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			Dear Reader,

			When my first novel, One Rough Man, was released, I caught a lot of flak over the ending because Pike asks Jennifer to help him find the temple her uncle had given his life trying to locate. Several reviewers basically said, “Taylor clearly sets up the next in the series without any intrigue whatsoever.” In truth, by the time One Rough Man was published, I was halfway through All Necessary Force, and the search for the temple was nowhere to be found, having occurred off the page. I had no intention of writing that as a second novel and just liked ending One Rough Man in the way I did. Since then, I’ve been asked on multiple occasions what Pike and Jennifer had done to find the temple—and so here it is, eight years later. I hope you enjoy!

			Best regards,
Brad Taylor

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Guatemala City, Guatemala

			Spring 2011

			Pedro Martinez peered through the smoke filling the makeshift workers’ bar, trying to penetrate the fog to spot his friend’s arrival. Or his enemies. He didn’t know what they looked like, but he knew his actions would bring them if they discovered what he was doing, both inside the government and out. The ones outside were whom he truly worried about. The government simply followed the money. Even if they pulled the trigger, the money did the killing.

			He saw the door open, and a man appeared in the gloom. He walked through the smoke, and Pedro thought he recognized his friend. The new arrival approached the bar, then simply leaned against it, glancing around. Pedro stood and waved, and the patron began moving toward him. When the man finally came close enough for Pedro to penetrate the haze, he recognized his friend’s face, the forehead and upper lip glistening in a sheen of sweat that was much greater than the heat the bar extracted.

			Pedro pointed to a seat and said, “Did you get it?”

			The man glanced left and right, refusing to answer. Pedro said, “Rafael, did you get it?”

			Rafael focused on Pedro and said, “Yes. I found it, and you were right. But I don’t think I want to give it to you. This is very dangerous.”

			“Of course it’s dangerous. You knew that, but the dangerous part for you is over. Give it to me.”

			“They will know. They will kill me. They will know.”

			“Not if you did it right. Nobody will know until it’s too late. You go back to work tomorrow like nothing has happened. And I’ll stop what they’re doing. For both of our families. For all of the families they’re trampling.”

			Rafael worked for a company called De Gaulle Solutions, a Canadian mining firm from Quebec that extracted gold and silver through open-pit mines. Over the course of years, the mining concerns had grown exponentially in Guatemala, the government enamored with the revenue, but the fallout had hit the villages near each of the mines exponentially. Rain forest devastated by the open sores of the mines, destroyed farming and grazing lands, and the toxic runoff all had begun to erode the small villages dotted throughout Guatemala. Then the villagers had begun to fight back, protesting more and more in a feeble attempt to get the government to listen to them. Why were their concerns less important than the mining companies who paid for the mineral rights?

			Pedro knew the answer: because of the money.

			Up until now, the government had been able to “prove” that what they were doing was for Guatemala’s greater good and that the complaints were from just a few disgruntled farmers. There wasn’t any rape of the land. It was all precisely controlled. And then there had been a rumor that De Gaulle Solutions was asking for a mining concession in the Maya Biosphere Reserve, the largest protected rain forest in Central America. A huge tract of land greater than the size of El Salvador, it was in the north of Guatemala and supposedly had ironclad safeguards.

			But the money always spoke.

			Rafael glanced around the room one more time, then pulled out a folded sheet of paper. He passed it across.

			Pedro opened it, smoothed out the creases, and read an email from the head of De Gaulle’s Guatemalan branch to a deputy in the Guatemalan National Council of Protected Areas—the Consejo Nacional de Áreas Protegidas, or CONAP, in Spanish. Pedro scanned the letter and saw the details of a bribe if the government would approve a limited search for rare-earth metals in the protected lands of the biosphere. An area that was supposedly bulletproof secure from the rapacious beasts that had begun gobbling up Guatemala.

			Pedro finished reading and smiled, saying, “Yes, yes, this is the proof we need. Perfect.”

			Rafael said, “That’s not proof. It’s simply a piece of paper I printed off. Who’s to say you didn’t write it?”

			“But you still have access to the computer servers, right? If we release this, the government will seize those computers, and it will be known worldwide.”

			Rafael scoffed and said, “You are so naïve. All you’ve done is put both of us in danger.”

			Pedro said, “If you believe that, why did you do it?”

			Rafael didn’t answer. He said, “I must go.” He stood, and Pedro said, “You did well. Don’t worry. Go back to work tomorrow, and we’ll do the rest.”

			Rafael nodded and rushed out of the bar.

			Pedro waited a bit, then rose himself, leaving a few bills on the chipped Formica table. He waded through the castoffs of Guatemala City, passing dangerous men who would slit his throat without thinking if it meant a profit. They let him go without a second glance, because he clearly had nothing of value.

			Not to them, that is.

			He pushed open the plywood door, failing to notice a man who rose behind him. He stepped into the street and quickly circled around to an alley, not wanting anyone to see which way he left. He glanced back, seeing one man smoking a cigarette outside the entrance to the saloon. He began jogging past the trash piled in the alley, then tripped over something in the darkness, slamming into the pavement on his knees.

			He looked behind him and made out a figure lying in the grime. He went to it and recognized Rafael, his head bent back, his throat split wide. He leapt to his feet and began backing up, one foot behind the other, until he bumped into another man.

			He whirled around, and the man said, “You have something that belongs to us.”

			Pedro turned to run back toward the bar and a hand wound into his hair, jerking his head back and exposing his throat.

			He felt the lick of the blade, then nothing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Charleston, South Carolina

			Spring 2011

			The commencement speaker droned on about sacrifice and the noble pursuit of the greater good, and Jennifer Cahill found her mind drifting. Going back a year, when she’d seen sacrifice for the greater good in a literal sense, when blood had been shed. When she’d confronted risks much greater than the man on the stage had ever experienced.

			Maybe Pike was right. Graduation ceremonies are a waste of time.

			In her heart she didn’t believe it, simply because she’d worked too hard to be sitting in this chair. Older than most gathered in the shade of the oaks, she had needed three attempts to obtain her degree in anthropology, and there was just no way she’d miss walking across the stage, even if there was nobody in the audience to celebrate with her.

			She thought of her uncle, a professor at the College of Charleston, where she had earned her degree, and the one relative who should have been smiling behind her. But he was dead. Murdered in Guatemala on a disastrous quest for a Mayan temple. He was gone, and she had no one else. She wished Pike had had the decency to show up. He knew how much this meant to her, but he’d refused, saying he had something more important to do. Something involving a real estate deal he had to close. Which was bullshit. He just found ceremonies like this exceedingly boring and was fishing for an excuse.

			After her experiences with him in Bosnia, she could see why. Anything short of a roller coaster flying off the tracks would be boring to Pike Logan. Despite herself, she grinned, thinking about their experiences—“high adventure,” as Pike called it. She found herself wondering what he was doing right now.

			In truth, she thought of him often—much more than she cared to admit—but he was an enigma. She thought he was attracted to her, but he seemed afraid to face that fact, spending his time coaxing her into the gym for a session of hand-to-hand training or driving her to a range to shoot weapons. Like he was petrified of leaving a world he controlled. Then again, she understood, in a sense. He’d lived through the loss of his family, and she knew it still bit deep. They were both damaged goods, and she gave him the space he needed, although he’d really been acting strangely the last couple of weeks. Asking her questions about her future after graduation and seeming to hang on her answers like it was life or death.

			The first row of graduates stood up, the females in white dresses and the males in white dinner jackets, and she realized she’d zoned out for the entire speech. Before she knew it, she was across the stage and the ceremony was over. Graduates ran about, talking to friends or hugging family, and she felt a little lost. She was supposed to have graduated a year ago and had no friends at the school anymore to celebrate with. They’d all left while she’d been getting shot at in Bosnia.

			She clutched her bouquet of roses and walked toward the exit of the College of Charleston courtyard known as the Cistern, dodging families and graduates, feeling alone, like an interloper at a party full of people who knew one another.

			She heard her name called and jerked her head to the left, seeing her friend Skeeter at the edge of the crowd. A true friend who’d graduated the year before—when Jennifer should have. She broke into a smile and speed-walked to her.

			They hugged, and Jennifer said, “What are you doing here? I thought you were in New York taking over the fashion industry.”

			Skeeter was a small woman with outsize everything. Big breasts, big confidence, and big personality. Unlike Jennifer, when Skeeter entered a room at a party, she owned it whether she knew anyone or not.

			Skeeter said, “Well, New York wasn’t ready for me. I’m back in town for the time being.”

			“Where?”

			She grimaced and said, “My parents’.” She saw Jennifer’s face and said, “Don’t say a word.”

			Jennifer laughed and said, “I guess using that fashion design degree wasn’t as easy as you’d thought it would be.”

			The exited the brick walls of the Cistern and Skeeter said, “Yeah, well, let’s see what that stupid anthropology degree gets you. What are you going to do?”

			“I don’t know, honestly. I’m like a dog that’s been chasing a car forever. Now that I’ve caught it, I don’t know what to do with it.”

			Skeeter said, “That’s not what I meant. I don’t give a crap about your future career. I mean, what are you going to do to celebrate?”

			Taken aback, Jennifer said, “I don’t have any plans. I don’t know anyone here anymore.”

			“What about that Neanderthal you met? Where’s his sorry ass?”

			Skeeter had met Pike exactly once, and it hadn’t been pleasant. But Skeeter hadn’t seen what Jennifer had in Bosnia. Jennifer said, “He’s working some real estate deal.”

			“So he couldn’t even show up? I told you that guy was an asshole.”

			Jennifer wound up to defend him, and Skeeter put her hand in the air, saying, “Stop. I’m parked across the street in the Phillip’s garage. Tonight’s on me. No more talk about him.”

			Jennifer felt her phone vibrate and pulled it out, seeing a text from Pike. She was surprised at the thrill it brought.

			Hey, you done there yet? I have a graduation present for you.

			She smiled and said, “Speak of the devil.”

			She texted back, Just finished. Where are you?

			Red’s Ice House. I have a table and the dolphins are swimming. Meet me here.

			She showed it to Skeeter, who said, “Really? Red’s? That’s where the Neanderthal wants to celebrate. How romantic.”

			She swatted Skeeter’s arm and said, “He has a gift for me. And he’s not really big on the whole right thing to do expectation. Let’s go.”

			Skeeter narrowed her eyes and said, “You sure about this guy?”

			Unbidden, a memory of Pike willing to sacrifice his life so she could escape speared her thoughts. A hillside in Bosnia, a group of killers, and Pike standing between her and them. Knowing he was going to die. But he hadn’t—and because of his skill, neither had she.

			She said, “Yeah, I’m sure. Come with me.”

			Skeeter said, “You think he’ll mind?”

			Jennifer typed, On the way, then said, “Well, he didn’t bother to show up here, so it serves him right.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			I took a sip of my rum and coke and gave the stink-eye to the man-bun, flip-flop-wearing hipster who thought I was being evil for taking up a whole bar table by myself. Red’s Ice House was packed three deep at the bar, with everyone fighting for room. I had luckily secured a table on the water that sat six, but I was the only patron. I knew what he was thinking, but I had enough to worry about with Jennifer coming. I had spent a large personal fortune of both money and reputation to get this crazy scheme off the ground, and I’d lied to Kurt about Jennifer being on board.

			But she would be, I was sure. Well, mostly.

			I gazed out to the water of Shem Creek and saw the dolphins break the plane of the water again, drawing oohs and aahs from the crowd. The hipster approached and said, “Hey, dude, you mind if we sit with you?”

			He gestured to three females behind him, all looking suitably sultry, as if that would get me to let them take my seat. I said, “Sorry. I’ve got a crew coming right now.”

			He said, “If they aren’t here, then you can’t take the table.”

			Which was enough to trip my very hair trigger for bullshit. I said, “You from around here?”

			He said, “No, but that’s got nothing to do with it.” He apparently had no capability for reading danger, because I most certainly didn’t look like an ordinary beer-drinking boat guy. And then I saw why. He waved over his friend, a ginormous asshole with another man-bun and an earring. He looked like a pirate, which would have given him some street cred with me, since I was, in fact, a pirate. The guy leaned into my face and said, “Hey, dude, there’s no reason for you to take the whole table.”

			Ordinarily, I’d have let the girls sit, because at heart, I am a gentleman, but this was a bit much. Who says “dude” in a conversation today? Was I missing something?

			I said, “My girlfriend is coming and that’s why I’m holding the table. You understand.”

			Okay, that’s a lie. Jennifer wasn’t my “girlfriend,” but maybe she might be. If I could prove I wasn’t an ass. Like I was about to become.

			He said, “We’re going to sit here until she shows, got it?”

			If he’d said, “You mind if we sit here until she shows?” or “Is it okay if I let our female friends sit until she arrives?” or anything at all like that, I would have let them sit, but I was on edge about what I was going to tell Jennifer, fearing I was going to be rejected, and his attitude pushed me just far enough. He picked a bad time to brace me.

			I said, “No. It’s not okay. Sorry.”

			He said, “You didn’t understand me.” He leaned in and I could smell the beer. “We’re sitting here, right now.”

			The girls gathered around, about to take a seat, and I said, “Anyone takes a stool, and they’re going swimming.”

			They hesitated. The Hulk did not. He sat down with a smirk on his face, which spiked a rage I’ve had trouble controlling. It should be easy, but it’s not. Ever since I lost my family, I just want to break things and am always looking for a reason to do so. It’s a trip wire that goes from zero to a hundred in an instant.

			I reached across the table and grabbed his man-bun, slamming his face into the wood of the table. He bounced upright shouting, his nose sprouting a stream of red, but I was already out of my seat. I grabbed his wrist, locked it up behind his back, then bum-rushed him to the railing, flipping him over it to the dock below. He hit on his shoulder hard and rolled upright. I launched over the railing and snatched him by the top of his shirt and his shorts, hoisting him to his feet.

			He shouted, “No, no!” and I launched him into the water, his flip-flops spinning away. I heard, “Pike! What the hell are you doing?”

			I turned around and saw the girls and the original man-bun, all staring in shock at my actions. Then I saw Jennifer at the railing, looking at me like I was the devil.

			Jesus Christ.

			I said, “I . . . I . . . He . . .”

			She was wearing her white graduation dress and looking like an angel. Next to her was Skeeter, and I knew I was in trouble. Jennifer shook her head and started walking away. Skeeter gave me a death glare. I started sprinting back up the zigzag of the dock shouting, “Wait! It’s not what it looks like!”

			I reached the top and met a bouncer who politely said I had to leave. I nodded, pushing through the crowd to find Jennifer, sure that I’d just destroyed the trust that I’d worked so long to earn.

			I caught up to her in the gravel parking lot outside the restaurant, grabbing her hand. She jerked it away and said, “You can’t come to my graduation, but you can get in a bar fight. Leave me alone.”

			I said, “I didn’t come to your graduation because I was working on your graduation present.”

			She stopped, and Skeeter said, “What? You want to beat her?”

			The words were much more harsh than she knew, because Jennifer’s ex-husband had, in fact, beaten her, and that was the last thing I wanted her to feel.

			I withdrew, shrinking into myself. Jennifer saw it, knowing that Skeeter had no idea of the barb she’d thrown.

			Jennifer took a breath and said, “Okay, Pike, what is it?”

			Skeeter looked askance at me, like she wanted to kick me in the balls. I held up my hands and said, “Okay, okay, it’s right in the parking lot. Come on, I’ll show you.”

			We went up the row until we reached an old Jeep CJ-7, jacked up with huge mudder tires and a full roll cage. I pointed at it and said, “That!”

			Skeeter burst out laughing, and Jennifer said, “You got me a Jeep? Seriously?”

			I realized I hadn’t planned this correctly. I pointed at the door and said, “No, not the Jeep. That’s just the company vehicle. The door!”

			She looked at the emblem I’d created and said, “Grolier Recovery Services? What’s that?”

			“Our company. Named after what your uncle was using to find the temple. The Grolier Codex.”

			She looked at me slack-jawed and said, “What?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Skeeter pulled out of the parking lot, turning left on Church Street, and Jennifer saw Pike’s new/old jeep making the left onto Mill Street. Skeeter said, “That asshole couldn’t even wait on us? Seriously, what do you see in him?”

			Jennifer’s head was still spinning from what Pike had told her. “He said it’s just across Coleman. It’s not like we could get lost.”

			He really set up a company? In honor of my uncle? And he wants me as a partner?

			Skeeter said, “Honey, I know you’re worried about finding a job—believe me, I’ve been there—but this is just crazy. With that guy? I’m telling you, it’s some sort of drug front.”

			Pike made the light across Coleman Boulevard, leaving them on the far side. Jennifer turned to Skeeter and said, “Pike’s not into drugs, trust me. I’ve seen what he does to drug dealers.”

			Skeeter said, “Maybe he’s not into those drug dealers. You ever think of that? Maybe he’s an enforcer.”

			Jennifer laughed and Skeeter said, “I don’t see what’s so funny. Why’d he answer his phone and then all the sudden decide he needed to race out of here to beat us to his new ‘office’? Huh? Why’s that?”

			Jennifer had no answer to that. Pike had, in fact, been putting on the apologetic act pretty well, explaining what he’d been working on, and then his phone had rung. He’d answered it, turned away, and started hissing into the phone. All she’d heard was, “I told you to come tomorrow . . .” He’d hung up and then raced out, telling them he’d see them at the address.

			The light went green and they drove through the intersection, hitting an office complex on the far side, right up against Shem Creek. She saw Pike’s Jeep and then saw him waving his arms in the air in front of someone. When she pulled into the parking lot, Skeeter said, “Wow. Who’s that?”

			Jennifer saw a tall man, full of ropy muscles and long black hair, dressed like a beach bum. Should have known.

			Jennifer parked and said, “That’s Knuckles. He’s a friend of Pike’s.”

			“Knuckles? That’s his name?”

			“That’s the name I know.”

			Skeeter opened the door and said, “He’s a hottie. Maybe Pike’s not all bad.”

			Jennifer said, “Don’t you go doing anything here.”

			Skeeter started walking ahead of Jennifer, saying over her shoulder, “You worry about the drug dealer. I’ll take care of myself.”

			Didn’t take long to forget about my welfare.

			Jennifer caught up to Skeeter and said, “Hey, Knuckles, what are you doing here?”

			Knuckles embraced her, giving her a peck on the cheek and causing Skeeter’s eyebrows to rise. He said, “Just delivering the commo gear.”

			Pike slapped his arm and he scowled, saying, “What is your deal, man? You beg Kurt to let you sign for it, and I take the time out of my busy schedule to bring it down to you, and you act like I’m an asshole for coming today.”

			Jennifer said, “What commo gear?”

			Knuckles went from her to Pike, and he started laughing. Jennifer said, “What?”

			Knuckles said, “You didn’t tell her. Tell me that’s not true.”

			His face stoic, Pike said, “Now is not the time. You can get the hell out of here. Take the Jeep. Go do whatever it is you do, man whore.”

			Skeeter interrupted, saying, “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced.”

			Knuckles took one look at her and turned on the charm, saying, “No, we haven’t. These two seem to have some packing to do, and I’m not from here. You want to show me around?”

			Jennifer said, “Packing? What’s he talking about?”

			Knuckles heard her words, looked at Pike, and said, “Man alive, you are in trouble.”

			Skeeter surreptitiously passed her car keys to Jennifer and said, “I’d love to show you around, but I don’t have a car. I came with Jennifer.”

			Knuckles snatched the Jeep keys out of Pike’s hand and said, “We can take the company vehicle. It’s a tax write-off.”

			Skeeter turned to Jennifer, “accidentally” brushing up against Knuckles, saying, “Is that okay with you? I mean, we were supposed to celebrate, but you can meet us somewhere, since it looks like you’re going to be busy.”

			Jennifer shook her head, thinking, Those two are made for each other. She said, “Go ahead. Apparently there’s a lot I don’t know about my graduation present.”

			Knuckles put his arm out and said, “Lead the way.”

			They walked off and Pike shouted, “Don’t wreck my Jeep!”

			Knuckles simply raised his hand, and in short order, they were out of the parking lot. Pike turned back to Jennifer looking a little apprehensive.

			Jennifer folded her arms across her chest and said, “Okay, what’s going on?”

			Pike turned and pointed behind him. She saw a porch running the length of an office building, a small sign saying GROLIER RECOVERY SERVICES out front.

			He said, “This is the office. Where we’ll plan our trips for the company. My idea is to use your anthropology degree and my knowledge of government stuff to facilitate archeological work around the world, for universities, individuals, the State Department, whoever.”

			She said nothing, the information overwhelming. He continued, “We already have our first trip. We’re going to go down and find that temple your uncle died trying to locate. I’ve already started the legwork with Guatemala. I found one of the guides that your uncle used, and I talked to—”

			She cut him off, saying, “Wait, wait . . . you’ve already started working on a trip? For my uncle’s temple?”

			He said, “Well, yes. You told me a year ago that you wanted to find it. I haven’t forgotten that, and it’ll get the company off of the ground. Put us on the map.”

			“Is that what Knuckles meant about packing?”

			Pike shuffled his feet and said, “Yeah. We fly tomorrow.”

			She glowered at him and said, “Are you serious? You’re just going to spring this on me?”

			Pike changed the subject, saying, “Let’s go look at the office. I have a room for both of us.”

			She followed him to the door, torn, the thought of the trip making her skittish, but the opportunity enticing. The last time she had been in Guatemala, she’d been kidnapped and almost gang-raped by the same drug cartel that had murdered her uncle. Saying it was a formative event was an understatement.

			Stripped to her underwear, surrounded by savages, catatonic with fear, she had given up. Resigned to her fate, praying for the miracle of only one man assaulting her at a time, Pike had appeared. And he had extracted a biblical vengeance, slaughtered her captors in a cyclone of violence. That event still caused her to snap awake in a cold sweat, and she didn’t know if she had it in her to go back to where it had happened.

			She decided to focus on the mechanics of the plan. There was no way she could be prepared to fly to some rain forest safari in Guatemala by tomorrow. She had no equipment for the task. No proper clothing, footwear, or anything. On top of that, she certainly didn’t have any money to pay her way—and she knew Pike couldn’t afford it.

			She said, “Pike, I don’t have any gear for a trip like that.” He swung open the office open and she saw a hardwood floor devoid of furniture but stacked with box after box from Amazon, Cabela’s, the North Face, and other outdoor stores.

			He said, “I know, so I got us both what we’d need.”

			Her mouth fell open. She entered and picked up a shoebox of Salomon hikers, seeing they were her size. She said, “How did you afford all of this? Did you open up a bunch of new credit cards?”

			Cryptically, he said, “I have a sponsor. An anonymous sponsor, so don’t ask.”

			She raised an eyebrow and said, “You want me as a partner for this insanity, but you can’t tell me who’s footing the bill? What kind of partnership is that?”

			“I’ll tell you after we find the temple, but otherwise, it’s a secret.”

			She grinned, then remembered where they were going. Pike saw her face fall and asked, “What?”

			“Pike, I don’t think I can go back there after what happened. I want to find that temple, but I don’t think I have it in me to go to Guatemala.”

			Pike smiled at her, infused with a confidence she didn’t feel. He said, “Come on, we’re not taking on a drug cartel or chasing terrorists this time. We’re just walking in the woods. There aren’t any bad men where we’re going.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Santa Elena, Guatemala

			Leopold de Gaulle saw the chanting crowds on the road to his makeshift headquarters and said, “Christ, all we did was move some trailers up here and put up some fencing. We haven’t even done anything yet. These peasants are just protesting at the sight of our name. For all they know, we’re here to build wells.”

			His driver said, “Yes, sir. It is unsettling.”

			Leopold barked a laugh and said, “Unsettling. A perfectly sublime way to put it.”

			The protestors saw his expensive Land Rover turn on the gravel road leading to the chain-linked entrance and began to close in on them, waving signs and chanting.

			Leopold said, “Where the hell are the cops? If they get in front of us, run ’em over.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			The driver gunned the engine, jumping down the road before the crowds could block their way. They ran behind, shouting and throwing water bottles, the plastic bouncing off the armor of the Rover. The chain-link gate swung open, and De Gaulle Solutions security men came boiling out, swinging batons. The protestors retreated as the Land Rover entered the small compound.

			The driver parked, exited, and opened Leopold’s door, saying, “Sorry about that, sir.”

			Leopold pulled himself out and said, “Where the hell is Darius?”

			The driver pointed and Leopold saw a tall man wearing cargo pants and a hiking shirt approach.

			Leopold said, “Where are the police? They’re supposed to quell that sort of thing.”

			Darius said, “This isn’t like the mines down south. Santa Elena hasn’t had anything like these protests before. The police don’t have a response yet. They’ll learn.”

			“We don’t have time for them to learn. Those roaches will simply multiply.”

			“I can take care of it, like I did at the silver mine.”

			Leopold grimaced and said, “We can’t have that trouble again. Inside. Let’s talk inside.”

			Leopold strode to a forty-foot trailer parked next to multiple four-by-four vehicles with the De Gaulle logo. He opened the door and heard his secretary on the phone saying, “Yes, sir, yes, sir, he just walked in.” She put her hand over the phone and said, “It’s your father, sir.”

			Leopold squeezed his eyes shut, then said, “I’ll take it in my office.”

			She nodded and said, “Line two.”

			He flicked his head for Darius to follow, then went down a short hallway. He opened the door to his office, ushered in Darius, then pointed at a chair. Darius sat, and he went around to his desk, saying, “I don’t have time for a complete update. Did you close the leak?”

			Darius said, “Yes, we did last night.”

			“And the evidence?”

			“It’s gone.”

			“Good, good.” He sat down and lifted the handset to a phone on the desk, punching a button. “Father, hello, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

			Leopold’s voice reflected surprised happiness, but what he felt was apprehension. His father had built De Gaulle Solutions from a one-truck supply company to a global leviathan through sheer force of will, treating both friends and enemies with the same Machiavellian outlook—along with his family. Leopold’s mother had committed suicide when he was fourteen, and Leopold had always suspected his father had been to blame.

			“I heard there was a problem with our new venture in the biosphere reserve.”

			How? What spies does he have down here?

			Leopold glanced at Darius, wondering. He said, “What do you mean?”

			“I mean some idiot tried to establish an exchange of benefits over email. Leaving proof of the action.” Leopold rolled his eyes. His father couldn’t even bring himself to say the word “bribe,” preferring to believe that what they were doing was simply a legal economic exchange for goods and services.

			Leopold said, “Father, that’s correct, but we’ve rectified the situation. We’ve counseled the man who did it, and erased the evidence. The exchange is still on track.”

			“Good. I don’t have to tell you what this means to the company. What it means to you. This is your test. I was tested at your age, and De Gaulle Solutions is the result. You will be the next phase of that. Precious metals are the historical analog. Rare-earth metals are the digital future.”

			Leopold had heard this speech a hundred times. Gold and silver were for the dustbin. Rare earth was the new precious metal.

			Rare-earth metals were not really rare, per se; they were just hard to extract and were becoming more and more important, as they were the elements that facilitated all modern technology, from batteries to cell phones to computers. Currently, China had a monopoly on the excavation of rare-earth metals and thus was a chokepoint for all things digital. Leopold’s father intended to break into that monopoly, but he needed somewhere to do it.

			There was a reason that the United States no longer mined its own rare-earth elements, and it was because doing so was a messy, toxic affair. China didn’t care about that, but the United States did, to the point that it became cost prohibitive to extract the elements cleanly. What De Gaulle Solutions needed was a country like China—one that didn’t care about the mess.

			Leopold said, “I understand, Father, and I’m working on it right now. Trust me, we will be good. We will have the permit to explore the biosphere soon, and from there it’ll be one more exchange to gain a concession for limited mining. Once we have our foot in the door, we can do whatever we like.”

			Leopold heard, “Don’t let me down.” Leopold started to reply, then realized his father had hung up.

			He replaced the handset and Darius said, “He found out about the leak?”

			Leopold said, “Yes, he did. And I’m wondering how.” Leopold stared hard at Darius, and Darius said, “Hey, don’t look at me. I’m not the one who created that mess. I’m just the one who cleaned it up.”

			Darius had been “cleaning up” for Leopold’s father for years, well before Leopold had been given any responsibility. He’d worked all over South and Central America resolving the messes that De Gaulle Solutions found itself in, and most of those solutions had involved violence. Leopold had no illusions about his loyalty. Father first, then son, if only because Leopold’s father ultimately controlled the purse strings. If Leopold wanted his loyalty, he would need to take control of those strings.

			Something to think about.

			Leopold said, “Doesn’t matter. We’ve contained it.”

			“But you didn’t tell him about the protestors out front. They’re going to get worse, especially if we ever actually mount an expedition into the biosphere.”

			“He doesn’t need to know about that just yet.”

			“Yes, he does. Remember what happened down south? With the silver mine? They’ll just grow, until the government becomes scared. That’s the real threat. If the government doesn’t care, we’re good. But when they do, they all of a sudden become the protector of the little people. We need to nip this in the bud. Right now.”

			“And how do we do that? The last time you tried to ‘nip it in the bud’ you ended up killing seven protestors in a shootout at the front of the mine. Seven unarmed civilians killed. We can’t have that here. At least there we had a functioning mine that was bringing in revenue for the government. Here, they’ll just shut us down before we begin.”

			“I know, I know. That was a mistake. A protest that got out of control, but there’s always a belly button. One guy or gal who’s rallying the troops. Cut the head off the snake, and they fade away. I should have done that at the silver mine, but we thought we could contain the protests as a nuisance. We were wrong. Let’s not make the same mistake.”

			“They’ll just find someone else. They’re relentless.”

			“They might, but it’ll put them in disarray long enough to get something going. To show the government the reward they’ll miss.”

			Leopold leaned forward and said, “Do you have someone in mind?”

			“Yes. There’s an old man who’s riling them up. He’s the focal point. Lives in a village up north but works in the biosphere taking tourists up to the ruins at Mirador. He’s afraid we’ll destroy his livelihood. Which, of course, we will. I don’t have a name yet, but I will.”

			Leopold thought for a moment, then said, “Okay. Make him disappear, but no statements left for someone to find. No bodies on the street. Just disappeared.”

			Darius nodded, and someone knocked on the door. Leopold said, “What?”

			His secretary entered and said, “Sir, Carlos Gonzales is here, from CONAP.”

			Finally. This should be some good news. “Show him in.”

			A short Hispanic man entered, and Leopold said, “You have word from Guatemala City about my offer?”

			Holding a hat in his hand, squeezing it hard, Carlos said, “No, unfortunately not yet, but there is another problem.”

			“What?”

			“The Ministry of Culture approved an expedition for an American company to search for a lost temple.”

			“Why do I care about that?”

			“The temple is away from all known archeological sites. Away from Mirador, Tikal, and all the others. Up in the northeast quadrant of the biosphere.”

			Leopold said, “Where we want to explore.”

			Carlos nodded.

			“Why does this matter?”

			Carlos shuffled his feet, not wanting to be the messenger. He finally said, “If they find a temple in that area, there is no way they’ll let you explore for mining concessions, much less actually begin to mine. Even if CONAP gave you permission, the outcry from international groups will be too great.”

			Leopold leaned back in his chair, wondering just what else could pile on to his mission. Darius said, “Who is it?”

			“Some company called Grolier Recovery Services. They had enough evidence to convince the ministry to let them try to find it, but not enough to cause anyone to become excited. The ministry doesn’t believe it exists but was willing to give them sanction.”

			“So tell them no. CONAP controls the biosphere, not the Ministry of Culture.”

			“I . . . I don’t know how I’ll do that if they have permission already.”

			Leopold leaned forward and said, “For the money I’m paying you, you can figure something out. Come up with a reason. Even if it’s just a paperwork problem. Stall them with the bureaucracy. How hard can that be?”

			Carlos nodded rapidly, saying, “Okay, okay. I’ll figure something out.”

			He turned to leave and Darius said, “Wait, Carlos.”

			Carlos turned around and Darius said, “Do you know the name of the man with silver hair and the large mustache? The one who was at our front gate?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			After two hours of sitting, watching the whopper-jawed blades of the off-kilter ceiling fan spin, I had had about enough. I had an appointment with the district supervisor of the National Council of Protected Areas—our last step before stomping off into the jungle—and for some reason, he was leaving us hanging in the lobby, surrounded by Spanish-language newspapers, a groaning window-mounted air conditioner, and a ceiling fan that looked like it was going to unscrew itself from the plaster. Oh, and a secretary/gatekeeper who apparently knew only two words in English: “One moment.”

			I leaned over to Jennifer and said, “We could have stayed at the bar with Eduardo. This is turning into par for the course.”

			She smiled and said, “Have some patience. People down here aren’t in as much of a rush as we are in the United States. Time works differently.”

			I said, “Oh, so now you’re the expert, huh? When we landed, I thought you were going to wet your pants in fear.”

			She slapped my arm and said, “Quit it. The airport just gave me a little shock. You could have warned me.”

			We’d left Charleston early this morning, flying to the city of Santa Elena just south of the Maya Biosphere Reserve. Our hotel was actually in the small town of Flores, just north, but Santa Elena was the closest airport, and was the location of the CONAP office.

			Jennifer had been apprehensive on the flight down, like she thought we were going to get attacked by another drug cartel the minute we set down. When we did land, she’d become convinced of it, because the Santa Elena airport had been the first stop on her way to being kidnapped because of me.

			At the time, we’d just met, and she’d convinced me to help her find her uncle in Guatemala. Well, crashed into each other was a better description. She was a little spitfire who really enjoyed tweaking me, and, at the time, I was a wreck. We’d had a blowout fight where she’d questioned my honesty, and I’d left her alone in our hotel room only to have her get kidnapped. They’d threatened to kill her if I didn’t show up with the location of the very temple we were now after, which was problematic, because I didn’t have the location.

			So I had a choice between running from trouble or going back to get her. I went back, which had involved a little bit of violence. Okay, a lot of violence. It was a miracle we’d both made it out, but I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought about fleeing. That action had saved both of our lives, because if I had fled, I’d be dead now, buried in a pauper’s grave from alcohol or picking one fight I couldn’t win. Since that time, she had done more to save me than I ever did for her.

			By the time we’d left the airport, she’d calmed down a little bit. I’d taken her to our rustic little hotel in the island town of Flores, and she’d begun to relax at the quaint, old-world nature of the place. Of course, our room hadn’t been ready, so I’d contacted our guide. We were supposed to meet him later in the afternoon, after our meeting at CONAP, but we had nothing else going on.

			He’d agreed to meet at a local watering hole, and on the way there, I’d broken the news to Jennifer about his pedigree.

			She’d said, “Where did you find this guy?”

			“He’s someone who regularly runs tour trips into the heart of the biosphere. Most people go to Tikal because it’s accessible by road, but he takes the diehards to Mirador, which is a four-day trek on foot into the jungle. He seems to know his way around, so I figured he’d be best.”

			She’d nodded, and I’d said, “There’s one other thing.”

			“What?”

			“He was one of the men on your uncle’s trip.”

			She whipped her head to me and said, “He was on my uncle’s trip? For the temple?”

			“Yes. In fact, he was with another boy, and they actually found the temple.”

			“But it held a toxic spore for the locals. How’s he alive?”

			“He just is. His friend is not. Apparently he ran away, along with the rest of the men helping your uncle.”

			She nodded slowly and said, “Did he . . .”

			“No. No, no, no. He had nothing to do with your uncle dying. I wouldn’t have hired him if he had.”

			We rounded the corner and I saw a local saloon, scattered picnic tables out front. Sitting at one was a man of about twenty, looking expectantly toward the street. I waved, and he stood up, all smiles. He said, “I’m Eduardo Quelex. You are Nephilim?”

			I said, “Yes, but you can call me Pike. This is Jennifer.”

			He said, “Jennifer Cahill, yes?”

			She nodded, and he said, “I know your uncle. I helped him, and now I’m helping you. How is he? Is he too old to make these trips anymore?”

			Jennifer glanced at me, and I said, “Eduardo, I’m sorry, but he’s dead.”

			He looked shocked, then said, “By Machete?”

			I saw Jennifer stiffen at the name and I was surprised that he’d spout that out upon hearing her uncle was dead. I said, “Yeah, how’d you know that?”

			Machete was the head of the drug cartel that had killed Jennifer’s uncle and captured Jennifer.

			He grew wistful, staring into space at a memory he didn’t want. He said, “He tried to kill me because of that expedition. But someone killed him instead.”

			Which would be me.

			I said, “Let’s not talk about that stuff. You know why we’re here. You’ve been to the temple, right? Actually seen it?”

			“Yes. Nobody believes me, and I was most assuredly not going on my own. I’ve thought about it often, but Olmec was killed there just by entering, so I didn’t.”

			Jennifer said, “When did you last see my uncle? How was he?”

			Eduardo played with a saltshaker on the table, then looked at her and said, “I’ll be honest. Olmec and I went to the temple after we’d stopped for the night. We were going to loot it. I’m not proud of that fact, but it’s true. Olmec entered and then died like he was having a seizure. I ran back to the camp and my story spooked the rest of the local men. They fled, and I fled with them, leaving your uncle behind. I never saw him again. I’m sorry.”

			She nodded, then looked at me like she wasn’t sure about my choice of guide. He leaned forward and took her hand, saying, “I really mean it . . . I’m sorry. I’ve done some bad things in the past. I’ve worked as a coyote getting Guatemalans into the United States and other things I’m not proud of, but I thought your uncle was a good man. I wouldn’t have harmed him, and I’m sorry he’s gone. You can trust me.”

			She nodded and he continued, “Finding this temple is my way of righting the wrongs. It will only help the people here, and that’s what I work for now, with my father.”

			The conversation was getting a little deep, so I brought it back to the present, saying, “We’d like to leave tomorrow morning. You said we could take roads for a bit, and then start into the jungle?”

			Relieved, Eduardo said, “Yes. We’ll drive up to a small town called Carmelitas, about two hours away. I have a couple of other helpers there, with mules. We’ll pack into the forest from there on foot.”

			“How far?”

			“At least thirty-five kilometers. Ordinarily, we do tours to Mirador over four days, but I’m assuming you two can move faster than some fat American tourists, yes?”

			I said, “Oh yes. Thirty-five klicks we can do in two days easy.”

			He laughed and said, “Wait until you see the jungle first. We’ll have enough food and water for a week, just to be sure. Do you have the permission documents?”

			And I remembered our meeting. I looked at my watch and said, “No, but I will in thirty minutes. I lost track of the time. We have an appointment in Santa Elena.”

			I shook his hand and said, “Meet you at the hotel tomorrow, say, seven in the morning?”

			He said, “Sounds good. Make sure you have the documents. I can’t officially guide without them.”

			We’d left him and raced to our appointment with the CONAP official in Santa Elena, and had been cooling our heels ever since.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			I watched the ceiling fan do its crooked dance for thirty more seconds, then finally stood up. Jennifer put a hand on my arm, knowing that my temper sometimes got the best of me, but I wasn’t going to explode. Just apply some pressure.

			I went to the gatekeeper and said, “Is Mr. Gonzales even here?”

			I saw her eyes widen at my intrusion, and I got the distinct impression that very few visitors even came to this office, making me wonder about the wait. She said, “One moment, one moment.”

			I said, “I’ve had enough of the moments,” and moved past her to the office door. She stood, and I knocked. Nothing happened. She scurried in front of me, and I let her. She opened the door, and I saw a small Hispanic man inside, looking like he was about to crawl out of the window. Other than him, the room was empty.

			What the hell?

			I pushed the door open with a huge smile, saying, “Mr. Gonzales! We meet at last. I’m Pike Logan, and there must have been some mistake in the scheduling, because we had an appointment two hours ago. I’m glad to see you aren’t busy.”

			The secretary rattled off something in Spanish, and he answered. She looked at me with suspicion and went back to her desk. I waved Jennifer forward, she also looked at me askance, and we entered. He pointed to two utilitarian metal chairs and said, “Take a seat.”

			We did, and I said, “I’m here for the exploration passes from CONAP. They were supposed to be sent to you from your main headquarters in Guatemala City.”

			He said, “Yes, yes. I’ve been working on that all morning. It’s why you had to wait.”

			“Why?”

			“There is a problem.”

			“What problem? Everything is in order from the Ministry of Culture.” To Jennifer, I said, “Pull out the emails from last week.”

			He waved his hand and said, “Yes, yes. I have those, but the Ministry of Culture doesn’t control the biosphere. CONAP does, and they haven’t approved of the expedition.”

			“What? I was told it was seamless. That you guys work with the ministry, and if they agreed, you agreed. That their approval was harder than yours. They deal in antiquities. You just prevent corruption of the land. I’m not going to do any digging. Just walking in the jungle—and they approved of that. I had to sign a bunch of declarations that I wouldn’t take anything and that the ministry would do any excavation. I did that.”

			I saw a sheen of sweat on his forehead and noticed he had a tremble in his hand. While I could certainly turn on the scary when I wanted to, nothing in my demeanor should have caused that reaction.

			He said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Logan, but I have to get approval from my higher headquarters in Guatemala City before you can continue. It should have been seamless, but it was not. CONAP doesn’t know about this expedition, and I have to tell them. There was a paperwork mix-up.”

			“How long will that take?”

			“Perhaps six weeks. Maybe longer.”

			I leapt up, saying, “What the hell are you talking about? We’ve already flown down here. We aren’t staying for six weeks, and we aren’t flying back home.”

			Jennifer stood as well, once again putting a hand on my arm, because the scary was starting to leak out. Gonzales retreated to the window of his office, gaining space between my anger and him.

			He said, “I’m sorry. That’s the best I can do. I might be able to expedite the paperwork, but four weeks will be the earliest. We deal with all sorts of requests to go into the biosphere, and each one has to be explored for viability.”

			I said, “You little shit. Is it money you want? A bribe?”

			He appeared startled at the comment, and I knew I was wrong. He said, “Money may help you in your country, but it won’t here.”

			Jennifer turned me away and whispered in my ear. “Pike, there’s no reason to push this. We aren’t going to win here, and you might cause us to never get approval.”

			I knew she was right, but it aggravated the hell out of me. It wasn’t like I had a fortune to flit back and forth between Guatemala and Charleston like a damn rich American tourist, and the Taskforce wouldn’t sanction another trip on their dime. And then I had a thought.

			Tourism.

			I turned back to Gonzales and said, “Okay, okay. You win. You’ll make sure it gets submitted correctly? And expedited?”

			He relaxed for the first time, showing a relief that was unfounded. He said, “Yes, yes. I’ll do my best.”

			I said, “As long as we paid to come down here, I guess we can go see Mirador as tourists.”

			He said, “Of course. I can set you up with a guide if you want. I know the best.”

			I said, “Don’t worry about that. We have a guide.”

			“Who?”

			I gave Eduardo’s name and said, “He’s good at this sort of thing, and there’s nothing saying tourists can’t go exploring, right?”

			He slowly nodded, then said, “But you’ll just go to Mirador?”

			“Yes. Unless we get lost. I’ll let you know.”

			I took Jennifer’s arm and turned to leave. We exited the office, and he followed, saying, “You can only go to Mirador! Other places are dangerous. You don’t want to wander around the biosphere. It’s not safe.”

			I turned to him and said, “Duly noted. I won’t blame you, I promise. But trust me, I can handle a little danger.”

			We left with him spluttering in the hallway, me chuckling because I’d outsmarted his stupid bureaucratic bullshit.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Leopold tapped his pen and said, “So you think taking this Diego Quelex is the way to go?”

			“Yes,” said Darius, “He will be the key. I did some digging, and he’s the one who organized the rabble you saw this morning. He dictated the signs they carried and was the one who got them to travel here from Carmelitas. He even organized a funding drive to do it. We get rid of him, and we get rid of the problem. There’s nobody else who understands the danger we pose, and certainly nobody with the backbone to get things done.”

			“You know where he lives?”

			“Yes, on the outskirts of town in a shack. Taking him will be nothing. He has a son, but apparently he’s going to be in the jungle for the next week guiding someone. The only threat is a dog and his wife, and I can handle both.”

			“Okay, but like I said before, no statements. I don’t want his bloody body found as a warning or anything. Just make him disappear. I don’t want to create a martyr that others will rally around. All I want is his operation disrupted.”

			Darius nodded and said, “Will do. I have just the men for this.”

			Leopold heard a quick knock; then his secretary stuck her head in, saying, “Mr. Gonzales has returned. Should I show him in?”

			What now?

			“Yes. Show him in.”

			Gonzales entered, still clutching his hat like he was wringing a dishcloth. Leopold waited a beat, then said, “Well, speak.”

			“Sir, the Americans came in, and I did as you asked. I told them they didn’t have permission and that it would be four to six weeks before CONAP could look at their application.”

			“Okay. Good.”

			“The man was upset, but his partner calmed him down. The man—Pike Logan is his name—said that as long as they had flown down, they’d go see Mirador as tourists.”

			Leopold waited, and Gonzales paused yet again. Leopold rolled his hand and said, “Spit it out, man. Why do I care?”

			“I don’t think they’re going to Mirador. I think they’re going to search for that temple, claiming they ‘got lost’ in the jungle.”

			Darius leaned forward, saying, “Why?”

			“Just the way they acted. The have a guide. Eduardo Quelex. He’s a native from Carmelitas, and he knows the jungle.”

			Darius said, “Quelex? As in Diego Quelex? The man you told me about this morning?”

			“Yes. It’s his son, and he’s not like the other locals. He’s worldly. Rumor has it he used to work as a coyote for a drug cartel, running a human smuggling network to the United States.”

			Leopold said, “And now he’s a guide?”

			“Yes. He helps his father build his tourism business.”

			Darius looked at Leopold and said, “Perfect. We can kill two birds with one stone.”

			Gonzales showed confusion and Leopold said, “Not now.” He turned to Gonzales and said, “Thank you for the information. Do you know where this Pike Logan is staying?”

			Gonzales nodded and said, “Yes. A hotel in Flores. Why?”

			“None of your concern. Leave the hotel information with my secretary on your way out. We’ll take it from here.”

			“What are you going to do?”

			“Nothing you need to worry about.”

			Leopold waited until Gonzales had closed the office door, then said, “What do you have in mind?”

			Darius said, “We take the father just as before, but tell the son that if he finds a temple, his father is dead. I can put some men on his little expedition who can ensure failure if it comes to that. They go into the jungle and don’t come out.”

			Leopold considered the idea, then said, “That’ll be a backup plan. Can you stage a robbery tonight? Make it look like a crime?”

			Darius smiled and said, “When you said you wanted ‘no statement’ about Diego, I thought you were squeamish. Not like your father.”

			Leopold said, “You underestimate me. I am my father’s son. This time I want to make a statement, if just for the police. Use all the violence you can, and leave the bodies for the police to find.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			I saw the size of the small room and felt a little squeamish, unsure of what to say. It had one queen-size bed and about three feet of space on the left and right. With a small dresser housing an old tube television at the foot, there was nowhere on the floor to sleep.

			I looked at Jennifer and saw her squint. She thinks I did this on purpose.

			After our meeting with Mr. Gonzales, we’d come back to our hotel, the afternoon sun telling me that surely our rooms were ready now. They had been. Well, at least one of them had been. We’d loaded our luggage into the single room and gone out for dinner, Jennifer probing me yet again to reveal who the sponsor was for this little excursion. Of course, I couldn’t tell her that it was the Taskforce, and that I was building a clandestine infiltration capability courtesy of the United States government.

			Or that I wanted her to attempt Taskforce Assessment and Selection. I’m sure she wondered why every time we got together it was for some sort of training cloaked in “fun,” but so far she hadn’t questioned it. I’d taught her the rudiments of hand-to-hand combat and had given her more firearms instruction than most civilians who owned a gun ever received, and she’d proven to be a good student.

			Tonight wasn’t the time to tell her about my plan, so I parried all of her questions, and she quit trying, moving on to something I never liked talking about: our relationship.

			I didn’t know what she wanted. I didn’t even know what I wanted, but I certainly didn’t want to talk about it. Wasn’t being together enough? Just enjoying each other’s company? Why did women always want to ruin things with talk?

			She’d seen me closing down and had backed off. We’d returned to the hotel and found out they’d accidentally given our other room away to someone else, and now the hotel was booked. There were only twenty-four rooms in the place, and they seemed confused about why we needed two.

			This place is a clownfest.

			And now I was staring at a closet I was supposed to spend the night in. With Jennifer.

			She looked at the bed, then at me, and said, “Where are you going to sleep?”

			I honestly didn’t know. I supposed I could squeeze in at the foot of the bed, in front of the television, if I scooted the dresser to the corner.

			She walked to her suitcase and said, “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you planned this. Like running out of gas on a date.”

			Mortified, I said, “I . . . I didn’t plan this. I’ll sleep on the floor.”

			She walked around the bed, put her suitcase on it, and said, “How will I get to the bathroom?”

			I started to say something, and she grinned. Is she fucking with me?

			

			•   •   •

			Jennifer watched the emotions play out across Pike’s face and couldn’t help but tweak him a little bit. If there was one chink in his level III armor, it was dealing with her. She used to think it was cute, but lately it was growing wearying. Did he really want her as a business partner because of her bare-bones anthropology degree? She knew that was preposterous, but she believed he had convinced himself of that.

			She understood that deep down inside his quagmire of confused emotions, Pike had feelings for her, like she did for him. She just didn’t know if he’d ever realize it. Their conversation at dinner was proof enough. He acted like a child in denial, not wanting to broach any discussion about their connection, personal, business, or otherwise.

			She studied him, out of his depth in the small room, thinking that if anything was going to happen, it would be on her to make the first move.

			Pike mistook her expression, saying, “What? I promise I didn’t know they were going to sell our other room. I’ll sleep downstairs in the lobby or something.”

			She said, “I know you would. I remember in Bosnia when I asked you to share my bed. You said no then. And it was the right thing.”

			He nodded, his face showing confusion. She saw he wanted to say something. But he was too conflicted. He hadn’t taken her up on the offer in Bosnia because the loss of his wife had been too close. Too raw. And she had been just as confused, having experienced a near-death event, and convinced she would, in fact, be killed the next day. They had both been damaged goods then, but this was different. She hoped.

			She walked out on the limb, feeling it bend under the weight. “But the offer still stands. You don’t need to sleep on the floor.” When the words penetrated, she saw his mouth open slightly. She continued, “And this time I’m asking without the thought that I’m going to die tomorrow.”

			She went to him, watching him shuffle from foot to foot, uncomfortable with the conversation. She leaned in and gently kissed him on the lips. A light brush.

			And waited to see what happened, now worried about her own rejection.

			He took a step back, shocked. He stammered, “You don’t want me to sleep on the floor?”

			She said, “I want whatever you want. As you wish.”

			And she saw a small grin leak out, the confusion gone. They habitually battled for the remote whenever watching television together, but the one movie they both loved was The Princess Bride. He knew exactly what those words meant.

			He cocked his head, the grin still there. He said, “Does this mean you’re my girlfriend now?”

			She took his hand and led him to the bed, saying, “I’ll tell you in the morning.”

			And someone knocked on the door.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Things were happening so fast I was having trouble keeping up, which was saying something, because I could keep situational awareness with bullets snapping by my head. One minute I was blocking a conversation about our relationship at dinner, and the next minute, Jennifer was kissing me. Toying with me?

			No. She doesn’t have that in her. “As you wish” was sacrosanct.

			I had been half joking about her being my girlfriend, deeply afraid of the answer, and now she was leading me to the bed.

			This is really happening.

			Deep down, I had wanted this day to come, but my greater fear was that I’d see Heather in my mind’s eye. My ethos was torn between betraying my wife and moving on with my life. Which was a betrayal in and of itself. Moving on would mean leaving the memory of her, and I was afraid she’d appear just as I was about to betray her trust—letting me know it was wrong.

			I used to dream about her nightly, but that had faded during my trials with Jennifer last year. It was a little bit melancholy, because those dreams were all I had left of my wife—even as those same ephemeral moments were torture.

			Jennifer turned around, looking at me expectantly.

			I hesitated, but Heather didn’t make an appearance.

			Maybe she approves.

			I tested the theory, leaning in and kissing Jennifer on the lips, the first time I’d ever attempted to do so. She broke it early and I took a step back, confused. She said, “The door. Someone’s knocking on the door.”

			I glanced behind me and said, “Who cares? Ignore it.”

			I returned to her, waiting on some signal to continue. She said, “It might be the front desk. Maybe they found a room.”

			Which confused the hell out of me. I backed up farther, getting space, and said, “Is that what you want?” The knocking became more insistent.

			She saw my change in demeanor and grinned, saying, “No, dummy. If it’s the front desk, they’ll have a key to this room. You want them barging in?”

			Whew.

			I said, “Okay, okay.” I went to the door preparing to punch whoever was behind it out of pure aggravation. The hotel was pretty cheap and hadn’t invested in a peephole, forcing me to open the door.

			I cracked it, seeing two rough-looking Hispanic men, one with a two-day beard, the other with a Fu Manchu mustache, both dressed in dirty jeans and ratty T-shirts. Definitely not the front desk.

			I got out “Can I help—” and the bearded one shoved a pistol in my face, kicking the door open. Like a flash of lightning in the night sky, I recognized the threat he held before he could even line up his sights.

			I snapped my hands forward, grabbing his wrist and elbow and slamming his arm into the doorjamb hard enough to crack the ulna bone. The pistol skittered into the room and I continued my forward momentum, hammering his cheek with my elbow and cutting off his scream of pain.

			I saw the mustache guy bringing something up and knew I needed to get the first man out of the way to eliminate the threat behind him.

			I jammed my knee into the bearded one’s groin, grabbed him by the scruff of the neck, and tossed him into the room, shouting, “Jennifer!”

			I didn’t even bother to look behind me, knowing she could handle the guy after I’d tuned him up. The man behind him held a wicked-looking bowie knife in his hand, the blade a good eight or nine inches long. He swung it in an arc and I leapt back through the doorway, away from the blade. He advanced, and so did I, wanting to use the narrow doorframe to my advantage. If he made it into the room, he’d have freedom of movement and be much more dangerous.

			Surprised that I wasn’t retreating, and unable to swing the knife because of the doorway, he stabbed forward with the blade like he was holding a sword. I dodged the first attempt and prepared for the second. When it came, I dodged again, then threw my arm over his wrist, trapping his knife hand against my rib cage. Controlling the blade, I rotated around, jammed my hip into his groin, and flipped him over my back, slamming him into the floor.

			Holding his wrist with the blade in my left hand, I jackhammered a straight punch into his temple, colliding his head against the hardwood floor. Once, twice, three times, my arm working like a piston.

			The knife fell to the floor and I released his wrist. It dropped, lifeless, the fighter unconscious beneath me.

			I heard, “Pike! Help me!”

			I turned and saw Jennifer holding the first man in a joint lock, his arm extended fully to his front, Jennifer holding his palm in two hands, the target’s hand twisted around and facing the man’s chest with Jennifer pressing against the joint in his wrist. The guy was grimacing and slapping his other hand on the floor, trying to stand up, but held in place by the pain.

			Her eyes wide, she said, “It worked! It was just like the gym!”

			I stood up and said, “Did you think I was teaching you magic tricks? Of course it worked.”

			She said, “What do I do now?”

			And then I remembered what these assholes had interrupted. What I had lost. There was no way tonight we were ever going back to the time before the door knock. Maybe never. I feared it was a once-in-a-lifetime moment.

			It’s not fair.

			I strode toward him, gaining speed, cocked my leg, and punted his face like I was kicking a soccer ball across a field. His head snapped back, his nose exploding in a spray of blood.

			Jennifer shouted, “Pike!” The body fell over and she released his hand, saying, “Was that necessary?”

			She was giving me her disapproving-teacher glare, convinced I’d simply succumbed to a spasm of rage, like I had in the past. But that kick was coldly calculated.

			I said, “Yeah, that was entirely necessary. We’re going to be spending the rest of the night talking to the police. We aren’t getting any sleep.”

			And it dawned on her why I was upset. She smiled and said, “I might still be your girlfriend. Maybe.”

			I heard the words but didn’t believe them. I said, “Let’s get the circus going. Call the front desk and have them alert the cops. Seven A.M. is going to come quicker than we think.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Leopold hit play, watching the credits begin for the latest Quentin Tarantino film. His favorite director. He’d been pleasantly surprised that the house his assistant had found actually had a media room complete with theater seats. He’d been expecting to rough it with nothing more than HDTV in his bedroom out here in the hinterlands of Guatemala.

			He heard the bell ring at the door to the theater. Good. Just in time.

			He was waiting patiently on a couple of prestigious local women. Apparently, finding some up to his standards was harder than it had been in Guatemala City. The local fare was slim pickings, but after yelling at his assistant today, he was sure she’d find someone suitable.

			He bounced out of his chair and opened the door, his smile fading like ice on a hot sidewalk.

			“Darius, what are you doing here? It’s nearly midnight.”

			“Sir, we have a problem.”

			Leopold said, “Problem?”

			“Your plan failed. The men sent to the hotel are in police custody for attempted robbery.”

			“What? How?”

			Darius pushed past him, causing Leopold to take a step back as he entered the room. Leopold took notice of the action, wondering yet again who was in charge in Guatemala—him or his father. Darius clearly didn’t fear him.

			Darius said, “I have no idea. They went to the room as ordered, and then I got a police report that they’d been arrested. Both pummeled like they’d run into a group of bikers.”

			“Did they go to the wrong room? We’re looking for a woman anthropologist and a man who apparently just arranges travel for their company.”

			The movie started, the surround sound echoing in the room. Darius picked up the remote and muted the projector. He said, “It was the right room. I saw the woman and the man talking to the police. The woman looks just as advertised, but the man is no travel coordinator.”

			“How do you know?”

			“It’s what I do. He’s rough, but he still shouldn’t have been able to defeat both of them. That I don’t understand. Those men are ruthless killers, and this wasn’t their first rodeo. I wouldn’t have been able to take them down by myself.”

			Leopold took that in. If asked to describe Darius, he would have used Darius’s own words about being a ruthless killer, and he knew for certain it wouldn’t have been Darius’s first rodeo. To hear the respect he gave the men he’d sent meant whoever had defeated them was good. Very good. But it couldn’t be the archeological company. Could it?

			“So who is he?”

			“I don’t know. He’s a ghost on the web. They have a rudimentary website and an office address, but it’s all new. Within the last month. The girl just graduated with her degree a few days ago. It’s real, but the ink isn’t even dry on her diploma.”

			“So it’s a new company. That’s all. We’re making too much of this.”

			“Maybe, but either those two took down my men—which I doubt—or someone else did. If it’s not them, then who was it?”

			Leopold ignored the question, thinking beyond the immediate confrontation. “What about the men you sent? Will they talk?”

			“No. They have a lot of experience with the Guatemalan judicial system, and the job was based on payment after the fact. If they want their money, they’ll claim it was exactly what it was supposed to look like—a robbery attempt. I’ll grease some palms and they’ll ‘escape’ after a few days. The biggest loss is they’ll have to vanish for a time. I won’t be able to use them for a while.”

			“Good. What about the company? Are they still going on their trek, or did this at least scare them enough to delay?”

			“I have no idea, but we have to assume they will. I’m capturing Diego tonight, while the son is still at home. I’ll impress upon him the need to leave that temple alone.”

			“Are you sure you can snatch Diego without more police involvement? That’s the last thing we need.”

			“I can. It’s almost too easy.”

			“And you think that’ll be enough? Eduardo will follow your instructions?”

			“I do. It turns out Eduardo used to work for a drug cartel here in Guatemala. He’s seen the punishment that can be delivered. He’ll play ball. He has in the past.”

			“What if he doesn’t?”

			“Then he’ll end up being eaten by the jungle, along with the two Americans.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			On day two of our trek we were totally absorbed by the jungle, fully leaving behind any trace of man. The pure rain forest was awe-inspiring, and a little bit intimidating, reminding me that there were still parts of the earth that man had not yet tamed. The trees and undergrowth stoically let us pass, as if they’d reluctantly given permission, while the cacophony of birds seemed to be taunting us for being so foolish as to continue deeper into the jungle’s embrace.

			Man could leverage his technology to destroy the rain forest with bulldozers, open-pit mines, and logging, but one-on-one, the jungle was the apex predator. It let us pass, but if we gave it any reason to decide otherwise, it would swallow us whole.

			We’d been walking for about six hours, making pretty good time, when I called a halt to check the GPS for a signal. The canopy was so thick, the feeble transmission from the GPS satellite constellation was having trouble penetrating, and Eduardo was little help.

			The first day’s walk, while still in the rain forest, had been tainted by the brush of man, as we took a well-worn trail from Carmelitas to the ruins of Mirador. Once there, I’d let Jennifer run about, checking the various ruins, while I conferred with Eduardo, both of us watching his two-mule team set up camp. My GPS was saying we should head straight west, into the jungle, but Eduardo was adamant that we go north, claiming that’s where the temple was located.

			He appeared shocked that I had a grid to the location, thinking that we were solely relying on his previous knowledge to find the temple, and seemed on the verge of a nervous breakdown when I said I didn’t think going north was correct.

			In truth, he’d been acting strangely since he’d arrived at our hotel. When we’d first seen him at the bar, he’d appeared chipper and anxious to help, but yesterday, when he’d met us at the hotel, he was sullen. Every question had been returned with a terse answer. He didn’t even care about the attempted robbery, seemingly unsurprised it had happened, looking as sleep deprived as we were. That would have aggravated me, but he also didn’t ask whether I’d received the official documents for an expedition. I certainly wasn’t going to remind him that we were supposed to have them.

			We’d loaded up and begun the drive to the town of Carmelitas, circling around the giant lake of Petén Itzá until we hit the city of San Andrés and Highway 14. The trip had started quiet and uneventful, and I was glad Eduardo didn’t want to talk, because it allowed Jennifer and me to catch a little shut-eye for the two-hour journey.

			We’d rounded the horn of the lake and passed a mansion on the shore, a low-slung one-story that looked like it covered an acre, the entire compound surrounded by a twenty-foot stone wall.

			The front gate was a massive iron structure with two armed guards out front. When Eduardo rounded the corner and came in view of it, one of the guards raced into the road with his arm up, forcing Eduardo to slam on his brakes and flinging both Jennifer and me into our seat belts, waking us up. The iron gate had swung open and two black Land Rovers raced out like they owned the road, speeding past us in the direction we had come.

			More than a little grumpy at the sharp ending of my nap, I’d asked, “Who the hell lives there? Why does he get to stop traffic?” I saw Eduardo hunched over, like he was hiding his face.

			He said, “I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know?” I turned and studied the house, saying, “He’s got to be the most famous man around here. Is it some celebrity?”

			He’d become agitated, snapping, “I don’t know! Just because I live in Guatemala doesn’t mean I know everyone.”

			I’d let it slide and gone back to sleep, figuring Eduardo must have received some troubling news since we’d first met and was dealing with it. Earlier, Jennifer had noticed the change and had wanted to confront him—well, really comfort him—but I’d told her to let it go. It would be better to let him sort out whatever was eating him on the drive. If he wanted to talk, he would. If he didn’t, fine. He was the hired guide, and that was all.

			We’d eventually reached Carmelitas and parked at a trailhead. Waiting for us were two older men, each with a mule. They didn’t look like farmers or other local townsfolk. They looked more like the roughnecks who’d tried to break into our room.

			One was a big guy, about six feet, with a beer gut falling over his belt. He had a flat pan face, pinched eyes, and a ponytail. The other was shorter and wiry, with a pockmarked face and three teardrop tattoos below his right eye.

			Eduardo parked and I said, “Those are the guides?”

			“No. I’m the guide. They’re just the mule team. Helping us with camps and things like that.”

			“They don’t look like they work in the jungle.”

			Eduardo opened the door, saying, “Let me deal with them. This is what I do.”

			He left and I turned to Jennifer, saying, “This seem a little off to you?”

			She nodded but said, “I’m not sure we’re qualified to say what’s off or not. It’s our first expedition. Maybe they were on my uncle’s expedition as well.”

			Eduardo returned and said, “Are we ready?”

			“Sure, but you’re not going to introduce us?”

			“They don’t speak English. Like I said, they’re just the mule team. I wouldn’t introduce you to them any more than I would the mules.”

			I retrieved Jennifer’s backpack and handed it to her, then dug out my own, saying, “Okay, I guess no big ceremony. Let’s get going.”

			Everything had been fine until the morning we’d woken up at the Mirador ruins, ready to start the second day of our trek. With our planning, we should reach the temple by day three. We’d spent the night on the edge of the ruins, and it had actually been pretty exciting, with Jennifer in her happy place scurrying about, notwithstanding the bucket of slop the “mule team” had made for dinner. I would have rather had an Army MRE.

			We’d woken up and broken down the camp, and Eduardo had started heading north. I’d stopped him, and we’d had another heated discussion. He claimed his memory was better than any GPS grid, but what I had loaded was from his very own expedition to the temple, courtesy of a drug lord I’d killed. It was accurate, and Eduardo seemed to know it.

			He’d put up one last fight, and I saw his eyes water at my command, presumably because I didn’t trust him. I told him he’d earn his money either way, but we were following the GPS. We entered the rain forest for real, leaving behind any human contact as assuredly as if we’d taken a time machine to the past.

			We’d been walking most of the day when I took another GPS reading. That involved waiting for the signal to lock on, in some cases with me tying the GPS to a line of 550 cord and hoisting it up into the trees, then lowering it again.

			I called a halt and repeated my technical solution for the lack of signal, throwing a rock up into the trees with the 550 cord attached. When it came back down, I hoisted the GPS into the air as high as I could, clearing the first and second layer of canopy. I left it hanging there for a moment, going to Jennifer.

			“Hey, how are you holding up?”

			The path to Mirador had been like a four-lane interstate compared to what we were walking through now, and she was carrying her own pack, which weighed more than forty pounds.

			She brushed her hair aside and said, “I’m good. I wouldn’t be much of a partner if I couldn’t carry my weight on these trips.”

			I smiled and said, “I know it’s not easy. If you want to transfer something to my pack, you can do that. I’ve been humping a ruck for most of my life.”

			She grinned and said, “I think you should be worrying about the mule team. Those guys aren’t carrying shit, and they’re about to fall out.”

			She was right. The supposed “jungle walkers” were having a hell of a time keeping up, the big guy sweating so hard that his shirt over his beer gut was soaked, and the smaller man huffing like he only had half a lung. I said, “They probably only do the Mirador route on the path. This is probably new to them as well.”

			Eduardo was sitting against a tree trunk, his head in his hands. Still pissed I hadn’t listened to him. But if this grid didn’t work out, he’d said we had water and food for a week, so we’d just shift, backtracking to Mirador and letting him lead. Either way, if we found the temple, he was going to make a hefty payday.

			I brought down the GPS and saw we only had about two klicks to the temple. Well, two klicks to the grid that was supposedly the temple.

			I looked at my watch and saw we had about three hours of sunlight left. It would be a race to find it today, but we had a good shot.

			I said, “Get everyone up. We need to move faster. We can’t continue this slow pace anymore.”

			Jennifer told Eduardo, and he came to me, saying, “The mule team can’t move that fast. We need to slow down.”

			I said, “Leave them here. Tell ’em to make camp. I’ve marked this grid, and I don’t want to be slowed down.”

			He said, “They won’t stay here. They work for me, and they won’t separate.”

			I shook my head and said, “Then tell ’em to keep up.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Two hours later the gloom was beginning to grow on the jungle floor. I broke out into a small open area about thirty meters across, a strange piece of grass-covered land that the jungle had refused to claim for whatever reason. Jennifer was still beside me, but we’d left Eduardo and the mule team behind us by about a hundred meters. They were just moving too slowly.

			I looked at the sky for the first time today and said, “You want to wait for them here? We’ll make camp and I’ll go conduct a recce. See if I can pinpoint the temple, then come back. We can spend the night here, then get cracking first thing in the morning.”

			She said, “You think you can make it there and back in daylight?”

			She had a point. When the sun set, the jungle was black as sackcloth. Even in a locked closet there’s still ambient light interrupting the darkness, but the jungle is the one place I’d ever been where pitch black was real, and disorienting. If the sun went below the horizon before I returned, odds were good that I’d be sleeping on the ground by myself. Stumbling around in the jungle during the night was asking to get hurt.

			My GPS was saying the temple was only three hundred meters away, so I figured I had a shot. I said, “I’ll go thirty minutes in. Wherever I am at the thirty mark, I’ll turn around and come back.”

			She dropped her pack and said, “Okay, but don’t push it. I don’t want to go searching for you in the dark.”

			I handed her a small walkie-talkie, a family radio we’d purchased at an electronics store, and said, “Call when Eduardo makes it here. I definitely don’t want to go hunting for that slow crew in the dark.”

			I got a radio check with her, then jogged to the end of the open patch of land, reentering the jungle. I saw an edge of light in the distance, possibly another small field. I moved to it and almost fell off a fifteen-foot cliff. I grabbed a vine, caught my balance, then squatted down to peer below.

			It was a small river, about twenty feet across, but deep. There was no way I was putting that in between me and our camp. The temple would have to wait until tomorrow.

			I returned to the field to see Eduardo and the mule team coming into our small clearing. I hollered, “Camp here tonight,” and dropped my ruck, breaking out our little MSR two-man backpacking tent.

			If last night was any indication, the mule team would build a small fire, throw up a tarp, and sleep right on the ground. Eduardo would string up a hammock, which meant both would have to stay inside the ring of the rain forest to anchor the tarp and hammock. Which was fine by me.

			Jennifer approached and dropped her pack, pulling out the poles to the tent while I laid it out. She said, “Sort of sending a signal with this location?”

			I said, “Not on purpose, but I’d rather be over here, out of earshot.”

			She grinned and said, “Oh, really? Because you bought a couple of lightweight mummy bags. Two people can’t fit in them.”

			I felt my face redden at her comment and studiously laid out the tent base in the grass, saying, “Are you trying to push my buttons? We’re out here to find a temple, not on a beach vacation.”

			She said, “Is that why this tent is called the Hubba Hubba model?”

			I squeezed my eyes shut. The tent was, in fact, an MSR Hubba Hubba NX, but I didn’t name the damn thing. I bought it because of its weight and features, knowing how much it rained in the jungle and how light it was to carry.

			I stood up and said, “You finish putting it together. If you can’t, then you can carry the whole thing tomorrow. I’m going to talk to Eduardo.”

			I saw her grinning as I stomped away. I really wanted to one up her, but I wasn’t capable. She owned that terrain—and she damn well knew it.

			I crossed the field, seeing Eduardo talking in Spanish to the two mule-team members, and the one with the tattoos snarled something at him. They heard me approach, and shut up. Tattoo guy glared at me, and I saw something dangerous. Eduardo turned and I thought I saw fear in his eyes, making me wonder about the argument.

			I said, “Eduardo, can I see you for a minute?”

			He stood up and I walked away. He’d said the mule team only spoke Spanish, but I wasn’t taking any chances. When I was far enough away, I said, “What’s going on? What’s the fight about?”

			He hesitated, glancing away. I grabbed his arm and said, “Look at me.” He did so. I said, “I’m not Jennifer’s uncle. I’m something different. We’re going to find that temple tomorrow, and if either of those clowns interfere—if they think they’re going to eliminate us as competition so they can loot it—I’ll kill them.”

			His face blanched at my words. I continued. “You let them know that. They can get an honest paycheck with a bonus tomorrow. We’ll be across the field. You guys just stay here on this side. “

			He looked like he wanted to say something but remained quiet. I said, “What is it?”

			He said, “The argument was over the choice of campsites. There’s a river at the edge of this field, and it’s used by predators for water. This area has jaguars. They just didn’t like the campsite. That’s all.”

			“Well, tell ’em to keep the fire going. I’m not worried about any predators.”

			“That’s because you haven’t seen what they can do.”

			“No. It’s because I’m a predator, too.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			The sun dropped below the canopy and the blackness closed in. It wasn’t as dark as last night because we had our little spit of open area, the feeble light of the stars allowing me to actually see the proverbial hand in front of my face, but it was still disconcerting. Jennifer had a small LED lantern on the floor of our tent, spilling out enough light to make you realize just how dark the jungle was. I crawled into the tent to see her eating from a bag of beef jerky.

			She said, “Their food wasn’t that awful. Why did you tell them we didn’t want dinner?”

			“Because I need to lose some weight. Pass me that bag.”

			She did and said, “Seriously, why?”

			“I just don’t like the food. I’d rather have jerky for dinner than whatever crap they make.”

			She didn’t believe what I said but let it drop. She started to peel off her sweat-soaked clothes and I stopped her, saying, “Sleep in them tonight.”

			She grinned, her teeth showing, and said, “Just because I’m stripping off the day’s sweat doesn’t mean I’m inviting you into my bag. They need to air out.”

			I smiled and said, “Really, I want you to sleep in them tonight. You can take off your boots, but nothing else.”

			She stopped undressing and frowned, saying, “What’s going on?”

			I leaned back on my bag and said, “I don’t trust them. I think those two mule guys are cooking up a scheme to steal the temple. I’m kicking myself for not bringing a gun on this trip.”

			I laid my Elishewitz fighting knife near the head of my bag and she said, “Seriously? You’re putting your sword next to you like this is a gladiator movie?”

			I said, “Yeah. My spider sense is going into overdrive.”

			She buttoned her shirt back up and said, “That’s just great. Exactly what I wanted to hear on my first expedition as a partner with you.”

			I chuckled and said, “It’s just a precaution. I’m probably completely wrong.”

			I reached over to turn out our light and she said, “You aren’t taking off your boots?”

			I said, “Not tonight.”

			She grabbed hers and said, “Leave it on for a second.”

			

			•   •   •

			Hours later, I snapped awake, unsure of the time or what had disturbed my sleep. I leaned over, looking out of the mesh, bending down to see under our rainfly. The fire on the far side was still going but had faded to coals.

			I kept my eye on the glow, trying to see someone break the plane of light. Nothing. I rolled back over, then heard voices. An argument of some kind. As we were in the middle of Jurassic Park, it had to be my team. I went to an elbow, cocking my head to hear.

			The voices grew louder, but I couldn’t make out anything other than Spanish curses. Then someone began shouting in a rage. I turned over to Jennifer and shook her awake, my hand over her mouth. I whispered, “You got your boots on?”

			Eyes wide, she nodded. I leaned over to unzip the door and heard Eduardo, screaming at the top of his lungs.

			“Pike! Jennifer! Wake up! Wake up and run!”

			Then the night was split by a gunshot, followed by a thrashing in the woods as someone ran into the blackness of the jungle.

			I jerked upright, grabbing my knife. Jennifer unzipped her bag and said, “What’s happening?”

			I said, “It might be an animal. A predator at the camp.”

			A light splashed across our tent, like car headlights making a turn. It swept back and forth and then settled on us. And the gun began firing.

			Bullets punctured our tent high, and I rolled over onto Jennifer, protecting her body with my own. I heard the snap of the rounds just above my head, unsheathed my knife, and slashed the back of our tent.

			Whoever was out there kept coming closer, still firing. I rolled off of Jennifer and said, “Go, go, get to the river.”

			She slithered out and I began to follow when it felt like someone branded my upper thigh with a hot iron.

			I pulled myself through, using the tent to block the view from the light, knowing the only thing that would save us now was that the killer had nowhere to aim, but that in itself was a risk, because he kept shooting into the tent—and we were behind it.

			I hissed, “Get to the river, but stay on your belly. High crawl.”

			She began moving and I followed. We reached the edge of the jungle and kept going, now on our hands and knees. We touched the edge of the cliff and I said, “Over. Get over.”

			Trusting me completely, Jennifer didn’t hesitate, crawling down the vines in the blackness until I heard her hit the water. I followed, wondering what rancid disease I was going to get by exposing an open wound to the river. I splashed next to her, looked up, and saw the bouncing light trying to find us.

			I pressed up against the bank, feeling my way, trying to find a path back up. I caught a vine, tugged on it, and thought it would hold. I turned to Jennifer, literally slapping the bank of the river until I made contact with her body in the darkness. She jumped, and I said, “Make some noise. Scream my name. Get that fucker to the edge.”

			She said, “He’s got a gun. Let’s just hide.”

			I said, “I’ve got a knife. He made the mistake of bringing a gun to a knife fight. Trust me, do it.”

			I pulled myself up the cliff until I reached the edge, seeing beer-gut guy silhouetted by his light bouncing off of our rainfly, staring into our tent. I hissed, “Do it now before I lose him.”

			The last thing I wanted was to lose contact with the threat. It was counterintuitive, but if he disappeared, we’d be forced to work our way home through nothing but ambush zones with a man who knew where we were headed. I needed to end this here.

			She splashed in the water, then shouted, “Pike! Where are you? Help me!”

			The light jerked up, then began bouncing my way. I hissed, “Again! Do it again. Make some noise.”

			She began slapping the water, shouting, “Pike! I’m caught in some vines! Help me!”

			The light reached the edge of the bank and turned toward the water, and I hugged the overhang. I saw it steady, then begin sweeping. It hit Jennifer, and she shouted, “Pike!” This time for real.

			I pulled myself up by the vine, grabbed beer gut’s belt, and hoisted him over the bank, spinning him in the air. He lost his flashlight, slammed his back on the slope, then tumbled into the water, the light now looking like a makeshift lava lamp under the river. I leapt on top of him and he raised his pistol. I grabbed his wrist, then buried seven inches of steel in his chest.

			He gasped, and I pulled the gun from his hand, then sawed my blade through his belly. I heard him coughing, and knew it was from blood. I jerked my blade out, kicked him to the current, then waded to Jennifer, walking slowly in the darkness. I got to where I thought she was and hissed, “Jenn?”

			I heard movement and then felt her arms around me and heard her say, “Jesus Christ, I thought you were dead.”

			I said, “There’s still two more out there. If we just hide here, they’ll find us in daylight.”

			I ran my hand over the pistol I’d taken, trying to figure out the make and model. It was an old Colt 1911, something I was intimately familiar with, which was both a blessing and a curse. A blessing because I knew it would fire even after getting dunked, but a curse because it held only seven rounds—eight if he started with one in the chamber.

			I dropped the magazine and felt the lips, unloading the rounds into my palm. I reached two before it was empty. I loaded them again, then pulled the slide back slowly, relieved to find one in the chamber.

			So you have three rounds. Better than nothing.

			I put the final round into the magazine, seated it back into the pistol, and said, “Okay, we’re going to walk downstream, sticking to the bank. Just put some distance between them and us.”

			She said, “What about Eduardo?”

			I got out, “What about him? He’s in on this shit,” when we heard a thrashing in the jungle, someone or something coming straight at us without any fear of being heard. I racked the slide of the pistol, seating a round, and something came tumbling down the bank. I went to the noise, finding a man who went berserk when I reached him. Above me, I saw another light bouncing toward us.

			I hammered the guy in the head with the pistol, and he sagged into the bank. I saw the light getting closer, turned to Jennifer, and gave her the pistol, both of us working blindly. She took it and whispered, “What are we doing?”

			I pulled out my knife again, glad she couldn’t see it, and whispered, “I’m taking whoever this is out. He’s making too much noise. If that light shines down here, shoot it out. Aim for the light. Just like the range. Line up the sights on the light and break the trigger.”

			The man in the water had regained his faculties and was trying to wade across the river. I reached him by noise alone, grabbed his head, and exposed his neck. He shouted, “Pike, don’t!”

			It was Eduardo. He started shouting about how they were trying to kill him as well, giving our position away. I slapped my hand over his mouth, dragged him to the bank, and hissed, “Shut the fuck up.”

			But it was too late. The second flashlight was above us and sweeping the water. It crossed Eduardo and me, and I rolled away, still holding him in my arms. I saw a flash of light, heard the boom of a gunshot, then a crack from my right. The light fell forward, bouncing down the slope, and I heard a splash in the water. I released Eduardo and waded as fast as I could, hitting a lifeless body on the bank.

			I rolled him over, prepared to slice his throat, but got no reaction. I ran my hand up his body until I reached his neck, checking his pulse. He was dead. I scrambled back to the dropped flashlight and returned, shining it into his face. It was tattoo guy, his head split open from a .45 ACP round that had hit just to the right of his nose, the skull misshapen and grotesque, brain matter dripping down his cheek like snot. I heard Jennifer come forward and turned out the light.

			She said, “Is . . . is he dead?”

			I said, “Yes. But you didn’t kill him. You only wounded him. It looks like he broke his neck in the fall.”

			I heard her exhale in relief. I said, “Jennifer, if you had killed him, you would have saved my life. You get that, right?”

			She said, “Yes. I get it. I mean, I understand it, but I don’t want to kill anyone. I’m not sure I could live with that.”

			Which was why I’d turned out the light. I slid my hand forward until I reached her arm, then walked it up to her face. I brushed her cheek and said, “Hey, that was a damn good shot. You did fine tonight.”

			She put her hand against mine and kissed my palm, saying nothing. Eduardo slogged forward, bumping into the body. He said, “We have to get out of here. The other man is a trained killer. He’ll find us.”

			I whirled around, turned on the light, and hit him full in the face. He recoiled, and I said, “He’s dead too.”

			He held his hand up, blocking the glare and said, “How?”

			“I killed him.”

			I saw his body shudder at the words; then he said, “You killed both of them? For real? They’re trained sicario. How did you do that?”

			“I told you I was a predator. Let’s get one thing straight right now: You’d better start talking, or you’re the next one I’ll gut.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Eduardo pointed again and said, “That’s it. I’m telling you, that’s the temple.”

			I looked again and saw nothing but a bunch of vines on a small hillock. The GPS said we were within a hundred meters of it, but a hundred meters in this jungle was like looking for a Tic Tac in the snow. We could be standing right next to it and not know, which was where Eduardo’s memory came into play.

			Last night we’d gone back to the camp and huddled by the fire, me with a gun in Eduardo’s face. It turned out that he and the mule team weren’t looking to steal the temple’s treasures from us. It was far worse. Eduardo’s father had been kidnapped and the price of his release was Eduardo leading us away from the temple, which was what all of that let’s go north shenanigans had been about.

			I would have been pissed, but I could see his side of the story. He had no idea I had a grid location to the temple and had just planned on leading us around for a few days, then declaring failure. The two mule-team guys were insurance in case he failed, with orders to leave our carcasses in the jungle for the predators to eat. When I’d demanded to go with the GPS, I’d forced their hand.

			They’d said they were coming to kill us, and Eduardo had done what he could to warn us before he fled into the jungle. At night. When I saw him by the light of the waning fire, he looked like someone had whipped him all over his body, his face and arms lacerated from streaking through the jungle in total blackness, chased by the tattooed man with a lantern.

			I would have given him sympathy, but I had my own wound to tend to from the assholes he’d brought with him. Jennifer bandaged it, which sort of cut short my hostile interrogation, because it was at the crease of my left buttock and thigh. A shallow trench that had gouged my flesh. An inch lower and it would have shattered my hip.

			I ended up questioning him lying on my stomach, with Jennifer slathering on antibiotics and taping up my ass. Not the most intimidating way to go about it, but I tried.

			I’d said, “How did it go down? How did they even know I was headed out here?”

			Eduardo said, “I don’t know, but it had to be the guy who gave you permission from CONAP. He had to have told them. I sure didn’t.”

			Which made absolute sense now, what with him denying permission to come out here. Asshole I’ll deal with later.

			I said, “Who took your father, and who knows?”

			“Four men came in. The two you just killed and two others. One was a gringo with a dangerous attitude. I’ve seen the type before, when I worked for Machete. He’s the boss. The head sicario. They stormed in, slapped me and my mom around, then took my father. I was put into a vehicle and driven to that mansion we passed today. I was taken inside and met a man named Leopold de Gaulle, the head of a mining firm. He told me that my search would lead to him losing business, and that if I wanted my father to be returned, I would ensure your expedition failed. That was it.”

			I said, “Nothing more? Why did he care?”

			“He didn’t tell me, but I’m assuming it has something to do with what my father was protesting. There is a rumor that they’re going to allow mining in the biosphere, and if that happens, my father’s livelihood—along with all the other villagers who take tours in the jungle—would be ruined. Asphalt roads, destroyed rain forest, and open-pit mines. My father was fighting against that.”

			Jennifer finished bandaging my butt. I pulled up my pants, gingerly sat up, and said, “You realize that finding the temple is the one thing that will save your father, right?”

			“How? How will that do anything? We advertise that discovery and they’ll kill him. It was the only reason to keep him alive.”

			“They don’t want the temple found because it will prevent them from mining. Your father was protesting them coming into the biosphere out of fear his way of life would be destroyed, but with the temple, he no longer needs to protest. The temple will do that for him, and we’ll help. It’s what my company does. It’ll be on the worldwide stage. De Gaulle will lose his ability to do anything in here, and it won’t be your father’s fault. There will be no reason to keep him.”

			Eduardo looked like he wanted to believe but still harbored doubts. “And you think this will happen? Or are you just like them—using me to make your own profit?”

			Jennifer said, “Eduardo, there is no way we’ll ever make a profit off of the blood of others. We don’t work that way.”

			I said, “I’ve gone against men like Leopold before. He wants money, not trouble. Once he sees he’s lost—and not at your father’s hand—there will be no reason to keep him. He’s a businessman. He doesn’t want to be wrapped up in a kidnapping and a possible murder charge with nothing to gain.”

			Eduardo had reluctantly agreed to my logic, and we’d spent the night at the fire, waking up with the sun and trekking the last three hundred meters to the grid. We’d reached a small rise, and Eduardo had pointed to the hillock.

			I said, “Stay back here. There was something in the temple that’s deadly to folks of Mayan heritage. Jennifer’s uncle found it.”

			He said, “No, Olmec found it. I was with him when he died. He’s past that wall of vines.”

			I had no answer to that, so I’d just advanced to the hillock and saw he was right. It wasn’t a hill. It was an opening. Jennifer parted the vines, and we saw a cave beyond. She turned on her headlamp, and we entered. The first thing that hit me was the stench, like roadkill on a hot summer day. She advanced ten feet, then gasped. I went to her and saw a body decomposing in the dirt, the flesh mostly gone from the face, the jawbone and teeth gleaming.

			Jennifer backed up, and I said, “That must be Olmec. Eduardo wasn’t lying. Let’s find something to take as proof and get the hell out of here.”

			I shined my headlamp against the wall and saw something farther in. Jennifer said, “I found a vase. It’s broken, but it’s real.”

			I walked forward, saying, “We need something unique. Pottery could have been looted from somewhere else.” I shined my light down on an ugly little statue, about a foot tall. It looked like a jaguar with the body of a man coming out of the neck. Some sort of Mayan centaur. I said, “Jennifer, over here. Is this something found in every Mayan temple?”

			She trotted over, bent down, and said, “No. Not at all. I’ve never seen anything like this in my classes. And I can recognize most of the Mayan gods now.”

			I chuckled and said, “How?”

			She stood up, wiped her hands on her pants, and said, “Getting ready for this trip. Did you not do any research?”

			I wasn’t sure if she was ribbing me or actually asking a question, because of course I didn’t do any research. That was her department.

			I said, “I did, but like you, I don’t recognize it.”

			She squinted, clearly not believing me. I picked up the statue and handed it to her, saying, “Put it in my pack. It’s our ticket.”

			She wanted to explore deeper, itching to find what buried treasure the temple held, but we didn’t have the time. Someone could do that later, after we proved the temple existed.

			We exited the hole in the vines and found Eduardo sitting against a tree. I said, “We have the proof. Let’s go get it into the public domain. We’re going to need to speed-walk back, getting to Santa Elena before we were expected to be out of the jungle. Which means we leave the mules and most of the kit behind. Can you keep up?”

			He didn’t seem to even care what I said. He stood up and said, “I’ve been thinking about this plan, and I’m not sure it’s the right way to go.”

			“Why? We talked about this.”

			“What if they just kill him outright? They have him right now, and releasing him is letting him talk. They already know he’s willing to go against authority.”

			Exasperated, I said, “Why would they do that? They’d open themselves up to a murder charge.”

			“This is Guatemala. Death squads are in our history from the civil war. He’ll just disappear. There will be no body for a murder charge.”

			“But you know who took him. You’re a witness. They can’t make him disappear with you on the loose.”

			He dropped his eyes to the ground, saying nothing. Jennifer stepped forward and, in a soft voice, said, “You think you’ll disappear too?”

			He nodded and said, “Along with my mother. They’ll just clean it all up.”

			Jennifer turned to me and said, “He might be right. The history of this place isn’t exactly law and order. We should do something.”

			I said, “Like what? You want to conduct a rescue with a beat up forty-five? The best bet is exposing the temple.”

			“No, I mean go to the police. Get Eduardo protection and let them do the rescue. Short-circuit this whole thing.”

			Eduardo said, “They can’t do anything. I don’t even know where he is. They’ll have to investigate, but if they probe, he’ll disappear for sure.”

			“But you said he was at Leopold’s place. The mansion. They can go there first thing and lock it down. Leopold won’t be able to smuggle him out if the police are all over the place.”

			Eduardo clenched his fists and said, “He’s not at the mansion. I was taken there. Me, to ensure my compliance. They took him someplace else, and I don’t know where that is. I don’t even know if he’s still alive, but I do know if the police get involved, he’ll be dead for sure.”

			He sat down against the trunk of the tree again, putting his head into his hands, his breath hitching.

			Jennifer looked at me and said, “Maybe we shouldn’t do this. Maybe the temple should stay hidden. It’s not worth a life.”

			I’d been thinking about what Jennifer had said. About the police locking down the mansion. The one anchor point we had. I said, “Eduardo may be right. They might make him disappear no matter what we do.”

			Jennifer didn’t like that answer. “So even if we just leave here and never mention the temple, you think he’ll be killed? We can’t do anything?”

			“I didn’t say that. Right now, they hold all of the cards. We have nothing. With our hand, they’re just as likely to kill him as release him. What we need to do is get some different cards.”

			“What’s that mean?”

			“Leopold values the temple staying hidden, but that’s not enough to keep him from killing. We need to take something he values more than the temple. And more than the father.”

			Eduardo lifted his head from his hands, hope in his voice. He said, “What would that be?”

			“Leopold de Gaulle.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			Out on the lake, the half-moon gave feeble illumination, and I could see the lights twinkling on the shore from the city of San Andrés. Compared to the jungle, the darkness surrounding us was veritable daylight.

			From the front of the little skiff Eduardo had “acquired” for us, Jennifer looked at her GPS and said, “Right about three degrees.”

			Through some hard trekking we’d made it out of the jungle in a day and a half. I’d instructed Eduardo not to go home—not to show his face anywhere it could be known—and he’d agreed to come with us to Santa Elena. We’d switched hotels, not wanting to return to the one where de Gaulle had tried his initial attempt at killing Jennifer and me. Although it was still viewed as a robbery, we’d be remembered.

			While I would have desperately liked to call the reachback cell at the Taskforce for satellite photos and the architectural blueprints of whoever had built the mansion Leopold was using, I had to be satisfied with Google Earth and Eduardo’s memory from his visit.

			After a quick study, I’d determined that the best approach was from the rear, on Lake Petén Itzá. For one, we could stage right from Santa Elena, crossing the lake to the town of San Andrés. For another, I didn’t want to have to penetrate through the two armed guards out front. I’d rather approach from the back, where I was sure the security was lighter.

			I’d spent the rest of the day gathering up what little commercial, off-the-shelf stuff I could find for the mission, and we’d waited until midnight, setting out across the lake and leaving Eduardo behind with our Jeep. I’d told him that if we hadn’t returned by daylight to consider the mission a bust and to head to the US embassy in Guatemala City as a last resort. I gave him instructions to find the legal attaché at the embassy and to throw out our names as US citizens. I wasn’t hoping for much, because we’d most likely be dead, but it was better than going to the Guatemalan police.

			I made Jennifer’s correction and puttered forward in the little johnboat. She said, “Four hundred meters.” Then, “Three hundred.” At two hundred I cut the motor, letting the boat slide. She pointed and said, “That’s it. The one with the outside lamps all over the place.”

			I allowed the boat to drift forward until we were within seventy-five meters of the rear of the house. I saw a modern dock, empty, coming out into the lake and a grass-covered shore that ran from the water up to a twenty-foot stone wall. I said, “Break out the drone.”

			She opened a pack and withdrew a cheap commercial quadcopter we’d purchased today, putting it into operation. I toyed with my smartphone, bringing up the app that controlled it. She said, “Ready?” I said, “Yep. Turn it on.”

			She did, and I launched it into the air, flying it toward the compound. I’d studied the Google Earth view, but it didn’t have the granularity I wanted, as it didn’t show things like walkways or vegetation, and I needed to know all I could before we attempted entry.

			I did a slow sweep of the perimeter, seeing a layer of shrubs on the inside hugging the wall, a small outbuilding of some sort, and a path from the dock leading to a steel door in the stone, a camera above it. I circled to the front and found the two guards Eduardo had talked about. They were sitting, bored, in a small shack next to the front gate. It was the only security I could see, but Eduardo had said that Leopold’s driver protected the inside. He acted as a final security detail stationed in the vestibule to greet anyone who arrived.

			I didn’t see any roving patrols, but I had to assume someone patrolled the grounds on a regular basis, despite what Eduardo remembered, although that wasn’t much of a threat as long as we remained out of view. I was more worried about exfil back to the boat if we caused a stink inside and had to come out running. I didn’t want to smack into some rear guard prepared to fight. Hopefully, the task of watching over the kidnapped father had taken away some manpower.

			I brought the drone back and said, “Okay, no change to the plan. Looks like we still go to the right of the dock. It’s the darkest, and there’s a little bit of a draw coming to the lake.”

			She said, “Same entry plan?”

			I grinned and said, “Yep. You having second thoughts, spider monkey?”

			She turned to the front of the boat without answering, pulled up a second grid, and said, “Okay, another three degrees right.”

			I fired up the propeller, and she guided me in to shore. When I was fifty feet away, I cut the engine and pulled up the outboard motor, letting the boat glide in. We hit the shallows and both jumped out, she with the backpack on her shoulders. I pushed the boat into the reeds of the small draw; then we simply sat in the darkness for a moment, listening.

			I heard nothing. I looked at Jennifer, and she shook her head. I whispered, “Okay, don’t take more than fifteen seconds getting over that wall.”

			We left the cover of the draw and ran hunched over to the stone barricade. I looked up it and said, “You sure you can do this?”

			It was made rough for aesthetics, but it wasn’t like there were massive hand- and footholds. She tested a section, crawling up about two feet. She dropped back down and said, “You hoist me as high as you can, and I’ll be over in a flash.”

			Jennifer had once been a Cirque du Soleil performer before we’d met, something I’d learned when she scaled a building in Belize not once, but twice. I’d said I would go first over the wall, but she’d disagreed, saying she would be faster. Now she had to put that bravado to the test.

			She dropped the pack and pulled out the end of a kernmantle rope, cinching it around her waist with a bowline knot. I said, “You get over and into the bushes. Anchor your feet against the wall and stay hidden. I’ll be right behind you.”

			She nodded, and I placed our cheap family radio earpiece in my ear, saying, “Commo check.” I heard, “Test, test,” and said, “Good to go.” I placed my hands against the wall, allowing her to crawl up my back, the rope snaking out of the bag on the ground. One minute she was standing on my shoulders, and the next I felt her weight disappear. I looked up and saw her climbing like a gecko.

			She’s not kidding about her skills.

			She reached the top, then said, “Going down.” I snatched the rope and cinched it behind my waist. I felt the tension, then heard, “Slack. Slack!”

			I gave her some and the rope began sliding through my hands at a rapid pace, but not fast enough to be a free fall. Then it quit.

			I heard, “On the far side. Getting set.”

			She said, “Go,” and I tested the rope. It seemed solid, so I put on the backpack and started to climb. I got seven feet in the air, and the rope slipped, sliding me back down two feet. I heard, “You are one heavy dude.”

			I chuckled, and waited. She said, “Set. Make it quick. I can’t hold this too long.”

			I started climbing again, using the rope and my feet as fast as I could. I reached within an arm’s length of the top and heard, “Guard. There’s a guard coming.”

			I stopped, holding what I had, finding some footholds to relieve the stress on her. I said, “What’s he doing?” And then heard a dog bark.

			Shit. This just went bad.

			She came back, breathless, “He has a dog. It caught my scent. He’s not going to walk past.”

			“Is he armed?”

			“Yes. Yes, he is. I see a pistol in his holster. Pike, he’s going to find me.”

			I said, “Brace, I’m coming up.”

			She did and I reached the top of the wall, hugging the ledge and looking. I saw the guard about forty meters away, trying to calm the dog, but he was having none of it, snapping at the leash.

			Need to get him before he draws that weapon.

			I said, “Jennifer, untie the rope and stand up. Show him you aren’t a threat.”

			“What? Are you nuts?”

			“Do it. Let him see you and act contrite. Let him catch you. Bring him to you, but don’t give him any reason to draw that gun.”

			The big issue here was whether he had a radio or not. If he did, we were in deep shit. If he didn’t, I might be able to contain the situation. I prayed that the door to the dock was unlocked on this side.

			She stood up, and he immediately aimed his flashlight at her. She held up her hands and he shouted something in Spanish. He had the light in one hand and the dog in the other, so we were good for the time being. If he released the dog or dropped the light, I’d have to move quickly.

			He walked up to her and waved her outside the shrubs. She did as he asked, then rotated so that he was facing her with his back to the shrubs, pretending to get away from the snarling canine. Good girl.

			The dog was the real threat. I could take the guard down with ease, but that damn beast would chew me to pieces.

			I lined up over the canine, drew my fighting knife, then jumped, propelling myself over the shrubs. I landed on the dog’s back, crushing him into the earth with more than two hundred pounds of deadweight, using my knife to silence him. I didn’t check if it was a fatal blow, as the guard had jumped back at my appearance.

			He dropped his flashlight and dove a hand to his holster. I leapt up, trapped his hand in place, and saw he was wearing a combat vest that would stop my blade. I reversed the knife and hammered him in the temple with the hilt. He collapsed on the ground. I straddled him, wrapped my arms around his neck, and choked him out.

			I stood up, breathing heavily, and Jennifer said, “Did you kill him?”

			I started frantically searching his body, trying to find a radio. He had none. But he did have a key card. I pulled it off of his belt and said, “No. He was lucky.”

			I withdrew my dilapidated forty-five and handed it to her, along with a spare magazine of ammo we’d found on the mules in the jungle. I said, “Here. You get this now.”

			She said, “What are you going to use?”

			I withdrew his Glock 17 and said, “This. It’s got a rail light.” I moved to the dog, seeing it was dead. I said, “Grab its legs.”

			She gingerly picked up the front legs and said, “I wish you hadn’t killed him. He wasn’t doing anything but what he was taught.”

			I picked up the back legs and said, “I know. A necessary evil.” We hoisted the dog in the air and launched the carcass behind the shrubs. I returned to the guard, faced my backpack toward Jenn, and said, “Get the tape and flex ties out of the pack.”

			She did, and in short order we had his hands flex-tied and his mouth and feet taped. I dragged him into the shrubs and said, “Let’s go.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			We ran to the path leading from the door at the dock and ending at another steel door at the back of the mansion. I had planned on just picking the lock, but it turned out there was no place for a traditional key. It had a keypad and an access panel.

			Thank God that guard showed up.

			No matter how much reconnaissance you did, there was always something to screw you over. Eduardo hadn’t mentioned how they’d accessed the house, and I’d forgotten to ask. If that guard hadn’t appeared, we’d have been leaving the same way we entered, empty-handed.

			I pushed Jennifer to the side of the door and said, “Okay, remember what we talked about. I do the clearing, you do the security. You got this?”

			Her eyes were wide, leaking anxiety, but she nodded. I said, “Hey, at least now you’re dressed.”

			And that broke the fear. The last time we’d done something like this had been after a gunfight, and she had been in her bra and panties, nearly catatonic with terror. She hit my shoulder and whispered, “That’s not the way to see them again.”

			I chuckled and said, “Just take it easy with that weapon. Remember what I taught you. Don’t flag me, and don’t aim at anything you don’t intend to kill. Keep your finger off the trigger until you need to use it.”

			She nodded, and I raised the card, seeing a green light and hearing the door lock snap. I pulled the door open and slid inside a darkened room, my weapon light swinging first left, then right. It was a mudroom of some sort. I went to the next door, waited on Jennifer to squeeze my shoulder, then slipped through, entering a lit hallway.

			It was wide enough to drive a car through, with modern paintings on the walls and a string of brushed stainless steel lighting, another hallway to the left. I went to it, seeing it ended at another door.

			Eduardo had told me he remembered walking to an office in the back, where Leopold worked, but that he had also seen a large, ostentatious bedroom off of the office. He didn’t know exactly where it was, his memory shrouded by fear, but I figured that’s where Leopold would be—either in the office working late or in his bed sleeping. I planned to just keep clearing until I located it.

			I entered the door, finding a large kitchen with seemingly every available restaurant-grade appliance in existence. Empty.

			I saw another door on the far side and thought about bypassing it, because there was no way it was the office, but decided to check it out.

			This one was another key-card lock, which was strange on the inside of the house. I keyed it and shone my light inside. It was a closet but was ringed with weapons. An arms lockup. I entered, saw a Sako TRG sniper rifle with a Steiner scope, then an H&K MP5. I grabbed the MP5 and passed the Glock to Jennifer, saying, “This is just like a video game. Pick up a better weapon in every new room.”

			She scrunched her eyes, not getting the joke, and I left the lockup. We reentered the main hallway and I paused at a door on the right. Jennifer squeezed, and I opened it, finding a dark great room with a dining table about two car lengths long, an antler chandelier above it. I backed out, saying, “This is getting old.”

			We went to the next room, this one on the left. I entered and found the office. It was large, with a modern desk of brushed steel and glass, a lamp above turned on, but nobody behind it working. I saw a door on the far side and heard a toilet flush. I raced to the door and flattened against the wall, waving Jennifer to the other side.

			It opened, and I put my barrel against the head of the person who exited. It was a woman, and she wound up to scream. I slapped my hand over her mouth, whirled her around, and slammed her into the wall. I put a finger to my lips. She nodded.

			I stepped back and assessed. She was dressed like she was going out in New York City, with a pencil dress that left nothing to the imagination.

			I said, “Where’s Leopold?”

			She hitched her breath, saying nothing. I said, “Look, I’m not going to hurt you. Where is Leopold?”

			She said, “In the theater. With Sofia.”

			“Where’s the theater?”

			“It’s the next hallway up. It leads right to the theater room. He’s watching a movie.”

			Jennifer came from behind the door, and the woman started. I said, “Left or right?”

			“Right.”

			I said, “Jennifer, hold her here. Stay on the radio. When I come back, we’re going to be moving.”

			I exited the room and went straight to the next intersection, a hallway branching out both sides. I peeked down the left, seeing it stretch for what looked like the length of a football field, with doors on both sides. I prayed nobody popped out of a bedroom on that side. I crossed and looked down the right hallway. It was shorter, ending in a set of double doors. I went down it and checked the left door. Locked. I checked the right and found it open.

			I cracked the door and peeked in. The room was set up like a mini movie theater, with about thirty captain’s chairs split left and right, an aisle down the middle. Inglourious Basterds was playing on a screen in the front, but I didn’t see anyone watching. I peered closer and saw the top of someone’s head in the first row. A male, but I didn’t see any female.

			I slipped inside and softly shut the door. I crept down the aisle, hearing the head say, “Yes, yes. That’s right. Good.”

			I got closer and saw someone at his feet, a head in his lap.

			You have to be kidding me. Looks like I found Sofia.

			I moved quietly behind him—in truth, I probably could have marched up to him blowing a tuba and wearing tap shoes—and put the barrel of my MP5 behind his ear. His eyes snapped open, looking up at me. He patted the girl on the head, and she ceased work, falling back in terror, jerking up her dress to cover her exposed breasts.

			I said, “Pull up your pants.”

			He began to do so and I turned to the girl. “Sofia?”

			She nodded, amazed I knew her name. I said, “You’re going to walk in front of us. If you do anything but walk, bad things will happen. Is that understood?”

			She nodded again. I said, “Leopold, give me your cell phone.” He passed it to me. I said, “Is this your only one?” He nodded.

			I said, “Okay, both of you line up facing the door, Sofia in the front. What happens from here on out is in your hands. I have no intention of harming either one of you. That will only occur if you don’t follow my instructions to the letter. Is that understood?”

			Sofia nodded, but Leopold showed the first signs of resistance, the shock and embarrassment he’d felt earlier fading away. He drew up tall and said, “You have no idea who you’re fucking with. Leave now and I won’t have you skinned alive.”

			I suppose it would have sounded threatening, but he had a weird French accent that made him sound like Pepé Le Pew. I kicked him in the balls, causing an explosion of air and making him double over. I said, “You ever want Sofia here to play with your nuts again, you’d better shut the fuck up.”

			I drew my Elishewitz fighting knife, put it between his legs right up to where he was cupping his genitals, and said, “The next time you open your mouth, I’m cutting them off. Understood?”

			He nodded rapidly.

			I said, “Start walking, Sofia. Go to his office where your friend went to the bathroom.”

			We exited the theater, and Sofia started to go left, toward the front of the house. I snapped my finger and she stopped. I said, “Right. Go right. To the office.”

			She gave me a quizzical look, like I was trying to trick her. Leopold said, “My office is to the left. My head of security has a smaller office to the right.”

			I waved the MP5 and said, “Go to the smaller office. Quickly.”

			She began moving faster, and I poked Leopold with my barrel. Seconds later, we were inside the security guy’s office, Jennifer sitting with the first girl. She stood up as soon as we entered, and I said, “Everyone hold out your hands, palms facing away from each other, backs of your hands touching.”

			We flex-tied them; then I took the roll of duct tape out and wrapped a layer around Leopold’s mouth, being sure to catch the hairs on the back of his neck because I’m a jerk that way.

			I said, “Okay, you girls take off those high heels.”

			They did so, awkwardly shuffling with their hands tied together, looking at me as though I had something nefarious in mind.

			I said, “Stop what you’re thinking. We’re not going to hurt you, but we are leaving here at a run. My partner here will lead the way. You just keep up. We’re going out the back of the house and down the dock. Any questions?”

			I saw Leopold’s eyes relax and knew he thought he had us. I pulled out the key card I took from the guard and passed it to Jennifer. Leopold sagged a little.

			I said, “Let’s go.”

			We sprinted down the hallway and reached the kitchen, and I said, “Hold up. Stop.”

			Everyone did, with Jennifer staring at me with a question. I said, “Go inside the lockup and get that long gun with the scope and another MP5. Make it quick.”

			She started to leave and I caught her arm. “Don’t forget the ammo.”

			She disappeared, then came back out within thirty seconds, the TRG slung over her shoulder, the MP5 in her hands. Three minutes later we were outside the wall and in full view of the camera. I didn’t care now, because I wanted them to know that we had kidnapped Leopold.

			I turned to the girls and said, “You’re free to go. I’d cut off your flex ties, but I think it’ll go better for you if you’re found barefoot and cuffed.”

			They just stood, looking uncertain, like I might shoot them in the back.

			I said, “You can stay here, run to the front, alert the guards, I don’t care, because we’re leaving.”

			I waved to Jennifer and booted Leopold in the ass, and we scurried to our boat. I threw Leopold in it, let Jennifer climb in, and said, “Tape his ankles together.”

			While she worked, I pushed us out into the lake, then jumped aboard. I heard shouting behind me, saw men running down the dock, and fired up the outboard.

			I cranked it as far as it would go and we sped off into the night. We reached the midpoint of the giant lake and I throttled back, letting the boat drift.

			I went to Leopold and squatted down, staring at him like he was a bug for a moment. He mumbled something from behind the tape. I took a corner and ripped it off, causing him to gasp.

			He took a couple of deep breaths and then said, “So it’s a kidnapping, is it? That’s why you let the girls go. You want to alert my men. That’s fine by me. We can do this civilized. I have plenty of insurance. Let me call someone.”

			I put the tape back over his mouth, leaned into his face, and said, “It is a kidnapping, but I don’t want money. I want something much more valuable.”

			I went back to the outboard, letting him stew on my words.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Eduardo was bouncing around the hotel room like a puppy, right when I needed him to focus on what I was doing.

			I said, “Hey, can you sit still for one minute? I need your help here.”

			We’d reached the far shore in our boat, steering toward the secluded little grove Eduardo had found, but when we beached, he didn’t appear. I’d started cursing, and he rose from the bushes, sheepishly coming forward. Before I could speak, he’d said, “Sorry. I didn’t know if you were the bad guys until you started cussing.”

			Jennifer chuckled, and I said, “Okay, we don’t have any time to waste. We need to get things in motion.”

			I hoisted up Leopold and began peeling off the tape. He tried to say something, and I said, “Hey, in America all mothers will tell you that you should rip a Band-Aid off, not pull slowly.”

			His eyes got wide and he shook his head. I grabbed the edge of the tape and yanked it off, ripping out the hair on his neck. He screamed and fell forward into the boat, moaning. I tapped him on the head and said, “Time to make our demands. You up for this, Leopold?”

			He nodded, fearful of what I was going to tell him. I said, “You have a farmer in your custody, a man who’s done nothing wrong. You’re planning on making him disappear. One, if that has already happened, you’ll follow him. Two, if it hasn’t happened, I want to hear his voice. Right now.”

			I pulled out his cell phone and said, “Call whoever you need to and get him on the line.”

			He took the phone, dialed a number, then began a rapid dialogue in French. Toward the end, he began shouting; then he handed the phone to me. I said, “Hello?”

			I heard Spanish back. I passed the phone to Eduardo, and he rattled back and forth in Spanish, his face splitting into a smile. He would have kept talking, but I waved my hand, telling him to cut it short.

			He gave me the phone back, and I heard, “Who is this?”

			I said, “Not your concern. Is this Leopold’s head of security—” I looked at Leopold with a question.

			He said, “Darius. His name is Darius.”

			I returned to the phone, saying, “Darius?”

			The voice said, “Yes. What do you want? If it’s money, we’ll have to call the insurance company. They have a protocol for this, with their own negotiators.”

			“You’ll do as the negotiator, because we’re not going to have any bargaining. What I want is the man you took. The one on the phone.”

			“Why? Who are you? You aren’t Guatemalan.”

			“That’s irrelevant. You’d better keep him in one piece, because if I don’t get him alive, I’m chopping Pepé Le Pew here into small pieces and sprinkling him in the jungle.”

			He started to say something else and I cut him off, saying, “I’ll call back with the time and place. Stay by this phone.”

			We’d traveled back to the hotel, where I’d given Leopold strict instructions on how to act. Any indication that he was under duress, and he would definitely be put in duress. Act normal, and his trials would soon be over. He’d obeyed and now was once again trussed up on the floor behind the bed, with some noise-canceling earphones taped to his head.

			I’d been trying to develop a transfer plan since we’d returned, and I needed Eduardo’s assistance to do it, but he was still on cloud nine after speaking to his father.

			I said, “Hey, sit the fuck down. I know you’re happy to hear your father, but a phone call is not recovery. If you want him back, I need your help.”

			He obeyed, saw the map on my computer screen, and said, “Is that Tikal?”

			“Yes. I need some specific information. From what I’m seeing, this big-ass temple is off on its own about five hundred meters away. On the other side, there are several smaller temples, with this Acropolis thing in the middle.”

			Tikal was one of the best-known Mayan excavations in the world, with multiple structures that looked straight out of an Indiana Jones movie; large pyramids with stone steps leading to an opening at the top, all of them rising right out of the jungle floor. The only thing missing was some Mayan priest rolling a body down the steps while holding a beating heart.

			He said, “Yeah, that first temple is called Temple Four. It’s the tallest temple in the Mayan world. It sticks up above the trees.”

			“Okay, great. Can you see the opening to any of the other temples from Temple Four?”

			He leaned in and said, “It can see both Temple One and Temple Two, but not the entrances. Just the tops.”

			“What about Three?”

			“Three is really just a burial site. It’s an obelisk that juts straight up into the air. There is no entrance.”

			Shit.

			I wanted a public place full of foreigners, preventing the opposition from doing something stupid. I could have picked a tourist site in the city—I’m sure they had one—but I also wanted an open-air setting where I could range the meeting site with the sniper weapon we’d stolen. Just in case. Finally, I wanted a choke point where I could see every vehicle that came or went. Tikal gave me that. It had a single-track road leading into it, with no way to avoid the canalization because of the jungle.

			I said, “So Temple Four can’t see the entrance to any of these things? What about some of the stuff labeled the ‘Great Plaza’? Anything there?”

			“No. From Temple Four the only things you can see are the other temples above the trees. The rest is blanketed by the canopy. But I think Temple Five would work.”

			“Temple Five? Where is that?”

			He pointed to the south of the Great Plaza and the Acropolis, and sure enough, my little university map from Google showed another temple.

			I said, “You can see the entrance from Temple Four? Where the steps go up to the platform?”

			“Yeah. I think so. I used to guide to Tikal, and I’m pretty sure you can.”

			I pulled up Google Earth, searched for both temples, then did a measurement. About 420 meters. Well within the envelope of what I wanted.

			I said, “Okay. That’s the site. Jennifer, come here.”

			She came over and sat behind me and I gave her the bad news. “You’re going to get to the top of Temple Four. I mean the very top, not the platform at the entrance with the hole in the wall.”

			Eduardo said, “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Just getting to the platform is a trek. There’s a rickety set of stairs made of wood, but most of it is scaling up the stones using the vines. And that’s just to the platform. There is no way to the top.”

			I said, “No way for mere mortals.” I turned to Jennifer, “Take a look at these photos. Can you do it?”

			She studied a dozen Google images of the temple, from all directions, and said, “Yeah. It won’t be a problem. But why?”

			“You’re going to take that sniper rifle to the top and provide overwatch for me. I’m going to Temple Five. I’ll walk the stairs to the platform and make the transfer from there. With the tourists around, and the park rangers, it will prevent them from doing anything.”

			Her mouth went into an O, but she didn’t say anything. I turned to Eduardo and said, “You’ll provide early warning. I’ll drop you off on the entrance road, and you give me a call when they enter. All I need to know is the number of vehicles and the number of men. Once you trigger, just hold fast until it’s done.”

			Jennifer said, “Wait, wait. We’re getting ahead of ourselves. You didn’t even discuss this with me.”

			I said, “We don’t have time for a brainstorming session. Jennifer, I’ve done missions like this. Trust my judgment.”

			She said nothing else, and I continued. “We’ll take two vehicles in. One will remain with Jennifer. The other I’ll take to Temple Five. I’ll park it out front for the bad guys to see but will only drive it to Jennifer. We’ll swap there and leave the first in place—in case they use that same canalized road to try to ambush us. Sound good?”

			Full of confidence in my speech, Eduardo nodded, saying, “Yes. Let’s do it. Let’s go get my father.”

			I said, “Go back to your room and get your radio. Make sure it has new batteries. Pack up your stuff, because when we’re done, we most certainly aren’t coming back here. Be ready to move in ten minutes.”

			He left, and Jennifer said, “Pike, I can’t do that. You’re giving me too much.”

			I said, “It’s just a temple. Rough stone. You said you could climb it.”

			She glanced away, then returned, looking into my eyes. “I can’t make that shot. I’m not you.”

			I said, “Jennifer, shooting isn’t black magic. That TRG is 7.62, just like the SR-25 we’ve shot day after day. Before, that was your favorite thing to do on the range. Ringing steel at eight hundred meters. This is half that. You’ve hit ten-inch disks at over double the distance. The only difference is that the TRG is twice as accurate. You can make that shot in your sleep.”

			She nodded, her mind somewhere else. She returned to me and said, “Steel is one thing. This is something different. I don’t know if I can break the trigger on a man.”

			And I finally understood.

			I took her hands and said, “Hey, I’d love for Knuckles to be here, but he’s not. You pull that trigger, and you won’t be taking a life, you’ll be saving one. Me. I only want you to shoot if you see I’m in trouble. That’s it. It’ll be clear in the scope. If I’m under duress—on my knees with a gun to my head or fighting for my life—you break the trigger. That’s it, but I really don’t think it’ll come to that. You’re just the fire extinguisher in the kitchen. The one that starts to rust because it’s never used.”

			She nodded, but then said, “I don’t want this pressure. I’m not you. I don’t think I can kill.”

			Gently, I said, “Jennifer, I can’t put Eduardo on the gun. I have you. And I trust you. Your reticence is the prime reason for that. Get up there and provide overwatch. You’ll do the right thing. I know you will.”

			She nodded again, and I thought her eyes were going to well up. Instead, she steeled herself. She said, “Okay. Okay. If this is what it takes to save Eduardo’s father, okay.”

			I tried to lighten the mood. “Hey, you’re the one who said you wanted to be my girlfriend. What did you think was going to happen?”

			She gave me a rueful smile and said, “I’m regretting ever making that comment.”

			I chuckled and said, “You’ll be fine. Get your game face on and pack up your stuff. When we leave here, we aren’t coming back.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Following alone behind Pike’s beat-up Jeep Cherokee rental, Jennifer saw the top of Temple Four rise above the canopy of jungle like a bone splitting the skin. The finality of what she was being asked to execute came home. A tasking that was both a moral choice and a necessary evil. One that would define the rest of her life. She wanted nothing to do with the mission Pike had given her and, during the drive up from Santa Elena, had thought that she still had time to back out. Even after she’d proven to Pike that she wasn’t too distraught to shoot.

			The sun was directly overhead now, a good angle for a shot she hoped would never come. While it was only an hour’s drive up to Tikal, they’d been gone from the hotel for three because Pike wanted to check the zero of her weapon. Hidden in the task was Pike making sure she possessed the mental state for precision shooting.

			Making sure she could kill.

			He’d asked Eduardo to take them someplace with at least two hundred meters of clear view and away from any population. Eduardo had led them to an abandoned farm slowly being reclaimed by the jungle that still had enough open space to suffice for a zero range.

			Pike had created a makeshift target out of a curtain and a magic marker, then had nailed it to a tree. He’d paced off fifty meters and had handed her the rifle. Shamefully, she’d thought about throwing her rounds, convincing Pike that either the weapon or her skill was faulty. But she couldn’t.

			She’d settled in the prone behind the weapon and dry fired, getting a feel for the trigger and ergonomics, Pike standing next to her not saying a word. Letting her get comfortable. Unlike the SR-25, the TRG was a bolt-action rifle, and she took her time getting used to it. When she was ready, she fired three rounds into the target. Within nine, she was zeroed.

			Pike moved the target to one hundred meters, and she settled behind the scope. The reticle was different than the MOA one on Pike’s SR, but the glass was spotlessly clear, the target jumping out downrange. Pike called on his radio and said, “Three rounds.”

			Five minutes later, she was zeroed at a hundred meters. Pike walked the target back to two hundred. She knew this was the test. If she couldn’t put three rounds under a fifty-cent piece, he wouldn’t trust her at a greater distance. It was her chance to escape the mission.

			She took a breath, stared unfocused at the grass beneath the stock to rest her eyes, then obtained a cheek weld. She broke the trigger, felt the weapon buck, and worked the bolt. She repeated the action, breathe, exhale, squeeze, work the bolt. She did it one more time, then sucked in a deep breath.

			She left the bolt open, dropped the magazine, and said, “Clear.” And waited. Pike pulled the target down and came to her. She couldn’t tell if he was pleased or upset. He laid it in front of her and said, “Do the same thing today, if I need it.”

			Two of the holes were touching. One was a half inch high and right.

			She’d felt both relieved and a little sick. When the temple came into view, the relief vanished, leaving the sickening feeling in the pit of her stomach.

			The road wound to the front of the temple, and she could see tourists wandering about, some hiking up the stairs to the platform at the top.

			How am I going to get on top with this rifle in front of them?

			She felt the relief again, but then Eduardo took a turn to the left, following a narrow track around the temple, really just two ruts fading into the jungle. She followed, feeling her rental sedan bounce in the rough terrain. She was about to radio Pike that she was on the verge of getting her vehicle irreparably stuck when Eduardo stopped. She could see the top of the temple jutting out of the trees, but not the base.

			She parked and got out. Eduardo and Pike met her at the back of the Jeep, Pike opening the lift gate.

			Eduardo said, “Only guides take the tourists back here, and there’s really not much to see, so you should be free to climb.” He turned and pointed, “The base is about fifty meters that way, straight through the jungle. You sure you can climb it?”

			Robotically, she said, “Yes.”

			Pike pulled out the rifle and she slung it across her back, barrel down. He said, “I’ll walk you in.”

			They left the track, entering the jungle, and Pike said, “You’ll have about an hour and fifteen minutes to get set. I’m going to call once you’re moving up the temple, and I’m only giving them enough time to drive here. He’ll get this location without any time to plan something stupid. Is that good with you?”

			She pushed a vine out of the way, crossed a fallen tree, and said, “Yes. That should be plenty of time. It’s only about sixty meters tall, and the bottom part is slanted out.”

			They reached the base and Pike looked up the slope of the ancient structure. He said, “Looks like there are vines on it to help as well.”

			She said, “It’s not the climb I’m worried about.”

			He said, “I know. Trust your instincts. I’ll be on the radio, but I’m not sure these little toys push out enough power to reach from here.”

			Alarmed, she said, “We can’t talk?”

			He said, “I hope so, but these radios are crap. Made for families at amusement parks.”

			She pulled out her cell phone, seeing she had no signal in the jungle. She said, “I can’t do this without communicating with you.”

			“You’ll have communication, it’ll just be nonverbal. You have the scope. Crank it to max power and just look. If I raise my arm, shit’s on. That means I need fire on target, right now. There should only be two men from their side—the father and Leopold’s head of security. If the arm goes up, it means you take out the head of security.”

			“How will I know what he looks like?”

			“Eduardo said he’s a gringo, and he spoke French to Leopold on the phone, so it should be easy to sort out. Don’t get yourself worked up over it, though. It’s probably not going to happen.”

			She nodded, then pulled her hair into a ponytail. She turned to him and said, “I guess this is it.”

			“What’s up with the serious face? This is your dream job. You get to scale an ancient Mayan temple. In fact, you look like that Tomb Raider chick. Lara Croft.”

			That comment finally brought a grin to her face. She turned to the temple and said, “Better pray I can shoot like her if I have to.”

			She started climbing and heard him say, “Come on. Nobody can shoot like Lara Croft. Just shoot like you. That’ll be good enough.”

			She appreciated the confidence but didn’t feel it. Soon enough, the potential shot was lost to her as she focused on getting to the top without falling. The first part had been easy, a thirty-degree slope that allowed her to basically scamper. Eventually, she reached the platform at the top, hearing tourists on the other side who had taken the stairs. From here, it was a sixty-foot vertical climb up the ragged stone.

			It took her longer to scale those sixty feet than the rest of the temple combined, but eventually, she slithered onto the top. She unslung her weapon and rolled over, breathing heavily and staring at the sky.

			She looked at her watch. The climb had taken forty-two minutes. She surveyed the top and found it uneven, with blocks of stone jutting out, the ravages of time having worn away the original stucco and mud from eons ago. She crawled forward and looked below her, seeing the entrance to the temple sixty feet below, tourists milling about on the platform. She’d initially thought that she’d leave the weapon on the roof and simply scale down to the entrance, then use the stairs to get to the bottom, but now realized she’d be leaving the way she came to avoid anyone who heard the shots if she were forced to fire.

			It was not something she wanted to do.

			She pulled out her smartphone, turned on the compass feature, and found the azimuth Pike had given her. At least it’s useful for something.

			There was only one temple poking above the trees on that line.

			Gotta be the one.

			She flipped open the bipod on the rail at the front of the weapon, rested it on the stone, and settled behind the buttstock. It took some adjustment to put the temple in her crosshairs, and when it finally settled, she was relieved to see Pike at the top, Leopold behind him. She called him.

			“Pike, Pike, do you read me?”

			Nothing.

			She repeated, “Pike, do you read?”

			Silence.

			She closed her eyes, the lack of radio contact ratcheting up her anxiety. She tried their early-warning OP. “Eduardo, Eduardo, can you read me?”

			He came back, scratchy and broken. “Yes . . . temple . . . hear . . . Pike . . .”

			She felt at least tangentially connected to someone, calming her down. She said, “I can’t get Pike. Let him know.”

			She heard, “Can’t . . . will . . . okay.”

			She lined up behind the rifle again, ranging out various positions and memorizing her holdovers, just like she had with Pike on the range. She glanced at her watch, surprised to see the time had floated by. The arrival of the transfer team should happen at any moment.

			She caught movement below her and looked down, seeing a park ranger ushering tourists away from the temple, another one climbing the stairs. She reflexively scooted back, out of view, then returned, leaning over and seeing the second park ranger rounding up anyone on the platform.

			What are they doing?

			On the one hand, it made her escape easier, but on the other, she was afraid it would affect Pike’s transfer. If rangers asked him to leave, they’d have mission failure.

			Eduardo’s voice exploded in her ear. “They’re here . . . vehicles . . . police . . . second . . .”

			Police?

			She took her position behind the scope, praying over and over that Pike never raised his arm. She saw him walk to the edge and look down. Her scope couldn’t penetrate the tree canopy, but she assumed he was looking at the head of security. She began taking easy breaths, lowering her pulse rate.

			Five men appeared on the stairs, climbing higher than the tree line. She scoped them and saw four policemen in uniform and a Caucasian male in cargo pants. There was no sign of the father. She felt her breath quicken.

			There was supposed to be only one.

			Then the real problem settled home. I can’t kill a policeman.

			She tried to understand what she was seeing. Had the police somehow tracked Leopold? Was he wearing a beacon? Did they geolocate his phone?

			She scoped the Caucasian and knew instinctively he was the head of security. The sicario, as Eduardo called him. He had a hardness she’d only seen in men like Pike.

			So it’s definitely related to Leopold.

			They reached the top, and the police pulled out pistols, aiming them at Pike. She saw them search him, then surround him.

			They’re going to arrest him.

			She felt the pressure rise, a vise squeezing her conscious thought, demanding a decision she couldn’t make. She couldn’t shoot a policeman. Whatever was going to happen, she couldn’t kill someone for doing their job, even if they were going to arrest Pike. She prayed in the depths of her soul that Pike wouldn’t escalate the situation. That he would just go quietly.

			But she knew he wouldn’t. He would fight.

			The Caucasian man pulled a pistol of his own, pointing it at Pike’s head. And she saw Pike raise his arm.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			I had good communication with Eduardo, but nothing with Jennifer. It didn’t unduly concern me, because I controlled about ninety percent of what was about to happen. Like a chef working a stove, I only needed her as the fire extinguisher. And I was a pretty good chef.

			We didn’t crawl up to the Temple Five platform until fifteen minutes before arrival. While this temple didn’t have a lot of tourists running around, there were enough at the Acropolis site with Temple One and Temple Two to make me worry that they’d come to ours next, and I didn’t want any questions as to why we were just standing around.

			We reached the top and I got a radio check with Eduardo. He told me that he’d had broken contact with Jennifer and she couldn’t talk to me. I tried her from my end and got the same results. I knew she was looking at me, so I turned in her direction just to let her get confirmation that things were okay.

			Leopold said, “You really think you have this figured out, don’t you? You and your do-gooder environmentalists. Change is coming to this region, and that change will only benefit the people who live in squalor. I create jobs. I create wealth where there wasn’t any before. This action won’t stop that.”

			I turned to him and said, “I’m not a do-gooder. I like wealth just like you. I could give a shit about this region or what you’re doing. Keep that in mind, because I don’t really care about the father. I’m doing a job, and when that job becomes untenable, I’ll have no compunction about putting a bullet in your head.”

			Taken aback, he said, “Who is paying you?”

			I remained quiet, the sole purpose of that speech designed to keep him off-balance. I certainly couldn’t tell him the driving force behind this whole thing was my admiration for and crush on my new business partner. Jennifer had a moral compass that was black and white, and I had to show her I wasn’t a mess of moral gray.

			That, and I honestly liked the underdog. I’d been one for quite a while growing up and remembered what it felt like. Something this sack of shit would never understand.

			He smiled and said, “I knew it! How much will it cost to swap sides? I can promise I pay more than whatever group is paying you. I know it isn’t the son.”

			I said, “I don’t swap sides. Just stay calm and this will be over soon. Don’t push it.”

			He said, “I’m not going to push anything, but you underestimate Darius. He doesn’t like being embarrassed. If he hadn’t been guarding the father, you’d be dead, and he’s going to take that personally.”

			Sick of his shit, I leaned into him, letting the violence leak out. I said, “You’d better hope he plays by my rules.”

			Leopold retreated, and I returned to looking out at the temple grounds. I saw three park rangers fan out and start herding tourists to the exit.

			What the hell?

			I squatted down, not wanting them to order us to leave. We were too far into the endgame for some random park closure to screw up everything. They continued rounding up the scattered visitors, some complaining, but all obeying the orders, and shortly, the grounds were empty. I had no idea why it happened, but it put a wrench in my plans. I wanted the rangers and the tourists to prevent Darius from doing something stupid.

			I thought about aborting, and then Eduardo came on the net. “They’re here. Two vehicles. The first is full of police. The second has Darius driving alone. I don’t see my father.”

			Police? He brought the police? And Darius’s endgame hammered home.

			It was elegant in its simplicity. Something Jennifer had wanted to do in the first place to free Eduardo’s father. Now Darius was using the tactic to free Leopold without exposing why I’d taken him.

			I said, “Get up. We’re leaving.”

			His face showing concern, Leopold said, “Why? What’s happened?”

			I went to the top row of stairs and saw it was too late. Both cars pulled in next to my Jeep.

			Time to play “he said, she said.”

			I figured that Darius would try to have them arrest me solely because Leopold was in my custody. I’d have to fight that with what those assholes had done with Eduardo’s father. I got on the net: “Eduardo, come to the temple. Things are falling apart, and I’m going to need you as a witness.”

			“What? What’s happening?”

			“Just get your ass here.”

			I saw the car doors open, and four policemen began mounting the stairs, Darius behind them wearing sunglasses and a smirk.

			I can’t believe I didn’t see this coming. But who would? Nobody in my position. I figured they’d stay as far away from the authorities as possible.

			So much for honor among thieves.

			I knew they’d search me, and I couldn’t let them have my weapon. I dropped the Glock I’d brought inside the temple, behind a stone, then shoved Leopold inside the small room to the right, saying, “If you show your face, I’m going to kill you. Know that now. No matter what happens, no matter if it means I die myself, I’ll kill you.”

			His face showed the fear I wanted, and he nodded.

			I said, “If you want to live, let this play out.”

			I went back outside, waiting on them to arrive. They climbed high enough to recognize facial features, and I saw that the police were on the slovenly side, with two-day beards and rough uniforms. They looked worse than the police I’d seen in Santa Elena, but I had no idea whom Darius had contacted. Only that it would be someone he’d dealt with before.

			They reached the top and two policemen drew their weapons, pointing them at me. A third approached and searched my body, finding nothing. While he patted me down, I said, “Darius, I presume?”

			The Caucasian with the cargo pants and sunglasses chuckled and said, “Yes. I admire your calm. Where is Leopold?”

			“Where is the farmer?”

			“Someplace safe.”

			“Same here. We had a deal.”

			“I don’t make deals. I solve problems. You’ll tell me where he is, I promise. Even if you don’t, I’ll still find that little shit Eduardo. He’ll talk when I rape his mother in front of him.”

			My radio came on, Eduardo breathlessly saying, “I’m at their cars. They aren’t police. They’re sicario. They work for Darius. They’re killers. It’s a death squad.”

			That was the last thing I wanted to hear.

			I should have just started shooting while I still held the high ground.

			I now knew they’d killed the father and they were going to kill me no matter what I did. I’d underestimated the ruthlessness of Darius based on the foppish actions of Leopold. Darius had bought off the rangers, cleared the park of witnesses, and was now going to win.

			As calmly as I could, I said, “We can still make a deal. Show me the father, and I’ll call in Leopold.”

			He said, “The father no longer matters. I want to know where Leopold is, right now.”

			I had one ace in my pocket. A single, tattered card against their royal flush. I said, “One more time, we had a deal.”

			My radio came alive again, “I found my father! He was tied up under a blanket in the back! I have him!”

			Darius saw my face betray something and stalked forward. He found the earpiece and the wire running down my back under the shirt. He ripped it off of me, looked at the cheap plastic toy walkie-talkie, and laughed. He said, “Quite the operation you have here. This thing goes what, fifty meters? Who are you talking to? That idiot Eduardo? I’ll see him soon.”

			I remained quiet. He said, “You have to realize this is over. You have nothing left.”

			All I wanted to do now was drag out the meeting as long as possible to give Eduardo time to escape into the jungle. I couldn’t let Darius know we’d succeeded.

			I said, “You give me the father, and I’ll give you Leopold. It’s that simple.”

			He waited a beat, then took off his sunglasses. I saw his eyes and knew he was crazy. He didn’t care about Leopold. He was one of many men I’d met who professed to work for an overarching goal but really enjoyed the blood. He was no better than any terrorist I’d ever killed.

			“Where is Leopold?”

			“Where is the father?”

			He said, “So be it,” and drew his weapon. Time slowed. He brought it forward, the barrel as large as a drainage pipe, the death coming.

			I raised my arm.

			He looked at me curiously, then said, “Last chance,” and I felt the overwhelming urge to attack. I had to physically restrain myself, because my actions would prevent my ace from a clean shot. I needed him stationary to succeed against the others.

			He cocked the hammer, placed the barrel against my skull, and my moment to alter the outcome was gone. I’d bet on Jennifer, and I’d lost. I felt heartbreak. Jennifer had told me she couldn’t take a life, and she’d meant it. In so doing, she was going to take mine. Heather appeared in my mind’s eye, a small consolation, because I’d finally get to see her again. I closed my eyes, waiting on the inevitable.

			I was slapped in the face with what felt like a sponge soaked in warm water. My eyes snapped open just as the crack of the round reached my ears. Darius’s head had exploded, and he fell like a sack of meat with the skeleton ripped away.

			The policemen sprang back in shock. I had no such reaction. I turned to the nearest one, grabbed his weapon in my hands, and rotated underneath his arm, twisting it like I was wringing water out of a rag. He flipped in the air and hammered hard on his back, and I turned the weapon to his chest and pulled the trigger twice.

			The other policeman with the drawn weapon fired once, twice, missing both times. I dove onto the ground, rolled, and raised my weapon. He shuddered like he’d been hit in the back with a baseball bat, then fell forward. Another crack filled the air.

			The third policeman drew his weapon, and I drilled him in the head before he could bring it to bear. The fourth raised his hands, not touching his holster. I lined up my weapon on his skull and waved him to the ground. I heard a shout behind me and whirled.

			Leopold came out of the temple holding the weapon I’d hidden, shouting incoherently, leaving me with one threat to my front and one to my back. I rotated to the policeman and saw he’d drawn his pistol. I realized I was masking my sniper from the threat to the rear, dropped flat to the ground, rolled over, and fired at the cop, hitting him in the shoulder hard enough to fling him off the steps.

			Two rounds smacked the stone near my head, cutting my face with spall. Leopold advanced, squeezing the trigger in a spastic effort, and I heard a final crack. I rolled over and saw him sagging against the wall, his chest sprouting blood.

			I rose, kicked the weapon out of his hand, and watched him collapse to the ground.

			He looked at me, then looked at his life-force running freely from his body, a fountain of blood nothing could stem. He coughed and said, “This isn’t fair.”

			I said, “You mean life? I agree. Just ask Eduardo.”

			His eyes turned to glass and his head lolled to the side, his tongue out, a string of bloody drool reaching the stone. I found my radio on the ground and said, “Eduardo, Eduardo, you there?”

			He came on, breathless, “Pike! Are you alive?”

			“No. It’s my ghost talking to you. Is your father okay?”

			“He’s beat-up. They really worked him over, but he can walk.”

			“Can you talk to Jennifer?”

			“I think so. I ran straight toward her. I’m halfway to Temple Four.”

			I heard him call, then respond, without hearing Jennifer’s transmission. He came back, saying, “Yes. I have her.”

			“Tell her to come down. I’ll meet you both at Temple Four. Tell her I was wrong about Lara Croft. Someone can shoot better than her.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			I continued unpacking my bags, storing everything in the new closet of my office in Mount Pleasant, studiously ignoring Jennifer. She was doing the same across the room, but she knew something was up.

			It was time.

			We’d escaped Tikal with ease—which was to be expected, since everyone who was a threat was dead—leaving all the bodies where they lay. Jennifer had been extremely upset at what she’d been forced to do, but it was really just her letting off emotion. I’d seen the same thing in soldiers after their first taste of combat, with the only difference being they knew what was expected of them—had actively signed up to accomplish it—and she had not. The emotion was the same, though. Taking a life is not easy, and each has to come to grips with why it happened.

			In her case, she was relieved to learn that the “police” were nothing more than hired thugs who had probably killed many, many innocent people. And she had, in fact, saved my life, along with the lives of both Eduardo and his father, something that held considerable weight in the balance of right and wrong.

			We’d dropped off Eduardo and his father at their village, and the family wanted to have a damn fiesta over his return. I’d impressed on Eduardo that the best thing for all concerned was to pretend like it had never happened. His father had never been kidnapped, and we had nothing to do with the events at Tikal. In truth, we had annihilated some powerful forces, and if there were any inkling of who was to blame, a hurricane would be coming.

			Darius had paid off the Tikal park rangers, of that I was sure, but they had no idea why, or who the opposing force was. They certainly weren’t going to own up to being bribed, so I didn’t think they’d offer much in the way of evidence. I had no doubt there would be a shit storm coming from the death of Leopold, but if Eduardo and his family kept their mouths shut, it would work out. I mean, who would think those farmers could cause such a thing?

			Eventually, he seemed to understand that fact, but I wasn’t going to guarantee it. And I wasn’t coming back to save his ass a second time.

			We’d gone back to our original hotel—the one with hot water—and Jennifer had been withdrawn and distant. I understood.

			There had been no witty banter. I’d spent the night being a sounding board for her, but I’ll admit, I probably wasn’t the best therapist, because I was ecstatic about her shooting. It was really something else. She’d hit a head-size target from more than four hundred meters away, then hit two others on the move.

			She didn’t want the accolades, because the trophy was coated in blood, but she got them anyway. In the end, she seemed to recognize that she’d done the right thing but still didn’t like it.

			I understood the feelings. I’d had them before, which made me better than any therapist. The best part? I got to sleep in the bed next to her. She wanted contact. Wanted the touch of another human. We didn’t do anything but spoon, but it was enough. More than enough. Groundbreaking. For the first time since we’d met, I was helping her through an emotional trauma vice her helping me crawl out of the abyss I’d been in since my family had been murdered.

			When morning had broken, we were on a different plane. Maybe even a real relationship. It was forged in blood, which was unfortunate, but I would take what I could get. She had crossed into my world, and she wanted to know what that was.

			And now, back in Charleston, I was going to tell her. I knew she’d fight it, but I also knew, instinctively, that deep inside that plant-eater exterior was a meat eater. She liked my world, even if she wouldn’t admit it.

			She came into my room on the right of our office and said, “You’re still unpacking? What’s taking so long?”

			Sitting in a utilitarian folding chair, I said, “I just want to make sure I haven’t lost anything.”

			She took a look at my closet, strewn haphazardly with my kit, and said, “You’re going to put this stuff away, right? In some sort of order?”

			“Uhh . . . sure. You don’t think this is orderly?”

			“No. It looks like someone kicked over a garbage can.”

			I said, “Okay, okay. I’ll clean it up.”

			She hung in the door for a moment, staring at me. I said, “What?”

			“Why did Kurt call?”

			And it was time.

			Kurt Hale was the commander of the Taskforce, and the one I’d been relentlessly needling with a request that was borderline insane. On the phone, his first words to me were, “So tell me you weren’t involved in the mass murder of a mining magnate and his security force?”

			“No, sir. All we did was find that temple. We’re a real company now. A real cover that can penetrate anywhere on earth.”

			After leaving Eduardo, we’d gone to the CONAP asshole who’d said we didn’t have permission to search and had slapped the statue we’d found on his desk. He’d immediately blustered that it proved nothing, but, not being stupid, we’d already contacted the Ministry of Culture—the one that had approved our exploration—and alerted them to the location. Within hours, it had hit the news wires. Within a day, we were giving interviews—studiously avoiding any mention of our actions to find the temple’s location.

			We were now on the covers of a bunch of journals that nobody but archeologists cared about—but that was enough to make us real.

			He said, “So my little investment is paying off.”

			I said, “Yes, sir, it sure is, but to really exploit it, I need Jennifer.”

			He said, “Pike, I can’t do that. It’s crazy. She’s a civilian. She’s never even been in the military.”

			“Sir, you know and I know that’s irrelevant. You should trust my judgment on talent. You always have in the past. Being a female is a plus. It helps the cover, but she needs the skills.”

			I knew he was intrigued with my idea and only fighting it because it would be an enormous headache for him. He liked Jennifer and had seen her capabilities in Bosnia.

			He finally said, “Okay, I’ll give you conditional permission, provided you can prove to me she meets the prerequisites.”

			Meaning I had to train her. Something I knew I’d have to do anyway. It was why I’d been taking her to the range for “fun.”

			Fun that had just saved my life.

			I shoved something into my bag, not sure how to broach the subject. Jennifer said, “Pike? What did Kurt say to you? We have this new business, and now he calls. Are you planning on returning to the Taskforce? Is that what the call was about?”

			And I realized she was afraid I was going to ditch our company to go back to hunting terrorists. Not realizing that the reason I’d created the company was to hunt terrorists.

			This is going to be awkward.

			I sighed and set the bag on the floor. I saw a smidgen of alarm on her face. She said, “That’s it, isn’t it?”

			“No. Well, not exactly. You remember when Knuckles showed up here? With that communications gear?”

			Suspicious, she said, “Yeah?”

			I tossed a headlamp into my bag and gave up, just blurting out the truth. “That’s Taskforce kit. So we can talk to them securely without a trace.”

			“Why would the Taskforce want to call us? And what do you mean ‘we’?”

			She doesn’t get it.

			“Ummm . . .”

			Her eyes closed down to slits. I held my hands up and said, “Look, the actual investor of our excursion to Guatemala was, in fact, the Taskforce. They paid for our entire trip.”

			“What? Why?”

			“Well, because they thought our company would be a good way to penetrate denied areas.”

			“And you agreed to that? They get to use our company for whatever they want, without our say? We’ll end up in some Iran-Contra fiasco.”

			I jumped up, seeing this wasn’t going the way I wanted. I said, “No, no. They can’t use our company without our say, because we’ll both be vetted members.”

			“What’s that mean? You’re no longer in the military, and I’m not vetted for anything.”

			Here we go.

			“Yeah, I know. Kurt likes the fact that I’m retired. It gives the company legitimacy, but we have to do something about you.”

			She crossed her arms over her chest and glared, saying, “What’s that mean?”

			I sat back into the chair, looked her in the eye, and said, “It means you have to successfully pass Taskforce Assessment and Selection.”
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			Chapter 1

			The man sat placidly in a utilitarian metal chair, staring straight ahead at a barren wall of cinder block. His arms were in his lap, but they showed no tension. No indication of what he knew was to come.

			Positioned in the center of the room, he and his chair were the sole occupiers of the space. No desks, no bookshelves, and certainly no decorations on the rough concrete that surrounded him. Just him. The only break was a stainless steel pipe that hung above his head, with what looked like a shower nozzle on the end.

			Behind a thick pane of glass on the left wall, three men stared at him intently, waiting on the inevitable.

			Standing behind the two seated men, Dr. Chin Mae-jung watched the soul inside the room, and wondered, What goes through a man’s mind when death is near, and stalking? That was imprecise, and not fitting of his scientific background. Not stalking. Coming in for the payment in full with the certitude of an avalanche. Not the death of a teenager in a car crash, or a soldier in a gunfight, where both felt invincible right up until the windshield shattered or the bullet tore through the body, ripping the soul free in the span of a heartbeat. No, a death where one knew it was coming. Staring you in the face. An inexorable slide to the abyss that one can’t stop. What goes through a man’s head? Did he think about his family? His life? A favorite memory? How could he sit there so patiently, knowing he was going to die?

			The inside of the room was cold, with condensation seeping through the walls. The same cold Dr. Chin Mae-jung had dealt with his entire professional life, but he certainly hadn’t expected to test his child on a living, breathing human being. He had enjoyed the scientific research he’d accomplished within these walls, but honestly, given a choice, he thought the manner of death he was about to impose as a result of his research to be grotesque.

			But that might not matter in an hour, because he would be forced to prove he’d succeeded. And would most likely die just like the man in the chair. He wondered if he’d go out with the same placid expression on his face. The same calm.

			The man in the chair wasn’t chained to it. There was nothing keeping him in place. He was free to run around like a rat attempting to avoid a snake, shouting and yelling at the injustice, and yet he did not. The only thing keeping him in the chair was his own shame.

			Once the chief scientist for North Korea’s nuclear ambitions, he had overseen a test that had collapsed the mountain that contained it with the force of a magnitude seven earthquake, crushing hundreds, shattering years of developmental technology, and setting back Kim Jongun’s quest to be a nuclear power.

			It wasn’t his fault. He’d told the command the risks when they wanted to test a hydrogen bomb. But that mattered little now.

			The world debated why North Korea had paused its nuclear tests. Was it sanctions, the threat of violence on behalf of the United States, or was North Korea playing some level of 3D chess? The answer was more mundane: They simply couldn’t. Which made the Supreme Leader angry, leading to the application of blame.

			Leading to the man in the chair.

			This execution served a dual purpose, as it was testing a new form of nerve agent, one that became inert after an hour of exposure to the atmosphere. Something Kim Jongun wanted very badly.

			Talking heads across the world theorized about North Korea’s nuclear ambition, but they consistently missed the point of why Jongun was working to achieve it. Nuclear weapons were a boogeyman only to the West, as there were plenty of ways to provide the same or greater deaths, and North Korea worked hard to achieve those goals as well. The world just didn’t seem to care about that.

			North Korea had upward of five thousand tons of chemical and biological munitions—enough to ensure more deaths than any number of nuclear bombs could accomplish—but their use came at a cost, as, once fired, they made the terrain uninhabitable, just like nuclear weapons. Kim Jongun looked at the problem holistically, and wanted a solution. The nuclear program was designed to keep the United States from conducting a preemptive attack, something the chemical and biological weapons had inexplicably failed to do, but his end goal was a reunified Korean peninsula under his command. To do that, he needed to kill a great many people, breaking the back of the despised South Korean regime, but not in such a way that he couldn’t occupy the terrain afterward.

			Which is where Chin’s research came in. He’d worked on the weapon for years, solely as a functionary of the North Korean state. He’d never thought about where it would be used, or, more precisely, whom it would kill.

			Kim Jongun had labeled every weapon he made with some outlandish title, but in this case, he’d kept it secret, calling it the same name as one of his ballistic missiles on the off chance it would end up in some intelligence chatter. Chin’s weapon was called the Hwasong, like the Hwasong12 missile, or the newly launched Hwasong15, but unlike the missile systems, it wasn’t given a number. It was given a color—red.

			The faceless bureaucrat next to the lone telephone in the control room said, “What are you waiting for?”

			Turning his eyes from the man in the chair, Chin wanted to say, “For you to get the hell out of my life.” He couldn’t, of course. The bureaucrat had the ear of the Supreme Leader, and as such, he held Chin’s life in his hands.

			Chin said, “The command.”

			“You have it.”

			Chin leaned over the desk and pressed an innocuous red button. One of many on the control panel. He rose slowly, knowing what he was going to see. What was unknown was what he would feel in an hour.

			A gray mist sprang out of the stainless steel nozzle above the man’s head, the only reaction from the man in the chair being his glancing up at the droplets spackling his skull. It spewed its odorless, colorless death for a fraction of a second, but it was enough.

			The three men in the control room leaned forward, two unsure of what they would see. One not wanting to see it.

			The man in the chair sat still for another second, dropping his head into his chest. Five seconds passed with no response. The bureaucrat looked at Chin, about to form a question, when the man’s legs shot out.

			The prisoner jumped up, staring at the panel of glass, and shouted. Chin saw the effects taking hold. The man’s face became necrotic, turning blue. He yelled something else, and then fell to the floor. His body began bucking up and down, his legs kicking the ground as if that would stop the climb of the neurotoxin, every muscle in his being receiving signals to contract. Including the lungs.

			The man began frothing at the mouth, his entire body vibrating, his hands slapping the floor. Chin saw the dark stain of his bowels releasing forcefully, an embarrassing sight, and Chin wondered if these two functionaries would see the same thing when he entered the room.

			Within thirty seconds, the man ceased movement. The bureaucrat said, “And now we wait.”

			An hour later, Chin was dressed in a chemical/ biological suit and descending the stairs to the chamber. He put his hand on the door latch, wanting yet again to tell the men in the control room to initiate the vacuum protocol and followon decontamination of the room, but he knew that wasn’t going to happen. The whole point was to see if his creation worked.

			He turned the handle and swung the door open, hearing a slight exhale of air, as if the dead man in the room were sighing. He knew he’d now contaminated the entire hallway with the death in the room.

			Or not.

			He walked to the body, the breath from his mask rasping out, a labored effort to keep him alive. He glanced up at the window and saw the two functionaries staring at him intently. Chin checked the body and said, “He’s dead,” then realized nobody could hear him. He glanced up again, and saw the primary bureaucrat motion for him to remove his mask. He didn’t want to.

			But he did.

			He stood tense for a moment, waiting on the symptoms. Waiting on what he didn’t understand. For all of his work on the weapon, he had no idea what it would feel like to be killed by it. He took two deep breaths, then began running, sprinting back out of the room. He charged up the stairs, his forward motion designed to keep from him the awful truth that he was dead. He barged into the control room, breathing heavily and sweating.

			The two men looked at him in horror, one leaping out of his chair, wondering if he’d brought the death with him. Chin saw the reaction and felt the anger flow, reminding him he was alive.

			He took two more breaths, looked at his hands, and said, “You can calm down. The trial was a success. You can go into that room now as well. If you want.”

			The bureaucrat sagged back in his chair, shaking his head, a slow smile spreading on his face. He said, “The Leader will be pleased.”

			Chin nodded, then realized he’d had no thoughts before he’d removed the mask. No grand visions of his life. No fond recollections before he faced his eternal solution. He’d been simply paralyzed with the fear of death. He remembered the man in the chair, and the fact brought him shame. He was sure the man had thought more on his death than he had. Sure that man held more honor than he did.

			The bureaucrat picked up the phone, telling Chin his work was done and waving him away. Chin staggered toward the door, still amazed he was alive, and heard the bureaucrat say into the phone, “It was a success. Tell the contact we will transfer it at his location. But tell him it will cost him much more than he expected.”

			Chin left the room, not thinking of the words the man had said into the phone. Not realizing there was profit to be made from what he’d designed, profit that would help alleviate the pain of the sanctions imposed on his country. He was only thinking that he was still alive. At least for a few more days in the Hermit Kingdom.

			It would be later, when he saw the deaths, that he would realize he was but a pawn in a game of someone else’s choosing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The throng began to grow in front of the palace, and Amena sensed that their fortunes were looking better. The changing of the guard at the Prince’s Palace of Monaco was always a draw, and while this time it did not seem as crowded as usual, it was still large enough to provide a target.

			Set high on a hill overlooking the famed harbor of Monte Carlo, the Prince’s Palace was as grand as one would expect, with a courtyard surrounded by buildings constructed like a copy of Versailles. Once an actual fortress, today it was the official residence of the prince of Monaco, and a tourist destination not unlike a myriad of other European palaces.

			Amena looked at her brother, Adnan, and smiled. Today was going to be a good day. If they were lucky, they would get enough loot to last them an entire week. Which would be nice, because if they returned to this ceremony too often—if the tourists complained a little too much about getting their pockets picked or their cameras stolen—they’d spoil the area like a fisherman overworking a pond. Because of it, she restricted their excursions here to once every other week, even though it was the richest environment in all of Monte Carlo. And counterintuitively, also the easiest.

			When the ceremonial changing of the guard occurred, the tourist crowds packed into the square, all pressing forward against the ropes with cell phones and digital cameras focused on the parade, squeezed together until they were touching, not really paying any mind to the bodies rubbing against them left and right, their attention focused on the ceremony and not on their valuables.

			On the outskirts of the courtyard, sitting on a park bench overlooking the Mediterranean Sea, Amena ignored the view, instead focusing on the tourists, still swelling five minutes before the start of the ceremony. She sent Adnan out to scout. He returned and said, “I found one. A fat guy with a selfie stick and baggy pants. His wallet is in his back pocket.”

			She said, “How deep?”

			“He’s wearing jeans. Not deep at all. Easy in—easy out.”

			“No, I mean how deep in the crowd?”

			“He’s in the second row. We’ll have to work our way to him, but if you do it right, we’ll get out clean.”

			“Nationality?”

			Amena knew that the Americans were the easiest to steal from. They always felt themselves invincible. The hardest were the Koreans. She imagined that country was full of pickpockets, because they were almost supernaturally aware.

			“I don’t know, but he speaks English.”

			“Good. Okay. Lead me to him.”

			“What’s the play?”

			“Let the parade start, then you do the cell phone plea. Just like last time.”

			Adnan said, “But our phone’s camera doesn’t work. Last time, it caused the target to question.”

			Amena snapped, “Just do it.”

			Adnan knew better than to disobey his older sister. Not after she’d gotten him through the barrel bombs in Aleppo, and then the crossing. At this point, she was more revered to him than their own father. An incurable optimist, she seemed to genuinely believe that better times were just around the corner, and he relied on her every day for his own sanity.

			He held up an old iPhone 4S they’d stolen a few weeks earlier, and said, “Just get the wallet before I have to hand him this piece of crap.”

			Because it had no service, a cracked screen, and an inoperable camera, Amena had decided to keep it for decoy work instead of attempting to sell it.

			Amena nodded, then stood, saying, “Lead the way.”

			They crossed the courtyard, a seemingly innocent thirteen-year-old girl following a doe-eyed eleven-year-old boy, their practiced mannerisms hiding the fact that they were much more worldly than their ages let on. They appeared just like any other gaggle of such children romping around, their parents clearly somewhere on the grounds.

			They reached the back of the crowd, and Adnan pointed to an older guy two levels in, a selfie stick held in the air above the heads of those around him. Amena studied him, seeing a protruding gut ballooning out a tuckedin polo shirt over a pair of jeans, and a huge silver handlebar mustache. She noticed the mustache had crumbs in it, giving her confidence. The man had no attention to detail. And best yet, she could see the top of his wallet edging out of the patch pocket of his jeans.

			The ceremony started with a shouted command, and the soldiers began marching in a practiced formation toward the palace, the tourists kept at bay by a pair of ropes. She motioned to Adnan, and they both began worming their way into the crowd, the drums from the marching soldiers beating the air. Adnan got in front of the man’s gut and said in English, “Can you take a picture for me with your stick?”

			The target ignored him, and Adnan pulled his sleeve. Irritated, the man said, “What?”

			Adnan repeated the question, and held out his phone. Amena waited until the man was focused solely on Adnan, then snaked her hand to his pocket, shielding the move with her body. She snicked the wallet with two fingers in a practiced move, then turned to retreat. The wallet was ripped out of her hand. Astonished, she rotated back, and saw it dangling below the man’s waist, a thin nylon cord attached to a corner and running back into the pocket of the jeans.

			Before she could even assimilate that her “easy mark” was much more switched on than he portrayed, he whirled around, felt his dangling wallet strike his legs, and grabbed her arm, shouting for the police. Adnan sprang forward, using his smaller hands to rip the man’s bigger one free, then both children squirmed through the crowd in a panic, the target behind them shouting for help. For someone to stop them.

			Amena and Adnan wove through the people like snakes through grass, Amena hearing the target behind them simply bulling his way forward, the shouts of the crowd marking his passing. Within seconds, others were trying to stop her, but she was too quick, slapping some hands away and sliding through others like a greased pig at a county fair.

			She broke free of the crowd, searching for Adnan, and saw the bear of a man coming for her, slamming two people to the pavement. Adnan sprang out from behind him, and they both began sprinting, Amena shouting in Arabic, “Toward the church!”

			Outside of leaping over the cliffs into the sea, there were only two ways to escape the courtyard, and one would lead them deeper into the crowds. Which left Rue Colonel Bellando de Castro, the road to the Monaco Cathedral, a claustrophobic lane lined with buildings.

			They ran to the back of the parade square, their target’s bellows fading behind them as he huffed, trying to catch up. Amena saw two policemen on the far side of the field orient on them, then begin to run to cut them off. It was a footrace now. She saw the arch over the top of Rue Colonel Bellando, only a hundred feet away, two more policemen loitering near it, oblivious to the drama playing out.

			She heard her target still shouting behind her, falling farther and farther back, then the original policemen began blowing whistles, causing the two at the arch to snap their heads in confusion. The running cops shouted and pointed at the pair of scampering children.

			She reached the arch and the two policemen finally realized she and her brother were the objects of the running cops. They tried to snatch her, and she slapped their hands away, ducking under their arms. She tripped on the cobblestones, slamming to the ground on her knees and rolling forward. Adnan used her diversion to dart behind their backs. They whirled to him, but he was already past. He jerked her to her feet, and they were through the cordon, sprinting down the street and dodging pedestrian tourists, Amena desperately searching for a place to hide.

			She realized her call to run toward the Monaco Cathedral had been a bad choice, as Rue Colonel Bellando was boxed in with buildings on both the left and the right, leaving them one choice—to run straight ahead. The pedestrian crowds would help, but she knew she couldn’t outrun a radio, and when they broke out into the open at the cathedral, other police would be waiting.

			The road took a bend, blocking the view from the parade ground, and she saw an alley to the left, a hamburger stand with tables scattered haphazardly about fifty meters in, the alley continuing past it. She grabbed Adnan’s hand and shouted, “This way!”

			They sprinted past the food stand and continued running deeper and deeper into the palace complex, hearing the bleating whistles of the cops fade as they continued straight down Rue Colonel Bellando. Eventually, Amena slowed, gasping for air, and she realized they were alone. She sagged against a wall, catching her breath.

			Hands on his knees, sucking in oxygen, Adnan said, “What happened?”

			“That idiot had a pickpocket wallet, but the cord was hidden.”

			Adnan laughed, and said, “At least we got away.”

			Amena grimaced, and began slowly walking back the way they had come, saying, “But we can’t return here for a long time. If ever. And we got nothing.”

			They reached the hamburger stand and she saw the road ahead, afraid to take it just yet. Wanting to get a feel for the response. Most likely it would be nothing, as the cops wouldn’t waste their time searching for a couple of kids, but it wouldn’t do to give them an easy target. She said, “Let’s wait here for a bit and see what happens.”

			She dug into her pocket, pulling out the last of her change. She said, “Get us a couple of Cokes to keep the guy at the register happy.” The last thing they needed was to be shooed away as vagrants.

			Adnan went to the counter, and she took a seat at a table with a view of the road, two tables away from a man talking on a cell phone.

			She kept her eye on the street, patiently waiting to see if there was still police activity, then the man’s voice on the phone penetrated. He was speaking Arabic. With an accent from Syria.

			Adnan returned, and she said in English, “Any change?”

			Adnan looked at her in confusion, and she flicked her eyes to the man. He heard the conversation, and understood. She didn’t want the man to hear them speak Arabic—and possibly realize they were refugees. Illegal refugees.

			Adnan sat down and handed her a can of Coke, saying, “It was actually more than you gave me, but he let it slide.”

			She said, “Keep an eye on the street,” then discreetly turned to glance at the man. He was tall and lanky, wearing a tailored suit and tie, with a swarthy complexion, black hair, and a large black mustache, his eyes hidden by sunglasses.

			She strained her ears, hearing snippets of the conversation, and understood he was from Syria, and he did something with the government. Unbidden, the realization sent a spasm of rage through her. She wanted to harm him. Wanted to give him just a small taste of the punishment her family had experienced at the hands of the despot Bashar alAssad.

			Then she noticed his phone. A brand-new iPhone X, worth at least five hundred US dollars on the streets of Monaco.

			He finished his call and stood, picking up his trash and depositing it in a bin. He walked to Rue Colonel Bellando without a glance back.

			Amena said, “Come on. Let’s follow him.”

			Startled, Adnan said, “Why?”

			She said, “A little payback.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The cab pulled up the circular drive and I saw a Ferrari Portofino and a Porsche 911 Cabriolet on either side of the hotel entrance. We were in a minivan, which pretty much summed up our status.

			I said, “Looks like someone’s gone a little overboard on this one, but I’m not complaining.”

			The cab stopped, and an unctuous bellman ripped the door open. To my left, my partner in crime, Jennifer, said, “This’ll be the first time getting pulled from an actual project will be a step up.”

			Behind me, my 2IC, Knuckles, said, “Living with the Taskforce motto. Money is no object.”

			We exited the van in front of the Hermitage Hotel in Monte Carlo, me suitably impressed with the cars out front, wondering who would park a Ferrari at the curb like it was a VW. It wouldn’t be until later that I learned it was all a charade, with the hotel renting the cars and rotating them daily to keep up a Hollywood image that just didn’t exist.

			Monte Carlo, in the principality of Monaco, had a reputation as a rich man’s playground, and to some extent, it was deserved. Situated on the French Riviera just up the coast from Cannes and Nice, known for the Monaco Grand Prix, Princess Grace, and the famed Monte Carlo Casino, it had its fair share of celebrities sailing into the harbor on yachts that cost more than the income of most countries, but at its heart, it was just a city. With a density rivaling Hong Kong in persons living per square inch, it couldn’t possibly live up to the hype it portrayed, because, while that same density ranked as the highest number of millionaires in the world, the majority of people living and working inside its borders were not lucky enough to be anointed citizenship, and scraped a living by catering to the wealthy.

			We spilled out of the cab like a clown car, and the bellman asked if he could take our luggage. I would have said hell no, because that sort of thing just aggravated me, but Veep, the youngest person on our team, beat me to the punch, saying, “Yes, that would be great. We’ll be in four separate rooms. Is that a problem?”

			Of course the bellman said no, because it meant four separate tips for a load of luggage I could have carried myself.

			We entered the opulent lobby, full of marble columns and impeccable granite floors, and Veep said, “I never stayed at a hotel like this on spring break.”

			I scoffed and said, “Oh, bullshit. The president’s son never stayed at a place like this? You seemed to know your way around outside with the bellman.”

			Nicholas Hannister had earned his callsign, Veep, when his father had been the vice president of the United States. Now his father was the most powerful man in the world, and I was still trying to get the son to forget his heritage and just become a member of the team. Four months ago, he would have shut up and taken the jab, afraid to say anything. Now he gave it back, which I considered a little bit of a breakthrough.

			“I said on spring break. You know, when you get a break from college and have to pay your way to get the babes? Oh, wait. I forgot. You never went to college. But surely you’ve seen YouTube videos.”

			That would have been an incredible insult from any other man, but from my team, it meant nothing. I was Good Will Hunting and they all knew it. Especially in our chosen profession.

			I saw Jennifer flash her eyes in anger, not liking what he’d said, actually taking offense at what was meant for me. She’d earned her college degree the hard way, six years after initially dropping out to marry an abusive husband, and had learned that a piece of paper didn’t equal intelligence.

			She blurted out, “He has a degree. He worked hard—” and I grabbed her hand, shutting her up. Yeah, I had a degree, but he was right. I’d never been a full- time student. But that was irrelevant, and Veep knew it, not the least because the first time we’d met was behind the barrel of a gun when I’d saved his life.

			I said, “Touché, little millennial. Touché.”

			Jennifer relaxed, and Veep smiled, understanding the subliminal jab. I had the babe.

			Round card score: Pike Logan.

			We walked to the reception desk, and the final man on our team, Brett Thorpe, said, “No offense, Koko, but this beats the hell out of that hotel in Eze.”

			Jennifer ignored the use of her callsign, which she despised, instead looking around the lobby in a mock study. She arched an eyebrow and said, “Yeah, but there’s no church here to work on,” then saw an advertisement on a wall and grinned, saying, “But there is a spa. And like Knuckles said, money is no object to the Taskforce.”

			Jennifer and I were partners in a company called Grolier Recovery Services, which ostensibly facilitated archaeological work around the world. In reality, it was an elaborate cover organization used by the United States government to facilitate penetration of denied areas to put some threat into the ground. Knuckles, Veep, and Brett were all members of special operations or the CIA, but were acting as “employees” of the company, and as such, every once in a while, instead of getting into gunfights, we had to actually do some archaeological work.

			With a degree in anthropology, and a true love for history, Jennifer really enjoyed these trips, but I always found them exceedingly boring. Even so, I understood why we did them. If you wanted to portray a real company, you had to have more than a web page. You had to have a history of doing what you professed you did, to include a network of contacts in that business world and a track record of success. Especially when trying to get through customs in a country that was less than hospitable to the United States.

			And it didn’t hurt to keep Jennifer happy. That kept me happy.

			We’d been in the French town of Eze, a medieval village just outside of Monaco that had changed little since the Crusades. Well, the buildings hadn’t changed, but the proprietors certainly had. Pedestrian only, built on a mountain with narrow stairwells that tested the hearts of the elderly tourists, Eze looked exactly like it had seven hundred years ago, except now it was full of art galleries and perfume shops.

			Near the top of the mountain village was a church that was being renovated with the help of an American university. Called the Notre Dame de l’Assomption, it was younger than the surrounding area—having been built in the eighteenth century—and during the renovations, the university had found a graveyard. A much, much older graveyard than the church. Since the village had bounced between Italian and French provenance, a three- way fight had ensued as to who would get to excavate the find, with both France and Italy claiming the bodies, and the university claiming the discovery.

			We had been contracted by the university to help with the dispute, as such things were a Grolier specialty. It would have been easy work, too, giving Jennifer a chance to really enjoy some old bones, but we’d only been incountry for four days when our commander, Kurt Hale, had called, telling me to get the team to Monte Carlo for a situation that had to be resolved right now.

			With the United States government, everything was a damn crisis. We never seemed to be able to see past our own headlights, constantly surprised when something happened that had been brewing for years. This crisis was a little bit unique, though, because Kurt had brought in two different teams to deal with it—something that rarely happened.

			Brett said, “Am I supposed to pay for my room, or is this taken care of?”

			I said, “It’s taken care of.”

			We walked as a group to the checkin desk, all of us taking in the marble surroundings and feeling a little underdressed. The reservations were under my company name, because there was no way that we could reserve a room as “Top Secret Commando Unit,” even if the funds were coming from the Taskforce through multiple cutouts.

			In short order, we went to our separate rooms, where I immediately hooked my laptop to a VPN to see exactly what the state of play was.

			Jennifer moved her things around, getting settled, while I checked messages. I could tell she was a little antsy, but I assumed it was because of being pulled from our contract. I was wrong.

			I closed the laptop and said, “Nothing new. Only handle we have on the guy is his reservation tonight at the restaurant, and then at the casino.”

			Jennifer came out of the bathroom and said, “That’s it?”

			I said, “Yep, but it can’t be that hard. How many Koreans do you think are running around here? He’ll stick out like Brett.”

			Brett was African American, another small population here in Monaco.

			She said, “I’d like a little more than a name and nationality to go on. The target isn’t a member of an FTO group, and why two teams? If it’s just a simple Alpha mission? Something more is in play, and we’re being kept in the dark.”

			While I didn’t believe Kurt Hale would keep something from me, she did have a point. It was true our mission was only Alpha, but we’d already been given authority for Omega if we thought the guy was dirty, meaning it was my choice. My decision. Like the fact that two separate teams were operating in Monaco with two separate covers, it was unusual. As was the target.

			The charter for the Taskforce was limited to designated substate groups on the State Department’s Foreign Terrorist Organizations list, something that was updated continually. The Taskforce was a scalpel against such assholes, but our boundaries ended with them. We didn’t do state organizations, even if they sponsored such groups. The United States had plenty of others who did that, like the CIA and the intelligence organs of the Department of Defense.

			Which begged the question of why we were chasing a North Korean pretending to be a billionaire South Korean on the shores of the Côte d’Azur.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Yasir alShami wandered past the Monaco Cathedral, seeing a line of people snaking inside, and decided to take the opportunity to check his backtrail. He’d picked the outdoor eatery to highlight anyone who might be interested in him, and all he’d seen were a couple of kids and two policemen blowing whistles, but he’d learned through a lifetime of clandestine operations that just because you didn’t spot a tail didn’t mean there wasn’t one. It always paid to double-check.

			He entered the line, then began to file past the tombs of previous rulers of Monaco. The line moved slowly, voices hushed, eventually circling at the front of the cathedral and heading back out on the far side, each person stopping for an extra beat at Princess Grace’s final resting spot, allowing him to study anyone suspicious who might have entered after him. A single male, a couple that didn’t fit, anyone acting like him and showing more interest in the line of people than the graves.

			He saw nothing and exited back into the sunshine, sure he was clean.

			He continued east, casually strolling and blending in with the other pedestrians. Eventually, he reached a long five-story building that seemed to be built into the side of the cliff, the southern facade slipping two floors below the land he was on, going all the way down to the ocean. A sign out front proclaimed MUSÉE OCÉANOGRAPHIQUE DE MONACO. The national aquarium of Monaco, the oldest continually operating aquarium in the world, and one made famous by Jacques Cousteau. Yasir cared not a whit about any of that, preferring to eat his fish on a plate with some lemon instead of watching them swim, but it was the designated meeting site.

			He paid to enter, and ignored the multitude of tourists pressed against a giant Plexiglas wall, staring at the sea creatures beyond. He looked at a map hanging on a column, found an elevator, and rode it straight to the roof.

			He exited, looking for the terrace restaurant, but finding instead a thirty-foot-tall metal sculpture of a shark held up by its tail, its mouth agape with gleaming metal teeth as if it had just been caught, tourists in front taking selfies. He turned around, and saw the restaurant on the western side, tables spread out and pay telescopes being used to gaze out along the coastline.

			He scanned the crowd, not looking for a signal as he ordinarily would have done. No signal was needed. He was looking for an ethnicity. At a far table, he saw an Asian man in a suit, another standing behind him.

			He walked over and pulled out a chair, saying, “Song Hae-gook, I presume?”

			The man behind the seated Asian rapidly advanced, and the seated man held up a hand, saying, “Yes. Yasir alShami?”

			Yasir nodded and said, “You picked a strange place to conduct business.”

			“I portray what a rich man would do. I’m not going to meet you in a dark alley like the slime you deal with in Syria. And I can control access here.”

			Another Asian security man exited the elevator and joined them, saying something in Korean. Song nodded and said, “You’re clean.”

			Yasir realized Song had deployed countersurveillance, protecting the meeting. The fact allayed his concerns about the location, and the skills of the man across the table.

			He nodded and said, “Glad to see the professionalism.”

			Song laughed and said, “If you remember, in the past it was my people who taught Assad’s intelligence agencies how to operate. Which means we taught you.”

			A member of the elite Air Force Intelligence Directorate—which had very little to do with Air Force intelligence—Yasir had never been instructed by a North Korean, but he had no doubt that what Song said was true. That had been before his time. Before the civil war, and before North Korea’s leader, Kim Jongun, had used two females to kill his half brother with nerve gas in Malaysia. North Korea’s intelligence agency had proved its ability to penetrate another sovereign country, plan an operation, and execute it successfully.

			Yasir said, “My leadership appreciates what you have done for them in the past, and what you’re willing to do now.”

			Song said, “Straight to business. I like that. Are you prepared to pay the agreed price?”

			Surprised, Yasir said, “No. Not here. I was told I was but the conduit. You would pass me the information I needed to meet someone else. You understand, we have to check what you’re giving us. Make sure it’s real.”

			“And how are you going to do that? Breathe it in? No. You’ll trust us. As you must.”

			“We can test it. That’s not hard at all. I have the equipment.”

			Song leaned back and said, “You can test for the agent, but how will you test for the fact that it expires? Pour it on the ground and watch the pedestrians?”

			Yasir said, “So it’s real? You’ve created Red Mercury?”

			Song laughed and said, “You Arabs. Always looking for a myth. No, it’s not the fabled ‘Red Mercury.’ It’s just a nerve agent that kills without remorse, and then kills itself.”

			Yasir let the insult slide, the prehistoric part of his brain wanting to punish the man for the insult. He said, “That’s what we want. So what’s next?”

			Song said, “Why? Why do you want that? My command wants to know.”

			“Not your business. We’ll pay what you asked, but we don’t need to tell you why.” Yasir smiled and said, “You have a problem with the sanctions. They’re crippling you. The money is all that matters.”

			Song said, “Yes, we’re looking for separate income streams, but make no mistake, we’re not willing to sell what you call ‘Red Mercury’ just because. If we were, there are a hundred terrorist groups who are willing. We chose you, and with that choice comes some forewarning. We need to know.”

			Yasir had been given clearance for the answer, but now grudgingly didn’t want to provide it. But that wouldn’t play well if he returned empty-handed. This conversation would be relayed, he was sure. He said, “We’re giving it to the White Flags. You’ve heard of them?”

			Song scoffed and said, “Yes. The rebirth of ISIS. The ones now fighting yet again in Iraq and Syria. What will that do? They’re your enemy. Are you crazy?”

			“Yes, we fight them, but we also talk to them. They are good for the regime. They make it so that we are the bastion fighting terrorism. Now that ISIS has been driven into the ground, they are becoming the main insurgent group, and if we can make them look like the terrorists they are, we solidify our credibility.”

			“You have contacts with them?”

			“Yes. We always have. They’re recruited from ISIS and the Nusra Front.”

			Song nodded, thinking through the ramifications. He said, “So you intend to use the weapon in Syria. And you don’t want to taint the ground it’s used upon because you intend to reclaim it. You only want to show the world how bad the White Flags are, using a weapon that can’t be traced back to you. Am I reading that correctly?”

			Yasir was startled at how quickly Song had ascertained their plot. Yasir himself had created the plan, and had thought it extremely clever.

			He said, “Yes. That’s what we’re going to do. The White Flags will use it against a US Special Forces outpost, killing them, and then we’ll side with the Americans, demanding to help eradicate the terrorists. The outcry in the United States will only be good for us. We are on the way to victory, but we need to get the United States to either join us or withdraw. Either way, this will work.”

			“And how will you control the weapon once it’s transferred?”

			“That’s our problem, but make no mistake, the White Flags trust me. I’ve helped the man in charge in the past, when he was in the Nusra Front. They’ll do what I say. The chance to kill a bunch of US Special Forces will be too good to pass up. Those bastards have been killing the Front for years.”

			“And the Americans? How will you control them?”

			Yasir smiled and said, “I have contacts there as well.”

			Song arched an eyebrow and said, “What’s that mean?”

			Yasir said, “You only get so much intelligence. Have I passed the test?”

			Song remained silent for a moment, and Yasir knew he was considering leveraging the weapon for more information. Yasir cut it short. “That’s all I’m saying to you. Take it back to your people, or end this whole transaction. I came here to buy a weapon, and that’s it.”

			Song sat for a few more seconds, then seemed to come to a decision. He said, “You have an iPhone Ten? Yes? Like it was directed?”

			Yasir held up his cell and said, “Yes. Although I don’t know why this phone matters.”

			“Give it to me.”

			He passed it across, and Song handed it to the man behind him. Yasir watched the security man manipulate the phone, going through menu after menu, then insert a device into the lightning port. Five seconds later, he handed it back.

			Song said, “Turn on your AirPort.”

			Yasir did, looking at Song expectantly. His phone dinged, asking him if he wanted to open something with an extension he didn’t recognize. It wasn’t a picture or a document.

			Song said, “Accept it. It’s your next instructions, and it’ll be embedded in your phone. Nobody can find it.”

			Yasir did, then said, “So now what?”

			“Now you go to Switzerland. The weapon is held there. The passcode I just sent has your instructions for the next step. The men you’ll meet will match your phone with theirs. And then, of course, you must be prepared to pay.”

			Yasir said, “Switzerland?”

			“Yes. Don’t question. Just follow the instructions. We’ll leave here first. Remain in place for thirty minutes.”

			Yasir nodded, and Song stood, saying, “I believe you are what they said you’d be, but don’t mess this up. The men in Switzerland are under deep cover. You compromise them, and we’ll come find you like we did Kim Jong- nam. The only difference will be they won’t have to decontaminate your death location.”

			Yasir set the phone on the table and smiled. “Stop with the threats. You aren’t the only ones who know how to operate. I’ve lived in a cauldron for seven years with people trying to kill me. All you’ve done is eat potatoes trying to stave off a famine.”

			Song scowled at the slight, whirling around and leaving. The two men with him glared, and Yasir gave it right back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Jennifer came out of the bathroom dressed to the nines, and, man alive, she was a heartbreaker. Wearing a slinky black dress, a string of pearls, her blond hair somehow magically being up but still spilling around her neck, she looked like she did this for a living on the pages of a fashion magazine.

			She bent over, putting on her heels and giving me a shot of her cleavage. I wasn’t sure if that was intended, but I certainly appreciated it. It had taken me about half as long to get ready, because all I had to do was put on a black suit with a black tie. No bow tie. I’m not that damn pathetic.

			She stood back up, looked at me, and said, “You sure we shouldn’t repeat the Caymans? No offense, but you don’t look like a debonair guy.”

			I glanced in the mirror of our room, wanting to see Daniel Craig or Sean Connery. While there were some hints of that, it remained only a hint. With my close-cropped brown hair and a jagged scar from a childhood accident threading its way across my brow and into my cheek, I looked more like a Serbian Mafia man. Or a pirate, which is what I preferred to think.

			I said, “No way am I missing out on the casino. It’s the heart of this whole city. No, it’s me. Not lover boy. He’s got his own mission tonight.”

			She was referring to Knuckles and a mission similar to this we’d once done in the Cayman Islands, when he’d been the one wearing the suit. Knuckles was a SEAL, with all that entailed, but he was one handsome man, standing at six foot two, with his shoulders stretching out about a foot on each side over his waist, a face that looked like some cologne model’s, and a head of black hair like a hipster guitarist.

			Then Jennifer got to the heart of it, because that was her specialty. “Is it because Carly is working with Johnny’s team?”

			Carly was a CIA case officer who Knuckles had once dated, which wouldn’t be that big of a deal, but he’d gotten her a shot at selection—with my endorsement—is only the second woman to do so, Jennifer being the first. They were no longer dating, and she’d pulled out of selection. Her choice.

			As much as I wanted to see the casino, Jennifer was correct on why I’d decided to take the role instead of giving it to Knuckles. I didn’t want any old- flame crap to squirrel up our mission. Better to give Knuckles the breaking-and-entering portion, even if I had a scar on my face.

			Even so, I fibbed a little. I said, “Johnny’s team has a completely different cover than ours. We don’t know each other. Carly working with them is irrelevant.”

			Jennifer said, “Why is she even here?”

			I looked at her, wondering if she wasn’t pissed that Carly had quit. Jennifer had put a lot of time into preparing Carly as the only female to pass Taskforce Assessment and Selection, but she had to know that selection was what it was. A cut line.

			I said, “She’s still an operations officer of the CIA Clandestine Service, assigned to the Taskforce. A case officer. She’s the liaison for that CIA guy we have to meet after tonight. The one who said he’d only talk to one of his tribe. And anyway, this mission is right up her alley.”

			Jennifer said nothing, going back to the mirror. I said, “What’s up?”

			She fiddled with her earrings and said, “I can’t believe she didn’t pass. I just wonder.”

			“Wonder if the heman woman- haters flushed her out?”

			She turned around and said, “Yes. They tried to do it to me. I just wonder if she got on the Volkswagen bus because she wanted to.”

			Leaving selection of your own volition was called Voluntary Withdrawal, or VW. Which had been turned into slang as the Volkswagen bus. I said, “Don’t turn this into a conspiracy. Don’t put this on the guys. You didn’t quit. Selection is there for a reason, and she saw she wasn’t a good fit. She loves being a case officer, so let her do that.”

			She said, “This is going to be awkward.”

			Meaning, she’d spent so much time getting Carly ready that she was afraid to actually see her now. None of us had since she’d quit.

			I said, “No it won’t. We don’t know them. You aren’t even going to talk to her. They’re on a separate cover, with a separate mission. Full stop. Just focus on our task. The end state is recovering the data from the breach.”

			In 2014, China had penetrated the United States Office of Personnel Management, stealing the records of upward of four million government workers. In that breach were the security check documents for our most sensitive members of the US government. Called the SF86 background check, each one was a detailed dossier of anyone who had achieved a security clearance, to include everything up to top secret, sensitive compartmented information. With that data, China could penetrate a host of agents operating in cover—literally just about anyone who had been given a clearance to work clandestinely. It was a disaster of epic proportions that had barely made the news. Since then, the Taskforce had started doing their own background checks, not trusting our very own government, but the damage was done.

			What we’d been told by the Taskforce was that a North Korean posing as a South Korean businessman was attempting to sell the data to a Syrian. Which was the fire we’d been sent to put out. We had sensitive assets operating in Syria, and there was no way we could allow the breach to spread.

			They’d determined that the transfer was going to happen in Monaco, which left the usual assets of the US government in a quandary. Monaco had no CIA station to speak of, and the timeline was short. The director of the CIA—a member of the Oversight Council who controlled Taskforce activity—had actually punted, saying he couldn’t get the mission done. And so we’d been called in.

			My mission was to make contact with the Korean tonight and then follow him until he met the Syrian. Johnny’s team would focus on the Syrian once we identified him. The end state was the prevention of the passing of the information. It could be a dark web address, a thumb drive, or hell, with North Korea, a five-andaquarter-inch floppy disk. Either way, we were going to stop it.

			Knuckles and Veep were going to break into the Korean’s room the minute we had eyes on him, ripping through whatever electronics he had and putting surveillance devices in place. Brett was a floater for whatever I decided. Jennifer and I were the primary surveillance of the target.

			Jennifer adjusted her dress, dropping the conversation about Carly. She said, “You know that guy’s been here for two days. Don’t you wonder if we’ve already missed the contact?”

			I said, “We can only do what we can do. We have the anchor tonight. I’m not going crazy because the Taskforce decided this was an emergency.”

			She said, “Your name is on that list, isn’t it?”

			I fingered the Glock on the inside of my belt and said, “Yeah, it is. From my time in the Special Mission Unit. Makes it a little personal.”

			She smiled and said, “Then I guess I have to be on my best behavior.”

			I grinned at her all dolled up and looking like something out of a Playboy photo shoot before the clothes came off, and said, “There’s no reason to get stupid.”

			She laughed and said, “Seriously, did you think about what I just said? We don’t even know where this guy is, and he’s been here for two days.”
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