,” No-lips told Thorner, GLASSCOCK, and the other Pierce 

Pierce, “this is War. Don’t let the acronym fool you. This is not a WOT. We 

are engaged in an epic battle with an enemy we can’t always see. The raid 
on the Amco refinery, the trouble in Hajrayn last week, the hostages up in 

the capital, these are warnings to us all. We had no intel hinting at any of 
it.” No-lips looked at Mutton through bulging, hooded eyes before 
delivering his sharpest rebuke. “And we still have no post-mortem from 

Interior. Which means that some of us simply aren’t doing our jobs.” 
The tall, grim spook burped into his fist with indigestion. He 

eyeballed each of his men and let his eyes linger on Mutton. No-lips wasn’t 
well. He had Fourth Branch breathing down his neck to get them intel that 

would justify the war on terror. His case officers weren’t handling their 
agents and their agents weren’t producing. No-lips hoped the security 
officer’s presence would serve as a hint at violation and spur them to action. 

He dropped two lemon-lime Alka-seltzer tablets into three fingers of 
Maker’s Mark, quaffed it at a gulp, and crunched down the undissolved 

tablets. He wiped his non-lips on the back of his hand and continued the 
harangue. 

“Just beyond those doors are more doors, and more doors, but once 
you get outside the chancery and beyond the main gate secured by the local 
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military, and up the street a little, out of range of the .30 ml cannons, you 
are for all intents and purposes behind enemy lines. In this particular war 

there is no distinct line in the sand we can point to and say ‘that is the front 
line.’ And we are standing directly on top of that line that cannot be pointed 

to. Am I not clear?”  
“Crystal,” Mutton said, pretending to understand in defiance of his 

confusion. 
Pierce, Thorner, and GLASSCOCK were glad to have Mutton chime 

in. All three masked their confusion behind silence: the last thing they 

wanted was for the chief to prolong the briefing with explanations or more 
stories from his days fighting the Cold War.  

“Good. Because I’m going to get to the request from Fourth Branch in 
just a minute.” 

“Fourth Branch?” Mutton asked. 

“Need to know,” No-lips said, staring Mutton down with an icy glare. 
He considered his men one-by-one. Thorner, all hatred and bitterness, 

hating Muslims because they weren’t Jews, Jews because they weren’t 
Christians, and Christians because they weren’t Muslims. His religion was 

Misery, and he sought assignments that would make him as miserable as 
possible. When he didn’t get assigned to Afghanistan, he complained that 
the system had fucked him again, until he learned that his assignment to 

Saudi Arabia was even worse than an assignment to Afghanistan. 
“Hallelujah,” he said, and cursed himself for his pious response. God 

had answered prayers that Thorner hadn’t even said, which proved how 
useful God and prayers were in this miserable, crummy, stinking world.  

Thorner may have hated the Kingdom as much as he hated 
everything, but GLASSCOCK, the violent, cold-blooded killer hated the 
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Kingdom with a special passion. He’d wanted a job in Iraq with its 
unlimited opportunities suited to his specialization with explosives. “The 

problem is,” he was fond of saying, as he curled and shook the hand he 
hadn’t blown off accidentally as a child, “the Administration has no hand.” 

His job as bomb-maker was to help build global support for the war on 
terror by increasing public disgust at the terrorists’ tactics. He did this by 

training the terrorists to make bombs and blow up civilians. He channeled 
explosives into their unholy hands. He was a short, disfigured, unsightly 
little operative and he was excellent at his job. No-lips couldn’t stand the 

look of him: he had no proof of authorization for GLASSCOCK’s op, other 
than the killer’s proficiency at it. 

No-lips looked last to the other Pierce Pierce, the handsome, devilish 
Vice Consul who looked so much like the Pierce Pierce who worked the visa 
line by day. Both sought treatment with Dr. Meddler for Schizophrenia. To 

some, Pierce Pierce was a Vice Consul denying visas in window number 
five; to others Pierce Pierce was the man who wasn’t there, providing cases 

of Johnnie Walker in return for gossip about the Royal Family. 
The Kingdom’s elite knew both Pierce Pierces and wanted to be 

friends with each of them. The Pierce Pierces had charmed their way to 
celebrity by attending weddings, birthdays, and falcon hunts in the desert. 
They were invited to everything and introduced to everyone and their 

presence could be overshadowed only by their absence. Impeccable Arabic, 
fluent Russian, and an intimate familiarity with the oil industry endeared 

them among Arabs and Russians alike. It helped that they could expedite 
visa requests. 

“This isn’t the Cold War, gentlemen,” No-lips said, picking up his 
favorite refrain. “It’s not Berlin in the eighties, where a goddamn wall stood 
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for all the world to see the front line.” Just above the place where the chief 
had no lip was a thin mustache that twitched and trembled. Perspiration 

beaded on his forehead and his migraine pounded his temples. The chief 
got down to the thrust of his monolgue:  BLONDIE, DOPEY, and the WOT. 

“How much money have we poured into BLONDIE?” he asked. “And 
what has she done but tell us things we already knew, and expose our 

ignorance about a number of things we didn’t know?” 
“I wasn’t aware there was anything we knew,” Pierce said, meaning to 

speak up for his agent. He’d planted the golden-haired beauty to teach 

English at the Ministry of Interior where her wanton sensuality weakened 
the knees and loosened the lips of even the most loyal Royal Family 

insiders. He’d been inspired to install such a wench at the Ministry after 
just one short lesson with Maimouna, the girl with the jiggling twins and 
the pouty lips who gave Arabic lessons in a private room at the back of the 

consulate. 
“One thing we know is that BLONDIE’s a money-grubbing floozy. 

What I don’t know is who else she works for.” 
“You think she’s a double agent?” 

“I think she’s as dangerous as that tart in our language classroom.” 
“You think Maimouna works for Interior?” 
“If you have to ask, you have a problem. Fix it.” 

“I can put DOPEY on her tail,” Thorner said. “I’ve got him right where 
I want him. His consumption’s on the rise. He needs us more than ever.” 

“Correction. He needs more than ever from us.” 
DOPEY was the son of an influential advisor to the Royal Family. 

Studying in the U.S. had turned the young man from the true path of Islam, 
and Thorner had been taking advantage of his drug addiction, gambling 
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debt, and general moral depravity to dig around in the royal dirt. Thorner 
was using unvouchered funds and crops off the Afghan front in return for 

DOPEY’s services, but the material he provided was becoming less and less 
reliable.  

“What will Congress say when they learn we’re pushing dope on 
America’s kids and giving away the proceeds to a foreigner named DOPEY? 

He threatens to expose assets more valuable than himself. It’s like those 
crazy fucks in Baghdad listening to CURVEBALL.” 

“I’ve got him on a leash like the animal he is.” 

“He’s this close to destroying whole networks,” No-lips said, 
shuddering at what would happen if he didn’t take DOPEY out by his 

favorite means: poisoning. “He’s going to undo all of our sacrifices in the 
war on terror. Which brings me to my third point, gentlemen. The war on 
terror. Fourth Branch has tasked us with locating the front line of the war 

on terror. You men have traded crate after crate of Johnnie Walker Black 
for this kind of information, and what have you got to show for it?” 

“A lot of requests for more booze,” said Thorner. 
No-lips puckered his face and sucked in. “If we can’t solve this riddle 

we’ll all be out of a job. Our intel suggests that we won’t find the front line 
of the war on terror. Pierce, why not?”  

“Because it’s behind us?” he guessed. 

“Because we’re behind it?” guessed Thorner. 
“Because it doesn’t exist?” suggested GLASSCOCK. 

Mutton cleared his throat and stepped forward. “Chief. It’s because 
it’s a line in the sand and keeps shifting. Now, will you please just tell me 

what the hell is Fourth Branch?” 
No-lips tasted Maker’s Mark on his burp and felt inspired. “Very 
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close, Mr. Mutton, but no cigar. It’s because we’re standing on top of it. The 
line is not a line at all. It’s a grid. It’s a web, latitude and longitude, cradling 

the globe.” 
Fourth Branch would be pleased, No-lips thought. They’d be so 

tickled pink by the intel that they’d cut off all communication with him for 
good, which was all he ever wanted in the first place. He felt an enormous 

relief about the information he’d revealed to himself until he swallowed his 
bourbon and Alka Seltzer and realized: his conclusion placed him squarely 
on top of the front line of the war on terror. He trembled and his nerves fell 

apart. He comforted himself with the things he’d learned by heart. “We 
serve our nation here on the front line of the war on terror. You may not see 

the line. It’s an invisible line not marked by concrete and stone and barbed 
wire and guns. It’s not Berlin in the eighties. But the front line is there. The 
terrorists are there. Fourth Branch is there. Trust no one.” 

Mutton trembled. Thorner yawned. Pierce checked his watch. 
GLASSCOCK tightened his fist in frustration to be reminded that there was 

a war going on and that he played but a bit part in it. 
They all pondered the premise that they stood on top of the front line 

of the war on terror. Months ago the U.S. Army had swept across the desert 
and rolled into the heart of Baghdad. American Forces had been hunkered 
down in the city fighting urban warfare ever since, with more insurgents 

springing up every day. For Pierce this meant the front line of the war on 
terror had been drawn in the sand a thousand miles to the north. The 

Defense Department, not themselves, were standing on top of it. But he 
didn’t want to prolong the meeting by pointing this out, which would have 

inspired a long-winded explanation in which No-lips defended his own 
intelligence. Pierce had agents to run and a deal with Decker for a duck and 
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cover drill during his language lesson. Pierce surmised that for him the 
location of the invisible line that could not be drawn actually lay beneath 

the table in the language classroom where he hoped to enjoy an intimate 
moment with Maimouna, the twin-chested language instructor. 

But for Thorner, whose only date was with a bottle of Johnnie Walker, 
torturing the chief was a pleasure second only to the pleasure of torturing 

Tinker. “What about the Abraham Lincoln?” he asked. 
“What about it?” 
“It’s in the Gulf somewhere; just off the peninsula. The president 

himself landed an F-16 on it and announced the end of major combat 
operations. ’Mission Accomplished’.”  

No-lips said, “He was referring to the end of the invasion of Iraq, not 
the end of the war.” 

“But with Iraq finished, isn’t the line that cannot be drawn back in the 

mountains somewhere between Pakistan and Afghanistan?” said Thorner. 
Only GLASSCOCK took comfort in the conversation. He’d derived 

another premise from No-lips’ sense of military geography: if they were 
standing on a front line that couldn’t be drawn, then so were every Tom, 

Dick and Harry in the U.S. of A. and all around the world. Civilians 
everywhere were involved in a very grave way in the war on terror. They 
might even be called enemy non-combatants. They therefore could be 

destroyed without being counted as collateral damage, which would keep 
GLASSCOCK from looking like a murderer when it came time to write his 

Employee Evaluation Report.  
“Does the CG know this?” Thorner asked. “I mean, as the most senior 

State Department person here. Shouldn’t she, at the very least, know the 
location of the front line of the war on terror?” 
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“I don’t trust the CG,” No-Lips said. His indigestion, fluttery bowels, 
and the almighty hammer of migraines came on thick and fast at the 

thought of the lusty Vanna in boots. He gripped his forehead with one hand 
and rubbed his stomach with the other. “We need to focus on the front line. 

If we are standing on top of it, no way we should be open, let alone hosting 
parties. This is the intel required to shut it down once and for all. All we 

need are the facts to prove it.” No-lips knew he’d need something real to 
cancel it right. He’d invented intel before, resulting in catastrophe. If he 
was going to invent facts to get out of an inconvenient situation, he was 

going to make sure they were true. 
“Bombing,” said GLASSCOCK. “Smithereens.”  

Yet another source of migraines and indigestion – GLASSCOCK! He 
was out of control, running about the wilderness handing out bombs to the 
enemy, training them to destroy cars, buildings, and unsuspecting humans 

asleep in their beds. The nut took target practice right there on the 
compound!  

No-lips didn’t trust GLASSCOCK’s agents. He felt they must be at 
least partially responsible for the hostages bound and gagged at Amco. 

Training. Material. Always the unseen hand. Always. The chief had already 
asked GLASSCOCK for proof of authorization, hopeful of a single 
document, signature, or shred of evidence that some higher authority had 

approved his operation. 
“Naval Observatory?” GLASSCOCK had said. His mission was 

authorized by the head of Fourth Branch, a secretive, creepy old man with a 
mechanical heart and a constant sneer. This posed a problem for No-lips: 

questioning the mission put him on the wrong side of the highest authority 
in the land; yet allowing it to continue put him on the wrong side of an even 
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higher authority whose existence he preferred not to admit. No-lips might 
have lived with the civilian deaths if he could show that someone other than 

himself had signed off on them. He couldn’t even trust the chief at the 
embassy. When he’d asked Trumpeter to flag headquarters about 

GLASSCOCK’s work, Trumpeter shrugged. 
“No can do, old buddy. If this leaks we’ll be in the shit.” 

“If we don’t get it in writing, we’ll be in the shit.” 
“Tell you what. I’m headed Stateside next week. I’ll personally brief 

the Director. I’ll have him scribble his seal of approval on a cocktail 

napkin.” 
“Don’t yank my chain, Trumpeter.“ 

“Look, you want the operation or not? My opinion, it’s a good one. 
Exactly what we’re here to do. But believe you me, nobody back home 
wants this in the public eye. Operation GLASSCOCK has a spymaster 

somewhere at Fourth Branch.” 
“Let me have a copy of the order.” 

“Just keep sending your reports.” 
“The order-” 

“They receive attention at the highest levels.” 
“Trumpeter, dammit. The order!” 
“It’s a slam dunk. And if that’s not enough for you, if your nerves are 

too jangled for that, you can always back out.”  
If No-lips had had any lips, they would have peeled back against his 

teeth at Trumpeter’s accusation of cowardice. But since he had no lips the 
chief dropped the issue and pretended at bravery. 

Now he couldn’t escape the woozy sensation that his ass was way out 
over the ledge, swinging in the breeze. He had orders from Vanna to gin up 
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intel clearing Sheikh al Bafarti of having a hand in financing terror, to 
pump his friends at Interior for news related to Hajrayn, which would 

distract them from providing the information Fourth Branch was hounding 
him over: locating Weapons of Mass Destruction in the Northern Desert. 

Now he had an intel gap on Amco. And he had GLASSCOCK blowing things 
up throughout the Province, a mangy little Catholic with one hand and a 

sack full of explosives. Meanwhile Embassy station was receiving credit—
and funding!—for predicting the attacks. Trumpeter was up to his eyeballs 
in praise for warning American Citizens that an attack was imminent. What 

a prediction!  
No-lips had seen this before, during the Cold War. Counter 

intelligence. Someone had slipped a mole inside his shop. Vanna, 
Trumpeter, Mutton, someone was sabotaging him from within. No-lips 
took another swig of Alka-seltzer and told his staff, “Gentlemen, 

intelligence is the weapon, and intelligence is the enemy. Fourth Branch 
wants us to capture a little of both. And Pierce, get your consular colleague 

in here. The one in charge of American Citizens Services and the one in 
charge of visas. Something’s come up and I’ll need their contacts at the 

morgue. And I have a report from the Watchlist people that I need to 
discuss with them.” 

No-Lips couldn’t help wondering, watching him there now, if Mutton 

didn’t have the upperhand where Vanna was concerned. The chief knew a 
thing or two, things Vanna had hinted at as he himself took certain 

depraved pleasures with her footwear. 
For his part, Mutton could only continue wondering about the 

existence of Fourth Branch. Maybe Clements or Pudge could help him out. 
 


