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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 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 belch and felt inspired. 
“Very 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 was barely a part of it. 
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They all pondered the premise that they stood on top of the 
front line of the war on terror. Months ago the U.S. military 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 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?” 
“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.  
 


