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			Dear Reader,

			I’m often contacted about some of the secondary characters in the Taskforce series, so I thought I’d develop a short story around two of them: Knuckles and Decoy. Yes, for Decoy it’s a little bit of a tribute after his trials in Days of Rage. The timing is roughly between One Rough Man and All Necessary Force, with Decoy having just completed Taskforce Assessment and Selection, and Knuckles taking him on his first deployment—an operational training event in a live theater.

			Best regards,

			Brad Taylor
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			The morning drizzle caused a single bead of water to track down the windowpane, slicing a trail through the droplets clinging to the glass. Sitting up in bed, the light of false dawn growing in the room, the man watched the drip, thinking of operations past. Of being on the outside, in the wet, the rising sun aggravating the grit in his eyes from nights of sleeplessness.

			This job sure has better perks.

			He was brought out of his thoughts by a leg rubbing against him, his companion beginning to stir. Oh, yeah, much better perks.

			The woman sat up, and he had a moment of panic because he couldn’t remember her name. Cathy? Carolyn? Cindy?

			It was something with a C, of that he was sure. And might have a Y in it. Not that that tidbit would get him anywhere. He’d been in this situation plenty of times, and when confronted with the inevitable rage at his lack of memory, he’d found that saying, “Hey, I know how it begins,” was never a winner. Because of it, he’d perfected the art of talking without using names—at least until he could steal a look at a bill or driver’s license.

			She sat up, a tangle of red hair and a cherub nose that he found excruciatingly sexy. But then again, he found just about anything of the female persuasion sexy.

			She pulled the sheet up against her breasts, an odd show of modesty, and said, “We still on for the tour today?”

			He had a split second of confusion, then his words from the night before came tumbling back. I’m new here. Yes, I’d love to see the town. No, I’m not busy. Why, that sounds like fun. And now he would have to pop that bubble. Without even knowing her name.

			Her face showed a nonchalant confidence, but a little slice of apprehension trickled out, wondering if he’d simply lied to get her into bed. The last thing he wanted.

			Shit. Why did I do this?

			The truth was that he could no more go on a tour with her than he could travel down a Lima boulevard with a rocket-propelled grenade. It just couldn’t happen, and he had known that the night before when his team leader had left him, saying, “Don’t get in trouble. . . .”

			And now he was. In trouble, that is.

			He broke into a smile that he hoped was sincere and said, “I honestly can’t do that today. I probably should have left last night.”

			He saw the twinge of rejection flit across her face, and felt like a shit. He had no desire to hurt her, and wanted to treat her with the same respect she had shown him. But, damn it, he didn’t even know her name.

			She wrapped the sheet tightly around her body and said, “I get it. Whatever. You should probably go.”

			He said, “No, no, it’s not like that. I mean it. I just have stuff to get done today. I’m only here for a couple of days, and I have to map the entire cellular infrastructure for the embassy. I have a job to do. To make sure folks like you are secure in the event of a disaster. I’m not making that up.”

			Inwardly, he felt pride at using his cover story to extricate himself from the problem. One of the very reasons he was in-country, and something that should give him credence on his probation status. After all, there was no better example of living your cover than doing it in a bed with a woman. Right?

			She leaned back and said, “What’s my name?”

			Buying a scant second, he said, “Huh?”

			She glared at him and said, “What is my damn name?”

			He saw his phone on the nightstand light up, and knew who it was. Understanding that his world of shit had just grown worse. He said, “Hold that thought,” and snatched up the handset.

			He put it to his ear and heard nothing, then realized he still had it in radio mode, requiring his Bluetooth earpiece.

			Jesus Christ. One fuckup after another.

			He began scrambling through his clothes on the floor, searching for the small Bluetooth receiver he’d used on the operation last night. Wondering what the hell he’d done with it while flinging his shirt off in his haste to get into bed.

			He heard his date stomp into the bathroom and breathed a sigh of relief, still digging.

			He found the earpiece and jammed it home, saying, “Knuckles, this is Decoy. I’m here.”

			He heard nothing for a second, and repeated, “Knuckles, Decoy?”

			Knuckles came back, cold venom coming through. “What the fuck is your phone doing in radio mode after the operation? You put that thing into OEM cellular mode as soon as we’re done. Like you were taught. Has it been that way all night?”

			Decoy felt a little sweat break on his brow. “Yeah, yeah, it was, but I just forgot.”

			He looked at the bathroom, making sure the door was still closed, then whispered, “Hey, it’s not that big of a deal. Nobody’s seen it.”

			“Nobody’s seen it? Nobody’s seen it? How would you know? I’ve been trying to call you for a half hour and finally guessed that you’d screwed up and the phone was still in radio mode. Where are you? I woke up this morning and your room was empty.”

			Trouble.

			“I’m coming now. No big deal. Nothing happened since you left last night.”

			“How the hell would you know? The beacon’s on the move, and I’m the one tracking it. Don’t make me prove everyone right. Don’t make me be the one who jerks your ticket. Where the hell are you?”

			Decoy heard the disappointment coming through the phone and finally realized how much was riding on this deployment. After Assessment and Selection, he’d figured he was good to go, and that this trip was just a block check, but now it had turned into his entire world.

			“I’m just down the road. I’m moving now.”

			The bathroom door opened, and C with a Y walked out. She saw him still in her apartment, still undressed, and swung back to enter the bathroom again. He said, “Hey, wait.”

			She turned, and he heard, “Wait on what, you shit?”

			Jesus. No way to win.

			He held his hand in the air to her and said, “Knuckles, I’m coming now.”

			He heard, “You better get your ass here in the next five minutes, because if I have to build your report, you’ll be back to swimming with the big Navy. You hear me?”

			He said, “Yeah, yeah, I’m moving.”

			He ripped the earpiece out, shut down the phone, and said, “Hey, I have to go. I really have to go. It has nothing to do with you.”

			Squinting a little bit, a scowl on her face, she said, “So you have something incredibly important today, but last night you had no idea? I thought you were here doing a cellular survey? What’s time-sensitive about that? Are they moving the towers today or something?”

			On wobbly ground, knowing he should just own up to being a man-whore, saving everyone from the repercussions by fleeing the room, he said, “No, no. It’s my boss. My first trip. He’s making it hell. Punishing me.”

			The worst answer, because it gave her hope, but he just couldn’t bring himself to shatter her psyche by running out. They’d had a great night, and he wouldn’t leave it with his bedding her. It wasn’t fair. Because he wasn’t a man-whore, no matter what the teams said. A mistake, given the stakes involved, but he had his own code.

			He started scrambling on the floor, pulling on his pants and shoving things into his pockets in haste. She said, “So I’ll see you again?”

			Throwing on his shirt, he said, “I don’t know. I might be busy.”

			She nodded, as if she didn’t care, but he could see the hurt behind her eyes.

			He continued dressing, thinking fast, an idea springing into his head. He said, “Hey, you know that big shindig at the Bolivian embassy tomorrow night?”

			“Yeah? What about it? It’s high-ranking diplomats only.”

			He jumped up and down, putting on a cowboy boot, saying, “Yeah, but my company is working for the ambassador. I have a couple of tickets. Want to go?”

			She leaned back, clearly flattered. “You mean you can get in and you want to take me?”

			He got his other boot on, swept up his remaining items, and said, “Yeah, that’s what I mean.”

			“They won’t let me in. I’m just a flunky. A diplomatic nobody.”

			He leaned in and kissed her. “I have tickets. You could be homeless and they’d let you in. You want to go?”

			Now smiling, she nodded.

			He said, “It’s a date.”

			He ran to the door and opened it. He was halfway through when he heard her shout, “What’s my damn name?”

			He slammed the door and kept going.
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			Knuckles sat on his bed, fuming. Wondering if he’d made a mistake bringing Decoy into the Taskforce.

			The guy had been unflappable last night, emplacing a beacon on a cargo truck in the Villa El Salvador district of Lima, Peru, the worst part of town imaginable. He’d shown real skill and a calm head, skills Knuckles already knew he possessed, but this unit took more than talent on the X. It wasn’t like a hit in Somalia or Afghanistan, with the mission ending as soon as you reached the boat or the FOB. This mission was 24/7, and the operator had to be switched on at all times. Something Decoy was showing he might be lacking.

			As a whole, Navy SEALs had a pretty good history of breaking things and bringing doom, the very reason they were created, but that skill also followed on to the after-operation. Namely, that they were good at breaking things and bringing doom wherever they were, wartime or otherwise, and that was exactly the wrong mind-set for the unit Knuckles belonged to. Nuance was the name of the game, and not everyone was suited for it.

			A counterterrorist organization completely off the books, it couldn’t afford any cowboys who went off the reservation. Even if off the reservation was a bar and a few drinks too many. The Secret Service had learned that lesson well in Colombia when they’d had a huge scandal involving agents and hookers, but even then, the greatest punishment was simply to the men who had transgressed. With Knuckles’s organization, it would be worse, because they didn’t even officially exist, and such a thing would mean exposure and a political firestorm. Forget about individual punishment. The repercussions would extend right to the heart of the presidency.

			Because of it, each man was hand-selected, and carefully vetted. Decoy had a little bit of a wild side, but Knuckles believed in him, having conducted operations together in the SEAL teams in a previous life. He’d brought Decoy in after a little begging to the commander, putting his own reputation on the line.

			And now he was wondering if he’d made a mistake.

			Knuckles and Decoy had gone to Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL together—the vaunted BUD/S course that all seeking the Trident had to pass. They’d become tight then, and Knuckles believed in Decoy’s capabilities, but maybe that’s what was blinding him now.

			Decoy had stayed “white” SOF, while Knuckles had gravitated to the tip of the spear, eventually serving within SEAL Team Six before being recruited for the Taskforce. Now a team leader in his own right, he had recruited Decoy—against the command’s wishes. In their mind, the special-mission world was a cutline, and if someone hadn’t passed its rigorous selection process, they were ineligible. The Trident alone wasn’t enough. Knuckles had fought that for Decoy, and was wondering whether it was worth it. Whether he’d been unable to see the faults because of a friendship from over a decade ago.

			As the team leader, it was something he’d have to sort out.

			He heard the doorknob turn on their modest flat in Miraflores and prepared himself for the chastisement. A conflict he wasn’t looking forward to.

			Decoy entered, flustered, his brown hair askew and his clothes only marginally less so. He said, “Beacon’s moving?”

			Knuckles ignored that and said, “What were your instructions about hookers? About deploying down here?”

			“Hey, it wasn’t a hooker. Come on. Hookers are no challenge. No way will I pay for it.”

			He smiled at his joke, but clearly it did little to diffuse the situation. He continued. “It was that same girl who was looking at me in the bar at the Ayahuasca. She works for the embassy. She’s a diplomat in the Consular Section, helping out Americans and dealing with Warden Messages. She’s cool. You left and she came over. Hell, I didn’t pick that bar. You did.”

			Knuckles exploded. “You ass! You’re destroying the very reason we came down here! I’m supposed to report that you’re capable of working under cover, and you go back to screwing everything that moves like you’re on a JCET deployment to Thailand! What were you told? What’s the one thing that destroys operations?”

			Sheepishly, Decoy said, “My dick.”

			Knuckles leaned back, “Yeah. Yeah, your dick. I had to beg to get you here, but your man-whore ways are done. You got that?”

			Indignant, Decoy said, “I did fine at A&S. I’ve got what it takes.”

			Knuckles shook his head. “You got what it takes on the X, but you’ve got nothing for operations. There’s more to this than a gut check. Hell, A&S is a joke just to give people a reason to leave the SMUs. And you weren’t even in one.”

			Decoy squinted and said, “Here we go again. . . . I was never in a Special Mission Unit, so I’ll never live up to your vaunted bullshit. Come on, man, why’d you recruit me if I suck so bad?”

			Knuckles said, “Honestly, I’m beginning to wonder. I always thought these probationary orientation deployments were a waste of time. Now I’m not so sure.”

			He grew grim and said, “No more contact with the female. None. You got that?”

			“Uhh . . . well, I sort of invited her to the party at the Bolivian embassy tomorrow night.”

			Knuckles exploded again. “What? That invite is close-hold! Our cover is skin-deep. We can’t have anyone checking on us. That damn party is supposed to get you used to living in cover in a controlled environment, not get you laid.”

			Before becoming operational on a Taskforce team, every potential recruit completed Assessment and Selection, then went through a crash course on being James Bond. No guns, just technology and tradecraft. The killing aspect was taught from the units they’d been recruited from, but the tradecraft part was a new ball game, and something that was a no-fail event. If a guy couldn’t believably pass himself off as something he wasn’t, the potential for violence was wasted.

			As a final check, before becoming operational, the candidate was deployed to a country and given a mission. Not a live one, but one with risk nonetheless. Knuckles had brought Decoy to Lima, Peru, for just that reason. Their sole purpose was to conduct selected operational acts while living a cover as cellular infrastructure technicians working for the embassy. If Decoy failed, it would be little risk, and they could flush him without exposing the Taskforce. And it was looking like he might fail.

			Decoy said, “I only had good intentions. I’m not here trying to screw things up.”

			Knuckles said, “Your arrogance amazes me. Your best intentions come from below your waist, and it’ll get us compromised.”

			The laptop computer on the desk beeped, causing Knuckles to whip his head toward it.

			Decoy said, “What’s up?”

			“Your damn beacon is on the move. I’ve written about half of your report, but I’ll be damned if I’m giving Colonel Hale the briefing. You’d better get up to speed if you want to get off probation.”

			The culmination of the deployment was a briefing to the Taskforce Commander, Colonel Kurt Hale. Decoy would provide the operational report, and Knuckles would provide the final assessment on his status.

			Decoy leaned into the screen and said, “He’s on the move toward the embassy. Toward La Molina.”

			Knuckles sat up. “On the side streets? Or on the highways?”

			“He just left Highway 1S. Now on Avenue Javier Prado. Headed east.”

			For the first time, Knuckles’s aggravation subsided, the puzzle of their target piquing his interest. “What the hell is a Sendero Luminoso guy doing out there?”

			The area surrounding the United States embassy, called La Molina, was very, very upscale, and completely different from the gutter slums of the Villa El Salvador, where they placed the beacon, which made him curious.

			Sendero Luminoso—the Shining Path—was a Marxist/Leninist insurgency that had been fighting for decades. At its height, in the late 80s and early 90s, it had almost toppled the government of Peru, operating in Lima with impunity, but had since been decimated and pushed back to the deep jungles.

			Even with its diminished capacity, it was still operational and still listed as a Foreign Terrorist Organization by the United States, and thus within the Taskforce charter for targeting. Its members posed no direct threat to the United States but were useful for these orientation deployments. The Taskforce could operate against them, gaining live experience with fledgling members, and not worry about tainting real operations in other parts of the world. When the deployment was complete, the Taskforce simply fed any information gleaned into the intelligence architecture, which would then make its way to the Peruvians through liaison services, if warranted.

			And a suspected Shining Path member moving to the upscale area of La Molina would probably be warranted.

			Knuckles said, “Grab some recce kit. We’re going for a closer look.”

			Decoy began digging through a Pelican box, pulling out surveillance cameras and other items. He said, “I thought this was beacon only? No direct targeting?”

			Knuckles opened the door, saying, “That was before you slept with the chick, leaving me with all the beacon work. I need another look at you.”
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			Decoy pulled higher into the driveway and said, “This guy’s got surveillance cameras. He’s going to see us.”

			“Yeah, I know. I’m getting out with the engineer handset. I’ll hold it in the air, looking like I’m doing something important. You find a vantage point for a photo.”

			They’d left the boutique hotel in Miraflores and driven as fast as practical to the beacon location, figuring the target would be gone, but he wasn’t. He’d sat out front for fifteen minutes, the covered truck just ticking in the heat. As soon as they’d rounded the corner in the upscale neighborhood, Decoy had seen it, and they’d immediately pulled off, circling around the neighborhood.

			Knuckles exited, a laptop over his shoulder and a large device in his hands—something that looked like a scientific calculator but was really a fine-tuned cell phone, designed to determine the exact signal strength between associated towers.

			He wandered about for a bit, taking readings, then entered the truck again.

			“Well?”

			“We can loop around the golf course. The mountains rise on the back side. We’ll be hell and gone from the house, but I should be able to pick something up with the lens.”

			“Let’s go.”

			The house in question, like all the houses in La Molina, fronted the street with foreboding walls and a short driveway. Past that was a large expanse of terrain, the construction spilling out into neatly landscaped lawns and a swimming pool. The trick was getting a vantage point above the walls.

			Decoy put the truck into drive and circled, going farther away from the target, but also higher. He paused on a section of road that was overgrown, no houses. He said, “We’ll park here and go through the brush. We get on the edge of the ridge, and we’ll look right down.”

			“And the truck?”

			“Screw it. Just a technical survey going on. Take your engineer shit with you.”

			Knuckles smiled and said, “Okay, but the answer isn’t always ‘Screw it.’”

			Decoy rolled his eyes and said, “I got that. I’m trying to do the mission. You going to second-guess everything?”

			Knuckles grabbed his kit and said, “Not as long as you realize the difference.”

			Decoy opened the door and said, “You know me better than that.”

			Knuckles was halfway out before Decoy got his attention. He said, “You do know better than that, right? You’ve been doing this top secret shit for a while. Has it messed up your ability to see what’s in front of your face?”

			Knuckles paused at the door, wanting to project the attitude of a team leader trusted with determining whether a candidate had the capability to succeed. Wanting to say something profound. Instead, he couldn’t shake the memory of this man pulling him through his worst night in Hell Week. A brief moment in time when he thought about quitting, and had been prevented from doing so by the man in the cab. For no other reason than he thought it the right thing to do.

			Knuckles caught his eye and said, “I haven’t forgotten. It’s why you’re in this truck.”

			Decoy smiled, and Knuckles continued, “You get through the next few days without screwing someone and we’re good.”

			Decoy’s smile faded, and Knuckles slipped out, carrying a Nikon D4 camera with a lens that dwarfed the body.

			He lined it up into the backyard of the house in question and heard, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			He zoomed in, seeing the cargo truck in jerky hyperdetail, and said, “It means you don’t understand what we’re doing.”

			“Bullshit. That girl works for the embassy. Hell, she might help in this mission. If anything, I’ve used my skills to get an in. I’m sick of all you guys talking about me like I’m a walking penis.”

			Knuckles looked away from the viewfinder and said, “The beacon went off this morning. You weren’t there.”

			“So what? You were. I was working my cover.”

			Knuckles returned to the viewfinder and said, “Don’t try to bullshit a bullshitter. Get something straight. We’re friends, but I’m the team leader. You mess with me, you mess with the beast. Period.”

			“All right. All right. I screwed up. But it wasn’t catastrophic.”

			Knuckles said, “This time. It’s the next one I’m worried about.”

			Decoy started to protest, when Knuckles said, “Movement. Get another lens out here.”

			Decoy began digging through his rucksack as Knuckles watched the target exit the truck and walk to the front of the house with a manila envelope. The door opened and a Caucasian woman with brown hair entered the stoop. She shook his hand and took the envelope, and Knuckles began recording, firing the camera on automatic, the snaps from the shutter sounding like a fluttering of pages, ten per second.

			The woman stood for a moment, talking, then opened the door, holding her arm inside. The canvas tarp covering the pickup flipped open in the back, and four or five men jumped out, running inside the house. Knuckles continued pressing the button, digitally engraving the scene for posterity.

			By the time Decoy had his binoculars out, it was done. He said, “What did you see?”

			“I don’t know, but it didn’t look good.”

			The truck began to back up, with only their target at the wheel, and Knuckles said, “Let’s see where he goes.”

			They scrambled back into their truck, Decoy saying, “What happened?”

			“A bunch of guys exited. Peruvians. It looked like a damn clown-car convention. Take a look at the camera. He passed a manila envelope. I got the pictures, and they’re in sixteen megapixels. Expand it. See what you can see.”

			Knuckles headed down to the highway, driving faster than was necessary, rocking Decoy back and forth and causing him to say, “You want me to see these things, or is this another damn test? Slow down!”

			“I don’t want to lose him. I want to see where he’s going.”

			Decoy slapped the laptop between them and said, “Did he remove the beacon?”

			Knuckles slowed, chagrined. He wanted to say something to indicate that he’d been aware of the beacon but that he was afraid of losing it because of his extensive experience. He opted for honesty.

			“Shit. I forgot about that.”

			Decoy grinned. “I understand. You’re just trying to make me feel good.”

			Knuckles shook his head and said, “No. That would be me setting you up for a couple of double Ds. Zoom in to that envelope.”

			Decoy did and said, “I got a name on it. Linda Devoire. The next shot shows her pulling money out of it. American greenbacks. One-hundred-dollar bills.”

			Knuckles entered Highway 1S and said, “Send that name to the Taskforce. See if they come up with anything.”

			Decoy said, “Got no signal. You need to get back into the city.”

			They drove for a bit longer, then Decoy said, “What happens if they do come up with something?”

			“Nothing. It’s an Oversight Council call. We just execute.”

			“Isn’t that a little stupid? I mean, leaving the call to a bunch of civilians? We just saw a known Shining Path guy drop off a squad of fighters at a house within spitting distance of our embassy. Why are we going to let a bunch of hand-wringing civilians make a call? Someone should hit that place.”

			Knuckles exited Highway 1S into the slums of Villa El Salvador and said, “Don’t feel so special in your superiority. I felt the same way when I was in a war zone, but it’s different here. They provide an oversight that’s proven its worth. They’ve prevented a ton of mistakes. I trust them.”

			Decoy leaned back. “If you say so.”

			The roads went from asphalt to dirt, the buildings left and right crumbling brick, graffiti sprayed on the mortar. Knuckles said, “Get the laptop up. Where’d he go?”

			They started working their way through the streets, dodging trash cans and sprinting children, the stares from the men less than charitable.

			Knuckles said, “Don’t these kids have to go to school?”

			Decoy brought the laptop to life and said, “He’s at the same location I emplaced it. That little shithole clapboard house.”

			He looked up to see four men blocking the road. He said, “I don’t think we need to confirm it.”
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			Knuckles said, “Okay, okay, rest easy. I’m going to punch through them and head out.”

			Knuckles rolled forward slowly. The men didn’t move. Dressed in rough slacks and torn sport coats, weathered faces as brown as betel nuts, they refused to give way. Knuckles stopped.

			“Okay, listen, we can’t end up on an embassy blotter. We get out of here clean.”

			Decoy glared at him and said, “Seriously? I’m all about living the cover, but getting my ass kicked is a bridge too far.”

			Knuckles scowled at him and said, “Follow my lead. No violence.”

			Knuckles exited the truck, stepping into the dirt and kicking away a plastic water bottle. He said, “Hey, sorry. We’re lost. Going to the US Embassy. Can you show us the way?”

			The lead man pulled out a large blade, less than a machete but much, much more than a pocketknife. He pointed to the rear and said, “You go back. You not wanted here.”

			Decoy sidled up to Knuckles and whispered, “I guess this place is in fact a Sendero Luminoso hangout. Good call following him here.”

			Knuckles raised his arms and said, “Understood. No harm. No harm. Paz . . . Paz.”

			They turned back to the truck and saw two of the men blocking the door. Knuckles turned back to the leader and said, “Paz, damn it, Paz. Let us go. No harm.”

			The man grinned and said, “What you got in the car?”

			Decoy hissed out of the side of his mouth, “Are we now going to get robbed because of our cover? Seriously?”

			Knuckles said, “Yes. We are.”

			“Jesus H. Christ. I cannot believe you recruited me to be a pussy.”

			Knuckles glared at him and said, “The mission takes priority.”

			The leader pointed the blade at them and said, “Speak louder.”

			In a normal voice, Knuckles said, “We work for the US embassy. Don’t harm us.”

			The man gave a smile of stained teeth and said, “Move away from truck. Maybe we won’t.”

			Knuckles started shuffling back, Decoy right beside him whispering in his ear. “What the hell? Seriously? We’re going to get mugged out here?”

			Knuckles said, “Yes, damn it. Let it go.”

			The man reached the truck door, the others grinning around him, holding machetes and pipes. He opened the cab, and Decoy whispered, “The name of that woman is in the camera they’re about to take, along with the evidence of our recce. We’re busted when Sendero Luminoso sees it. I never got to send it to the Taskforce.”

			Knuckles looked at him, and he nodded. “No shit.”

			The leader said, “Shut up. No talking.”

			Knuckles closed his eyes for a split second, then said, “Sir, sir, please, I’ll have to pay for anything you take. Please. Let us go.”

			Rifling through the cab of the truck, the man said, “Not my problem.”

			Knuckles drew a breath and said, “Sir, I’m asking you to stop.”

			The man turned from the cab, raised his blade, and said, “You want me to take more than your things?”

			Decoy said, “Man, what the hell happened to the guy at BUD/S? You remember that fight at McP’s? Because that idiot stepped on your foot? I think he’s still walking with a limp.”

			Knuckles said, “Shut the fuck up. We cannot get compromised. Period.”

			“Okay, boss.”

			The man held up the D4 Nikon and said, “Very good camera.”

			Knuckles said, “That has some technical pictures on it. Give me the SD card and you can have the camera.”

			The man handed the camera to a kid next to him.

			Decoy glared at Knuckles.

			Against his better judgment, with a bit of sadness the men robbing him would never have understood, he looked at Decoy and said, “Okay. But no lethal action.”

			Decoy’s face split into a wolf grin, and he turned to the nearest man—a child, really—holding a pipe and said, “You really don’t want to hurt me, do you?”

			Knuckles got ready, the blood pumping through his veins, waiting on the gate to open. When it did, the men stood no chance.

			The man raised the pipe, and Decoy said, “Guess you do,” then whipped a leg around, buckling the man to his knees. He wrapped his left arm around the pipe, securing it, then hammered the teenager in the nose, ripping the pipe out of his hands as he fell. Now holding a weapon, Decoy whirled around and clocked the first man in range in the jaw. From there, it was pure violence.

			At the first hit, like a player on an NFL team, Knuckles was executing, reading the play and taking out men before they could affect the outcome.

			In the end, it was easier than Knuckles thought it would be. A collection of bullies holding weapons, each one relying on the arrogance of the man beside him, the two SEALs cut through them, the assailants split open as surely as a melon crammed into the blades of a disposal.

			Knuckles ended up on the ground, holding the arm of the leader, the elbow torqued back, his men around him moaning in disarray. He drove the man’s face into the dirt, saying, “I didn’t ask for this, you fuck. All I wanted to do was go home.”

			The man said something in Spanish. The only words Knuckles understood were “Comandante Zero.”

			Knuckles heard the name and realized it wasn’t a simple robbery.

			“Did he order this?”

			“Yes, yes.”

			Not good.

			He said, “How many times have you robbed men? How many times has Zero ordered this?”

			Eyes squeezed shut in pain, the man said, “Many, many times.”

			Better.

			“How many times did the men walk away?”

			Now weeping, the man said, “Always. They always walked away. We never hurt anyone.”

			Knuckles saw the lie and wondered how many innocents this man had killed. Sendero Luminoso was as bloodthirsty as they came, their calling card being a machete, and he had no illusions about what the man had done.

			He looked at Decoy, an unspoken question. Decoy answered it by snapping out with a kick, catching the man just beneath the elbow and shattering his arm. The man screamed, then fell over unconscious from the pain.

			Knuckles and Decoy got into the truck and drove in silence for a few minutes. Knuckles broke it, saying, “Send the name to the Taskforce. See what they get from that envelope.”

			Decoy started working the laptop, saying, “What about those guys back there? You want to report that?”

			“Hell no.”

			Decoy grinned and said, “Best intentions.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Well, you had the best intention to let it go, but they weren’t budging. Same as me.”

			Knuckles turned to him. “Are you saying that us getting in a fight is the same as you getting laid? That it was inevitable?”

			Decoy typed on the keyboard, getting a signal, then sending the message. He said, “Well, yeah, I guess. We had no control over what happened. Same as me last night.”

			Knuckles blew out air, sagging in his seat behind the wheel.

			Decoy said, “What? It’s the same damn thing!”

			Knuckles said, “No, it’s not. It will never be, but one thing is the same.”

			Confused, his argument deflated, Decoy said, “What?”

			Knuckles smiled and said, “You’re still the same badass that saved me in McP’s.”
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			Javier Flores—aka Comandante Zero—threw the truck keys on the table and said, “Transfer complete. She accepted the money.”

			Felipe Alvarado, his deputy, said, “Can we trust her? If she took our money, who else is paying her? Suppose someone offers her more money. Suppose we’re outbid.”

			Zero shook his head. “We can trust her. She has been down here a long, long time. She was working the revolution in Nicaragua and El Salvador before coming here. Money isn’t her motivation.”

			“And the additional men?”

			“They’re coming. Did you get the delivery vans?”

			“One. There was a problem with the other, but I’ll pick it up tomorrow.”

			Showing a spark of concern, Zero said, “How soon? We have to prepare it. We only have a twenty-minute window.”

			“I’ll get it in the morning. Worst case, we use the real caterer’s vans.”

			“I don’t want to do that. Too many steps. Preventing them from arriving is bad enough. Capturing one, then outfitting it for the attack is putting too much on a fragile timeline.”

			“Okay, okay. Don’t worry. I’ll get it in the morning. We can begin outfitting as soon as I have it. When do the men arrive?”

			“They come in tonight. I’ll transfer them after dark.”

			“To her house? Will that not raise suspicion?”

			“No. La Molina is the last place the authorities will look.”

			“Remember Tupac Amaru. They were caught because of food delivery to their safe house. Much, much more food than was needed for a single woman living alone.”

			“I know. It’s only for one night. They can eat bread.”

			The door to their crumbling shack was opened and a boy, barely a teenager, spilled inside. “El Comandante, El Comandante, come quickly. Your men have been beaten.”

			Zero turned and said, “What men? What do you mean?”

			“Arturo. He stopped a truck of gringos. He tried to rob it.”

			Zero grinned, turning back to Felipe. “And did he say he was working for me?”

			“Yes. But the men did not understand. Instead of fleeing, they fought.”

			“Serves them right. We are not bandits, and I’m sick of them using my actions as justification for their own. We do what we do for a greater cause. And we certainly don’t try to rob more rich gringos than we can handle.”

			“There were only two.”

			Zero turned around. “How many men did he use?”

			“Four.”

			“Four? Two gringos took out four?”

			“Yes, yes, and they need a hospital. The gringos hurt them bad.”

			Zero looked at Felipe. “What do you think?”

			“I think Arturo has learned a good lesson. Let them fend for themselves. We shouldn’t be drawing attention to this place at a delicate time. He’s robbed enough on the back of your name.”

			Zero leaned back and said, “Yes, I suppose. But I can’t have gringos spitting on me in my own town. Bad perception. Bad precedent.”

			Felipe smiled. “Well, tomorrow night, you’ll be spitting in the eye of all of them. Tomorrow night, Sendero Luminoso rises from the ashes.”

			•   •   •

			On an outdoor patio in the Barranco art district, Knuckles watched Decoy on the phone, wondering what lack of judgment had led to this meeting. Decoy hung up and said, “She’s on the way. Remember, I introduce you without using her name. You get it out of her.”

			Knuckles rolled his eyes and said, “This has got to be the worst decision I’ve ever made. I can’t believe you don’t even know her damn name.”

			Decoy looked at the entrance to the patio and said, “No, no. I did. I just forgot it. Come on. Don’t make this hard. You’re the mean boss, and I’m the guy trying to get in your good graces. It’s all cover stuff, right?”

			They’d gone back to their hotel after the fight, and Knuckles had called the Taskforce about the name on the envelope. When he’d hung up, he’d said, “No spike. Taskforce doesn’t know who she is.”

			Decoy said, “So what now?”

			“Now we continue with the deployment. Watch and build a pattern of life. And get you involved with the embassy. Working your cover.”

			“Seriously? Come on. I’ve spent my entire life lying about what I do in bars all over the world. I think I’ve got this cover thing down. We should go back to the house. Build a pattern from there. Screw all this beacon shit.”

			Knuckles smiled, appreciating the fact that Decoy prioritized the mission, but that wasn’t the point of this deployment. He said, “I hear you, but you still think you’ve got the might of the US government behind you. You don’t. We screw up here, and we’re going to be hung out to dry. Get used to it. For every deployment I’ve been on, only a fraction end up in high adventure.”

			“And you want me to join? That’s your recruiting pitch?”

			“Well, you could go back to riding carriers on a float. Doing nothing for months on end and staring at gray steel.”

			“I have a better idea. Let’s get my date to check her out. She works in the Consular Section, helping out expats. She’ll know something about her. A thread we can use to neck it down with the Taskforce.”

			In a fit of apparent insanity, Knuckles had agreed, and now was sitting on the back porch of a bohemian café at noon, drinking coffee that was like tar and wondering when, exactly, he’d let Decoy lead him astray.

			The door opened, and an attractive woman came through. Short, about five foot three, red hair cut shoulder length, and with an upturned nose that looked sexy for no damn reason whatsoever, she gave off a tomboy vibe. She was wearing a tight shirt and a flowing skirt that went all the way to her ankles, raising a little concern in Knuckles’s mind.

			She works for the embassy? Wearing that?

			Decoy tried to kiss her cheek, but she pulled away, giving him a handshake, causing Knuckles to laugh. Way to go, lover boy.

			Decoy said, “Like I told you on the phone, this is my boss, Nathaniel Bridgemaker.”

			Knuckles stood, getting ready to use the alias he had for this deployment. He said, “Nice to meet you. You can call me Knuckles. And you are?”

			She said, “Nice to meet you too.” Nothing else. Then sat down.

			Decoy looked like he was going to explode.

			She said, “So Mr. Righteous here tells me you guys are in-country doing a survey for disaster preparedness, and you need my help.”

			“Yeah, well, your entire city is built on a fault line, and it’s only a matter of time before you have an earthquake of epic proportions. All we’re doing is making sure you’re ready.”

			She said, “And how can I help?”

			Decoy said, “We have to get down a hillside, but the house is owned by an expat. All we want to know is how to approach her. We want to set up some equipment in her yard, which extends quite a ways. We want to survey the cell signal for a duration of time, see if it fluctuates. If it doesn’t, we may ask her to let us establish a base station there.”

			“So? Go ask her.”

			Knuckles pushed back his chair, done with the conversation. Decoy said, “Well, that’s just it. We will, but we were hoping you’d tell us something about her. Like what’s she doing here? Is she friendly? Will she want to help us? Just something before we cold-call her.”

			She said, “What’s her name?”

			“Linda Devoire. We think she’s American.”

			“And you want me to check her out? Unofficially?”

			“No. It’s official. Well, sort of. We work for the embassy. We just want to make this painless.”

			The waitress came over, and she said, “Get me a salad. I have to use the ladies’ room.”

			She started to walk away, then turned, saying, “Watch my purse.”

			They ordered, and as soon as the waitress was out of earshot, Knuckles said, “What the hell is she wearing? She doesn’t work for the embassy. They’d never let her in the door wearing that. She looks like she’s out leading a bunch of granola eaters on an expedition. Who is she?”

			“She’s who she says she is. A state department flunky. How do you know the dress code?”

			“I’ve been in plenty of embassies, and they don’t wear that. Especially if they deal in public relations, working with civilians. Maybe in the mail room, but not with her job.”

			Decoy began digging through her purse, and Knuckles rose up, “What are you doing?”

			“Getting her damn name. I mean, really, she doesn’t give you her name and you let that slide?”

			He ripped open a wallet, read the name, and said, “I was right! Carly! A C and a Y!”

			Knuckles saw a reflection from the glass of the door and said, “She’s coming. Get it back.”

			Decoy shoved the wallet home and said, “What now?”

			“Now I have some questions.”

			The woman sat back down and Knuckles said, “I’ve worked in a few embassies but have never seen the dress code you’re wearing. What do you do?”

			She tossed her hair and said, “I’m on the street a lot. I have to deal with locals. I dress the part.”

			“Deal with locals? I thought you worked in the Consular Section? Dealing with AMCITS?”

			She took a sip of water, saying, “Yeah, that too. It’s a wide portfolio.”

			Knuckles had a nagging sense he was being played. He said, “Okay, well, can you help us with the name?”

			She looked at her watch and said, “Oh, man. I lost track of time. I forgot about a meeting I have to attend. You guys want me to pay for the meal? I can’t wait for it.”

			Decoy looked completely lost, trying to come up with something to say, but failing. Knuckles said, “No. We got it. Thanks for the lack of help.”

			She stood up, scrunched her nose, and said, “Well, it wasn’t a complete waste. I think jerk boy here finally figured out my name.”

			She walked away with a long gait, eating up the ground, her dress billowing around her steps. She reached the door and said, “We still on for tomorrow night?”

			Decoy stuttered, “Yeah . . . yes, of course.”

			She said, “I’ll call about the name.”

			And was gone.

			Knuckles said, “What. The. Fuck. You are worthless. You embarrass even me.”

			Sheepishly, Decoy said, “She’s going to run the name. We got what we wanted.”

			Knuckles watched the door slowly close and said, “Yeah, she might. I have to admit, I like her. Reminds me of someone else I worked with in the Taskforce.”

			Wanting the accolades, Decoy said, “Who?”

			Knuckles put the coffee cup down and said, “Nobody you want to meet. You try your man-whore ways with her, and her friend will rip you apart.”
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			Decoy came out of the bathroom and heard, “Sir, you sure about this? I’m on an orientation deployment. This is pushing it big-time.”

			Decoy paused, not wanting Knuckles to see him, unsure of what was being discussed. He heard, “Yeah, Decoy’s solid. Like I said he was. But this is a little much. We don’t even have a team. It’s now four o’clock in the afternoon here. Not a lot of time to plan.”

			Decoy slid back inside the door, stretching his ear. “Yeah, yeah, we have the kit. I can do it from a technical perspective. But I have no backup. This cover you’ve given me is so shallow that all it will take is a cursory Google search to expose us. We get caught and we’ve got nothing to fall back on.”

			Decoy came out and closed the door loud enough for Knuckles to hear. He looked up and said, “Okay, sir. I got it. I’ll get it done.”

			“What’s that all about?”

			Knuckles rubbed his forehead and said, “Your best intentions have put us in a world of shit.”

			“What’s that mean?”

			“The Oversight Council wants us to go in. They want to implant stay-behind listening devices. Get some intel for future operations. Thanks to your little booty call.”

			Carly had called back less than two hours after lunch. Knuckles had answered the phone. A little exasperated, she’d said, “Linda Devoire is an alias for a German national who’s been tied up in revolutions all over the damn southern hemisphere. She’s not American.”

			Surprised, his mind spinning over the news, both because of what it represented and because the girl on the other end knew it, he kept to his cover. “Whoa. Good thing we talked to you first. So I guess we won’t be using her backyard.”

			“No, you won’t. And I want to know how you found her. People have been looking for her for ten years.”

			“Ten years, huh? How do you know that? Working in the Consular Section?”

			He heard a little steel come through the phone. “Don’t fuck with me. I don’t dance. You are not a cellular infrastructure company.”

			“And you don’t work for the Consular Section, do you?”

			He heard nothing for a few seconds, then, in a much calmer voice, “Yes, I do. And I made a huge mistake running this name. I did it unofficially, tainting the computers. The search criteria are all logged, and now I can’t bring it higher without getting fired. I’m praying it gets buried in a ton of other searches while I figure out a way to get it in the system. You guys have screwed me. Who are you?”

			“I’m sorry. We had no idea who she was. We’re exactly who we say we are. We’re down here at the behest of the ambassador. Doing cellular infrastructure research for disaster preparedness. I appreciate the help. We’ll look elsewhere for a suitable site. I want no part of some fight with a German revolutionary.”

			She’d hung up, and Knuckles had fed the information into his own proprietary Taskforce system, which had spiked. The combination of a bunch of guys associated with the Shining Path entering the house, an envelope of greenbacks, and a German revolutionary—all within spitting distance of the US embassy—had caused their mission to go from orientation to operational.

			He put the phone on the nightstand and looked at Decoy. “We’ve been given a B&E mission. Tonight.”

			Trying for nonchalance, but feeling the pressure, Decoy said, “How hard can that be? Sounds like fun.”

			“No way will it be fun. It would be a cakewalk with just the female, but we know there’s a bunch of indig there. It’s mission impossible now.”

			“So we don’t go. You keep talking about the cover; surely the Oversight Council sees that.”

			“Yeah, they do. I told Kurt I’d give it a go, then pull back if it was looking bad. Apparently, this is dovetailing with some OGA reporting. Something’s up, and the confluence of reporting has got their panties in a knot.”

			“OGA?”

			“Other Government Agency. Meaning CIA. Jesus, do I have to spell it out like you’re a civilian?”

			Decoy bristled and slapped the wall, saying, “Enough of that shit. I don’t get your secret acronyms and I’m now an idiot? Fuck that. Give me the damn tech kit and I’ll get in. What matters is skill, not your knowledge of the black-arts secret language.”

			Knuckles saw he was genuinely aggravated and backed off, a little ashamed at his superior attitude, knowing Decoy was right.

			He said, “Okay, okay. I’m with you. But we’re going to need some serious skill here. In and out without a blip. You saw the house. We can’t get through the front gate without compromise. What are your thoughts?”

			Slightly mollified, but not completely, Decoy said, “Bring up the SD card from the camera. I’ll show you how to get in. It won’t be through your stupid cover crap. No bullshit ice-cream truck charades. It’s going to be straight SEAL. A stalk from the beach.”

			Knuckles pulled up the photos of the terrain and said, “What beach?”

			Decoy sat down on the couch next to him and said, “Okay, no real beach, but the only way into that place is the exact spot we were faking for our cellular survey. Down the valley, through the scrub, then up past the swimming pool.”

			He pointed to the outside wall on the lower half of the terrain.

			“We get over that, then stalk to the inside. Look at the terrain. Look at the cover. We can do that.”

			Knuckles liked what he saw, the bushes overgrown and choppy, the terrain sloping down and giving anyone concealment to approach.

			Decoy said, “Or we could dress up like meter maids and knock on the front door, pretending to be Peruvians. Maybe rub a little shoe polish on our face and hunker down so we look the type. Your call, Mr. Top Secret.”

			Knuckles took the dig and said, “I think your first course of action is better. But don’t get all high and mighty about the acting. You apparently can’t see it when it’s staring you in the face.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Carly? Your booty call? She’s no consular employee. She works for OGA. You want me to spell that out for you again?”

			
		

	
		
			7

			Knuckles turned around, the Night Observation Device on his head making him lean back as he craned to see Decoy without bumping the window. He saw a single flash of infrared and pushed the truck farther into the brush. He felt the tires grind against a stone and stopped, turning back around. He was rewarded with two flashes. Meaning it was hidden.

			He exited, dragging a small rucksack full of audio devices. Decoy met him on the rocky track. Really a goat trail.

			“About a half-klick walk. Straight up.”

			Knuckles looked past his outstretched arm, the night a hazy mix of green from the NODs. He saw the lights of the house on top of the ridge, beacons that caused a whiteout when caught directly in the tube. Below it, only about two hundred meters away, was the wall that skirted the compound.

			Knuckles pulled on a black watch cap, like a burglar from a 40s movie, and said, “Let’s get this done.”

			While they could have opted for multicam or some other high-speed clothing—things that would make their infiltration easier—they’d opted for nothing more than dark attire. Subdued browns and blacks. Jeans and long-sleeve shirts.

			Knuckles knew that, like everything else in his Taskforce world, the operation on the X was only a small part of the mission, and they couldn’t afford to be caught, before or after, dressed like commandos. They might be forced to flee on foot and would need to blend into the nearest neighborhood to seek refuge.

			Everything was a trade-off, and more than one mission had been compromised following successful execution because of Murphy’s Law.

			Knuckles said, “Okay, first things first. We get over the wall, use the draw to get close to the guesthouse, and set up the laser mike and relay. From there, we enter the main house. You good on the lock?”

			“No sweat.”

			“Even under NODs?”

			“Yeah, yeah. I’m good. Worked it in the closet of the hotel today.”

			After the mission shift from the Oversight Council, they’d spent the remainder of the day conducting a reconnaissance of the house, using the same vantage point they’d found earlier.

			Knuckles had taken high-resolution pictures of every lock he could see, then sent Decoy back to the hotel to build mock-ups and practice cracking them. Knuckles had spent the rest of the time studying the terrain.

			He’d discovered that the squad of Peruvian squatters was crammed into a guesthouse. Situated on the outskirts of the main house like the short end of an L, it wasn’t physically connected, and the woman was the only human in the expansive primary residence.

			He’d watched the comings and goings and had determined that the squatters weren’t allowed to leave, with the exception of some sort of squad leader occasionally approaching the main house. Apparently, he was the only one authorized to bug the German national.

			The compound itself was large, with a swimming pool in the cup of the L, a garage set back from a sliding iron gate at the front, and over a half acre of landscaping spilling down a hillside. Landscaping that had seen better days.

			The area was becoming overrun, leading Knuckles to believe the woman was renting the place and didn’t care, something that would help with the infiltration later in the night.

			After the sun had set, he’d come back to the hotel to find Decoy looking like a mad scientist, NODs on his head and a ton of lock components lying around. They’d selected what they thought they’d need from the electronics they’d brought, then had impatiently watched the clock until three in the morning. When it came, they’d slipped out the back of the hotel, following Decoy’s GPS route through the scrub, threading between the mansions in the hills.

			Knuckles locked the truck, shouldered his pack, then screwed a suppressor on a Glock 30. He said, “All right, Romeo. Your beach landing.”

			Hoisting his own pack, Glock in hand, Decoy grinned and said, “Let’s see if you still remember how to patrol.”

			They slipped through the scrub, reached the wall, then climbed over, one man pulling security while the other moved. Once on the inside, Decoy began slinking at a pace like drying paint. Slowly, ever so slowly advancing on the first location. The guesthouse.

			He paused in the rocks, an overgrown bush hiding his form. Once a cultured piece of landscaping, it had returned to the wild, growing with abandon in the hardscrabble ground.

			He whispered, “Got an angle to the window. I say set the laser and repeater here.”

			Knuckles said, “Let me check the Wi-Fi.”

			He pulled out a small device, let it register, then whispered, “We got signal. Encrypted.”

			He pushed a couple of buttons on the device, then set it on the ground, saying, “It’ll take a few minutes to crack. Break out the laser mike.”

			Decoy pulled out a small device that was the size of an overgrown pencil, and a pad about three inches across. He mounted the device to a standard portable camera tripod and aimed it at the window of the guesthouse. He pressed a button, the laser light springing out in the glow of his NODs. He worked the beam until it reflected off of the pane of glass and was caught by the pad at their location. He backed his hands away from the tripod, seeing the beam still hitting the pad.

			He said, “Okay. It’s set.”

			Knuckles ran wires from the pad to a box the size of a hardback book, then extended an antenna. He picked up the original handset and said, “Hack done. Type this in.”

			Decoy leaned over the keyboard of the book device and said, “Send it.”

			N-A-Z-C-A 4-6-8-9

			Decoy watched the screen for a second, then smiled. “Nothing like US technology. We’re in.”

			Knuckles nodded, his own grin breaking out. He draped the tripod and other equipment in burlap and foliage and said, “Okay. Now the easy part.”

			They began the stalk to the main house, moving so slowly it made Knuckles think of a glacier. Or an operation he’d conducted in the Hindu Kush stalking a Taliban killer of men. Eventually, they reached the sliding door opposite the small pool. Knuckles took a knee, waited a beat for anything to appear, then whispered, “You’re up.”

			Decoy slid forward, pulling a sleeve from his pocket and extracting two tools. He focused on the lock for all of five seconds, then turned back to Knuckles, nodding up and down in an exaggerated manner.

			Knuckles hissed, “Yeah, you have the door. Open it.”

			Decoy looked back at him, the night vision on his head making him appear like a bug. He whispered, “When I nod, it means I’m done. It’s open.”

			He slid the glass pane of the door to the right.

			“Did you want me to bring some red carpet? Because that wasn’t on the packing list.”

			Knuckles said, “Okay, okay. Rehearsal worked out. Don’t get cocky.”

			Knuckles slid through the door, hearing, “Cocky? You haven’t seen that yet.”

			They entered into a large sunken den, the house using the slope of the terrain. The sliding door was at ground level, but it was necessary to take a small staircase to reach the main entrance. At the front door, another set of stairs led to an upper split level with a four-foot wall that allowed anyone from above to view the den.

			Knuckles pointed to a wide-screen high-definition television above the fireplace. Decoy went to it and began slaving to the Wi-Fi embedded in the system, turning the television into a giant microphone. Knuckles began implanting devices called spiders, very small widgets that would reflect audio back to the TV, which would then funnel the transmission through the house’s Wi-Fi to the collection device outside.

			Finished with the lower room, they moved to the stairs, ignoring the bedrooms in the wings. They climbed slowly, guns out, NODs reflecting the infrared beams in stabs of illumination. Knuckles swiveled left and right and saw it was a media room overlooking the den. A secondary place for entertaining. Knuckles flared his IR pointer, illuminating another TV and giving Decoy an unspoken command, then began moving to the chairs, planting spiders.

			A brilliant blast of light flashed across the room, like a lightning bolt, and Knuckles realized it was from car headlights coming through the windows, blinding his NODs. He crouched below the wall, seeing Decoy do the same.

			The lights stayed on the front door, spilling through into the anteroom, and he heard a door open from one of the bedrooms beneath them.

			Shit.

			Decoy whispered, “We going hot? We never talked about rules of engagement.”

			“No. Not going hot. ROE is self-defense only.”

			Decoy hefted his Glock and said, “Roger that.”

			Knuckles heard the padding of feet, then the front door open. There was a conversation in Spanish, a woman’s voice followed by a man’s, then the footfalls of many more men.

			Another truckload of indig.

			Knuckles whispered, “Did you lock the sliding door after we entered?”

			“Hell no. Why would I do that?”

			“I have no idea, but I was hoping you were that stupid.”

			Decoy grinned and said, “Maybe next time.”

			They heard the passing of feet, and Knuckles said, “Going to the guesthouse. Hopefully, she doesn’t wonder why the door’s unlocked. You done with that TV?”

			“Yeah.”

			“We hear them exit, and we haul ass out the front.”

			“What if someone’s at their vehicle? What if they didn’t all come in?”

			“We deal with it.”

			Decoy crept up to the entrance of the stairwell, Glock at the ready.

			They heard the sliding glass door close, and the conversation of the woman faded.

			“Now.”

			They slipped down the stairs, opened the front door, and exited, keeping to the shadows. Decoy raised a hand, then pointed at the cargo truck blocking their escape. Knuckles nodded, and they sidled toward it. They reached the cab, finding it empty.

			Knuckles pointed to the east, down the road. Decoy nodded, and began moving, weapon at the ready. After five hundred meters, he held up, pulling into the brush at the side of the road.

			“You do realize that by coming out the front, we have a four-mile walk back to our truck, right?”

			Knuckles pulled off his NODs, stowing them in his pack, and said, “You want to go back for the shortcut?”
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			Checking the catering uniforms, Comandante Zero heard the horn outside and prayed it was his van and not another delivery of white coats. He went to the window of the garage and saw the outside gate open. He recognized Felipe behind the wheel, and smiled.

			The truck rolled forward past the threshold. He waited until the gate had closed, blocking a view from the street, before opening the door of the garage. The van rolled in, a white one without any windows in the cargo area, and parked next to an identical model, its back doors open wide and flashes of light and spark spilling out from someone welding inside.

			Felipe exited and said, “No problems. I see you’re still working on the other van. I told you I’d get it with plenty of time.”

			Comandante Zero nodded and said, “He’ll be done in about five minutes.”

			“Is all of that work necessary?”

			“Yes. The security is usually lax, but they’ll be searching the vans, I’m sure. We can’t very well ride in back with our guns out.”

			“Does he know what he’s doing?”

			“Yes. He worked for the Colombians, running cocaine. He can build concealment devices into anything. But more importantly, did your contact at the caterer come through? We won’t need the vans if his information is wrong.”

			Felipe reached inside his van and pulled out a clipboard. “Here’s the schedule. They’ll set up, serve dinner, then, while that’s ongoing, the two vans will return to the caterer for supplies. We intercept them on the way back and take their passes. The guards will have already seen the passes and will be expecting two vans to return.”

			Comandante Zero scanned the paperwork and grunted his approval. He pointed at the rack of caterer’s uniforms and said, “Take those to the guesthouse. Have the men pick out ones that fit. Make sure they fit well. Half of those peasants have never worn a tie, and we can’t afford anyone to question why we look like clowns at an official diplomatic function.”

			•   •   •

			Decoy heard a fist pound his bedroom door, then, “Wake up, sleeping beauty. We’ve got work to do today.”

			He rolled over and saw it was close to noon. After crawling into bed past dawn, it meant he’d had only four or five hours of sleep. He groaned and sat up, Knuckles handing him a cup of coffee.

			“You always this messy?”

			Decoy leaned over and pulled a shirt off the floor, saying, “Don’t start. What’s up with our implants?”

			“Talked to Kurt. The feeds are working, but they still need to be translated and analyzed. We’ll get the mission to retrieve the collector and the laser mike probably in a day or so. We leave the spiders. If it’s anything, they’ll pass it to the Peruvian authorities. They’ve already passed the German national’s name to OGA.”

			Decoy pulled on his pants and said, “Can’t you just say CIA?”

			Knuckles smiled and said, “Sorry. Habit. Hurry up. We need to get our tuxes for tonight.”

			Decoy went to brush his teeth, saying, “Do we get to play poker? I’m dying to say ‘Bond, James Bond.’”

			“Not tonight. You get to pretend you’re a cellular technician. Spend the night practicing living a lie.”

			Before he reached the bathroom, his cell phone rang. He answered, looked at Knuckles, and mouthed OGA.

			“Hey, Carly, I was going to call later about the party tonight.”

			Without preamble, she said, “We need to talk. Right now.”

			“What’s up?”

			“That name you gave me? You remember?”

			“Yeah.”

			“It’s in my office now.”

			“So?”

			“I’m not talking on a cell. We need to meet. Let’s go get lunch.”

			“Okay, okay, but we’ve got to go get our monkey suits for tonight.”

			“Swing by the embassy and pick me up. I know a great place at the Mercado Central.”

			“The embassy has already set up a place. We’ve got a fitting.”

			“The embassy doesn’t know shit about Lima. Let me guess. They’re sending you to that store in Miraflores?”

			“Well, yeah.”

			“That place is a kickback for the owner. His brother is responsible for all customs checks for embassy deliveries. The embassy sends everyone there as a back scratch, but they’ll make you look like a sad sack. Come get me. I won’t steer you wrong.”

			“Okay, okay. How soon?”

			“Now.”

			“Give me fifteen minutes.”

			He hung up and told Knuckles what had happened, ending with, “We did that. I mean the Taskforce passed the name.”

			“Brush your teeth and comb your hair. We’ll go meet her.”

			“Knuckles, I don’t want to get her in trouble. This is our fault.”

			“She won’t. There are ways around it. Let’s see what she says.”
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			At an outdoor table next to a park, the swirling, bustling central market, claustrophobic with people and vendors of all stripes, Decoy watched Carly getting her order of ceviche from a street vendor and said, “You sure eating this won’t give us the runs?”

			Knuckles said, “She’s fine with it, and she seems to know her way around.”

			Decoy poked his own order and said, “She’s probably immune by now, and most definitely wouldn’t mind us spending a day or two on the can. This fish doesn’t even look cooked.”

			As Carly came walking back, Knuckles responded, “Expand your horizons a little bit.”

			She sat down and Knuckles asked her, “Okay, what’s up? You won’t talk on the phone, and don’t trust our rental. Can you talk here?”

			She ate a bite and said, “We got an intel report today from headquarters stating that Linda Devoire is possibly living in Lima, Peru. Mighty big coincidence after you two assholes had me run the name.”

			“What’s that mean?”

			“It means I did some checking on your company. Outside of a DUNS number, there’s not much to you. A single-page website with no links and a single phone number. No fax, no information on Google, no prior history as far as I could find.”

			Decoy said, “Why is someone in the Consular Section doing searches on a company contracted by the ambassador?”

			She flared her eyes at him and said, “Because I’m about to get in serious trouble! I know about a wanted German fugitive because I slept with a guy on TDY and tried to help him out. And I didn’t report it. I couldn’t report it without saying how I found out, and I’d get fired. Or at least shipped home. Jesus, I can’t believe this has happened. Who are you guys?”

			Knuckles said, “You keep asking that. We’re who we said we are. Did you call the company?”

			“Yeah. I got some receptionist.” She eyed them both. “She said you were unavailable but worked there.”

			“Well, there you go.”

			“Oh, horseshit.”

			“It sounds to me like you’ve got some Jesse Ventura conspiracy theories going on because you’ve had some experience in things like this in the past. You know, in the ‘Consular Section.’”

			She said nothing for a moment, then, “That’s where I work. You can check it out.”

			Knuckles said, “I’m sure we’d find you listed on the embassy organization chart. Maybe with a single phone number and an e-mail.”

			“Fuck you.”

			Decoy cut in. “Okay, okay, I don’t want you to get in trouble. Look, it wasn’t us. I mean, if we had the capability to inject ourselves into some Consular Section intel report, why would we come to you in the first place? Did the report say where it came from?” Decoy could see that, in a twisted way, what he was saying made sense.

			“No. That sort of stuff is always masked. No reason to broadcast the source. But it was reported as credible from an asset with excellent placement and access.”

			“Was it announced, like, in a meeting or something?”

			“No. It was in a cable full of other things, but someone will focus on it. Then they’ll see my search. I am truly screwed.”

			Knuckles said, “Who gives a damn about a German national?”

			“Nobody, but they’ll care that I didn’t report it.”

			Decoy said, “So report it. Do it now, and tell them who it was that gave you the information.”

			He saw Knuckles’s eyes snap open and said, “What?”

			Decoy turned to Carly. “Look, I don’t want you to get in trouble. Surely you get stories all the time from people in the ‘Consular Section.’ Even from Americans. Right?”

			“Yeah. I suppose.”

			“Then tell them exactly what happened. But leave out the date part. We met, struck up a friendship, and I asked about the name. For our cellular survey, just like what happened. We’re on the embassy cleared list. It’s not that big of a deal.”

			She nodded vaguely and said, “They might dig into your company. You good with that?”

			Knuckles said, “No. Screw that. NO.”

			She smirked and said, “Why’s that a big deal?”

			“Because I’ll get in trouble with my boss, damn it. You know what happens when someone gets questioned by the country team? I don’t care how innocuous it is, it causes a shitstorm back home. It’s the worst thing that could happen. It’ll be interpreted as though we screwed up. How else did we reach the level of an official inquiry?”

			Decoy was impressed with Knuckles’s vehemence and apparent knowledge of embassy operations. It almost sounded real, and he figured he’d better join the party.

			“I didn’t think about that.”

			“Because it’s your first trip, dickless. And probably your last.”

			Knuckles was glaring at him with a death stare.

			Carly said, “Hey, hey, hold on. I think the idea’s got merit. I think I can get it done without putting you guys under the microscope. Like you say, nobody really gives a damn about Germany’s problem. I’ll go back and read the report, then ‘remember’ something that happened before, with some American contractor that had asked for help. I’ll sell it as a useless bit of info until I made the connection with the intel report, leaving you out of it.”

			Decoy smiled and reached across the table, grasping her hand. “Okay, then. I guess we’re still on for tonight. Where’s this great tailor you keep talking about?”

			She pulled her hand away and said, “Really? After all of this? You think it’s that easy?”

			Knuckles said, “He’s incorrigible. You should have seen that going in.”

			She raised an eyebrow and said, “Yeah, well, he is a little sexy.”

			Indignant, Decoy said, “What the hell are you two talking about? I’m right here.”

			Carly said, “I’m trying to imagine what to put you in for tonight. What would look best on my floor in the morning.”

			Usually cocksure about anything to do with the opposite sex, Decoy stammered, trying to find footing. Sizing her up, Knuckles read the words for what they were: hard edges developed from working in a man’s world. He was unsure if it was the true Carly or just a shell she’d grown from the day-to-day interactions of her job. A shield she wore to fend off the bigotry about her sex.

			He said, “Wow. I’ve never seen that in my entire history with this guy. At a loss for words.”

			Carly said, “Huh. I thought it was his first trip with you?”

			Knuckles smiled and said, “You don’t miss much, do you?”

			“No. I most definitely don’t.”
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			Sitting in the sweltering van, the sun long gone from the sky, Comandante Zero said, “It’s past the dinner hour. Are they ever going to leave?”

			The Bolivian embassy took up the better part of a block, with construction scaffolding from ongoing building renovations running the entire length of the road to their front, yet they had a clear view of the service entrance and the local national guards posted there. So far, nothing had moved. Which had been the case for more than four hours.

			Zero had insisted on being early enough to see the real caterers arrive, and Felipe had made sure the men were ready. Though dressed in the clothing of the company, they still bore the stink of the jungle, and he knew they wouldn’t last more than a few minutes inside before being questioned, having no idea how to behave. But that was the best he could do.

			Watching the vans enter the embassy grounds, Zero had been perversely pleased. Each one had been thoroughly searched, meaning his precautions were not without merit.

			Felipe saw the gate begin to move and the guard step out of the way. “This is it.”

			A white van, exactly like the one they were in, exited the premises, taking a left and driving right in front of them. The gate began closing and Zero said, “Where’s the other one?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Call your contact. Now.”

			Felipe did so, staring at the receding taillights. He spent about a minute on the phone, then hung up. “The security force makes them leave one at a time. And return one at a time. They don’t like the grouping.”

			“What’s the gap?”

			“Five minutes.”

			“Shit. Okay. You go to the other van. Wait for the second vehicle. I’ll get this one. When are they set to return?”

			“Quick round-trip. The first van will be loading before the other one leaves.”

			“Fine. That’ll be okay. We’ll have to blend into the workers for five minutes. Pick the best of the men and get them into this van. Anyone who’s worked in a restaurant. Or at least lived in a city. Make sure they know that they must act as they were trained. Clean dishes and serve food. We will take in pistols only. Move all of the AK-47 rifles to your van. You will bring them in. No change to the original plan. We’ll take the main room. You take the overflow. Understood?”

			Felipe nodded, shouting orders. The men began shuffling about, both vans a buzz of activity. In two minutes it was done. Zero said, “Remain on the radio. Tell me when you’re past the gate. I’ll call when I’m ready.”

			“Yes, El Comandante. It will be done. What of the men inside the caterer vehicle? What do I do with them?”

			Zero said, “Use the machete. Leave something for the police to find and realize who has done this. Failure isn’t an option. Remember that. These pigs have had their last dance with Sendero Luminoso. Tomorrow, our men will be freed from their jails, or everyone inside will perish.”

			•   •   •

			Watching Carly mingle with the crowd of diplomats, Knuckles had to admit she cleaned up pretty nicely. Wearing a red dress that ended modestly below her knees, complemented by red nail polish and ruby lipstick, she looked nothing like the bohemian backpacker that he’d originally met.

			As Carly dragged Decoy along behind her, introducing him to everyone she could find, Knuckles was finally glad she’d been invited. Left to his own devices, Knuckles was sure, Decoy would either make the mistake of hitting on a diplomat’s wife or spend the evening sipping beer in the corner. Not exactly this night’s intended purpose.

			The dinner bell rang, and the couple came back to him. Knuckles said, “We’re not in this room. We’re in the overflow.”

			Decoy smirked and said, “You mean like the kids’ table at Thanksgiving?”

			“Yep. Pretty much.”

			“Fine by me. I’m sick of meeting people.”

			The Bolivian dining area was split in two, with a main ballroom housing the true dignitaries—ambassadors, heads of departments, and other diplomats worthy of the regal space—while mere invitees were in an adjoining ballroom. Less regal but fully decorated like the larger one next door, it was where their party would spend the evening after the cocktail hour.

			They wandered to their table, Carly saying, “How did you guys manage to get invitations to this thing anyway? There aren’t any nobodies here.”

			Decoy said, “Meaning we’re nobodies?”

			Carly smiled and said, “Well . . . yes. You are.”

			Knuckles said, “The big boss knows the ambassador from somewhere. I don’t know where. It’s how we got the contract.”

			Carly let that slide past her, not bothering to question it, but they both knew it was bullshit.

			Decoy said, “How’d the German national thing work out?”

			“You mean for you? Fine. Nobody cared where the information came from.”

			“That’s not what I meant. For you.”

			“Best as can be expected, I guess. I told him the story, then that I didn’t think it mattered until I saw the intel feed. My boss was ticked that I didn’t report it immediately, and has chalked it up to me being flighty or undependable. I’ll probably get a letter of reprimand, but that’s it.”

			“Will that hurt you?”

			She tried to make light of it, but he could see she was seething. “Yeah. It’ll hurt. I’ll just have to work harder to overcome it.”

			They reached their assigned seating and he pulled out her chair. They spent the next thirty minutes meeting the other guests at their table, two dignitaries from the Brazilian Embassy, with Carly surprising them by speaking fluent Spanish.

			Halfway through dinner, the dessert trays being delivered, Knuckles’s phone vibrated. He looked at the screen and saw it was a priority call, encrypted, from Colonel Kurt Hale.

			He said, “Excuse me. I have to go to the bathroom.” He looked at Decoy and said, “You need to go too.”

			Carly looked confused, but let it ride. Walking away, Decoy in tow, Knuckles shoved a Bluetooth into his ear and answered the phone, “What’s up, boss?”

			“You at the Bolivian Embassy reception?”

			“Yeah. Decoy’s doing pretty well. Hasn’t stepped on his crank yet.”

			“Get out. Now.”
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			Comandante Zero showed his newly acquired pass to the local national guard, waiting for the man to finish scrutinizing it. The man radioed a command and the gate began to roll to the right.

			Zero drove to the search area and killed his headlights. Another guard approached and told him to exit. He did so, ordering his men out of the back.

			They stood in a cluster while one guard went underneath the vehicle with a mirror and another shone a flashlight into the interior of the cargo area, seeing nothing but trays and racks of cleaning supplies.

			The guard waved at him, and Zero ordered his men to load up. He thanked the guard, took back his pass, and put the van in drive, moving at a slow eight kilometers an hour until he was inside the loading bay. He did a three-point turn and backed into the bay, one of his men guiding him to the rubber bumpers. He stopped, watching out the windshield until he saw the search area guards return to their little booth and sit down, stiflingly bored.

			He opened the door, flipped a lever exposing a compartment in the hollow of the metal, and pulled out a pistol. He went to the back and said, “Take out the weapons. Hide them in your uniforms.”

			The men passed out pistols and magazines, shoving them in their belts. Zero surveyed them, seeing commitment staring back.

			He said, “Follow me.”

			Five men slipped into the back entrance of the kitchen.

			•   •   •

			Knuckles said, “Sir, what are you talking about?”

			“Leave through a back door as soon as you can. We translated the feeds you sent. It’s Sendero Luminoso, and they’re planning an attack on an embassy tonight. We don’t know which one, but it’s a pretty good bet that it’s yours. You’ve got a treasure trove of hostages with you, just like the Japanese ambassador when Tupac Amaru took over his embassy in ninety-six. We think it’s a copycat.”

			“Sir, I can’t just leave. If what you’re saying is true, I need to get everyone out of here.”

			“We’re working that now. Messages are going out as we speak. The president and the Oversight Council are aware.”

			“What the hell does that mean? ‘Working it’? Shit, everyone needs to leave here, now.”

			“I get that. How do you propose to accomplish it? Tell the ambassador that you, as a cellular technician, know of a nefarious plot by Sendero Luminoso? You have no cover. I know it sucks, but it’s the best we can do. Hell, we might even be wrong, but if we are, I want you to find that out in your hotel room. Get out.”

			“Maybe I can set off a fire alarm. Get ’em out that way.”

			Knuckles heard nothing for a moment, then, “You see one? Do the Bolivians have them on the wall like the US?”

			Knuckles looked around, hissing to Decoy, “See if you can find a fire alarm.”

			Decoy said, “What the hell is going on?”

			“Go!”

			Decoy disappeared, coming back seconds later. “I can’t see any. Nothing the average person could pull down.”

			Knuckles relayed and Kurt said, “Get out. Now.”

			Knuckles said, “I’ll start a fire.”

			“You going to set one large enough to cause a panic? Come on. You’ll need something larger than a local fire extinguisher can put out.”

			“All right, all right. Shit. We’re moving.”

			He hung up, yanking out the Bluetooth earpiece and telling Decoy the situation. Decoy said, “I’m not leaving Carly.”

			Knuckles said, “Yes, you are. Come on.”

			“No. I’m not. I put her here. It’s bad enough we’re running. No way am I leaving her in place. She gets harmed, and it’s my fault.”

			“You want to get into the Taskforce, you’ll follow me to the kitchen right fucking now.”

			Decoy said nothing, but also didn’t move.

			Knuckles cursed and said, “Go get her ass. Quickly.”

			They returned, Carly clearly aggravated. She said, “What is up with you guys? Are you nuts?”

			Knuckles said, “Yes. Probably are. But we’re leaving right now.”

			“Why?”

			Knuckles knew if he told her, she’d demand to go get the US dignitaries, and end up exposing the Taskforce. Jesus, this sucks beyond belief. The dilemma was excruciating.

			“Look, we’re leaving. Mr. Hormone here wouldn’t go without you. You coming?”

			She saw his expression and realized something else was in play. She nodded, and they went running down the hall, entering the kitchen and searching for an exit.

			They saw the loading bay and the double doors leading to the embassy grounds. Knuckles went out first and saw two white vans, the one on the left’s brake lights flickering as it finished backing up. The driver’s door swung out. A man exited, flipped open a compartment in the panel of the door, and pulled out a pistol.

			The situation crystallized instantly.

			Knuckles dove off of the dock, seeing Decoy doing the same on the far side. The man saw Knuckles coming, his eyes comically slapping open in surprise, his hand not moving nearly quickly enough to bring his weapon into play.

			Knuckles slapped the barrel upward and slammed a sledgehammer fist into the man’s temple, driving through it as if he were trying to hit the van behind him.

			The man bounced against the quarter panel and slid to the ground, unconscious. Knuckles heard noise on the other side and chambered a round in the pistol, saying, “Decoy?”

			“Yeah. Got mine.”

			“Back door.”

			“Roger.”

			Knuckles crouched, duckwalking to the rear. He reached it and saw Decoy at the same level, Browning automatic in his hand. Knuckles nodded, and Decoy swung open the door.

			Knuckles brought his weapon to bear on three individuals, all shocked at what they were seeing.

			In short order, they were all on the ground, hog-tied. Knuckles was wondering what to do. Flee, and let the police find them later? Call the police first? But how to explain what happened? Fake it? Act like it was a miracle? Say a guy in a cape appeared, then flew away?

			They heard a squawk on a radio coming from the man Knuckles had knocked out. Carly said, “Someone’s calling. Asking questions.”

			Knuckles had forgotten she was there. She stepped forward, ripping the radio from the man’s belt. Before he could stop her, she untied the man to her right and rattled off something in Spanish. The radio squawked again. The man shook his head.

			She said to Knuckles, “Give me your gun.”

			He did so. She put it to the man’s head and rattled off more Spanish. He keyed the mike and said something. The radio squawked again. She hammered him in the temple with the barrel, knocking him out.

			“They’re already inside. That was the leader asking if these men were set. I told him to say they needed more time. He said to attack.”
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			Knuckles tied the man back up, wondering how much time they had before the party erupted into disaster. Carly handed back the pistol and said, “Who are you guys? For real?”

			“We used to be military. We’re a veteran-owned company.”

			“That’s it? Shit, I thought you were SEALs or something.”

			Knuckles heard gunfire from inside, then screaming. He cursed and kicked the van.

			He looked at Decoy, and Decoy nodded. “You know we can’t leave now.”

			Knuckles said, “Yeah, yeah. Best intentions.” He saw Carly thinking and said, “What? What’s going through that little steel trap?”

			“Are you guys any good? I mean like SEAL good?”

			Decoy said, “SEALs are a bunch of prima donnas living off of the Bin Laden mission.”

			She looked at Knuckles, and he grinned. “Yeah, we’re good. Better than good. Now, what are you thinking?”

			“We can get to the women’s restroom on the other side of the main ballroom. They’re doing renovations and there’s an air duct from the kitchen that leads right to it.”

			Both Decoy and Knuckles looked at her, waiting for more. She shook her head, then said, “I helped some special guys plan a mission inside here. Planting things in the walls while they did the construction. We had the blueprints. The air duct was a contingency hiding location.”

			“And this was from your consular duties?”

			“About as much as your damn cellular contract. There are five men here, so there are probably five inside. Three on five isn’t bad odds.”

			Knuckles said, “Two on five. You aren’t fighting.”

			“I’m weapons-trained. I can help.”

			“You ever shot anyone? When they were trying to kill you?”

			She snorted and said, “Have you?”

			She saw the intensity on Knuckles’s face, then went to Decoy, seeing the same thing. He said, “It’s not easy, and we don’t have time for a weak link. You get us in. We’ll do the rest.”

			She slowly nodded, then said, “Follow me.”

			They slipped inside the kitchen, Knuckles taking the lead from her, his gun up and ready. Decoy took the rear, saying, “Man, this is going to be hard to explain to Kurt.”

			She said, “Who’s that?”

			“Our boss. I’ll probably never go on another cellular contract again.”

			They reached the back of the kitchen, and Carly pointed to a large air duct grate. In short order, Knuckles had it open, seeing nothing but darkness. From the main ballroom they heard shouting, then more gunfire, followed by shrieks.

			Knuckles snaked inside the duct and began crawling upward, using his hands and feet to give him enough friction to climb. He reached a bend and slithered inside far enough to allow the other two to follow. He heard Carly cursing about her dress and slid his leg out, whispering, “Grab it.”

			She did, and he crawled forward, dragging her inside. They waited on Decoy, then began moving, as the sounds of shouting continued.

			They reached the far side of the duct and repeated the maneuver, ending up on the floor of the bathroom. Carly said, “The ballroom is just outside, down a small hallway. It leads right in.”

			Knuckles thought a moment, then said, “We need intelligence. You still want to help?”

			“Yes. Of course.”

			He pulled out his Bluetooth earpiece and said, “Pair that with your phone. I want you to walk into the ballroom, then act like you were in here. Show panic or whatever, but feed us the locations and number of the guys in there.”

			She hesitated, then took the earpiece. He said, “Hey, there’s one thing here you need to know. You get in there and see ten or twelve bad guys, you’re theirs. We aren’t coming in after you.”

			She looked from him to Decoy. He said, “Sorry. We can’t take on twelve guys.”

			She pulled out her phone and paired the earpiece, saying, “You are really working hard at not being able to leave your clothes on my floor.”

			To Knuckles, Decoy said, “Maybe this is a stupid idea. Maybe we should wait.”

			She shoved in the earpiece and dialed Knuckles’s phone. It connected and she said, “You want it, you have to come get it.”

			Then slipped out the door.

			Knuckles said, “Wow. She’s a piece of work.”

			“Yeah. I know. I might go in even if there are twelve guys.”

			They waited, and Knuckles heard the noise grow in his phone, then a shriek loud enough to cause him to pull the phone away from his ear, followed by shouting. In a raised voice, as if she were hysterical, he heard, “Five men, five men, all dressed like waiters. People are on the floor blindfolded. All are on the floor. Near-end of the ballroom. Men are there. Standing with pistols.”

			Knuckles thought, Perfect.

			He said, “Collapse on the floor. Lay down. We’re in.”

			To Decoy: “Five hostiles at the near end, armed with pistols and dressed like waiters. Hostages are on the floor, blindfolded. Shoot anyone standing in uniform.”

			Knuckles saw a grim smile, the same one he’d seen before a hellacious firefight in Haditha, Iraq, when they’d been outnumbered and needed to break free. A long time ago.

			Decoy said, “Let’s get some.”

			They broke the plane of the door and moved at a fast crouch to the end of the hallway, seeing the light from the ballroom ahead. They stayed just inside for a split second, Knuckles catching Decoy’s eye. He nodded, and Knuckles flowed into the room, sighting down the barrel of his weapon.

			He saw the red of Carly’s dress, a man above her in a waiter’s uniform, holding a weapon. His own spit fire and the man went down. He heard gunfire from his right, a rapid double-tap from Decoy, before he’d even lined up his next target.

			He saw a man go down, then the remaining three, one looking at him slack-jawed. He squeezed the trigger seeing a red blossom smear the man’s face, hearing Decoy’s gun spitting death. The final man got off one round before both Decoy and Knuckles rained fire on him, pummeling his torso with rounds.

			In the span of three seconds, it was over.

			Without a word, both men began clearing the room, kicking out weapons and searching under tables. A minute later, they were done. Carly sat up, eyes wide, a little stunned at the violence that had just erupted around her.

			Decoy pulled her to her feet and said, “You okay?”

			She rapidly nodded, the voltage of the fear still flowing through her. She said, “Yeah, yeah. I’m fine. That was some scary shit, though.”

			At the far end of the ballroom, away from the hostages, Knuckles felt the adrenaline subside. He said, “Now what? How are we going to explain this?”

			The hostages began tentatively to stir, craning their heads to see, wondering if they were okay. Decoy said, “What do you mean we? You’re the damn team leader. I have a date.”

			One hostage began to pull off his blindfold. Knuckles said, “Not quite yet. Carly, shout in Spanish. Tell them to leave the blindfolds on. Act like a terrorist.”

			She did so, and Knuckles said, “Grab a blindfold. We’re going to become hostages.”

			Decoy said, “You’ve lost your fucking mind.”
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			The plane hit the runway of Charleston International, and Decoy turned on his phone, saying, “Remind me why we flew down here again? Selection starts in DC.”

			It had been two weeks since the debacle at the embassy, and Knuckles’s cockamamie plan of pretending to be hostages was holding up. Nobody knew what or who had stopped the attack, and theories ranged from an inside disagreement—a possible female terrorist the hostages had heard—to someone from the overflow room attacking them before fleeing for his life.

			Since the terrorists had only half of their forces, most of the diners in the overflow room heard the gunfire in the main ballroom and immediately fled out the front, screaming and yelling. This had brought a rapid police response, and a standoff as they tried to communicate with the dead terrorists from outside.

			The police had added to the confusion by taking credit for capturing the van in the loading bay, crowing about their incredible prowess. They’d also captured the German national, describing an intense, months-long investigation. They’d interviewed everyone who’d managed to get out, but none owned up to taking out the terrorists.

			It was a mystery, but one thing was sure—it wasn’t any of the blindfolded and mewling hostages in the main ballroom. They were all just grateful to be alive.

			Kurt had chastised them for disobeying orders, but his heart wasn’t in it. Knuckles knew he was secretly pleased and was just going through the motions, blathering on about the integrity of the Taskforce and the risk of compromise. He’d then told them he’d made a fateful decision on a particular candidate going through Assessment and Selection, and had detailed Knuckles and Decoy to help run it.

			Standing up to exit the aircraft, Decoy repeated, “Why’d we come here? And what are we doing getting detailed to A&S? Turbo’s team is running it this rotation.”

			“Kurt wants us to meet the candidate. It’s a special case.”

			Decoy’s phone vibrated, cutting off the conversation. He saw the number and his face lit up. “Hey, it’s Carly.”

			Walking down the aisle, Knuckles said, “I thought you were the love ’em and leave ’em type.”

			Decoy held up his index finger, answering the phone.

			Bringing only carry-ons, they went straight to the rental counter and, within minutes, were on the road to Mount Pleasant. Halfway across the Ravenel Bridge, Decoy finally hung up.

			Knuckles said, “Wow. That sounded a lot more serious than a one-night stand.”

			“She’s okay. The reprimand’s been pulled. Thanks for getting Kurt to help out.”

			Knuckles had told Kurt the help Carly had given, along with the punishment she would receive for doing so. He had in turn talked to his deputy, George Wolffe, a career CIA officer now working with the Taskforce. George had made some discreet inquiries, and apparently it had been enough.

			“And the story in Lima?”

			“Getting more ridiculous. Moving away from the truth. We should be good.”

			Knuckles pulled off Coleman Boulevard, into a small office complex next to the marsh at Shem Creek.

			Decoy said, “What’s special about this candidate?”

			“It’s a civilian. In fact, the company is civilian.”

			“You have got to be kidding. You assholes go nuts because I wasn’t in a SMU, and Kurt wants to give a civilian a tryout?”

			“Well, the candidate’s partner used to be my team leader. A guy named Pike Logan. Don’t make him mad. He’s got a little problem with anger issues.”

			“Never heard of him. A SEAL?”

			Knuckles opened the door and said, “No. He’s Army. But he’s a predator, trust me. You don’t want to get into a pissing contest with him. You will lose.”

			They walked up the stairs, stopping on a small porch, and Knuckles knocked on the office door. Decoy said, “And the candidate? What’s his story?”

			The door opened and Decoy found himself facing a very attractive woman wearing running shoes, Nike shorts, and a simple T-shirt. She said, “Hey, Knuckles!” and held out her arms. Knuckles gave her a hug and kissed her cheek, astounding Decoy.

			Knuckles said, “You ready?”

			“I have no idea. But it’s not for a lack of Pike’s training. Hang on, I’ll get him. He’s packing, which, you know, means he’s telling me what to pack. Because he’s so smart.”

			Knuckles said, “Not as smart as you.”

			She smiled and walked away. Decoy tracked her movement back into the office, staring at her bottom and saying, “Who on earth is that?”

			“Jennifer Cahill. She’s the candidate.”

			Decoy’s mouth dropped open. He exclaimed, “You have got to be shitting me!”

			The door jerked wide, and Decoy found himself staring at a man two inches taller and about forty pounds heavier. Sporting close-cropped brown hair and a wicked scar on his cheek, he was staring intently at Decoy as if he were deciding whether to throw him off the porch.

			The man said, “You got a fucking problem with that?”

			Knuckles grinned and said, “Decoy, this is Pike.”

			
		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Three years later, Knuckles sat in silence, the car engine ticking slowly as his mind tumbled over those actions from so long ago. Short in time, but a chasm in memories. The recollections brought a lump to his throat, but were fond nonetheless. He stared at the front door of the town house, trying to gather the courage to approach.

			An Arlington, Virginia, police car rolled by, the officers eyeing him. He remained in place. When it returned, the policemen now overtly staring, he waved and opened his car door, his courage forced on him.

			He advanced to the small concrete porch at a leaden pace, the entrance growing closer and closer. Eventually, as if of its own volition, his finger pushed the bell.

			The door opened and he saw Carly’s face light up. Her hair was a little longer, and she was not as tan, but she still looked good. Now working in the bowels of the CIA headquarters, she was dressed like a typical businesswoman.

			Her eyes searched past him, to the sidewalk behind, and he knew why. While Decoy had remained true to his perpetual quest to conquer the opposite sex, he’d also continued seeing Carly, an unspoken agreement between them. She was as close as he’d ever come to a steady relationship, and Knuckles knew how much he cared for her. And she for him.

			He said, “Hey, Carly.”

			He saw the terror grow behind her eyes and realized she understood what he was going to say.

			“It’s about Decoy. . . .”
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			Jacob Driscoll watched the four men, fascinated that they showed no resistance whatsoever. Completely resigned to their fate. A fly landed on the forehead of the nearest one—the one he was to kill—and the captive let it crawl about, tasting his sweat.

			Jacob listened to the spokesman continue to rail in Arabic, a small crowd gathered in the square, outnumbered two to one by the gunmen. He didn’t understand the language but could guess at what was being said.

			These men are traitors. This is the fate that befalls all who oppose the Kalipha. Stand with us, or suffer the same.

			Far from cheering, the small grouping of people looked cowed, as if they wanted to be anywhere but here. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. They’d rather be on the outside watching than on their bellies with their necks stretched out.

			The spokesman droned on, building toward a grand spectacle, his black tunic covered in dust, the AK-47 swinging about with his body language, and Jacob knew it was coming close. Execution time. His first.

			In the four months he’d been inside the cult of death known as the Islamic State, he’d witnessed many, many executions, acting as a gunman on the periphery, but he’d never done one on his own.

			Not that he minded killing. It hadn’t bothered him in the past, but the action had always been at the barrel of a gun, and he wondered how this would feel. In a detached, almost scientific way, he wondered if it would be different from carving the carcasses of the rabbits he’d killed in his youth. When he’d literally had to hunt for survival.

			He looked at his partners, seeing Hussein fidgeting, the nervous tics growing more pronounced. He wasn’t built for this cauldron, and Jacob thought it ironic that Hussein was the one who had recruited them. Convinced them to come to this faraway land.

			Not that they had many alternatives after fleeing the cesspool of “rehabilitation” they’d been placed within. Killing the guard had ensured that.

			Carlos and Devon, now known as Yousef and Talib, showed no such hesitation. They had embraced the cult of death completely, changing their names and fervently soaking up the Salafist ideology like a cactus in the rain. They were on board one hundred and ten percent, considering this day a sacred one.

			Jacob played the role, but he’d long since lost belief in religion. Any religion. He’d had that whipped out of him by the pious Christian guards in the white house.

			No, it wasn’t the religion. It was the power. In this land, from Mosul to Raqqa, all that mattered was the courage of the battle-axe, and he’d found a skill that he didn’t realize he had. He knew he would die here, but it caused no angst. In truth, he had died long ago. All that remained was for him to slip the coils of his mortal frame. The difference was a cause. He wouldn’t end up as a page-two news story, caught stealing hubcaps and gunned down in the street. And neither would the men he had brought.

			Hussein may have recruited him, and the other two may have changed their names, diving headlong into the myth of the Islamic State, but he was the leader of their small group. Just as he had been inside.

			With that mantle came a responsibility.

			A man in black, completely covered from head to toe, like something out of a Star Wars movie, began walking his way. Jacob inwardly grimaced.

			His name was Abu Yabba Dabba Do, or some other unpronounceable Arabic crap, but Jacob called him Ringo. As in the Beatles. An Islamic fighter from England, he and others like him considered themselves above Jacob and his band because they were of Arabic descent. Ringo was Yemeni. Jacob was a mutt.

			“So, Jacob, are you ready for your first kill?”

			He drew out the name Jacob, showing his disdain for the Biblical reference and the fact that Jacob refused to take an Arabic one.

			Jacob said, “It isn’t my first, you shit.”

			Ringo smirked and said, “Death with a gun is not killing. You’ll see. This is absolute control. Absolute. As Mohammad dictated. But your little band of Lost Boys wouldn’t know about that.”

			He was being tested, which was what he expected. Ringo had beheaded many men, and had developed a cult following on Twitter and other social media, but he was an ass. A small man who gained importance after the fact. After the fighting was done, using his knife and a camera to become famous. At his core, Jacob knew Ringo felt a challenge from him and his friends.

			Four tightly knit brothers, forged by a fire outside the Islamic State, with—except for Hussein—no attachment to any Arabic or Islamic heritage, they were an anomaly. True foreign fighters in a foreign land. They called themselves the Lost Boys because of the iconic ’80s movie, but the analogy was apt. They lived in a world of the shadows.

			And they killed better than most.

			Jacob said, “Ringo, step away.”

			That was all.

			And Ringo did.

			Ringo had seen the punishment the Lost Boys had endured. With two blond Caucasians, one African American, and Hussein, the one who had recruited them, their arrival had been anything but welcoming. Convinced they were spies or, at best, journalists, the emir had subjected them to inhuman conditions and cruelty. And they had thrived.

			Because of the white house.

			Ringo said, “You are not the future. We are the future. Kafir.”

			Jacob looked up, catching Ringo’s pompous eyes with the dead ones he possessed, and said, “The future is dictated by the man who isn’t afraid to die. Is that you?”

			Ringo said, “I am not afraid. I have proved that multiple times.”

			“Do you wish to die today? Without fear?”

			Jacob knew his reputation from Mosul preceded him. Knew that Ringo hated the fact that he was a blond-headed, blue-eyed American, with no ancestral ties to the coming caliphate, but he also knew that Ringo couldn’t get past the stories that had grown into legends.

			Ringo snarled and said, “We’ll see, Lost Boy. We’ll see.”

			And walked away.

			The man on the square finished his speech, which was like every other one, and not unlike speeches given by the blowhard preachers Jacob had heard every night in the reform school. There was a flourish at the end, then a knife placed in his hand.

			He looked at the four men prostrate in front of him, and felt the hatred.

			They were snitches. People who’d sold out the clan for money, giving information to the enemy for targeted air strikes and intelligence on how the Islamic State functioned. Jacob would have had qualms about killing someone for eating pork or not wearing a head wrap, but he had none for traitors.

			They were the ones who had caused the pain in his past. Had caused the trips to the white house.

			He looked at his man, a Kurd. Strange that such a person had been able to penetrate so deeply, given the fight against the Peshmerga, but he had. And he’d given massive information about the Islamic State to the Americans. Now he would die.

			But the fly on his forehead would live.

			He swished the man’s face and saw it buzz away. Then leaned down, wrapping his hand into the hair, pulling it up.

			Like he had as a child, when the next “new” father came into the room, stinking of whiskey and taking off his belt, he let his humanity float away, flying on a cloud. Gone.

			He became a robot.

			He looked down the line, seeing the ubiquitous cameraman recording the killing, then Carlos and Devon eagerly snatching up their own heads and looking to him for guidance. He waited on Hussein.

			He caught the tears on Hussein’s cheeks and wondered if the man would go through with it. He saw Ringo advancing and shouted, “Hussein!”

			His friend looked at him and he said, “For the white house. Do it for the white house.”

			Hussein rapidly nodded, then pulled up the head.

			Jacob turned to his own man, seeing his eyes rolling back, feeling the shaking in his body, the bright orange smock soaked in sweat.

			The first swipe brought a gout of blood. He reached bone, and began sawing.
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			Omar al-Khatami watched the tape without a shred of revulsion, technically looking for the propaganda value. His media specialist described how he had enhanced the image, optimizing it for YouTube, and said, “This will show the Americans what happens to their spies, and prevent others from following in their steps.”

			Omar said, “Yes. Post it tonight. End with the heads on the bodies.”

			The door opened and the emir of northern Syria entered.

			Mildly surprised, Omar exchanged greetings and said, “Adnan, I thought you weren’t returning for two days. What is happening with the oil?”

			Adnan smiled and said, “It’s coming along. We only have the wells pumping at a quarter of capacity because of a lack of technical skill, but we have found men to change that. Soon, we will double our output and our revenues. As long as you don’t lose the fields.”

			Omar said, “No chance of that.”

			“Good, because I have some news. The caliph has bestowed a great honor on you. He has promoted you to the emir of external operations.”

			The mention of the leader of the Islamic State brought a pause. Confused, Omar said, “External operations? I am the military commander here. I still have work to do. Aleppo to take. Damascus to burn.”

			“The caliph has heard of your Lost Boys, and he thinks it is time to use them.”

			“Then do so, but don’t pull me from my men. They fight because of me. The time is growing short for victory. This will be a setback we can’t afford, given the American attacks.”

			Adnan scowled and said, “The caliph believes in you. And your American cell. He chose you.”

			“Why? We have many men who could do this. You, for instance.”

			“Because of your skill, for one. And because you are Chechen. You have traveled in Europe. You know the contacts. You can build the attack he desires.”

			“These Lost Boys are untested. I’m unsure of their commitment.”

			Adnan looked at the computer screen, the video paused with four men slicing and cutting. “Is this not them?”

			“Yes.”

			“They show commitment here.”

			“It could be simple fear. Hussein, the Jordanian, cried throughout.”

			“And the others?”

			Omar grudgingly admitted they showed no qualms, but said, “The leader of these so-called Lost Boys hasn’t even taken a proper name. He still goes by Jacob.”

			“But you tested him, yes?”

			Omar nodded. Adnan said, “The name is why we want them. They will all revert back to their true names. They are gems buried in the sand. Four Americans with no ties to America. No families, no Facebook, no Twitter. They are unknown. Unlike the others who brag to their friends back home, nobody knows they exist. No authorities are fervently tracking their moves. True?”

			“Yes. We instructed them on methods of recruitment, but they have shown no interest.”

			“Good. Keep it that way. Their mission will be the greatest recruitment drive we have ever seen.”

			The media specialist fidgeted, getting Adnan’s attention. He said, “Emir, they are on this video. The one we’re going to post for the world to see.”

			“Don’t. Broadcast the stills of the verdict, but keep the executioners out.”

			Omar said, “We lose the impact with our own people. They need to see. They need to fear.”

			“Then let our men see it, but obscure the faces, and do not put it on social media. The Americans must be protected, and those kafirs in the United States have ways of determining the tiniest things.”

			Omar nodded. “It will be done. What about me?”

			Adnan looked at him with a question, and he said, “When do you wish me to start, and what will the target be?”

			“Targets. Plural. Every attack attempted by that windbag Zawahiri and his diseased al Qaida has resulted in failure because the kafirs managed to hear about it before execution. We have to assume the same will happen here, so we will plan two attacks. One for them to chase, and one for you to execute.”

			Omar went through the ramifications in his mind. Having fought in Grozny against a barbaric Russian army, he recognized the wisdom. He said, “Just preparation for the false flag attack?”

			“No, no. A real attack. One that you will plan from start to finish. You pick the target and the method. The only parameter is that it must be outside of the caliphate. Outside the borders here. If it succeeds, so much the better, but its primary mission is to protect your American cell. Obviously, don’t tell the other team about that. Let them think they are the chosen ones.”

			Omar absorbed the words, glancing away and nodding, thinking through the possibilities. He said, “And the real target?”

			Adnan smiled and said, “The real one will destroy the heart of the kafirs.”
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			Waiting on the president to finish, eyes glued to a television, Colonel Hale sat with the rest of the Oversight Council, watching him getting raked over the coals in the White House James S. Brady Press Briefing Room. Kurt heard a little exasperation escape President Warren, a sign of the pressure he was under. Kurt felt for the president, but was glad it wasn’t him on the stage. The conversation would have been much less civil.

			“Kathy, I don’t know how to make it any more plain. None of the men in the picture are either American or working for United States intelligence. They are not in any capacity agents of the United States. Clearly, those barbarians will kill anyone just to prove a point. And that point is fear.”

			The hands in the pressroom rose again and President Warren said, “Thank you,” then walked off, hearing a chorus of shouted questions. Sitting in the Old Executive Office Building next door to the White House, Kurt knew it would be a good ten minutes before he arrived for their meeting.

			He looked around the room. Only half of the thirteen members of the council were present, the other half most likely getting castigated right now in the Oval Office over the scourge of the Islamic State.

			Kurt knew how President Warren felt: impotent.

			For nearly a decade he’d been hunting terrorists with a unique counterterrorist organization that had unparalleled success; yet despite its efforts, a greater threat had appeared. Not only appeared but had thrived like the spread of Ebola in a wardroom of children. And his unit could do nothing about it.

			The thought made him sick, driving home the fact that the application of military force would never be decisive in this fight. The roots were too deep, and the siren call too sweet. No matter how many terrorists he prevented from individually killing, there was a pervading ability for ideology to transcend logical thought, spreading like a cancer through whole societies he would have otherwise thought normal, civilized humans.

			Because of it, the Islamic State had become the most powerful terrorist organization on the face of the earth.

			Encompassing broad swaths of terrain across Syria and Iraq, their brutality in the modern world was unheard-of. But, not unlike the history of the past, they cowed their opponents with an unparalleled ability to instill fear, using new social media grafted on twelfth-century barbarism to depict beheadings, crucifixions, torture, and mass executions, and in so doing recruiting waves of others to continue the killing.

			As much as Kurt would like to take the war to them, that wasn’t his job. The current fight was for overt conventional and special operations—something he had done long ago, but had given up for the secret war. A war he had thought he was winning. Now he wasn’t so sure.

			He was the commander of a Taskforce created after 9/11, designed to operate in the shadows outside of the established intelligence or defense architecture. In short, to operate outside of the law. The entire experiment had been an enormous risk—but deemed necessary due to the threat. They worked without legislative oversight, and routinely flaunted the constitution to protect US national interests—read: US lives—and, while Kurt had his qualms about creating such an organization, he’d agreed to head it up because the menace had been grave.

			Now, after nearly a decade of work, he wondered if it had been worth it. The threat had grown beyond grave, and they’d created an organization that could prove absolutely cancerous to US liberties. And for what? To see the rise of the most powerful terrorist organization in history ripping through the middle east like Genghis Khan?

			The light flashed above the SCIF secure door, and President Warren entered, followed by Kerry Bostwick, the director of the CIA, Alexander Palmer, the national security adviser, and the secretary of state, Jonathan Billings.

			They took their seats, and without preamble, a staffer brought up a digital photo showing four bodies lying facedown, dressed in orange, each with a grisly head positioned above the shoulder blades.

			President Warren said, “Everyone here?”

			Kurt said, “Everyone except for the vice president.”

			The Oversight Council was the sole body that approved Taskforce actions. With the exception of Easton Beau Clute, the chair of the senate select committee on intelligence, all were either civilians or in the executive branch. The president had wanted no part of politics interfering with the decidedly explosive operations the Taskforce conducted, and had made the decision to exclude the legislative branch.

			Clute had been read on because of a past operation involving his son and daughter. Both, while serving in the military, had been taken hostage and faced certain death. They’d been saved from slaughter by the Taskforce. Because of it, Kurt had no doubt about his loyalty.

			President Warren said, “Kerry, give them the damage.”

			The D/CIA said, “We have managed to introduce three assets into the architecture of the Islamic State. Their crypts are BOBCAT, LEOPARD, and COUGAR. The third from the end in the picture was BOBCAT, and he was the only one reporting.”

			Kurt thought, Holy Shit. He was ours.

			“BOBCAT was a Kurd we’d recruited in Sulaymaniyah a long time ago, back when we were still in Iraq and still fighting against the Ba’athists and al Qaida. We activated him seven months ago, and he agreed to penetrate into Syria. We knew it was a risk, because he was a Kurd, but there have been several reports about Kurdish recruits, so much so that the Kurdistan administration is beginning to fear a second front, inside its territory. He made it in and began reporting, surprising the hell out of us. I mean, he was really reporting. Quality stuff. He was very good, and our biggest fear was that he’d be caught by a Kurdish PKK, YPG, or some other Peshmerga unit and skinned alive as a traitor. We never saw this coming.”

			The secretary of defense said, “And the others? Are they in the picture as well?”

			“No. We don’t know who they are. Probably poor saps just caught in the wrong place at the wrong time, or on the outside, reporting for one of the Gulf States or a rival militia. They aren’t ours.”

			Kurt said, “You mentioned ‘quality stuff.’ What was he reporting?”

			“You know our greatest fear is that a bunch of radicalized citizens come home or go to Europe to wreak havoc. With the FBI in the United States and the CIA’s liaison with European allies, we have a pretty tight handle on who’s gone overseas. Or at least we thought we did. Ninety-nine percent are ‘citizens’ of a country but are one step removed from the Middle East. Like the English rapper who beheaded James Foley. He’s a British citizen officially, but he’s of Egyptian descent and his father was extradited to the United States for the African embassy bombings in ’98. Which is to say, he had a background of terrorism to begin with.

			“BOBCAT popped our comfortable bubble on our view of the threat. Six weeks ago he reported on a group called the ‘Lost Boys.’ He didn’t know what they were, only that they existed. It was included with a ton of other reporting from him. Four days ago, he sent an in-extremis message saying they were United States citizens, and they were ‘Americans.’ That was all. We don’t know what he meant, but we think it indicates that they’re not of Arabic descent. They’re pure, dyed-in-the-wool all-Americans. And they might be coming home.”

			His words settled in the room like a foul stench and President Warren said, “So, the question is, what do we do about it?”

			Secretary of State Billings opened his mouth, and, after the words spilled out, Kurt wondered if he’d forgotten every single Taskforce mission he’d ever been involved with. Or maybe he was just stupid. But then again, Kurt had grown a little biased against the man.

			“Can’t the Taskforce get in there? Maybe send them to Damascus to start looking for these guys?”

			Kurt waited for someone to describe how stupid that was, then realized it was on his shoulders. He said, “Sir, we are not a green-machine combat force. We operate within the fabric of sovereign nations, taking the fight to the terrorists who use the infrastructure of those nations either wittingly or unwittingly. Clandestinely.”

			“Yeah? So what? Wasn’t Pike’s team in Damascus a few years ago?”

			Kurt ground his teeth, looking at the president. Warren simply nodded at him to continue, but with a little bit of a glare, meaning, Don’t embarrass him.

			“Okay, the ‘so what’ is that, for one, ISIS isn’t in Damascus. President Assad still owns that terrain. Even if we could get a team in—which we can’t now—it would do no good. Secondly, the damn country is a war zone. I don’t know if you’ve been watching the news, but we’re pummeling the shit out of them from the air. The Taskforce operates using plausible covers in otherwise unsuspecting countries. I can’t send a team of supposed agricultural engineers into Syria and expect that cover to last more than five minutes. There are no NGO gringos operating in the countryside. There’s no way to penetrate ISIS with the Taskforce. I mean, are you dumb enough to think they could drive into Raqqa, the heart of the Islamic State, wearing mirrored shades and hauling genetically altered wheat seeds and not expect them to end up on their own video?”

			He saw President Warren scowl at the last statement and turned his own glare on the man who’d asked the question.

			Billings snapped his head up at the harsh words, glancing toward President Warren for support. He wasn’t getting any. He said, “What about your vaunted walking disaster? Pike Logan? We pulled him back in against my vote, but maybe we can use him here. Surely he could do something. I thought he was Captain America.”

			Kurt knew he was being baited. Pike was the best team leader he had, with a supernatural ability to solve problems. Which is to say he killed terrorists with an unbridled skill. He was also a trouble magnet—both on the enemy side and on the side of the Taskforce, causing massive headaches when he went off the reservation, using his own intuition instead of listening to the very council that was supposed to authorize his actions. Because of it, he’d been fired twice, and brought back into the fold each time due to his abilities. At the end of the day, no one could argue with success.

			Kurt knew Billings was sick of being on the Oversight Council. Tired of the risk of being exposed for operating outside the law, leaving his long tenure in public service in tatters on the front page of the Washington Post. He was a career diplomat, and the very notion of the Taskforce assaulted his sensibilities. He didn’t like authorizing missions for a normal team, but was petrified of Pike. In his mind, Logan was a loose cannon who was going to cause the downfall of all of them. Pike’s past successes mattered little. Secretly, Kurt believed Billings would rather have a terrorist attack occur than sit on the council for one second longer.

			But only if Billings wasn’t around when it happened.

			As much as he wanted to, Kurt didn’t need to get in a fight right now. He chose the better—and honest—answer.

			He said, “Yeah, I’m with you. If anyone could do it, it would be Pike’s team. Unfortunately, he’s engaged right now in Africa. As a matter of fact, trying to shut off some Islamic State funding from a corrupt Saudi citizen.”
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			I felt a fingernail stroking my back, right between my shoulder blades, then a whisper. “Wake up, sleepyhead. I have to go. Before one of those early birds comes and knocks on the door.”

			Meaning, Before someone finds out I’m here.

			We’d been out very late the night before developing a pattern of life on our target, who wasn’t what one would call a pious Muslim, and I figured everyone from the mission was still asleep. The target wouldn’t be doing anything until at least noon.

			I rolled over, leaning on an elbow. “Jennifer, I don’t think we’re fooling anyone anymore.”

			She said, “Pike, appearances matter. I know they know, but there’s no reason for the team leader to throw it in their faces. I think Knuckles tolerates it, but only because we make an effort to not let it show during operations.”

			Knuckles was my second in command, a Navy SEAL who, strangely enough, was a stickler for the military prohibition on fraternization within the chain of command. I think it had something to do with a bad experience in the close quarters of a ship with a male supervisor. Or maybe he was just a stickler. Either way, unfortunately for him, neither Jennifer nor I were in the military, and it was my company. My team. But she had a point.

			“So you want to scuttle out of here doing a walk of shame to keep up the appearances of ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’?”

			Before she could answer, I heard the door to our room fly open. Like a high schooler hiding from her mother, Jennifer threw the covers over her head. I bunched up the thick bedspread to hide her form, tossed a pillow over her pile of clothes, then turned to rip into the idiotic maid who’d entered.

			Instead, I saw Knuckles standing in my room.

			He said, “Retro’s finally cracked into the backbone server for the hotel. We’ve got Panda’s computer, and he’s making plans.”

			I scowled and said, “What the hell are you doing? Don’t you know how to knock? How’d you get in here?”

			He held up a keycard and said, “I just told you Retro got into the server. We can make a key for any room in the hotel.”

			“So you figured you needed one for my room?”

			He smiled and said, “I figured you’d be asleep and didn’t want to bang on the door.”

			“I was asleep. Asshole.”

			“You want to dress and come up? Or stay in bed?”

			I was already out and throwing on my clothes. He turned back to the hallway leading to the door, disappearing from view. I heard the door open, then, “Oh, Jennifer, you can come too. We won’t say anything about you wearing the same clothes as last night.”

			Shit. The door closed and she poked her head out. “Well, that’s pretty embarrassing.”

			I said, “Tell me about it. Getting caught skulking around like kids is more embarrassing than getting snagged red-handed.”

			She kicked over the pillow, grabbed her clothes, and went into the bathroom, saying, “I’m using your toothbrush.”

			I started shoving things into my pockets and unplugging my phone from the charger, saying, “I guess that makes it official.”

			I was putting on my shoes when she came back out fully clothed, brushing her hair. She said, “It wasn’t before?”

			The words caught me off guard, because I was just making a joke. Jennifer and I had definitely become partners in more ways than just our business, but we’d never verbalized it. I’d made one statement in the heat of the moment on our last mission, then we’d just sort of dropped it. I was a shit show when it came to such things, and she knew it. She was patient, but I wasn’t sure how long that would last.

			I said, “Well . . . yeah . . . I mean . . . I was just . . .”

			She hit me in the chest with a towel and said, “Oh, please. Spare me. Should I go up?”

			Relieved, I stood and held out my arm to the door. “Yeah. Get it over with. You show any weakness with these guys, and they’ll start ribbing us forever.”

			We got in the elevator and I noticed her clothes, stained from our mission last night and wrinkled from lying on the floor of my room. She looked like she’d slept in them. I said, “You’re really going to wear what you had on last night?”

			She snapped her head to me and said, “I was. . . . Should I go change?”

			The car stopped and I said, “Too late. Welcome to the lion’s den.”

			I stepped out and she said, “I’m not going in if you think they’re going to laugh at me.”

			“Come on. They know better than to laugh at the managing partner of Grolier Recovery Services. You can fire them.”

			Jennifer and I were the owners of GRS, ostensibly a firm that specialized in archeological research around the world. We worked for private entities, universities, and others to help facilitate excavations around the world. Since most archeological digs were in areas that were borderline Wild West—like Nairobi, Kenya, where we were now—I handled the security side of things, something that fit my military background. Jennifer, with her anthropology degree and insatiable appetite for annoying anyone within earshot about ancient history, had the hard part of acting like we really were a legitimate archeological firm.

			In truth, the whole thing was a shell company that cloaked a top secret counterterrorism unit called the Taskforce. Back in the day, when I was on active duty, I had been a team leader in the unit. Now, I was a civilian co-owner of a cover organization and a team leader yet again. It had been a rocky road, starting with recruiting Jennifer—a pure civilian and a female to boot—and getting her read on, trained up, and admitted to the unit, and had ended with me convincing the commander, Colonel Kurt Hale, to let my company start operating not as a support asset, but as an actual team.

			On the surface, for anyone looking at the pure black and white, the demands were insane. Let a female Operator into the Taskforce? Let a civilian company start running missions? No way. But there’s much more to special operations than what could be tallied on a sheet.

			Jennifer had passed selection with flying colors, and had put away a few bad guys with her innate skill alone before even attempting that trial, and I . . . well, I was fucking Pike Logan.

			Enough said.

			That might be a little big-headed, especially given some of the mistakes I’d made in my past, when I’d slipped into the abyss and lost my way. But that was history now, and at the end of the day, even with the stains, I was the most successful team leader the Taskforce had ever used. Just ask all the people walking around today because I was there to prevent their death. You couldn’t, of course, because they didn’t know I existed.

			The Taskforce command and I had been going back and forth, with me running things off the books and the Oversight Council wetting their pants because of my actions, but finally Kurt had said I was officially in charge. Which gave some members of the Council fits, but since I’d personally saved the lives of Oversight Council family members on my last mission, those idiots were shut down.

			Kurt had told me not to screw it up, then sent me to Africa to chase a fat Saudi with bags under his eyes that made him look like a Panda bear.
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			I knocked on the door of our makeshift tactical operations center, a suite at the InterContinental Hotel in Nairobi, feeling foolish that Knuckles had waltzed right into my room while I had forgotten to get a key to my own TOC.

			I waited for the door to open, knowing someone was eyeing me through the peephole. It took forever, making me wonder if they were screwing with us. Brett finally turned the knob, saying, “Retro’s in back, working the computer. Someone’s on it right now, but it ain’t Panda.”

			A short African American built like a fireplug of solid muscle, he moved aside and I said, “Did you need to get a box to see out the door?”

			I walked in and waited on a reaction to Jennifer. All he said was, “Hey, Jenn. Good work last night.”

			That was it.

			Whew.

			She gave off her brilliant megawatt smile and said, “Thanks.”

			I started back to the bedroom and heard Brett say, “Yeah, it was a long night, huh?”

			Good work? Long night? I slid my eyes his way, but he was innocently standing by the door. No grin or anything else to indicate a double entendre.

			I went to the back bedroom, where Retro had set up all of our computer network stuff, and saw him staring at a screen, Knuckles standing over his shoulder.

			I said, “What’s up?”

			“Retro’s accessed Panda’s computer through the hotel Wi-Fi. He’s covertly turned on the laptop camera and we can see who’s typing, and it’s not him. It’s the security chief.”

			“And? Why do we care?”

			“He’s setting up a visit from an escort. You know, because Panda’s forty-two wives aren’t enough. Real pious.”

			A thought hit me. I said, “Hey Retro, if you can see what he’s typing, can’t you just rip through the computer? Image the hard drive and end this mission right now?”

			“Already did. This laptop isn’t the one we want. I’m willing to bet that one is air-gapped from the Internet. We still need to locate it and physically access it.”

			Ali Salim al-Naggar—aka Panda—was a wealthy Saudi businessman with strong indicators he was providing money to Salafist jihadist groups. One of many around the world defying their governments—or, in some instances, operating with its tacit approval—to fund extremists. In this case, we believed he was using his business connections as a clearinghouse to funnel money to the Islamic State—otherwise known as ISIS, ISIL, or Da’esh in the shifting sands of Arabic naming conventions—the rampaging lunatics running amok and beheading everything in their path in Syria and Iraq.

			This mission was strictly intelligence collection. Ordinarily, we would physically remove the terrorist from the playing field, but in this case, Panda was a well-known businessman with ties to the royal family. There was no way to remove him covertly. Unlike the usual assholes we usually chased, his disappearance would cause an unacceptable investigative effort, so we decided to simply gather irrefutable evidence of his wrongdoing, then feed it into the system.

			Our relationship with the kingdom went from hot to cold, depending on the political vagaries of the day, but the Saudis were scared spitless about the Islamic State, and worried about the growth of jihadist insurgents in its own country. There wouldn’t be a lot of tolerance and love once we boxed up Panda’s transgressions. Which is where the laptop came in.

			So far, we’d been stymied because his penthouse was always manned, and nobody had been allowed past the door, including the daily maid service.

			I said, “Why do we care about his sex habits? It’s not going to help us. Going in when he’s with her is the worst time because his security force will be on edge for the duration she’s there.”

			Brett said, “That’s true. We can’t get in behind the escort, but if we can control the escort herself, maybe she could do it.”

			They were all looking at me and I could tell they’d already come up with some half-baked plan. Had already talked it out. I said, “Okay, spill it. You want to pay off an escort to attack his computer? No way. I’m not trusting some prostitute to do it.”

			Retro said, “He’s not requesting some skinny local. He wants a white girl. A very expensive white girl. Over a thousand dollars for the night.”

			“What difference does that make?”

			They all looked at each other, gathering their courage, then Knuckles threw it out. “We have a white girl.”

			It took a moment for his words to register. Jennifer? I said, “No fucking way. You have lost your mind.”

			Brett saw me winding up and said, “Wait, Pike, wait. Just listen. This’ll work. She goes in as the escort; we go in as security. We’ll be there the entire time.”

			Retro kicked in, “Yeah, come on. You’ve been saying all along that Jennifer offers the team something because she’s a female, and this is it.”

			I said, “Acting like a whore? Really? That’s what you thought I meant?”

			Jennifer interrupted, “Hey, you’ve got a short memory. You threw me out on the streets in Prague as a streetwalker. Remember?”

			Everyone quit talking and looked at her. I said, “That was just an act to get a reaction from organized crime. I wasn’t sending you in with a man. No way.”

			Retro said, “She won’t be with him. . . .” He started to continue, but dribbled off at my glare.

			She said, “I’m willing to listen. What’s the plan?”

			I said, “Jennifer, no way. If you think I’m—”

			She cut me off with a raised hand, something I would never have tolerated from the men. She said, “What’s the plan, Knuckles? I’m sure you’ve thought this through.”

			He looked at her, then at me. He waited a beat then said, “Well, first we interdict the real escort. Then, Brett, Pike, and I go with you as security. You get in the bedroom with the guy and swipe him with ABS. When he’s in the bathroom shitting his guts out, you clone the computer.”

			She nodded, thinking, then said, “How quickly does ABS work? I don’t want to fend him off while I’m waiting.”

			Knuckles grimaced and said, “Trust me, it works within seconds.”

			I heard the discussion and realized the plan might actually succeed. In fact, it most likely would succeed. ABS was a chemical compound applied to the skin in the form of ChapStick, lipstick, or other ingenious methods. It was absorbed into the bloodstream and caused massive, explosive gastric distress. Being knuckle-draggers, we couldn’t pronounce its complicated chemical formula and called it ABS—for Atomic Blow-Shits. We’d used it on a past operation, and Knuckles had accidentally gotten it on himself as well as the target, and had suffered the consequences.

			He said, “It’s fast, but if you get it on yourself the mission’s over. Then you’ll both be fighting for the toilet.”

			I said, “But we don’t even know where the computer’s located. What if it’s not in the bedroom?”

			“Then we call it a wash and she leaves. Panda will be in no condition to do anything either way. The only risk is that Jennifer’s potentially out of play for future operations.”

			I said, “You’re good with this?”

			“Well, yeah. It’s just a mission, and Retro’s right. Unless that guy’s asking for a male, I’m the only one who can do it. You’d do the same if he was gay, right?”

			Not on your life.

			“Uhh . . .”

			Brett cut in, saying, “She’s already proven she can sneak in and out of hotel rooms at night. She’s a natural.”

			I whipped my head to him, catching a smirk, which wound me up. He said, “Whoa, why are you getting pissed? She’s climbed walls as slick as marble to access rooms all over the globe. That’s all I meant.”

			I glared, seeing all of them trying mightily to stop from grinning. Even Knuckles. Jennifer said, “Yeah, Pike. You’re the one that’s always making me climb and break in somewhere. Let’s do it.”

			She started walking to the door and I felt the shame of her being the butt of a joke she wasn’t even getting. I was disappointed in the team’s lack of respect.

			I gave them a death stare, then caught up to her with the team trailing behind. I stopped her, wanting them to admit they were secretly giving her a slight. “That’s not what Brett meant.”

			She rolled her eyes and said, “Pike, I know exactly what he was saying. I just didn’t think it required a response. They’re juvenile boys playing juvenile games. Just like you do. But it’s the first time they’ve ever made fun of me to my face. Progress.”

			And it dawned on me she was right. It wasn’t a lack of respect. It was the opposite. They felt comfortable enough with her on the team to actually start ribbing her. Just like the guys on the team did with one another. As I had done when I’d entered the room with Brett.

			She continued, glancing from man to man. “But they’ll be a Taskforce team tonight. Wired for the mission. Right?”

			Knuckles smiled. “You better believe it.”
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			Under his breath, I heard Knuckles say, “Holy shit.” I turned and saw Jennifer coming out of the bathroom of the cheap hotel room we’d rented to prepare for the mission. She looked stunning. I mean, I might be biased, but she was breathtaking. I wondered if it was just me, but I saw that Brett was slack-jawed. Mesmerized.

			She caught the looks and said, “What? Is this not what a high-end escort would wear? Should I look sluttier or something?”

			Nobody said anything, and she said, “Hey, what’s the problem?”

			Knuckles finally managed to find his mouth. “Man alive, Jennifer, you clean up nice.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Nothing . . . It’s just that you’re always wearing jeans or something. Hair in a ponytail. No makeup. I’ve never seen . . . I mean, you never . . .”

			“So my natural state is ugly?”

			He started stumbling over his words, and I saw her smile.

			She’s going to have no trouble with Panda.

			We’d spent the better part of the day getting ready for our little adventure, going to the Westgate mall in Nairobi, the same one those assholes from al-Shabaab had assaulted in 2013, slaughtering over seventy people. The men had spent all of thirty minutes buying cheap suits. Jennifer, on the other hand, went hog wild. She was allowed to shop on the Taskforce dime, and she’d spared no expense, buying a black cocktail dress with a modest décolletage, jewelry, makeup, a mani-pedi, a high-end wig, and some sort of ridiculously expensive high heels called Jimmy Choos. I had no idea how she knew what to purchase, because she routinely wore nothing but work clothes for the business, but apparently, it was in the female DNA.

			Now that she was wearing the outfit, complete with elbow-length black gloves to protect her hands from the ABS, it made our suits look like sweatpants.

			She said to me, “You sure Retro’s stopped the real escort? It’s going to be embarrassing if we both show up.”

			Knuckles said, “Yeah, he confirmed while you were in the bathroom. He spoofed Panda’s IP and canceled the appointment. Taskforce had to pay the cancellation fee, which I’m sure will cause some issues after we get back when the bean counters see what it’s for. I told him he was the one claiming the receipt on his travel voucher.”

			She smiled and said, “Okay, then. Let’s get it done.”

			I said, “Final backbrief. We get to the door and do what?”

			Brett said, “I knock and talk to the head of security, telling him we have to be in the suite while she’s there.”

			“And when he says no?”

			“I insist.”

			“But not too hard. Act like you’re doing your job, but don’t turn it off. Jennifer?”

			“When it gets heated, I say I’m good going in alone.”

			“Knuckles?”

			“I interject that we’re staying right outside. Then hand her a phone, telling her to call if there’s trouble.”

			Before I could ask, Jennifer said, “I go in and place the phone on the nearest available desk or table.”

			I wanted the phone in her hand when she entered, so she could set it down with the small clutch she held, without having to pull it out, which would look awkward. The “phone” itself was a digital camera with multiple fish-eye lenses that would give us a view of what was going on inside.

			I said, “Then, you do your siren dance and go into the bedroom. Wait until he closes the door, which he will, then wipe him with the ABS. When it takes effect, slave the computer. I promise it’ll be sitting somewhere close to where he sleeps.”

			She nodded and said, “If there’s trouble?”

			I held up a keycard. “We’re coming in, courtesy of Retro. Keep on comms with your earpiece. You call, and we’re in. Backup, just start shouting. Retro’s got the security laptop slaved, so he’ll hear it even if we don’t.”

			She held up the thumb drive with the software Retro had built. “How long will this thing take?”

			“Retro says five minutes. It’s got a search algorithm imbedded in it, so it won’t be imaging a bunch of porn, but depending on how much data he has, it might be longer. It’ll flash green when it’s done.”

			“What if it takes a lot longer?”

			“He’ll be shitting for hours. You’ll be fine.”

			She squinted at me and I smiled. “Hey, we don’t pay you just to be eye candy.”

			She said nothing, but I was sure I’d hear about that comment later. I went around the team and said, “Any more questions? We good?”

			Nobody said anything, and I looked at Jennifer. “On your command.”

			A devious little grin slipped out, and she said, “Showtime.”
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