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			Dear Reader,

			Pike and Jennifer’s company, Grolier Recovery Services, was started with the seed money from the expedition to find the Mayan temple showcased in One Rough Man. I toyed with the idea of writing about that experience, since it happened off the page. In the end, I thought it would be more fun to explore Pike trying to convince Jennifer to start up the company in the first place, since that happened off the page as well. The Dig is that story, and it sits between One Rough Man and All Necessary Force in the Pike Logan universe. Hope you enjoy!

			Best regards,

			Brad Taylor

			
			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			I watched her hands absorb the recoil, checking for a flinch on the trigger, then focused downrange to the target. With the exception of one flyer, the rounds were all in the “A” zone. Dead center.

			“I thought you said you hadn’t shot anything before?”

			Jennifer lowered the 1911 and said, “No. I said I don’t own any guns. There’s a difference. I grew up in rural Texas with two older brothers. Yeah, I’ve shot before.”

			That didn’t explain the capability I’d just seen. Jerking a trigger and making noise against a stump because you’d been a redneck was a hell of a lot different than punching the A zone at a distance of twenty-five feet. Repeatedly.

			I said, “Who taught you to shoot? Not your brothers, I’ll bet.”

			“My grandfather on my mom’s side. He was a Texas Ranger. You know what that is?”

			She said it with a little pride. The first I’d heard whenever she’d spoken about her family.

			I said, “Yeah. I know what that is.”

			“It’s not an Airborne Ranger, if that’s what you’re thinking. The Texas Rangers have been around a hell of a lot longer, and my granddad is a legend.”

			I took the gun from her hand, racking the slide and saying, “Legend as in he’s done some stupid shit that made the news, or legend in that he deserves some respect?”

			Her mouth dropped open and, a second too late, I wanted my words back. I saw the damage on her face and felt like kicking myself. It was becoming a pattern between us—one that I was sure she wouldn’t tolerate for very long. I always forgot that she didn’t have the thick skin I did. Well, it was either that or I just said insulting things like I had Tourette’s.

			I really didn’t want to. The words just came out.

			I saw her mouth slam closed, her jaw muscles quivering, and said, “Whoa. Wait. Jennifer, I didn’t mean that the way you think . . .”

			She started stalking to our car, the anger flowing out behind her in a vapor, and I understood exactly why. Her uncle—not the Texas Ranger, but still on her mother’s side—had traveled to Guatemala to find a lost Mayan temple. Following some incredibly stupid theory, he’d done it illegally, using some unintentional drug cartel help. I’d ended up getting roped into trying to rescue him, and he’d ended up getting killed by the cartels. The whole thing was a fiasco, with the exception of meeting Jennifer. In this case, my comment about the Ranger sounded like I was making fun of her dead uncle.

			Watching her walk away, a part of me—cold and reptilian—could care less what she thought. That part was a sack of vipers, full of pride and arrogance. Something that would revel in me lying in a shallow grave, proud of proving I was the better man even as I strangled on the roots growing underneath the headstones.

			Another part realized that what she thought about me was the difference between living and dying. And that little piece had held sway ever since I’d looked in a mirror in a Guatemalan hotel, not liking the septic shell of the man who had stared back.

			Thank God.

			I stared at the pistol, then the target, like either would help temper my asinine comment. I said, “Jennifer, wait . . .”

			She ignored me.

			I slapped in a fresh magazine, racked the slide, and ripped off seven rounds, punching the A zone around her strikes, my group infinitely smaller than hers. And fired infinitely faster, sounding like a slow-cycling automatic weapon. The noise caused her to jump and stop walking. I pointed at my rounds.

			“That’s where you need to be. I’m impressed with your shooting. I really am, but you need to get better. Much, much better, if you want to pass A-and-S.”

			She crossed her arms on her chest, staring at me without a word. I blinked first, glancing down from her gaze and fiddling with the Springfield 1911 in my hand. She said, “I’m not so sure I want to do that anyway. If it means working with jackasses like you.”

			I whipped my head up at that comment, shocked it had come out of her mouth. Jennifer was the type of person who never said a cross word about anyone. Ever. Even when they deserved it. Waitress treat you like a mushroom? Probably because she’s preoccupied with her special needs child at home. Driver cut you off? Maybe because he’s rushing his pregnant wife to the hospital.

			She’d snapped at me before, but had never called me names. The fact that she had now meant I’d finally crossed a line, entering a no-man’s land way, way south of the Friend Zone. The thought scared the hell out of me.

			She had a tiny smirk on her face, and I felt the relief like a reserve parachute blossoming above my head. She had seen the fear, and that had been worth more than the apology. She said, “You know, it takes more than fancy shooting.”

			I grinned and said, “What does?”

			“Impressing me.”

			I holstered the pistol and said, “Impressing you isn’t the issue. You need to impress the Taskforce, and that’s going to be a very tough thing to do.”

			Once upon a time, I’d been a true-blue counterterrorist commando in an organization so secret it didn’t have an official name. A unit that made us all feel like we were barrel-chested freedom fighters, keeping America safe from the bad men stalking the earth. Most probably still felt that way.

			I knew better.

			I’d had a run-in with destiny, a horrific event involving my family, and it had crushed me. I had been well on my way to self-imposed suicide—death by cop or anyone else with a gun—when I’d crossed paths with Jennifer. She’d pulled me out of the abyss, scabbing over the loss of my wife and child without even meaning to. In return for that favor, I was trying to convince the command of my old unit to allow her to try out—without even telling her initially.

			It was selfish of me. I understood that. I wanted back into the Taskforce embrace, but I didn’t want to lose Jennifer. We’d found the temple in Guatemala, and I’d convinced Jennifer to start a company with the proceeds. She could finish her degree in anthropology, and I could start kicking terrorist ass around the world with my new cover company. A dream world like the ending of the movie True Lies. Well, maybe not that good, but the company was pretty close.

			Ostensibly designed to help anyone who wanted to conduct archaeological work around the world, we were a one-stop shop for old shit. We could schmooze host-country governments for the overall effort or provide security for an individual dig, all the while helping the United States preempt terrorist actions in denied areas. Perfect cover in my mind, but less than perfect in others—especially when Jennifer was brought into the mix.

			Kurt Hale, the commander of the Taskforce, had tentatively agreed to allow us to start the company, and we even had a name—Grolier Recovery Services—but I had more in mind. I wanted to operate like I had in the past. And I wanted Jennifer to do the same, which was unorthodox, to say the least. After all, she was a civilian. And a female.

			Jennifer walked back to the shooting line, sizing me up. Basically, shutting me down. She said, “I could give a flip what the Taskforce thinks about me. I am who I am. Take it or leave it.”

			Here we go.

			The Taskforce was a he-man, women-hating organization like no other. You hear about Wall Street in the ’80s or NFL football teams, but none held a candle to a bunch of operators who’d spent their lives in a Darwinian arena where getting to the top of a career field didn’t mean risking bankruptcy or free agency, but death. There was no comparison.

			We were the perfect gentlemen with our families, but definitely Neanderthal in our perceptions of the fairer sex when it came to the job. Getting Jennifer into Assessment and Selection was a hurdle in and of itself. Getting her through it would be damn near impossible. I knew this because I would have been the first person who would have cut the legs out from underneath her.

			Before she’d saved my life, that is.

			I said, “Jennifer, I know I’m walking on thin ice, but please understand that nobody in my world wants you to succeed. Nobody. They hate the idea of you as an operator because of your gender alone. You need to be better than they were at A-and-S. Better than a man. Better than me.”

			I handed her the pistol. She took it, shaking her head. She said, “There’s no way I can be better than you guys. I’ve seen you and Knuckles. You’ve had years of training. I can’t duplicate that in a few months. I don’t think I could ever reach that level.”

			I said, “Yes. Yes, you can. I’m not training you as a door kicker. You have your own unique skills to contribute. You have a talent few possess. I’ve seen it.”

			Fiddling with the Springfield, she looked up at that comment. “What talent?”

			“I can’t explain it. Look, you’re right. You can’t be better than me or Knuckles on an operation, but A-and-S isn’t an operation. It’s a selection course. It’s full of false shit and skills tests. You can beat it. I know you can beat it. The course is designed to be about seventy percent mental and thirty percent skills. I can give you the skills, and you have the mental ability already. I know it. You make decisions that are correct. That’s more important than the physical side.”

			She placed a magazine in the well, then racked the slide. She said, “Why do you care so much about what they think of me? Does their opinion alter yours?”

			I wasn’t sure how to answer that. At the end of the day, Jennifer was a college student. A much older student than most, but a college student nonetheless. A life lived in an academic environment protected from the real tragedy that occurs on the world stage. Our little detour to Guatemala for her uncle had pulled her from her cloistered college world and plunged her into a hammer-jack of firefights and feral violence. She’d done very, very well, showing real skill. But even then, I would be lying if I said I didn’t trust the opinion of a group of men I’d been under fire with.

			I punted, saying, “What they think only matters to get what I want. No more.”

			She took a two-handed grip and sighted down the barrel, her hands and stance looking okay to the uninitiated, but woefully pathetic to me.

			I said, “Stop. Here’s where we begin.”

			And we started shooting for real.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The drive from the makeshift range inside Francis Marion National Forest back to our office in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina took close to forty minutes. We spent the time with small banter. I tried to stick with the shooting, but she kept bringing the questions around to what to expect at Assessment and Selection. I gave vague answers, which annoyed the hell out of her.

			As the name implied, Selection was all about figuring out who was or was not a good fit for our little top-secret organization. There were plenty of physical skills that I was more than willing to help Jennifer hone, but at the end of the day, as I’d told her, it was mental. Giving away the secrets of what to expect would only taint the entire experiment. She needed to go into it cold, just like every male before her had. The minute anyone thought I’d given her an “answer key,” she’d be dismissed out of hand.

			Not that she wasn’t going to get dismissed anyway.

			Getting her a shot at A&S was proving damn near impossible. I hadn’t told Jennifer, because I didn’t want her to lose what little enthusiasm she had for the training, but so far it was being roundly dismissed. Since she had no military or intelligence experience, the entire notion was being treated as ridiculous. With all the fighting to get her in, her failing never crossed my mind. Neither did her reluctance to attempt it in the first place.

			We pulled into our brand-new office on Shem Creek, a marsh-front, townhouse-looking building that we leased for a song due to the depressed real estate economy in Charleston. Apparently, the previous tenant was some bank/brokerage/investment firm that had packed up its bags in the middle of the night and fled, leaving a healthy mortgage that had to be paid by the landlord.

			Jennifer questioned whether our little company even needed an office, but I was adamant. An office meant we were real. More than just a handshake between us. Much harder to sever ties—which was something I greatly feared she would do. Besides, it was right down the street from a couple of great creek-front bar and grills.

			I parked out front and let Jennifer get the door while I secured the firearms. By the time I’d gotten inside, she was on our little desktop computer, reading an e-mail with a look of wonder on her face.

			We hadn’t gotten around to renting a full-on office suite, so we shared the single desk, the rest of the room open with a scratched hardwood floor and a single vinyl chair in the corner, left over from the previous tenants.

			I opened a closet door and pulled out a weapons cleaning kit, the pungent smell of Hoppe’s No. 9 solvent filling the room. I sat in the cracked vinyl La-Z-Boy, small bits of stuffing coming out, and broke down the 1911, saying, “What’s up?”

			Still reading, she said, “It’s from my brother. He got us a job.”

			“Job? What are you talking about?”

			“Remember I told you about my brother? The reporter in Dallas? He did some story on UFOs in Roswell, New Mexico, and while he was there he ran across a guy in the preservation society. Apparently, there’s a site the guy believes contains Indian artifacts near the banks of a stream off the Pecos River. The owner of the land is about to build a dam there, burying the site underwater.”

			She looked at me as if that mattered, then scrunched her eyes when I apparently missed the glaringly obvious point.

			I said, “And? So what?”

			“Really? And they need someone to prove it’s an actual archaeological site. My brother told him about us locating the temple, and the guy subsequently found that article in the Smithsonian magazine about our trip. He wants to hire us to consult on the site so he can get a court order to stop the dam.”

			“Why us? He’s in a preservation club, right? Surely he does this all the time.”

			She scowled, not liking the logic of my words. Enamored of the thought of getting to dig around some old pottery shards, she was willing to ignore the obvious.

			She said, “I don’t know. Maybe he wants an outsider. Maybe he’s already exhausted his internal ability. What difference does it make? He’s willing to pay us.”

			“Jennifer, we don’t have time for this. You’ve got about three months before Selection, and we need every second of it.”

			She said nothing for a minute, then popped a hole in my balloon. “Pike, I heard you talking to Kurt. I know you want this really badly, but they’re never going to let me go. You need to face that.”

			As the commander, Kurt Hale was ultimately the person who would give her the green light to attend. He’d called yesterday to find out how our company was coming along, wanting to start seeding it with “employees” from the Taskforce, and I’d immediately begun needling him about Jennifer and A&S. He’d blown up, telling me in no uncertain terms she wasn’t going. Period. I hadn’t realized Jennifer had heard.

			I said, “That’s just him talking. I’ll get him to agree, and when he does, you need to be ready. He’s not going to wait. We don’t have the time to waste going to New Mexico.”

			“Pike, it won’t take long. All we need to do is confirm or deny the presence of an indigenous civilization, then write a report. He’ll do the rest. Just let me give him a call and figure out the left and right limits.”

			Knowing I was going to lose, I said, “We go, and you still have to train in the evenings. Okay?”

			She gazed at the ceiling as if praying for patience. She said, “Let me call first. It might all be a moot point.” 

			* * *

			A. J. Sweetwater hung up the phone and said, “They’ve agreed to come.”

			The man he knew as Chris said, “And will they be able to stop the dam?”

			A.J. hoisted his jeans up over his hips and said, “They can slow it down. Long enough for you to do what you want.”

			“That’s sounds suspiciously like what you said originally. When I paid you the first time. Your word alone, as the president of the Historical and Preservation Society, would cause a pause in the work. That didn’t happen. Now you want me to pay more money.”

			Sweetwater heard a veiled threat and wondered if Chris was lying to him about why he wanted the dam stopped. Claiming to be a member of one of the many nutty UFO groups that clung to Roswell like a bad rash, he’d stated there was evidence of an alien crash on the rancher’s land and his group wanted to find it. But he acted like none of the alien groupies that Sweetwater had met in the past. Slightly off-kilter folks, wearing clothes out of date and always talking about the latest theory on the Roswell incident so long ago, they could be spotted from across the street. Not so with Chris. No, wearing what looked like expensive clothing for a safari, Chris rarely said a word and had a cloud of menace about him.

			Sweetwater said, “I’ve never had a rancher say no to me in the past. Most everyone lets us at least explore for Native American artifacts. We bring in these experts and we’ll have official paperwork backing up our claim.”

			“Why them? Why not someone from here? Aren’t there government agencies that do this?”

			“Well, yeah, but I didn’t think you wanted any government types involved. On top of that, we need someone from out of town. The stuff I planted will fool an outsider, but someone who makes a living looking at New Mexico archeology will know it’s not kosher. I can call them off if you want.”

			“No. No government. When will they get here?”

			“They said they’d fly in today, so I can see them tomorrow morning.”

			“Okay. I’ll pay for their services, but they’d better slow down the process. My people need some time to search. If this doesn’t work, you’d better learn to scuba dive.”

			Sweetwater smiled at the joke, the grin sliding off his face at the absolute lack of humor on Chris’s face.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Jennifer tried one more time to break Pike out of his foul mood, but he was having none of it. He’d climbed behind the wheel of their rented pickup full of gear, and let her ride shotgun as the sole conversationalist with Mr. A. J. Sweetwater in his own Ford F-150.

			An affable farmer-looking guy with a wispy mustache and a pronounced Adam’s apple, Sweetwater was dressed like everyone else she’d seen in Roswell—blue jeans, leather belt, plaid shirt, and straw cowboy hat. He didn’t seem like he had a doctorate in American history, but that’s what he claimed.

			Pike had been grouchy since they’d woken up this morning. She’d walked down the hall and knocked on his door, the cheap hotel varnish doing nothing to add weight to the seriousness she felt about their mission. He’d answered buttoning his shirt, noticeably having not shaved. She knew he’d done it because it aggravated her. He’d been trying to push her buttons since they’d flown out from Charleston the day before.

			They’d gone down to the free breakfast and Pike’s attitude had grown worse.

			“This is the breakfast? Some bananas with black spots and a box of doughnuts? I should have found the hotel.”

			Now getting a little piqued, she said, “This is what Mr. Sweetwater recommended. I didn’t think you tough guys cared where you stayed.”

			“Yeah, well, I don’t like paying for bed bugs. I should have moved us last night when we saw the place.”

			“You couldn’t. This is where they’re shipping the ground-penetrating radar.”

			He’d said, “Ground-penetrating what?”

			“Pike, it’s an archaeological dig. I can’t just look at the dirt. We need to see if there’s anything under the ground. Walls, wells, graves, that sort of thing.”

			“Who’s paying for this shit?”

			She told him. And that’s when he’d really become grumpy.

			Jennifer, riding with Sweetwater, made sure their pickup with Pike at the wheel was still behind them, then turned back around to the front just as Sweetwater took a left turn off Highway 2, heading east on a dirt road, bouncing along and leaving a dust cloud like a mini-tornado in their wake. She said, “How much farther?”

			Sweetwater said, “’Bout ten minutes, give or take. How long will it take to get this done?”

			“Depends on the size of the plot. From what you said, we should be able to finish in a day. I did my research on the flight over, reading through the archives from the Office of Archaeological Studies at the Museum of New Mexico, so I’m up to speed on what to expect.”

			Sweetwater looked a little queasy at the statement, something Jennifer tucked away for no good reason. Just a tidbit that was worth filing in her subconscious. She continued, “As a matter of fact, they’ve done quite a few surveys around here, locating sites from both the Ceramic and Archaic periods. Why didn’t you just have them do the investigation? It was no trouble getting them on the phone, and they seemed a little surprised that you’d brought us in.”

			Sweetwater looked downright nauseous at her words. He fumbled a little with the radio dial, trying to get something to come in, then said, “Well, that’s mighty big of them to say that now. All I care about is preventing the loss of indigenous artifacts, like an Apache migratory campsite or some other settlement. When I talked to them, they said they’d put it in the queue for survey, but that wasn’t going to work with the dam being built.”

			Jennifer took Sweetwater’s words at face value, catching Pike’s visage behind the wheel in the side mirror, all venom and disgust at the entire effort, bouncing along behind them and eating all their dust. She focused back to the front, smothering a smile.

			She’d spent a great amount of time trying to figure out what made him tick, and had given up. Whenever she thought he was intolerant or chauvinistic, he would end up surprising her, showing a softness that was completely out of character.

			He could be more trying than any man she’d ever met, but she held the edge and she knew it. Pike could threaten all day long, but there was a connection with him that was real. She knew, beyond the grumpiness, no matter what she did, he liked her. Which was a high school way of saying he had a crush on her, and also pretty much summed up their relationship. A sort of twisted juvenile bond between grown adults. A stagnant level she tolerated because his ability to connect had been short-circuited by the loss of his family. Pike might be capable of killing men with a soda straw, but he had no skills operating in her world, and it was so easy to twist him about, something she enjoyed. Up to a point.

			Pike had once saved her life at great risk to his own, with nothing for a reward other than the fact that she’d lived, and she would never forget that. He could stomp and scream all he wanted, with her tweaking him at will, but at the end of the day she would do what he asked. And he would do the same in return.

			But it was fun tweaking him.

			They bounced over a set of cattle guards and Jennifer saw the line of foliage marking the Pecos River off on the horizon, a small tributary from it snaking out in the desert scrub-oak toward them. Sweetwater pulled the truck up short and she saw construction in the distance, a bucket-loader with piles of sand next to it.

			The dam.

			Sweetwater said, “Well, this is it. You see the tractor up there? That’s the head of the dam. From there to here I’ve found some artifacts, but I’m not sure if they’ve just been washed out by the river, or if this is really a settlement worthy of excavation. As you know, the river has probably moved two hundred feet in the last hundred years, so what I need is your official call on whether we can get an injunction on that dam. He gets it built, and whatever is here disappears.”

			Having stopped behind them, Pike came up in time to hear the end of the conversation. He said, “Who owns the land? They know we’re here?”

			“Yeah, they do. They’re continuing to build, but told us we can search as long as we want. Well, as long as we can, I guess.”

			Jennifer exited the vehicle and saw Pike scowl about something. She glanced back and caught Mr. Proper Farmer Sweetwater gazing at her bottom as she stepped down. Which would be enough for Pike to start cracking heads just to let off some steam. He had no tolerance for anyone treating her as anything less than a scientist. Sweetwater caught the glare and quickly wandered down the stream bank, staring at the ground.

			She quickly opened the tailgate and said, “Give me a hand with the GPR.”

			Pike said, “Yeah, great. Three thousand dollars against a profit of two thousand. Sure. Let me help you with that.”

			He leaned in and grabbed the outside edge of the cradle for the ground-penetrating radar, an all-terrain chassis that looked like a shell for a lawn-mower engine, only with larger wheels.

			She saw his aggravation building and decided she’d had about enough. It was time to curb his little tantrum, and she knew she could. She brushed up against him and said, “Hey, I found a gym near our hotel. I told you I’d work while we’re here. We can’t shoot, but we can do the grappling stuff. Right?”

			He jerked the chassis to the ground and stood up, wiping his brow. Glaring at her. She said, “Okay, stop the crybaby crap.” Well, she said that on the inside, anyway. Outside she leaned into the bed of the truck and pulled the GPR unit toward him, waiting.

			She felt him slide in next to her, grasping the outside edge of the GPR, their bodies touching, and knew she’d won. But she didn’t dare show anything.

			He said, “All right. You want to find a bunch of old pottery shards, I guess I can waste a few hours. But you’ll pay it back on the mat.”

			She looked at him and saw the same unshaven, gruff growl. She elbowed his short ribs and he jerked away, grinning. And just like that, they were back on an even keel.

			Jennifer heard Dr. Sweetwater shout something and left the GPR setup to Pike, running over to see what he’d found.

			He said, “See! Right here! There are artifacts on the edge of the stream. Out in the open. This was a settlement.”

			He held up what looked like an arrowhead, and she bent down, picking up some pieces that may or may not be ceramic shards. She gently set them aside and said, “Well, maybe, maybe not. This is a floodplain, after all.”

			Sweetwater scowled and said, “This should be enough for further exploration. Write it up.”

			She said, “I will. After I sector the land with the GPR.”

			Pike came over dragging the lawnmower device, the GPR now settled inside. Sweetwater said, “Okay, okay. We’ll talk to you at, say, nine A.M. tomorrow?”

			Jennifer said, “Sounds good.”

			By the time he’d driven away, Pike was grumbling about the terrain, pushing the ground-penetrating radar over the rocks, manhandling it every fifty seconds.

			She caught up to him and said, “Hey, something strange is going on here.”

			He jerked the GPR forward, saying, “You mean besides me just running this thing back and forth without knowing what I’m looking at?”

			She grinned at him and said, “You don’t even have it calibrated.”

			He stopped and wiped his brow again, grinning back. “Okay, smart-ass. What’s so damn strange?”

			“Sweetwater led me right to a couple of artifacts, but they’re completely out of time with each other. There’s no way both are sitting at ground level.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean they’re both old as all get-out, but way, way out of time. It’s like someone from a thousand years in the future found a stone axe and a microwave oven. They don’t match.”

			“So what are you saying?”

			She fiddled with the keyboard of the GPR, going through the sequence to get it calibrated for the terrain they were on. She said, “I’m not saying anything yet. They could have been exposed by flooding here in the riverbank, and not tied to each other. Let’s get a grid search with the GPR. We don’t find anything with it, and we can write this off.”

			Pike started pushing, muttering, “You mean write this off as a tax loss?”

			She gave him a hip check, and he smiled. Telling her he was okay with the entire trip.

			They had traversed about two-thirds of the available terrain, finding nothing, when Jennifer said, “Whoa. Stop right there.”

			“What?”

			“There’s something here.”

			She bent down and stuck a little flag in the ground, saying, “I don’t know what it is, but it’s only about a foot down. Since it’s in the floodplain, it might be an old log. But it also might be the remains of a pueblo wall.”

			When she heard nothing, she looked up, seeing Pike gazing into the distance.

			“What?”

			“Someone’s coming. From the other side of the creek.”

			She looked up and saw a dust cloud approaching at a high rate of speed. A four-by-four slid to a stop opposite them. A man wearing one of those ubiquitous straw hats and sporting a full mustache exited. With a shotgun.

			Pike immediately went into combat mode, pushing Jennifer behind him and getting ready to fight. The man stormed across the creek, heedless of the ankle-deep water. He never brought the gun to bear, but the threat was there nonetheless.

			He said, “What the fuck are you two doing on my land?”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Rudy Chamfer watched the truck bounce away across the scrub, headed to Highway 2. He pulled out his phone. He waited for it to connect, wondering if he should have called while they were still under his control. A man answered.

			“Hey, I just chased off two people searching the riverbank.”

			“Did they find anything?”

			“Not that I could see. They had some contraption and was running it about, but they didn’t seem to have any focus.”

			“So there’s nothing to stop the dam?”

			“Not as far as I know, but I’m not a scientist. I don’t know what they have.”

			The man cursed in the phone, and Rudy saw his cattle lease going up in pottery shards and government red tape. He said, “I’ll get it built. Don’t back out on me now.”

			The man said, “I can find plenty of leases to graze my cattle. You’re the one that said you could provide water. I don’t have a lot of time to wait. I have to put them somewhere.”

			“I hear you. Don’t worry. The dam will be built in time. I’m on schedule.”

			“Who were they?”

			“A company from Charleston, South Carolina. Some archaeological firm called Grolier Recovery Services. They claim that they had permission to explore.”

			“Really? How would they have permission?”

			“They don’t, dammit. Someone told them they did.”

			“You know where they’re staying?”

			“Yeah. They gave me all their information. They wanted to clear up what they thought was a misunderstanding.”

			“Where is it?”

			I spent the rest of the ride back into Roswell in a fine stew, refusing to talk. This whole endeavor was ridiculous. I was sweating out in the middle of the New Mexico desert, pushing a lawn mower on steroids, only to get confronted by a guy and a shotgun. I couldn’t believe the damn junior varsity bullshit. Sweetwater hadn’t even gotten permission to check out the guy’s land.

			Jennifer tried to mollify me, saying, “Hey, we found something. At the end of the day, even with the sorry coordination, we need to check that out. We can’t let it get flooded.”

			I said, “I could give a shit about that. What I really want to do is punch Sweetwater in the face.”

			We connected with Highway 285 and entered downtown Roswell. Once again in the land of fruits and nuts, the drab surroundings doing nothing for my mood.

			We passed the vaunted, world-renowned UFO museum, looking like a snake-show on a dirt highway in Florida, and Jennifer said, “Pike, you need to come to grips with the fact that a lot of our work won’t be commando missions. It’s a slow, hard, dirty toil. The payback is the site itself.”

			I said nothing. She continued. “You said if I started this business with you that fifty percent would be real scientific work. You said we needed to prove our cover in order to use the cover. This is just that fifty percent.”

			I pulled into our hotel and she said, “Okay. Look. Let’s get to the gym. You can show me some commando stuff and then sleep in tomorrow. I’ll handle Sweetwater. I’d rather you didn’t come to the meeting.”

			I put the truck in park and said, “All right. I’m okay with that. But you’d better put your game face on. I’m a little aggravated.”

			Thirty minutes later we were rolling around on the mat at a local gym just off Main Street. It was privately owned in a crumbling, cement cinder-block building, but I’ll be damned if it wasn’t pretty good, with a complete assortment of free weights, cardio, and Cro-Magnon CrossFit gear. We found a corner in a yoga room that wasn’t in use and I went to work, teaching Jennifer the finer arts of kicking someone’s ass.

			I played to her strengths, stressing to her that her sole function in a fight was to do enough damage to get away. Never, ever to try to go toe-to-toe with another man—especially a man out to get her. She didn’t have the strength to do so, but she sure as hell had the flexibility and the quickness to escape, something I began to focus on.

			We went through a few drills of rapid strikes, techniques that should, if executed correctly, allow her to break contact. Once she had the confidence, I went in harder, bringing her to the ground to see what she would do. I got on top of her and she went into the guard, cinching her legs around my waist and attempting to wrap up my arms. Just like I’d taught her. Only this time the position broke my concentration, the closeness of her body distracting me.

			She swam out of my grip and flipped me over, ending up on top, and giving me a couple of pulled jabs to my head, her face glowing at the success.

			I said, “Damn it. You need to get up. Get away. Don’t continue the fight on the ground. Pound the guy like you did, but don’t maintain the position unless he’s out of the fight.”

			She said, “I could have pounded you. I chose not to.”

			She was gazing down at me, a lock of hair out of her ponytail, sweat between her breasts, a grin on her face. I became distinctly uncomfortable. “Okay. Let me up. Let’s go again.”

			“Let you up? No way.”

			I wrapped my own legs around her waist, grabbed her arm and drew it out, then flipped her, trapping her elbow in an arm-bar. I stretched out and she tapped, shouting in pain. I let go and she rolled away, punching me in the shoulder.

			“You asshole! You never know when to quit.”

			She stood up and stomped away. I felt my face flush, wondering if she knew why I’d done it. Wondering if she knew my weakness with her. I said, “Jennifer . . .”

			She said, “I’m done. I’ll see you tomorrow morning. I’ll take a cab to the hotel.”

			She left the yoga room and I felt like an ass. Like I always did whenever we got anywhere outside the range of just business partners. I punched the mat with my fist and heard, “You trying to hurt that thing?”

			I looked up and saw two men, both in jeans and T-shirts, both in good shape. One was bulky, with ropy muscles and veins standing out, his shirt a size too small. The other was tall and lanky. I stood, saying nothing. I wiped my head with a towel and walked to the exit. The bulky one blocked it, saying, “You the scientist doing the dig out south?”

			I paused, reassessing. I said, “Yeah. As a matter of fact I am.”

			He said, “Well, we’d like it if you just went back to Charleston. Head on home. There’s nothing to be found out there.”

			“If that’s the case, then you won’t mind us looking. We’re getting paid, and I need to show something for the effort.”

			He said, “Money isn’t worth it. Trust me.”

			The other man circled to my left, closing the door to the room. I reassessed again, elevating my awareness. Preparing.

			I said, “Okay. You got it. I’ll get out of here. I don’t like this damn place anyway.”

			The lanky one said, “Unfortunately, we need to make sure of that. You understand. A small lesson for you and your little girlfriend. Just a taste of what to expect if you don’t leave well enough alone.”

			The words slammed into me like a frontal punch. If they had two on me, they had someone on her. As I sit here. I gave up all pretense of defusing the situation, saying, “Get out of my way, right fucking now.”

			They looked at each other, a small smirk going between them. They had no idea of the shitstorm they had entered. They fully expected to tap me on the head a couple of times just to see me roll over crying, and I might have even let them do that, given the circumstances, but they’d made the mistake of threatening Jennifer.

			So it was too late. I fully intended to crush them with more violence than they’d ever seen. And I knew my intentions would bear fruit.

			I skipped forward and lanky man looked away in a juvenile attempt at a fake, then threw a wild right cross at my face. I raised my left arm, forming a triangle against my head in order to protect it. I took the brunt of the blow and immediately wrapped my left arm around Lanky’s right, trapping his elbow. I brought my right arm underneath his elbow and wrenched against the joint with great force, causing Lanky’s elbow to splinter upwards, against the direction it was intended to go. Before the damage had even registered in his brain, I dropped down and swept his legs out from under him, causing him to crash straight down on his back.

			From the ground I immediately lashed out with my right leg into the knee supporting the weight of muscle-man, doing the same thing with his joint that I had done with Lanky’s elbow. It gave with a crack and a subsequent scream from him as he hit the ground, writhing in pain.

			I sprang to my feet, but the fight was over. It had lasted about three seconds. Lanky was shrieking with the keening wail of a wounded rabbit, looking dumbfounded at his destroyed joint and waving it around like a macabre pom-pom, his splintered arm looking like something from a Photoshop trick, the elbow backwards. Muscle-head was rolling around on the ground as well, holding his shattered leg like Joe Thiesmann. I stalked toward him and he screeched at me, the sweat from the pain rolling off his head. I cut off the yell with a roundhouse kick to his skull, knocking him out as if he’d been hit in the forehead with a ball-peen hammer. Lanky was now all wide eyes and fear. I said, “Give me your fucking wallet.”

			He frantically used his good arm to dig it out, tossing it to the mat. I picked it up, put it in my pocket, then grabbed his hair with my left hand. I said, “If you’ve hurt Jennifer, I’ll be back to kill the both of you.”

			He started to say something and I hammered him right above the lip, feeling his nose shatter. He flopped over unconscious.

			I ran out of the yoga room, jogging to the exit, people staring as I passed by. I entered the parking lot and saw Jennifer on the ground, a man on top of her, his hand tangled in her hair, his other popping her face. I started sprinting and she flipped him just like she had done me, using her flexibility to swim against his hold until she was on top. She wasted no time pounding his head into the pavement, her fists driving through his skull as if she was trying to punch the ground. I reached the fight and saw he was gone. On the verge of being permanently damaged. I grabbed her arm. She whipped around, all feral and savage and I jumped back. She recognized me and quit fighting.

			I hoisted her to her feet and said, “Come on. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

			We ran to our pickup. I fired it up, squealing out of the parking lot. Once in the city I said, “I thought I told you to run. Not continue fighting.”

			She was still breathing heavily, the adrenaline coursing through her. She said, “I was afraid to give him the chance to get back on me. I’m not sure your advice was the best.”

			I glanced at her and grinned. I squeezed her hand and said, “I’m not so sure it was very smart either. I told you you could think on your feet.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Jennifer woke up the following morning, finding a note from Pike on the carpet by her door. She read it and sat down, holding it vacantly in her hand.

			Did some research. Going to check something out. Don’t meet Sweetwater until I get back.

			She glanced at the clock. 0915. She dialed Pike’s number. The phone rang, then went to voice mail.

			What is he up to?

			Last night they’d come back to the hotel long enough to check out, then had traveled south to a much seedier place than the one they’d been in before. The motel made no pretense of having anything like a free breakfast and Pike had paid with cash. All he was concerned about was whether it had free WiFi.

			Pike had been all business, running through his head what the attack had meant, positive it had something to do with their dig. She thought that was crazy, just as sure that it had been a random mugging. He’d claimed that the men who had assaulted him had mentioned the site survey, but her assailant had just attacked.

			She knew his past. Knew his secret world where nothing was what it seemed. She wondered if he wanted it to be something sinister. Wanted the mundane site survey to become an event that needed his skills.

			She’d demanded they go to the police and report the attacks, but he had refused, causing an argument like those they’d had when they were back in Guatemala. Back searching for her uncle, when life and death were on the line and he hadn’t listened to a damn thing she had said. Infuriating her with his superior know-it-all air. He’d appeared to come a long way since then, but tonight had proved that a sham.

			The last she’d seen of him was when she’d slammed her hotel door in his face, angry beyond words at his stubbornness. In truth, she should have gone to the police by herself, but she hadn’t. She was furious, but not to the point that she would deliberately go behind his back. Not yet.

			And now he was out playing private eye.

			Her phone rang and she snatched it up, hoping it was Pike. It wasn’t. She didn’t recognize the number, but identified his voice right away. Sweetwater.

			He said, “Hey, where are you guys? I thought we were going to meet at nine? Here in my office?”

			She said nothing, thinking about what Pike had said in his note about not going alone to meet Sweetwater. Then thinking about why they’d flown out here in the first place. She heard, “Hello? Anyone there?”

			She said, “Hey. Sorry. Pike’s not here and he has our rental truck. We did find something yesterday, but we got run off by the owner of the land. I thought you said this was coordinated.”

			“You found something? For real? Out at the site? What?”

			“I don’t know. Like I said, we were run off before we could excavate it.”

			“You going to write that up? Let me take it forward?”

			“Not until I know what it is. It could have just been a buried log.”

			“Well, when will you do that? I thought you said this would take a single day.”

			“Hey, I just told you we got run off by a guy with a shotgun. Don’t blame us for your shoddy coordination.”

			She heard nothing for a moment, the silence stretching out until it was her turn to say, “Hello?”

			He said, “Yeah, I’m still here. Sorry about the rancher. I don’t know what happened. Must have just been a mistake. Is that excavation the last thing you need to do before writing your report?”

			“Pretty much. We only had a little bit left to cover. If we had found something it would have settled the issue. The land would be worth protecting from the dam.”

			“Well, can you go do it now?”

			“I don’t have a vehicle.”

			“I’ll come get you if you want. I can help. I’ve done these sorts of things before in my job with the Historical and Preservation Society.”

			She thought one last time about Pike’s admonishment, then made her decision.

			“Yeah, come get me.”

			They were ten minutes out from the excavation site, still riding southeast on Highway 2, when Sweetwater’s phone rang. Sitting in the passenger seat, Jennifer only caught half the conversation, but it was enough to raise her interest.

			—Hey, Chris. What’s up?

			—No, they didn’t finish . . . Wait, wait. There’s good news. They found something.

			—I don’t know. We’re headed back out there right now to check it out.

			—Maybe twenty minutes.

			Sweetwater looked at her, said, “Yes . . . yes,” then hung up.

			She said, “Who was that?”

			They pulled up to the cattle guard that led to the rancher’s land. Sweetwater put the truck in park and said, “I think we should stay out here this time. Walk to the site from the road.”

			Jennifer said, “Why? If it was just a mistake?”

			“It was a mistake, but I haven’t had time to correct it. Better not to have the truck raise a dust cloud.”

			He opened the door and she said, “You didn’t answer my question. Who was on the phone?”

			“A guy that’s interested in seeing what’s out here. A member of the preservation society.”

			She exited and loaded her arms with paintbrushes and chicken-wire makeshift sieves, leaving the shovels to him. She said, “It sounded like he was yelling at you.”

			Trudging toward the dig site, she saw Sweetwater’s face flush. Just a small bit of red and a sliding of the eyes that made her wonder what he was hiding.

			Made her wonder if she should have heeded Pike’s warning.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			I watched the convoy of trucks enter through the gates and got an idea. Not the smartest one, but an idea nonetheless. Actually, outside of an Indiana Jones movie, the odds of it working were pretty much nil, but there was no other way to get closer, and I’d seen everything I could from outside the perimeter. It wasn’t like they were going to shoot me if I got caught.

			I hope.

			Before something like that happened, I would at least like the chance to make up with Jennifer. Last night hadn’t been exactly pleasant. She’d wanted to report our attack immediately to the police, but given the threat the men had said to me in the gym, I wanted to find out what the hell was going on, and the police would do nothing to break that down. Instead, we’d simply get tied up with some Barney Fife who wanted to know what we’d done to provoke the attack.

			We’d had it out and she’d ended up slamming her door in my face. Pretty much like I was back in Guatemala chasing after her uncle.

			I’d stomped off to my room and, using the wallet I’d taken off the lanky man, I’d started drilling down on the Internet to find out who our attackers were. I’d found lanky-boy on LinkedIn and it turned out that he worked for a security firm called Blackhorse Tactical. He was ex-military, but I couldn’t get to his records to see what he’d done. The company website showed the usual outlay of such firms: flat range tactical firearms instruction, close quarters battle courses for law enforcement and military, protective services, and an assortment of other training venues.

			So I had the company he worked for, but no real linkage as to whether that was just a coincidence or actually tied to what had happened in the gym. Since the company was based out of North Carolina, on the surface it looked like coincidence. The guy was an independent contractor, so maybe he lived in Roswell in between jobs. Maybe.

			I didn’t buy that, though. Jennifer was convinced I was forcing something so I could go play commando, but it was just the opposite: Playing commando for years had given me a sixth sense about these types of events. I had a skill at sniffing out bad things. And this positively stank.

			Since I was at a dead end, I’d called the Taskforce, telling the intel weanie who answered to figure out if there was any connection. Within minutes, I’d gotten a call back from Kurt Hale, wanting to know what I was doing freelancing his intelligence cell. I laid out what I had and I’ll be damned if he didn’t side with Jennifer, saying I was seeing ghosts that didn’t exist.

			I’d gotten aggravated, saying, “Sir, just tell me if Blackhorse has any contracts in Roswell. I can’t find that out, but you can. If it’s nothing, it’s nothing.”

			He said, “Is this something to do with Jennifer? Are you trying to build up her resume with some contrived shit?”

			That really poked a sore spot. “Sir, I don’t have to build up her resume, damn it. You let her have a slot at Selection and she’d show you that.”

			“Pike, it takes more than a pretty face.”

			My voice low, I said, “You don’t think I know that? She’s smarter than anyone on the teams, but you’re just as big a fuckin’ hater as the rest of them. Too blind to see it.”

			I heard nothing for a second, then, “You’d better take a step back, sergeant-major. You keep talking about Jennifer, but I’m not even sure I want you back.”

			I hammered my hotel room wall with the edge of my fist. Like a twelve-car pileup on an icy road, I saw the damage all around me but was powerless to stop what was happening. I was sliding inexorably into the wreckage. I said, “Sir. Please. I’m sorry. Look, don’t make this about me. And whatever you do, don’t let my big mouth hurt Jennifer’s shot.”

			I heard him take a breath, once again becoming the commander I knew he was. “Okay, Pike. If you can show me that Jennifer’s got something to offer that I can’t get anywhere else, I’ll think about it. Maybe.”

			“That’s all I ask. Really.”

			He said, “Fine,” then nothing else. I waited, the silence drawing out to the point of becoming uncomfortable. Not knowing what else to say, I asked, “In the meantime, can you at least tell me if Blackhorse has a contract around Roswell? Something’s going on out here, and it stinks of government.”

			I heard, “You are killing me.” Then, “Crabtree, get your ass over here. Pike has some questions.”

			After five minutes with Crabtree, I’d learned that Blackhorse was a fairly small organization, without any cool-guy contracts. Far from what their website showed, they spent most of their time snapping up the refuse of government jobs. In this case, they had a perimeter security contract for a company called Aegis Solutions. An aerospace firm that did a bunch of top-secret things only alluded to on their website. And they were doing something in Roswell.

			Setting up shop on the old Walker Air Force Base south of town, Aegis was hip-deep inside the contracting world of the US government, but the Taskforce stopped trying to get details when they saw how classified the project was. Something “Top Secret” and “Eyes Only,” which in the aerospace industry usually meant a ton of money being dropped for very little return. Crabtree could have poked harder, but it would have meant risking exposure of our own organization. Ironically, Aegis would probably call our unit a ton of money being dropped for very little return. They might have an argument except for the fact that we actually prevented people from dying as opposed to simply paying for congressional votes.

			But I’m a little biased.

			I got the pinpoint location from Crabtree and told him not to worry. I’d figure it out for myself. I’d left the hotel with only an hour before sunrise, sliding a note under Jennifer’s door. I knew she’d be aggravated, but I wanted to find out what was going on. At the time, I figured I’d be back before she woke up. Now, I hoped she’d just stay put.

			Aegis had a sector of land on the old Walker Air Force Base that was now no longer used. Unfortunately, the base had also become the “international” airport of Roswell.

			Ever wonder why every airport in America is called “international”? Yeah, me too. In this case, the Roswell airport had taken over the runways of the old Air Force Base, with most of the remaining land leased out. Walker used to be a strategic nuclear strike platform, with a bunch of old bunkers all designed to launch a bomber with nukes before the fateful ICBM struck from Russia. Aegis had taken over one such platform.

			It was pretty ingenious, actually. Their back door was protected by the airport, which, after 9/11, had become a security nightmare. There was no way I was getting close by that route. So I went the other way.

			I’d traveled around to the front, then parked in the desert, going dismounted for a closer recce. I saw the perimeter fence and began probing every hundred meters, but the place was sealed up tight as a drum. The fence itself had razor tape on the top, and telltale strips of aluminum threaded in the chain link. It was wired for disturbance. If I tried to climb it, a sensor would alert, much like a spider waiting for a vibration in a web. Which told me something big was going on inside. Why have such an expensive security system unless you were protecting something?

			I’d worked in a lot of secure environments of three letter agencies—CIA, NSA, you name it. Very few had this level of security, and none were out in the middle of nowhere. It perked my interest, but I’d have to find another way to get inside.

			Using a pair of cheap binos I’d purchased at an all-night Walmart, I could see the bunker-like building and the hangars outside, but nothing else. By the time the sun had climbed in the sky I was no closer to finding out what the hell was going on. All I’d seen was a roving mounted patrol that ripped along the fence line every hour.

			I was considering heading back to the hotel when I saw a ribbon of dust in the distance. It approached the front gate and I ducked into the dirt. I was wearing drab clothing—a khaki shirt and some brown brush pants—so I was fairly sure they wouldn’t spot me in the ditch next to the gate, but it wasn’t a given.

			I was even less sure of my dumb-ass idea, especially considering the video cameras at the gate.

			The convoy advanced, a three-car motorcade, consisting of an SUV followed by a panel van and something else. The last vehicle came into view and I saw a black pickup truck with a large rear bumper. An arm came out of the SUV and punched a code. The chains began to move, the gate opened, and the convoy began to roll. The SUV cleared the fence and the panel van went forward, blocking the camera’s view of my side of the ditch.

			Before my conscious mind could protest, I rolled out and leapt to the rear of the truck, holding on to the tailgate and crouching on the bumper, praying that whoever was watching the camera feed had lost interest when the SUV guy had punched the code. I rode forward, wondering how embarrassing it would be to get caught like this, when I reached the far side.

			I dropped off, rolling in the dirt and waiting for the storm troopers to hit. Nothing happened. I scrambled into the bush.

			Now what?

			I wondered what the hell I was doing. Finding an alien experiment? Solving the X-files? What the was I hoping to accomplish?

			I crawled forward and surveyed. At first glance, the ground was devoid of cover. A stretch of desert full of scrub, it was clear all the way to the bunker building and hangar. No way to get closer. And now no way to get out.

			Studying the terrain, I saw it wasn’t as bad as I initially thought. It wasn’t possible to walk to the buildings, but, snaking forward on my belly, I could make it. There were enough folds in the earth to allow me to remain out of sight. It would suck, and I’d probably destroy my clothes, but I could cover the hundred meters on my belly without being seen. I’d be spotted for sure from the air, but I’d be invisible from the ground.

			I started forward, inching along when I heard the unmistakable thump of rotor blades beating the air. I stopped moving and fixated on the sound.

			There was a helicopter spooling up on the other side of the bunker. And it was going airborne.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Jennifer sluiced the dirt in her makeshift seine, finding nothing yet again. Sweetwater scooped out another thin layer and flipped it to her. She began shaking the chickenwire again, sorting out the dirt from the potential evidence of human existence from a bygone era.

			They’d been at it for about ten minutes, excavating around the small flag she’d placed earlier, and she was in heaven. Finally working toward a scientific find of an ancient civilization. She couldn’t help but feel the adrenaline of discovery. Something was down here, and, while she’d be disappointed if it ended up being a broken piece of fence line, she enjoyed the process. Much, much more than Pike would ever understand.

			He talked a good game about Grolier Recovery Services, and wanted her as a partner, but she understood why. He only wanted to use their company in the service of the US government. To bastardize it like a whore to facilitate operations that were questionable at best. As she sifted the sand back and forth, she realized he’d never understand the thrill of the hunt. Never want to get dirty solely for the joy of the find.

			She pitched the sand aside and waited for the next load, wondering if she was making the right decision. Wondering if Pike was worth the effort.

			Sweetwater sank the shovel in again and hit something. He brought the shovel up, intent on driving it past the resistance and she shouted, “Wait!”

			She scrambled over and pushed him aside. She grabbed a trowel and a paintbrush and went to work, scraping the ground with care. In thirty seconds she uncovered something. In sixty seconds, she was looking at her find in confusion.

			Sweetwater leaned over her and said, “What’s that?”

			She said, “I don’t know.”

			She scraped again, lengthwise, then used her paintbrush to clear off the dirt. What appeared was a section of a black obelisk, dull and checkered, like a length of carbon fiber. She scraped some more and reached the end.

			Sweetwater said, “Holy Jesus . . . Chris was right.”

			She turned to him and said, “What? Who’s Chris?”

			Before he could answer, a black SUV pulled up next to the riverbank from the access road, hitting the rough terrain full-on and spraying them with dirt, full of menace and unspoken power. The doors opened, spilling out men.

			Jennifer stood, seeing the dull gray of gun barrels sprouting like a bad rash. All trained on her.

			She raised her hands, confused, and heard Sweetwater say, “Chris, hey, she found it!”

			The lead man swung his butt-stock, hammering Sweetwater in the head and driving him to the ground. Sweetwater wailed and clawed the dirt, saying, “Chris, wait!”

			The man turned to her and said, “Get on your knees.”

			She did so.

			Sweetwater said, “She found it! Jesus, what are you doing? What’s with the guns?”

			The men closed around the dig site and began working much faster than she had, unconcerned with any damage to fragile archaeological relics. In seconds, they brought out a five-foot section of something looking like the blade of a helicopter, one end torn and showing a honeycomb substance like Styrofoam.

			The man called Chris said, “I told you to prevent the dam and that we would search. We would search.”

			Sweetwater said nothing, cowering. Jennifer said, “Sir, wait. I was hired to confirm or deny the presence of an archaeological site. That’s why we’re here. I’m not sure what we found, but it’s not his fault.”

			Chris lowered his weapon, exhaled and said, “Shut the fuck up.”

			A man behind him said, “What do you want to do now? They’ve seen it. They know we have it now.”

			Chris whirled and said, “You shut the fuck up too! Let me think.”

			Jennifer saw a trail of dust in the distance, from the other side of the creek, and thought she was going to be okay. The rancher coming to run them off again. An unexpected savior. She was wrong.

			Two four-door trucks blasted across the shallow creek, one breaking right, the other left, pinning the SUV. The doors blew open, and more men armed with assault rifles appeared, all dressed in tactical clothing full of bellowed pockets and rip-stop nylon. A man wearing a blue windbreaker held out his hand, a wallet with some type of gold badge within. He shouted, “Federal agents! Put down your weapons.”

			Still on her knees, Jennifer saw the man on her left drop his rifle and raise his hands. On her right, Chris said, “Bullshit! They’re Blackhorse!”

			Jennifer heard a peculiar snap in the air, a crack like a whip, and knew instantly what it was. She was one of the unfortunate few who had experienced a supersonic bullet fired at her in anger. She dove into the earth, clawing forward toward the cover of the creek bank as the men around her started firing.

			She went down on her belly into the creek and began crawling as the battle raged around her, rounds snapping over her head. She reached the far bank and scrambled upwards, peeking behind her. She saw a platoon of men, much more than the single SUV that had initially pulled up, all of them armed with assault weapons and firing. She heard a noise like a drowning hamster and saw Sweetwater behind her, begging for help.

			She pulled him up and said, “Don’t say a word. I give the command, and we run.”

			He nodded, eyes wide.

			She watched the firefight, seeing the rounds spray the dirt and hearing the puncture of sheet metal. She waited for the initial shock to wear off and the men to form some plan of attack. There was a lull in the fire and she heard shouting from the pickup trucks.

			Almost time.

			She heard a groan and something like a burp. She turned to find Sweetwater on his knees, throwing up. She said, “Get ready.”

			Sweetwater nodded, a sickly look on his face and a string of bile hanging from his lip to the ground.

			The men in the truck all rotated forward and she knew what was coming. The first round cracked and she shouted, “Now!”

			She began scrambling on her belly as fast as she could, knowing all the men would be focused on the fight. She went as far as she could on her stomach, then raised herself to her elbows, clawing the dirt and flying forward. Eventually, she rose into a bear-crawl and kept going. She looked behind her and saw the firefight a hundred feet away. She rose to a crouch and heard a noise. She whipped to her left and was surprised to see Sweetwater still with her. She stood up and started running.

			They were fifty yards out, the sound of the fight behind them, when they heard the thump of the rotor blades.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			I crawled into the lowest terrain I could find, scrambling under a patch of scrub and held up fast, knowing that movement would expose me quicker than anything else. The helicopter lifted off from the other side of the bunker, a Bell 407, and came screaming across the terrain, skimming much faster than was necessary before it reached a good flight altitude. Apparently, it was going somewhere in a hurry.

			The rotor wash passed over me, and I was glad for my choice of attire. Jennifer always complained that I dressed like I was going to get shot at on a daily basis, but today it had paid off. Had I been wearing some fashionable spandex jeans and a froo-froo shirt, I’d have been caught dead to rights. I would have to remember to tell her that.

			When I saw her.

			I waited a bit, then began crawling forward again. It was slow going. A sniper stalk. When most people think of a sniper mission, they think of the shot. The single commando on a patch of rock pulling the trigger on some general from a mile away. That was true, but that wasn’t the heroic part. Getting to the patch of rock was what separated the men from the boys. Anyone with a modicum of skill could take the shot. Very few could get in position.

			I snaked forward, moving about a meter every minute, getting closer and closer to the bunker building. I saw men outside, milling about and smoking. Apparently, Aegis followed federal rules on tobacco. I waited until they went back inside and continued.

			When the bunker building was fifty meters away, I studied it. Mostly concrete, it had no windows that I could see, and had ramps leading down as if most of the building was underground. The primary entrance was composed of utilitarian metal doors with a new, state-of-the-art access badge panel. When nothing interesting happened, I veered toward the hangar, doing my little lizard crawl through the brush.

			I got close enough to see the rust on the old sliding hangar doors, like castle gates. Giant things, they gave off a sense of history that could have been Cold War majestic, but now were resigned to hiding some research project I wanted to see. The hangar was big enough for a blimp, but I doubted that’s what Aegis was involved in. Just above the rust was a balcony with a string of windows. I saw a man exit a door, walking on the corrugated metal and talking on a phone. He was agitated, waving his arms in the air.

			I waited, seeing what he would do.

			He punched the rail, shouted into the phone again, then hung up. He put both hands on the balcony and stared into the sky.

			I heard the blades coming back.

			I was now within fifty feet of the old alert tarmac and had nothing to hide me from the air but dirt. I was hidden from observation on the ground—and even the balcony, as I had some scrub in front of me—but I’d be easily seen by anyone looking down from the helicopter. I began clawing away from the hangar as fast as I could, snaking my way backwards and desperately trying to find a bit of cover. I saw a snarl of some sort of agave plant and curled around it just as the blades broke over me. I willed myself invisible.

			The helicopter landed right in front of the hangar, the rotor wash bathing me in dirt. I closed my eyes and let it settle, praying I hadn’t been seen. I heard the pilot cut power and the blades wind down. I snuck a peek, expecting to see a squad of men running toward me. What I saw was A.J. Sweetwater exit the helicopter.

			Followed by Jennifer.

			At first, I didn’t believe my eyes, but it was true. Jennifer and Sweetwater were being led into the hangar by a guy with a gun. Definitely not guests.

			What in the world?

			I watched them enter a door on the right of the hangar and disappear. I sat in the heat, thinking. What the hell was I supposed to do now? Call Kurt? Call the police? Call the A team?

			One thing was for sure: I couldn’t do anything from here. I needed to get outside the threat. Needed to come up with a plan. I was almost positive the gunslingers weren’t going to bring any harm to Jennifer or Sweetwater inside the facility. If they had wanted to hurt them, they could have done it at any time, landing the helicopter in the middle of the desert. The fact that they’d brought them here meant they weren’t going to kill them.

			Unless the pilot didn’t have the authority to do anything.

			Maybe he chickened out and punted to higher command. Maybe they’re going to kill them right now, then order the pilot to dump the bodies.

			My back-crawl had made it within striking distance of the front gate when my indecisiveness was cut short by an SUV coming down the fence line on patrol. It circled the far side of the alert tarmac and headed my way. Not a big threat, as I could tuck into the earth and let it roll right by. Or I could use it to get me into the base, Indiana Jones–style.

			Fucking crazy.

			But not stupid.

			I let the vehicle get within fifty meters and made my decision. I stood up.

			The SUV swerved, then hit the gas, driving straight at me. I acted disoriented. It slammed on the brakes and a man stormed out, screaming, “This is private property!”

			He had a pistol on his hip, but hadn’t drawn it. I said, “Private property? This is a US Air Force Base. I’m allowed here. I’m a US citizen.”

			He took a look at my disheveled appearance, dirt on my clothes, and relaxed, glancing at his partner. He said, “You can’t be here.”

			I said, “Why not? I’m looking for UFOs. And you bastards are hiding them.”

			He snickered and said, “There aren’t any UFOs here. Get in the truck old man.”

			Which hurt more than he could know. The asshole was maybe twenty-five, and it wasn’t like I was using a walker. Something I’d be glad to show him in the next thirty seconds.

			I got in the back, behind the driver, seeing a Blackhorse Tactical sticker on the window. I said, “Can you guys take me back to Roswell?”

			The driver said, “We’ll take you back to the front gate, but first you’re going to tell us how you got in here.”

			The other man closed my door and began circling to the passenger seat, going the long way around the bed of the truck. Leaving me alone, in the back seat behind the driver, free to do what I wanted.

			Some security.

			I snaked my arm around his head and cinched it into his neck, choking him out while the other man was still walking around to the passenger door. By the time he had opened it, I had the driver’s pistol out. I said, “On your knees.”

			His eyes as wide as dinner plates, his hands in the air, he dropped, squeaking out, “You’ll regret this.”

			I thought, That’s the best you can come up with? You need to watch more Clint Eastwood.

			I tapped him in the temple with the butt of the pistol, just hard enough to knock him out. He screamed and hit the ground, rolling around and holding his head.

			Damn it.

			I jumped on his back and pummeled him with the barrel until he was unconscious. Probably doing more damage than I wanted.

			Clint never had that trouble.

			They were both wearing a cheap security uniform with a Blackhorse logo on the breast. I stripped the driver, who was the bigger guy, and rolled him into the dirt next to his partner. I put on the jacket, forgoing the pants. I was betting that as a subcontractor the Blackhorse guys would know each other, but the prime contractor Aegis wouldn’t. You’d think that was a stupid bet, but having worked in the security world, it had an even chance of being true.

			And I had nothing else.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			I turned the truck around and headed straight toward the hangar, my adrenaline growing with each passing meter. My inner voice was telling me to run to the front gate. To get out and call in the calvary. That was the safe play, but all I could think about was the chance—no matter how small—that something bad was going to happen to Jennifer in the next few minutes. I might look like a jackass in the city jail in the next hour, but that would be worth it if the alternative of doing nothing meant Jennifer getting harmed. I knew if that happened it would be like putting a gun to my head.

			And pulling the trigger.

			I put the vehicle in park next to the hangar doors, seeing nobody. I killed the engine and waited a second. Nothing happened. I exited, holstering the pistol I’d taken from the driver. I stood outside the vehicle, waiting yet again. Nobody came out.

			I walked to the side entry, dwarfed by the giant sliding hangar doors looming over me like something from a medieval castle. The human-sized door was an old metal thing; it looked like it had been there since the bombers were staged to fly to Moscow. Grafted to it was a modern card reader and keypad. Above the frame was a camera.

			I knocked, the metal giving a hollow gong sound. I turned and looked up at the camera, making sure whoever was inside could see the Blackhorse logo. I heard footsteps and put my hand on the butt of the Glock. If it was another Blackhorse guy, I’d need to be quicker than him on the draw. It swung open, revealing a small, balding man wearing a lab coat.

			He said, “What do you want? You guys aren’t allowed in here. You know that.”

			I visibly relaxed, stepped forward out of camera range and drew the Glock. I pushed it into his gut and raised a finger to my lips.

			I shoved him back, letting my eyes adjust to the gloom. I saw two large objects about the size of those short school buses, both covered with tarps. The nylon tried to hide exactly what they were, but the outline showed wings. Behind them was some weird-looking aircraft thing all wired together, black carbon-fiber pieces held in place like a giant jigsaw puzzle, reminding me of a safety board reconstruction of a crashed airplane. Two other men were talking in an office on the right.

			“They found the last piece. We should be cleared for continued testing now.”

			“So what? It won’t do any good. We need to go back to square one.”

			“No fucking way. The cost overruns are out of control. Congress is looking now. All we need is a partially successful test. Something to show progress.”

			One of the men exited the office. Carrying a clipboard and wearing another lab coat, he was still talking to whoever was inside. “We can’t fake a test, everyone will see right—”

			The sight of me brought him up short. He regained his composure and said, “Hey, what are you doing? You’re not cleared for this area. I’m getting sick of telling you knuckle-draggers that.”

			He stomped forward. “Did you hear me? Get out!”

			I did nothing, letting him get inside our little world. He saw the gun and went pale. I pushed the first man toward him, saying, “Both of you get in the office.”

			They did so, hands in the air. The third man was sitting behind a cheap metal desk with a computer, wearing a suit with the tie loosened around his thick neck. He saw the two marching forward like prisoners from a World War II movie and said, “What is this?”

			I appeared from behind them, waving the pistol like it was cotton candy from the fair. I said, “Sorry. I’m looking for some friends of mine. They just came in on the helo out front.”

			You would have thought I’d said I was looking for the Roswell alien spaceship. Lab coat dropped his clipboard, his mouth opening and closing with nothing coming out. His partner fell to his knees, moaning nonsense. The suit reached for a phone on his desk. I grabbed lab coat’s head by the hair and slammed his skull into the desk, letting him drop. I ignored the blubbering scientist on the floor and closed the distance to the suit, trapping his hand and causing the handset to drop. He actually swung a fist at my head, a girly little roundhouse. I took the blow without moving, then twisted his wrist, causing him to wail. I cut the noise short with three rapid strikes to his jaw and temple. He slumped back in his chair, unconscious, and I turned to the blubberer.

			I said, “I don’t want to hurt you but, trust me, I will. Where are they?”

			He looked at me like I was the devil and pointed outside the office, up in the air. I glanced back and saw a balcony circling the hangar. “Up there?”

			He nodded.

			I said, “I appreciate your honesty. Unfortunately, I can’t let you go.”

			He said, “I’m a scientist! I didn’t do anything. I don’t deserve this!”

			I heard the words and couldn’t believe he’d uttered them.

			Perfect.

			I said, “Deserving’s got nothing to do with it.” And punched him right above the nose. He collapsed in a heap and I got to marvel that I’d actually used one of my favorite movie lines.

			Karma was in my court.

			I ripped off his access badge and raced upstairs. I paused outside the first door I came to, listening. I heard a man inside questioning, then Jennifer shouting. I tried the knob, but it was locked. I heard a slap, and that was enough. I saw a keypad to the left and waved my stolen keycard. The light flashed red. The door remained locked. I put my back to it and mule-kicked, ready to explode inside and start the slaughter.

			It didn’t budge.

			Damn it.

			The shouting stopped.

			Time for Indiana Jones.

			I knocked.

			Nothing happened for a second. I heard a shuffle, then a muffled, “What?”

			I said, “Boss wants to talk.”

			I was betting that it would be beyond the guy’s imagination that anyone evil could be kicking the door in this secure location. I was right.

			I heard the lock turn, and I moved to the left of the knob, the Glock at my side, out of sight. I hoped to bluff whoever was behind it long enough to get me in the room. When it swung wide, I saw that there would be no bluff.

			He wore a Blackhorse jacket just like mine, and recognized immediately I wasn’t part of his crew. He was quick, I’ll give him that. No confusion, no wondering why I had a jacket like his, no suspicious questions about what I was doing. He went straight for the Glock on his hip, trying to get it into play and kill me. I drove my right fist into his throat, causing him to stagger backwards a few steps and collapse to his knees. He struggled with his damaged esophagus and I cleared the remaining space with my own Glock, finding no other threats. I skipped forward and speared my knee into his face, the noise sounding like I had thrown a pumpkin against the wall.

			I turned into the room and saw Jennifer and Sweetwater on the floor, their hands tied behind their backs. Sweetwater was crying, a string of snot rolling out of his nose. Jennifer was beaming like she’d just found some old Indian relics. The sight made me grin. Until I saw her swollen eye.

			The damage drove a spike of rage into me. I turned to the man on the ground and she shouted, “Pike!”

			I looked at her and she said, “Don’t.”

			I didn’t. Because that’s what she’d asked.

			I untied her first, then went to work on Sweetwater. He was blubbering so hard I almost left him there. By the time I got him free Jennifer had the weapon from the guy on the ground and was at the door, peering out. I wanted to kiss her right there.

			She pointed at my jacket and said, “What’s with the storm-trooper thing? You couldn’t figure out another way in?”

			I said, “Truck’s right outside. And you have the wrong movie.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Sweetwater said, “I’m telling you, that was a piece of an alien spacecraft! That’s what we found out there. That’s what Chris wanted. I shouldn’t have kept it a secret, but I didn’t know he was trying to take it from the federal government.”

			I glanced at Jennifer to see what she thought. She stopped tapping on our laptop and glared at him, saying, “They weren’t federal agents, you jackass. I can’t believe you sucked me into a fake dig.”

			We’d made it out of the compound without getting shot, thankfully finding out the front gate was operated by a pressure plate on the inside instead of being controlled by a human. We’d driven straight back to our little dump of a motel, listening to Sweetwater spill his guts.

			Apparently, the guy named Chris had approached him about stopping the dam construction under the auspices of finding ET’s station wagon, and had paid him a ton of money to use his preservation society to do so. When that had failed, Sweetwater had gone into the archives and grabbed a bunch of old artifacts. He’d spread them out on the riverbank near the construction site, then had brought us in.

			Jennifer was as angry as I’d ever seen her, and I was pretty sure it was because her little “real-world” job had turned out to be a chimera, making her look like a fool.

			The Blackhorse Tactical guys had kept up the “federal agent” angle, saying that Chris and his minions were actually foreign spies, and that Jennifer and Sweetwater had either stumbled upon a top-secret project as patsies or were in league with the foreign evildoers.

			Sweetwater said, “I don’t want to go to jail. We should turn ourselves in. Running makes us look like we’re guilty of something.”

			I said, “One of us is guilty. I ought to pound the shit out of you.”

			He shrank into the stained motel chair, not saying a word. I continued, “It wasn’t a UFO. It’s something else. Something that’s definitely tied to the federal government, but Jennifer’s right: Those men weren’t agents. They were local security for Aegis Solutions. That hangar has something inside it that they want to keep secret—and not just from civilians. They want to keep it secret from everyone, including the government.”

			Jennifer turned the computer toward me and said, “Take a look at this.”

			I leaned in saying, “What is it?”

			She said, “Last month there was a freak rainstorm. A bunch of ranchers out near the Pecos River said they saw something crash during the storm. The area was immediately cordoned off by government types.”

			I scanned the news article and saw it was more about bullshit UFO conspiracy theories than anything that could help us. I said, “You think this is connected?”

			“Maybe. That little creek where they’re building the dam would have been a flash-flood river. Maybe whatever crashed broke apart, and pieces of it were washed downstream.”

			I thought about what I’d seen inside the hangar and the conversation between the two lab rats. Then about how this was absolutely not my problem.

			She leaned back and put her hands behind her head. I could see the gears turning. “What?”

			“Nothing. Just had a thought.”

			“Well, spill it.”

			She sat up and said, “Okay. We know something crashed and they cordoned off the wreck. Suppose they tried to gather up the pieces, but they couldn’t find them all. The creek’s a raging river, so they have to wait until the storm passes and it subsides. When that happens, they scour the terrain but come up empty. Now, another team is out there, maybe a foreign government. Aegis is more concerned about keeping them from finding it than an actual recovery, so that’s what they focus on.”

			I saw where she was going. “By burying it under the water of a man-made lake . . . I’ll be damned, no pun intended. You’re pretty fucking smart.”

			She scowled theatrically at my cursing and I quickly said, “Pretty friggin’ smart . . .”

			She broke into a real smile and I returned it, feeling the connection. Like a bad wingman in a bar, Sweetwater shattered the mood, saying, “I still think we need to go to the police. There was a shootout today. People died.”

			I really wanted to punch him.

			I said, “You do what you want to do, shithead, right after you write us a check.”

			“What? A check? You didn’t do what I hired you for.”

			I leaned into him, saying over my shoulder, “Jennifer, what did he hire us for?”

			“To confirm or deny a site of archaeological significance in advance of a dam’s construction, thereby preventing its loss.”

			With my eyes locked on his, I said, “And did we accomplish that objective, Jennifer?”

			“Yes. We determined that the area in question, while it contained artifacts from several different epochs, was not in and of itself of any archaeological significance. Mainly because the artifacts had been scattered about by the jackass that hired us.”

			I put my hand on his shoulder, causing him to flinch. I said, “Now, if you like, we can put that in a report, of which a copy will go to the preservation society. I’m sure they’d like to know how their hard-gained artifacts were being used by their president. Either way, get out your damn checkbook or I’ll take it out of your hide.”

			I expected Jennifer to stop me, but she didn’t. She just sat there with a scowl on her face, her arms crossed, glaring.

			He raised his hands and said, “Okay, okay. I’ll pay what we agreed to. No need for a report.”

			He stood, saying, “What now?”

			“Well, we’re getting the hell out of here, so you can mail us the check. You understand, of course, what will happen if you don’t, right?”

			“Yes, yes, I get it. Geez. I meant what about me?”

			“Honestly, I don’t know. You’ve gotten yourself tangled up with some serious men. From what Jennifer said, Chris is more than likely dead. On the other hand, the guys from Blackhorse Tactical are definitely alive, and probably pissed. You’re a witness to what happened out in the desert. If I were you, I’d think long and hard about a vacation at least two states away. Maybe a permanent vacation.”

			His face drained of color. He said, “I can’t do that. I can’t just up and leave. I have a job. I have family. . . .”

			“Should’ve thought about that before you started taking money for a fraud.”

			Jennifer said, “Pike. We can’t just leave him here. They were going to kill the both of us today before you showed up. You heard what happened at the river. They slaughtered those guys, and I’m sure they buried the bodies out in the desert. He’d last ten minutes in this town.”

			“And how is that my problem? We came out here to conduct an archaeological survey based on his lies. Might I remind you that it was you who said I was creating conspiracies? That it was all about the dig? Well, that’s done. He’s made his own bed, and now he’ll lie in it.”

			Sweetwater said, “I’ll pay you. I’ll pay whatever you want.”

			I clenched my fist, willing it not to fly into his face. I said, “I’m not a fucking gun for hire, asshole.”

			Jennifer said, “No, you’re not. But you occasionally do the right thing. Just because it’s right. Like you did in Guatemala.”

			I exhaled, exasperated. I said, “Who shot first at the river?”

			“What? Why does that matter?”

			“Are you sure the Blackhorse guys pulled the trigger? I mean, they came out raising badges, like they were just trying to get everyone disarmed. Who fired the initial rounds?”

			“I . . . I don’t know. It could have been either side. It might have been Chris.”

			“Maybe that whole thing in the desert was nothing but self-defense. Yeah, they were faking the federal agent thing, but that was just to get their missing top-secret wreckage back. Maybe they were forced to kill everyone.”

			She said, “Pike, they were going to murder us. I’m sure of it. I could see it by how the security force acted. They took orders from the one with the badge—the one you beat up—but they were afraid to look us in the eye. Afraid to engage us in conversation. Because we were dead already.”

			“Jennifer, that’s just your gut feeling in the fear of the moment. You can’t prove that.”

			“If all they wanted was the wreckage back, then why did they chase us down with a helicopter? They already had the lost piece.”

			I had no answer to that. She said, “Because they didn’t want any witnesses, that’s why. There’s enough money involved here that Aegis is willing to murder to protect it. They’re covering up something, and it’ll probably end up getting a soldier killed some day. Is that what you want? Some contractor to make a fortune selling faulty equipment, getting rich off the blood of your brethren?”

			That is dirty pool. I raised my voice, “What do you want me to do? What the hell is the right thing here? You want me to go back to the hangar and murder all of them?”

			“No. Let’s figure out what the big secret is. Then jam it up their ass.”

			I snapped back at her words, actually impressed with her cursing. I said, “So that’s what you want? To risk your life for a bunch of contract cheats? That shit goes on all the time in the Defense universe.”

			Her eyes settled on me, and I saw something new. An awareness of the world she was entering. An understanding of her place, but also an understanding of her power to change it.

			She said, “Contract cheats are nothing. Those guys were going to kill me. I’d like to show them how big a mistake that was.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Sitting outside the wire, I watched an aircraft come into final approach for Roswell International, wondering yet again what magical ability Jennifer had to get me to do stupid things. She said, “How long are we going to wait?”

			Until this moment of insanity passes from my brain. “Until I’m ready, damn it.”

			She turned away with a scowl, saying, “It’s only three hours until daylight. You said it would take at least an hour to get through the fence. That doesn’t leave a lot of time for exploring.”

			It had been a full two days since our discussion in the motel room, and the Blackhorse boys had been running all over town trying to find us. Which had made it hard to conduct a proper surveillance of their facility.

			I’d called Kurt, relaying what we had and asking for some help. He’d gotten a little agitated, to put it mildly.

			“Are you telling me you went to Roswell, New Mexico for an archaeological dig, and instead you’ve killed a bunch of people in the desert? And you want me to do something about it? Are you out of your mind?”

			“Sir, I didn’t kill anyone. It’s Aegis and their Blackhorse Tactical security. I’m telling you they’re covering for something. I need to know what they’re up to in that hangar. You can find that out.”

			“Jesus, Pike. I don’t know what to do with you. I’m trying to convince the Oversight Council to use your damn company, and they’re already skittish as hell about you. This isn’t going to help.”

			“Sir, I didn’t do anything. They’re the ones that are killing. They kidnapped Jennifer, for Christ’s sake. If you don’t believe me, believe her.”

			“She’s involved in this too?”

			“Well, of course. She’s the one who came up with the theory—and it’s a pretty good one. I just want to prove it.”

			I heard nothing on the phone for a minute, then a sigh. He said, “Okay, look, I did a scrub after our last conversation. Aegis has a contract with Big Safari. They’re working on a new stealth UAV. An armed drone that carries a bigger payload than just hellfire missiles.”

			I took that in. So much for aliens.

			Big Safari was a classified program run by the US Air Force that focused on rapid procurement of all sorts of intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance platforms. Everything it touched was top secret.

			I said, “So that’s what crashed out there? A prototype of an invisible armed drone?”

			“Yeah. The SECDEF is a little agitated because of the cost. It was a no-bid contract, so others are saying it’s a money pit.”

			Which was the same old DoD story. In the past, Big Safari had generated some bad press because of its tendency for no-bid contracts, instead relying on the good ol’ boy network to get things done. A lot of defense types on both the industry and the government side had complained that the system didn’t allow for competition.

			“Well, I agree with him. I think it is a money pit. One thing’s for sure: The UAV’s not invisible. I heard two of the scientists talking. It doesn’t work, and they’re faking tests to keep the funding. That’s why they were so adamant about getting that little piece back. It would provide proof of their fake tests. This must be worth billions to Aegis. A long-term funding stream of maintenance and support, all backed up by their classified testing.”

			“You got any proof of that?”

			“No. But I’m going to get it. Will you help? All I need is someone to exploit their computers. I’ll gain the access.”

			“Pike, I can’t authorize this. I can pass along your suspicions to the SECDEF at the next Council meeting, have him talk to the Armed Services Oversight Committees and check out Big Safari, but there’s no way I can conduct an operation on US soil against a US corporation.”

			“Sir, there’s too much money floating around here. Congress will do nothing. It’ll just be cost overruns and delays, giving Aegis time to hide their flaws and present some bullshit report. All that will accomplish is the loss of more tax dollars. I’m not asking for a Taskforce team. Just some computer help. I’ll do it myself.”

			“Pike, the answer is no. Not a chance in hell. Besides that, Creed’s on leave.”

			Bartholomew Creedwater was a Taskforce hacker. A geek like all the others in the hacking cell, he was an expert at penetrating computer networks. Unlike the others, he’d actually done a ton of illegal hacking operations before seeing the light with the Taskforce. Given that, Kurt’s statement made little sense.

			Why do I give a shit if he’s on leave? It wasn’t like Taskforce computer operations shut down because of one man. Especially one who had no qualms about breaking the law.

			Hesitatingly, I said, “Yeah? Is he still in the building?”

			“How the hell would I know? Pike, get back home. You get caught doing stupid shit out there, and you’re on your own. No way will the Oversight Council let you back in.”

			Wow. Real subtle. I decided to poke him a little bit. “Understood, sir. But if the evidence falls in my lap, Jennifer gets a shot at Selection, right?”

			I heard a click, waited a bit, then said, “Hello? You still there?”

			Two nights later and I was sitting outside the Aegis compound with a pocket full of thumb drives, a computer geek on standby, and Jennifer lying in the ditch next to me. About to execute what I considered a marginal plan, at best.

			While waiting on the FedEx of hacking tools from Creed, Jennifer and I had done about as much reconnaissance as we could manage, dodging the big hulking four-by-fours the Blackhorse Tactical guys were using all over the city.

			When we were done, I was going to give them a little lesson on camouflage and blending in, but in the meantime, I’d found no weaknesses in their fence line. The only way in was through the front gate. It was impossible to remain undetected trying to cut through or climb the fence itself.

			Getting the gate open posed its own challenges. Around six P.M.—the latest seven—all the scientists went home. After that, the compound was left to the Blackhorse boys.

			We’d brainstormed quite a few different options, with Sweetwater actually suggesting we pole-vault over the fence. I wasn’t sure if he was succumbing to cabin fever or if he was just that stupid.

			Jennifer suggested a diversion, and that would work, up to a point. I could trigger a reaction by messing with the sensors on the fence, but I couldn’t get them to actually open the gate to leave the compound. They’d just inspect from the inside. I’d have to involve a third party to interest them enough to go outside the fence line, and the only one I had was Sweetwater. No way was I going to trust him to get away after a diversion. Not with some tactical guys frothing at the mouth to get him.

			It wasn’t that I had that much concern for his welfare. It was ours I was worried about, because once they caught him, he’d spill his guts that we were on the inside.

			In the end, I decided to cut my way through, which would require triggering the fence enough that they thought they had a sensor fault, then cutting a hole in between the inevitable increase in vehicle patrols—all while hiding said hole from discovery.

			It would take a lot of time. Which was why Jennifer had questioned my delay in execution.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			I said, “You ready to do this?”

			In the soft glow from the moonlight I saw her nod. I shook my head, internally hoping to see some reticence on her part. Anything to slow down this train. I said, “That damn badge isn’t going to work anymore. They know I took it.”

			She said, “I told you I’d climb. Anyway, you said it didn’t work on the door where I was held to begin with.”

			Part of our half-assed plan was using the access badge I’d taken off the scientist, but if it didn’t work because they knew they’d lost it, Jennifer was going to climb to the outside balcony where I’d seen the guy on the phone, break a window, then come down to the door from the inside and let me in.

			I had a bad feeling about the entire situation. From our reconnaissance, all the Blackhorse guys were either in a trailer offset from the motor pool, or in the bunker-like concrete building that was formerly the SAC alert base, but none were in the hangar. It was completely off-limits to all but Blackhorse leadership—like the fake federal agent who had slapped Jennifer—but leadership would be gone at night. We hoped. What would happen if someone were inside? What would I do locked outside? Scream as they captured Jennifer?

			I’d brought that up to her and she’d said, “Would you be worried if it were another teammate doing the entry?”

			When I’d told her no, she’d said, “Then why do you want me to do Selection?” The implication was clear: Don’t tell me I’m capable, then treat me like a piece of fine china.

			She broke the silence, snapping me back to the present: “Let’s do this.”

			I checked my equipment one more time and said, “Here goes nothing.”

			I handed her the tail end of a section of 550 cord—a thin, green, nylon military twine used for everything except making coffee—and snaked forward on my belly, pulling the other end. I reached the fence and, using a large binder clip from an office-supply store, I attached the cord to the bottom chain link, right next to the aluminum vibration sensor. I retraced my crawl, taking care to fix the disturbance of my passing, knowing they would shine a light.

			I reached Jennifer in the ditch seventy feet away. I rolled next to her and said, “Okay, last chance to just get the hell out of here. Get back to Charleston.”

			She snapped at me, saying, “Why do you keep asking? Is that what you want to do? Really?”

			I was taken aback by her statement, since she usually got me involved in the overall problem, then acted like everything I did to solve it was insane. I considered, then said, “No. Not really. Those assholes think they have a cloak of immunity because of their classified status. Building a bunch of crap that costs billions and doesn’t even work. It pisses me off. The minute you start using your classification as an excuse to profit, you need to be gone.” I looked at her again and smiled, “Not to mention they were going to kill you. That alone is worth my attention.”

			I started to pull the lanyard, beginning the show, when she stopped me, locking eyes in the moonlight. She said, “You mean that?”

			“Well, yeah. Of course I do. Someone fucks with you, they fuck with me.”

			“No, no. I mean about the abuse of power.”

			Where is this going? I paused, seeing her search my face. I said, “Yes. I meant that as well.”

			“So if the Taskforce were to start doing something wrong, you’d step up? Stop it?”

			“Hell, yeah, I would. Jesus. You think I wouldn’t?”

			“I don’t know. I honestly don’t. You keep pushing me for Selection, but you never talk about the consequences. You see a force for global good. I see a damn secret police. I’m okay with the global good. I’m not so sure about the Gestapo.”

			I laid flat, saying, “Then what the fuck are we doing here? Really? Because I’m the Gestapo that’s about to risk my life entering this site.”

			She said nothing for a moment, then, “This is good. I can do this. The people inside need to be exposed. And I’ll do Selection if Kurt lets me. But I won’t be a partner to groupthink. I will not roll over if I see something going bad. You get that, right?”

			I squirmed in the ditch to face her again. I said, “That’s exactly why I want you to do it. No other reason.”

			She grinned and said, “No other reason?”

			I heard the words and felt the flush on my neck, now glad for the darkness. I rolled away from her eyes and said, “Get your head down.”

			I jerked the cord, muttering under my breath.

			Nothing outward on the fence happened. No lights, no sirens. But within seconds I saw a glow behind the bunker building, near the Blackhorse trailer. Headlights.

			Soon enough, they came ripping down the fence and stopped right outside our position, shining a Q-Beam handheld spotlight. I pulled a burlap cover over our head as it swept the earth around us. The beam began hunting, raking the ground left, then right, the spikes of light punching through the burlap enough to illuminate Jennifer in the flashes. I whispered, “Wanna run?”

			She actually smiled, saying, “Too late.”

			The vehicle rolled on, the light from the Q-Beam fading. She said, “I’m starting to get a kick out of this. Jerk the cord again.”

			I grinned, pulling the 550 cord hard. Forty seconds later, the vehicle was back on us. The spotlight stabbed the dark and I scrunched down next to Jennifer, pulling the burlap tight and ducking my head into her armpit.

			I felt her hold her breath, and the light went away, the engine noise fading. She said, “Did you really need to jam your nose into my breast?”

			I leaned up and jerked the cord again, saying, “What are you talking about?”

			She started to say something when the light came back. I slammed back down flat, pressing my head into her armpit again. She hissed, “This is not funny.”

			The light lingered, hovering over us for the first time. We were about to be discovered.

			I whispered back, “Shut up. Don’t move. Don’t even breathe.”

			She went rigid, a plank without movement, my nose bunching into her left breast. The light lingered for a good ten seconds, then moved on. She rolled to the right and punched me in the shoulder.

			I hissed, “What? What’s wrong with you?”

			She looked at me, trying to find some sign that I had enjoyed what had just happened. I gave nothing away. She squinted her eyes, but said nothing. I pulled the cord again, this time getting no response.

			They’d shut down the sensor.

			With a choir-boy look of innocence, I climbed out of the ditch with my wire cutters. I held the smile at bay until I was out of her eyesight, but it busted wide open as I crawled toward the fence.

			I started snipping a spot big enough to get us through. I got about a third of the way around when I saw the lights from the patrol kick up again. I cinched the fledgling hole in four places with micro-fiber zip-ties, then scrambled back to Jennifer.

			We waited, seeing what would happen. The fact that the patrol was coming this early either meant they were starting their manual protection, or that we were fucked and they hadn’t shut down the sensor. If they focused on our spot at the fence, like they had before, we would be found out when they saw the cut links.

			The vehicle swept on through, the light bouncing along at a good ten miles an hour, but not stopping near us. I did the math and figured I had about eight minutes. I crawled forward again.

			We went through four rotations, and the hole was cut. On the fifth, we entered the compound, leaving behind a knit job that would pass cursory examination. I led the way, skirting the lights to the hangar.

			We drew up on the right side, crouching down in the darkness, the balcony above us. I pulled out my stolen access badge, looked to see if she was ready, then leaned into the light, placing it against the reader. It blinked red.

			Shit.

			I said, “Not working. You sure you want to do this? You get up there, you’re on your own.”

			Her eyes were wide, the adrenaline coursing through her. She nodded. I said, “Check your pistol.”

			She’d kept the Glock she’d taken from the badge guy who had slapped her around, with me keeping the one from the roving patrol. She pulled the slide a bit, just enough to see the brass of a round, then let it ride forward, nodding at me and slipping the pistol back into its kydex holster.

			I said, “Okay. Let’s get this circus stunt over with.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			I’d found out in Guatemala that Jennifer was a little bit of a freak when it came to climbing or acrobatics. Which is to say she could get up the side of any building like a lizard, as long as she had a start. In this case, she’d studied the pictures we’d taken on our reconnaissance and figured she could get to the balcony above the hangar doors by utilizing an offset electrical conduit. If she could get to it, she could jump to the balcony. Unfortunately, the only way to reach the conduit was to stand on my shoulders and leap. Like some demented college cheerleading event.

			We’d actually rehearsed this in the motel room, Jennifer coaching me through how to do a lift onto my shoulders, then launching her into the air high enough to reach the conduit. In a past life, she’d been a member of Cirque du Soleil, and she’d wasted no time tearing into me at my ham-handed abilities until I got it “right.”

			Now, hoisting her up in the dark, the reality hit home. The worst thing about the whole idea was that I couldn’t repeat her maneuver to the box. Once she was on her way, we were committed, with me on the outside.

			She got up on my shoulders and I stood, holding her hands. She squeezed once, and I bent down at the knees like I was squatting weight. She squeezed again, and I stood. She held it for a moment, and I heard her breathing rapidly. Getting ready. She squatted down on my shoulders and squeezed one more time.

			Here we go.

			I lowered until my legs were at a ninety-degree angle. I squeezed her hand once, then exploded upward with all my strength. Two-thirds the way up I felt her body shift, with her now leaping off the top of my shoulders. She let go of my hands, and I immediately rotated, looking up and holding my arms out to catch her fall.

			I needn’t have worried. She was hanging from the conduit ten feet above me.

			Amazing.

			She hoisted herself up, then pushed backwards, releasing the conduit and turning in midair, catching the bottom of the balcony.

			Fucking super-amazing.

			She scrambled on top and disappeared. I waited, the silence both good and bad. Good, in that she hadn’t said she was under attack from the inside. Bad, in that I automatically assumed our damn radios weren’t working. And that she was getting her ass kicked.

			One minute later, the door opened, Jennifer on the inside looking like she’d just figured out the final level to Candy Crush. I gave her a fist bump and ran right to the office where I’d hammered the scientists earlier.

			I pointed at the computer on the desk, then drew my pistol, covering the open hangar bay. Jennifer powered it down, then inserted a thumb drive designed to bypass whatever security was on the hard drive. She powered it back up, then glanced at me, nodding. She inserted another thumb drive, this one a WiFi dongle tethered to her phone.

			I needed Creed to be able to go rooting around the computer remotely, which meant I needed to establish an Internet connection with him. Since this place was so top secret, I knew their computers would be air-gapped from the World Wide Web, which meant I needed to build a bridge. Using a 3G connection from Jennifer’s smartphone, the WiFi dongle would hopefully do just that.

			I dialed Creed, getting him on the first ring, his voice sounding high-pitched in my earpiece. He said, “You ready?”

			“Think so. What now?”

			He gave me a website and I relayed it to Jennifer. She pulled up a Linux web browser from the first thumb drive and typed the address. She said, “I got an ‘enter’ button.”

			I told Creed and he said, “Click on it.”

			Five seconds later, he said, “I’m in.”

			The initial euphoria gave way to boredom. Waiting for Creed to dig around the multitude of files was about as exciting as watching paint dry. Jennifer came around the desk, holding her Glock.

			“How long will this take?”

			“I have no idea. I figured he had some kind of software search engine, but maybe he’s just clicking on random documents and reading them. Why don’t you go back to the front door? Keep an eye out.”

			She nodded and I heard Creed say, “No, I’m not just randomly clicking on shit. That’s what you operators would do.”

			I had forgotten that my earpiece was still live.

			He continued, “I’ve found a lot of smoke, but no fire. There are quite a few documents relating to testing, but they’re all just single-page cross-reference sheets for filing purposes. I think what you want is in hard copy only. Is there a file cabinet in the office?”

			I glanced around, saying, “No. Just a locker for lab coats.”

			He said, “Okay. I’m pretty sure I’m not going to find it on this computer. Let me go through their e-mail.”

			“E-mail? I thought this was air-gapped?”

			“It is from the World Wide Web, but they have their own local area network. It’s secure from external attacks.” He sniggered at that last statement.

			A second later he said, “Hey, what’s the name of the guy’s badge you took?”

			I looked at it, saying, “Nathaniel Broadmoor. Why?”

			“Just ran across a security list that shows the clearances of everyone.” I heard nothing for a second, then, “And here he is. Yep. With a big black X next to his name. They haven’t gotten him a new badge yet.”

			“That’s really interesting. Can you get back to the task at hand? I don’t want to be here when the sun comes up.”

			“I have a search program running. Geez. I can do more than one thing at a time.”

			I said nothing. Three minutes later he said, “Okay, I got the smoking gun. An e-mail from someone named Wynn Deveron to the entire R-and-D staff stating that all ‘Class C’ tests were to be expunged from digital media and stored in his office. I don’t know what that means, but it’s probably what you want.”

			“Who is he?”

			Instead of an answer, I heard, “Whoa, Pike, their security board just went haywire. A bunch of red-letter messages.”

			“What’s that mean?”

			I heard footsteps returning, and from the door Jennifer hissed to get my attention. “I have flashlights coming our way. Four of them from the bunker building.”

			Shit. Somewhere along the way we’d tripped a wire. They might have found the fence hole, or maybe it was Jennifer coming in through the upstairs windows, or just opening the door downstairs. All irrelevant.

			I ripped out the thumb drives and heard Creed say—in a voice way too calm—“Deveron’s the program manager for the whole project. He’s the head guy.”

			I realized he had no idea what was going on, being a thousand miles away. I said, “Jennifer, we’re going back out the way you came. Lead the way.”

			She took off running, dodging around the crash-site UAV and running up the metal stairs. I hit the bottom rung just as the door opened. I made it to the top before anyone focused in our direction. Jennifer was waiting outside the door where I’d found her and Sweetwater, the access panel blinking red.

			I said, “Creed, we have some issues here, can you turn on Dr. Broadmoor’s access card?”

			“Well, yeah, but I need to be in their system.”

			Damn it. I forgot that I’d broken the connection when I’d yanked out the thumb drives.

			Edging along the balcony, watching the flashlights searching below, I whispered, “Find a computer.”

			The room where I’d rescued Jennifer was obviously a no-go with its access pad, but not everything was locked down, as we’d found out from the office below. We skulked along the balcony, stopping whenever a light looked like it was coming our way. Jennifer tried the fourth door, and it opened. On the inside was a fairly new Dell throwing a soft glow from the monitor.

			I powered it down, then went through the process of getting the two thumb drives up and operational. I whispered, “Phone.” She tossed it to me. I tethered it to the WiFi dongle, then brought up the website. I clicked “enter” and said, “I’m back on line.”

			Jennifer heard something, and peeked out the door. She whipped back inside and said, “We’re out of time. They’re coming to the stairs.”

			I said, “Creed, can you access the card? Turn it on?”

			He said, “Yeah, hang on, I’m working it.”

			“Pike, we don’t leave now, they’ll catch us. We still have to get through the window, and that thing was small.”

			I said, “Where are they?”

			“Halfway up.”

			“Creed?”

			“Almost there. It’s got some sort of CAPTCHA code I have to input.”

			“Well, for fuck’s sake, hurry.”

			Jennifer said, “They’re at the top. They’re going to catch us before we can get through the window.”

			She knelt down behind a desk, the Glock out over the top. Getting ready to fight.

			Creed said, “Got it. You have access to the entire compound now.”

			I grinned and said, “Don’t worry about the window. We’re going out the door.”

			I grabbed her hand and hoisted her to her feet. I saw the bounce of a flashlight and said, “Ready?”

			She nodded. I handed her the access badge, ripped out the thumb drives, and said, “Lead the way.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			She peered out the office, then took off running, me right behind. The men heard the clatter of our footsteps and shone lights our way, shouting at us to halt. I heard them break into a run just as we reached the balcony door. Jennifer swiped the badge and I held my breath.

			It went green, and she ran through, out onto the metal grate. I followed right behind. She ran to the end, then leapt over the side without even pausing, making me think she’d just jumped to her death. I looked over the railing and saw her scampering like a monkey down the electrical conduit pipe we’d used to get her up.

			I heard the door bang open and went over the side myself. I scrambled as low as I could before I heard the men reach the railing above me. I let go, falling fifteen feet and hitting the dirt hard. I rolled to my knees and saw Jennifer in a crouch, her Glock aimed at the railing.

			For the first time, one of the men took a shot at us and Jennifer returned fire, causing them all to duck. We both leapt up, running toward our hole in the fence. I saw four muzzle flashes to my front and hit the dirt, Jennifer collapsing right beside me.

			I said, “You okay?”

			“Yeah, but we got them to the front and back now.”

			They were still firing, but the rounds were nowhere close, so I knew they’d lost sight of us. I saw the bunker building to the right and said, “Come on. Let’s get inside some cover.”

			We ran in a crouch, getting to the front door in time to hear one of the men yell. A light splayed across us and I hissed, “Badge, get the badge out.”

			She did and I yanked the door open just as they started shooting again, this time knowing where we were. I ran down the main corridor, then slid to a stop, Jennifer plowing into me. She said, “Wha—” and heard the footfalls coming our way.

			I saw a heavy metal door to our left, an access pad next to it. I said, “Open that damn thing.”

			She did and we entered just as the men turned the corner. I slammed the door closed, and they badged it open, hammering their shoulders into it. I pressed against it with all of my might, saying into my earpiece, “Creed! I need you to stop all access for every card on the entire base. Code them all out.”

			He said, “Pike, I need access to their LAN.”

			Shit!

			“Jennifer, get the thumb drives from my butt pack. Find a computer and get online.”

			She rummaged around at my back and the door hammered an inch open. I put my shoulder into it and slammed it closed, saying, “Jesus, hurry. I can’t hold them forever.”

			She ran around behind an ornate wooden desk and jammed in the drives, powering up a desktop computer. The door hammered four inches open and a man slid his foot through the gap. I slapped it closed again, but it stopped short, bouncing off the sole of his shoe.

			They pushed again, and inexorably, I began to lose the battle. I said, “Jennifer, this is it. Get ready to fight.”

			I pulled out my Glock, aimed at the man’s shoe, and fired. I heard him wail, and the leg disappeared. The action gave me some breathing room and I slammed the door shut again, saying, “Creed, what’s the damn status?”

			“Working it.”

			Nothing happened on the other side of the door, and I began to wonder what they were up to. I heard four rapid gunshots, and felt the rounds punch into the metal at chest level. They failed to penetrate, but they almost gave me a heart attack.

			I heard a frustrated scream from outside, then the magic words from Creed in my earpiece: “Access denied.” They plowed into the door again, but this time it was the locks holding them back instead of my shoulder. I slid my hands onto my knees, gulping air.

			Jennifer said, “What are we going to do now? Call the police?”

			I said, “Creed, they’re going to try to fix what you did, so be on your toes. Someone goes green, turn them red.”

			He said, “Roger that. I’ll bet you operators never thought you’d have your ass saved by me, huh?”

			I said, “Definitely worth a case of beer.” I stood up and flicked on the lights, surveying. We were in some bigwig’s office, with a huge oak desk, pictures all over the walls from various NASA-type events, a floor-to-ceiling wooden bookshelf complete with ladder, and an expensive looking mini-bar. But no windows. Which really made me want to take a slug of the scotch.

			Jennifer said, “Pike?”

			“Yeah, I heard you. The problem with calling the police is that we broke in here. We’re the ones trespassing. I’m the one that shot that guy’s foot. They can lie about all this, then claim they had to use lethal force as self-defense. We’ll be the ones going to jail.”

			She jumped up on the desk, looking above her and saying, “But we’ll be alive.” Her movement kicked over an engraved marble slab, causing it to fall to the carpet below. It landed upright, and I read, “The buck stops here—Dr. Deveron.”

			Holy shit. We’re in the head guy’s office.

			Jennifer said, “Pike, if you can get me up high enough, I can get out through this skylight.”

			Ignoring her, I looked around the office, finding a large, upright metal safe with another access panel next to it. I said, “Jennifer, hand me the card.”

			She did so, and I magically opened the safe as Dr. Broadmoor, now authorized to do anything I wanted. Inside, the cavernous space was empty, with all the shelves vacant save for one. It had six file folders containing about ten pages each. I pulled them out and flipped the first one open. In big red letters it said, EYES ONLY. Below that, I saw the word FAIL. I shoved them down the front of my shirt, saying, “Okay, time to go. What have you figured out?”

			She rolled her eyes and said, “You want to go out through the skylight or call the cops?”

			I said, “Skylight.”

			She aimed her Glock straight up, drapped an arm over her head, and fired three times. The glass shattered, raining down on her. She shook the pieces free and said, “Get on up here. Time to play cheerleader again.”

			I climbed on the desk and she said, “Let me have your shirt.”

			“What for?”

			“I have to break out the rest of that glass, and I need to protect my hands.”

			“What about your shirt?”

			“Pike, really? I’m not stripping in front of you.”

			“But you’ll still have on a bra. I won’t have anything.”

			“Give me the damn shirt!”

			I did so, grumpily pulling out the files first and handing them to her. I then squatted down, letting her climb on my shoulders. She wrapped my shirt into her right hand and said, “Okay, up, Simba.”

			Just as I raised myself there was a huge boom on the other side of the door. I knew instantly what it was. Police battering ram.

			I said, “They’re going to get through in about five minutes. Get to work.”

			She said, “Duck your head,” then began smashing the remaining glass from the frame. I felt the pieces coming down and realized I had no protection for my upper body.

			Damn it. I should have kept my shirt.

			She said, “Okay, it’s clean.”

			“Give me my shirt back.”

			She dropped it to the desk, saying, “Here, grouchy.”

			She looked above her and said, “I’m going to stand up on your shoulders. From there, I can grab the frame and shimmy up.”

			“What am I going to do?”

			She put her hand on my head and started to rise, saying, “You’ll figure something out.”

			I said, “What?” And the weight left my shoulders. I looked up in time to see her legs disappear. I heard the door gong again from the battering ram and knew I was in trouble. Her head reappeared and she said, “Want me to call the police for you?”

			I jumped down from the desk, cursing under my breath. I grabbed the multifunction giant desk chair and locked in all variables—tilt, rock, wheels, everything. I hoisted it up on the desk, then stood precariously on the chair. It was still about a five-foot leap. Too much.

			I glanced around the room again, seeing the door beginning to buckle from the repeated blows of the battering ram. Across the way, I locked onto the library ladder. I jumped down and ran over to it, seeing it hooked over a rail that went the length of the bookshelf. I hoisted it off, ran back to the desk, and climbed on the chair.

			I stood up, saying, “Jennifer, hook this thing to the frame.”

			She did so, and I tested the hold. It swung around wildly. Jennifer said, “I can put a foot against each hook and it won’t go anywhere. It might feel like it, but it won’t.”

			I took one more look at the door and felt a spike of adrenaline. There was now a gap between the frame and the knob. It was giving out. I put my hands on the ladder and began to climb. As soon as my feet left the chair, the ladder swung under me, the hooks rotating precariously. Jennifer said, “Pike, it’s going over!”

			I kept climbing, watching the hooks. Each movement made them shift, getting closer and closer to the edge of the frame, Jennifer’s ankles going white with the pressure to prevent that from happening. She grunted, “Pike. I can’t . . .”

			The ladder slipped and I pushed backwards, turning in midair and catching the far side of the frame, one spear of glass puncturing my palm. I hung there for a minute, ignoring the pain, then heard the door shatter inward. I frantically pulled myself up, flopping out onto the roof.

			Jennifer said, “Well, it almost worked.”

			In a high-pitched voice I said, “It won’t go anywhere, I promise,” followed by “Pike! I can’t!”

			She backhanded my stomach, saying, “You didn’t have any ideas.”

			I heard the men below and said, “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Jennifer came skipping through the office door, waving a letter in the air while tossing our usual pile of junk mail in the trash.

			“We got the check from Sweetwater! First profit for Grolier Recovery Services. We should cash it and frame a dollar bill.”

			I said, “I cannot believe you’re calling that debacle a profit for Grolier. Did you pay off the ground-penetrating radar?”

			She slit the envelope and said, “I told Sweetwater it was an expense.”

			“And he bought that bullshit?”

			She pulled out the check, grinning. “I may have mentioned that you considered it an expense, and that he should as well.”

			I laughed and said, “I’m surprised he lived long enough to sign the damn check.”

			* * *

			We’d managed to get out of the Aegis compound without getting caught, running through the desert like a couple of illegal immigrants crossing the Rio Grande. Our hole in the fence was still tied loosely together, surprising me. Clearly, that wasn’t how they’d discovered our entry.

			By the time they’d realized we were outside the compound, we were on the road in our rented pickup. It didn’t burn down the street like a Lamborghini, but it sure could tear up the terrain going cross-country. I bounced down the dirt roads so hard that Jennifer hit her head on the ceiling like someone who’d forgotten to buckle up in a space shuttle mission. Although I’m pretty sure the mission commander never got cursed out the way I did saving our ass.

			We holed up back in the roach motel and took a look at what we’d found. Sweetwater thought it was the Holy Grail, but I wasn’t so sure. It was full of technical details that meant nothing to me—or Jennifer. We just didn’t have the expertise to decipher what the tests were telling us.

			I called Kurt and told him what we had, saying I needed some help sorting the whole thing out. He was incredulous, as we’d only talked a couple of days before. He accused me of exaggerating my claims and I snapped, jumping upright and spilling all the test results from my lap. A brochure fell out of one folder, the cover showing a collection of smiling faces all in lab coats. Supposedly the brain trust of Aegis.

			I said, “Sir, beyond the fact that we actually have the evidence, are you going to do anything with it? We risked our damn lives for this. With no help or gratitude, I might add.”

			He said, “What the hell are you talking about? No help? Creed’s running all over the damn building talking about how he saved an operator’s life the other night. But he ‘can’t say who’ because it’s all ‘classified.’”

			Sweetwater bent over and picked up the brochure. He said, “Hey, this is Chris!”

			Jennifer said, “What are you talking about?”

			I said, “Okay, so Creed helped me a little. Can you shut these guys down? They fucking tried to kill us the other night.”

			“Because you broke in and starting shooting the place up?”

			Now focused on Sweetwater, I said, “No, damn it. Because we broke in and stole their test results.”

			Jennifer took the brochure and held it in front of my face, pointing at a man in the picture, saying, “Sweetwater thinks this is the guy named Chris, and I’ll tell you, from my brief contact with him, it bears a startling resemblance.”

			Kurt said, “Send what you have. I’ll sort it out. In the meantime, get the hell out of there before you get arrested. That’s the last thing I need.”

			I mumbled, “Will do, sir,” and hung up, staring at the brochure. I looked at Sweetwater and said, “You sure?”

			He said, “Yeah. Of course I am.”

			Jennifer said, “He wasn’t a foreign agent. He was a disgruntled employee. I think he either quit or got fired after the crash of the UAV and he was trying to get some payback. I’ll bet he was going to blackmail them.”

			I thought about that, then said, “I’m going to Walmart for a scanner. Jennifer, get us some plane tickets for tomorrow. Sweetwater, type up an affidavit about Chris. Where you met him, how he contacted you, all that shit.”

			We’d sent all the stuff we had right from the room. I’d donated the scanner to A. J. Sweetwater and the Historical and Preservation Society, and we’d flown out at five in the morning. Truthfully, I’d figured he’d be out in the desert next to Chris in a matter of hours. Getting the check was a nice surprise.

			Jennifer said, “So we get the money from Sweetwater, but hear nothing from the Taskforce. What’s up with that?”

			I felt my phone vibrate, looked at the number and said, “Speak of the devil.”

			She said, “It’s Kurt?”

			I held up my finger and said, “Hey, sir, I was wondering if you’d ever call.”

			“Well, it took a little clandestine investigation. More time than I thought. But it looks like you guys were right on the money. The UAV technology they’ve been selling is a complete bust. It’s not even as good as the earlier stealth stuff.”

			“What about the bodies?”

			“They’re working it now. It’s all coming out. Not our issue, but the SECDEF sends his thanks.”

			There was one word in his sentence that really made me perk up. “Good to hear, but what do you mean our issue.”

			He said, “I got the Oversight Council to sign off on using your company for infiltration purposes. They were impressed with the mission, although I didn’t mention all the shooting that went on. I’m setting up a cover development trip to Angkor Wat in Cambodia, but it will depend on Jennifer.”

			“What’s that mean? We’re a team. She comes regardless.”

			Jennifer’s head perked up at my words, looking at me quizzically. Kurt said, “Did Jennifer really make the connection on this thing? Or did you give her credit?”

			I said, “She did it. All her.”

			Jennifer mouthed, “What’s he saying?”

			Kurt said, “That’s what I figured. You got one month. She makes it through A-and-S, and she goes on the trip.”

			I hung up, having a hard time believing I’d actually heard the words. Jennifer said, “What’s wrong? What did he say?”

			“He said we’re going to Angkor Wat. By way of Boone, North Carolina.”

			“What’s that mean?”

			I gave her a grim smile. “You got your shot at Selection. End of the month.”

			She sat down, her eyes unfocused, running through the ramifications. After a second they returned to me.

			She said, “Can we go shoot today?”
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			Summer Olympic Games, Munich, Germany

			September 5, 1972

			Yakov Freidman felt the skids to the Bell helicopter touch down, and knew they had reached the first leg of their destination. Next stop: Cairo. Seeing only darkness behind the blindfold cinched to his head, he rubbed the leg of the Israeli athlete next to him, using the rope around his wrists to make contact. A small effort at solidarity. A reassurance that everything was going to turn out okay. That they would all be released alive from the maniacal Palestinian terrorists that had captured them.

			He didn’t believe it. And neither did the man he rubbed. The Palestinians had already killed enough people to prove that wouldn’t happen.

			The engine whine began to decrease, the shuddering of the frame growing still. He heard the terrorist in the hold with them shout at the German pilots, screaming in English to keep their hands in sight. He only assumed the pilots had, because the shouting stopped.

			He sat in silence for an eternity, waiting, straining his ears to hear something. Anything to indicate what was transpiring. He hunched his shoulders and rubbed the knot of the blindfold on his back, causing it to shift a millimeter. Enough to let in a sliver of light and a small piece of vision.

			He saw two of the terrorists walking to an unlit Boeing 727, parked off to the edge of whatever airfield they had landed within. They went up the stairs, took one look inside, then began running back down.

			He felt a cold fist settle around his heart, his body tensing at the sight. The athlete to his left shifted, understanding something had occurred, but not knowing what. Yakov wished he were still in blessed ignorance. He knew they were dead. All that remained was the action.

			The two terrorists made it halfway back to the helicopters before the first round cracked through the air, sounding like a pop from a child’s firecracker. It was followed by another, then another, until at least four rifles were firing from the roof below the airport control tower.

			The terrorists began screaming and firing back in a wild display. Yakov saw two crumple to the ground, flopping grotesquely in the harsh mercury lighting. The remaining killers hid underneath and behind the helicopter he was in, firing back toward the roof.

			Pushing through the noise of the gunfire was the low groan of a diesel engine. Yakov saw two armored personnel carriers splice through the darkness, rolling toward the helicopters and the terrorist hidden underneath. He knew the armor would force an endgame.

			He yelled to the bound men in the helicopter and began to frantically chew through the rope bindings on his wrists. He saw a terrorist rise up on the other side of the Huey, his face a mask of rage. The terrorist raked the inside of the cabin with an AK-47, puncturing the Israelis inside. Yakov ripped off his blindfold, shouting at the man to stop. He was hit twice in the leg, snapping him upright in pain.

			The terrorist tossed something inside, then began running across the tarmac, firing at the men spilling out of the armored carriers. Yakov focused on the device the terrorist had thrown, his vision coalescing on a spinning round metal egg. A hand grenade.

			Yakov screamed, and the grenade exploded, sending fire and shrapnel throughout the cabin, igniting the Huey’s fuel and turning the helicopter into an inferno. Incinerating all inside.

			The world received the news in horror and shock but managed to recover soon enough, not even stopping the Olympic games from continuing. For Israel, it was much, much worse. The 1972 Olympics already had them on edge, as it was the first time Germany had hosted the games since the fateful ones in 1936, when Hitler was the chancellor. For the fledgling state, returning to the land of the Holocaust held special significance, and now it was met with special horror.

			The earth continued turning, and, like all tragic stories that have no concrete linkage with the person listening, after a couple of weeks the images of death faded from public consciousness. But that hand grenade had special significance to some. A terrible line had been crossed, and, as often happens in the toil of human events, the Israeli reaction was a precursor of things to come.

			It would be three decades until 9/11. But the grenade’s pin lit more than just the fuse. It ignited the original Global War on Terror.
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			Beirut, Lebanon

			January 22, 1979

			“I have a birthday party to go to, then off to Damascus. I don’t have time to sit here blathering on about the revolution with you. Was there something in particular you wanted?”

			Vladimir Malikov leaned back from the steering wheel, wondering if the Palestinian in the passenger seat had grown soft. Possibly fatally so. Vlad glanced out the window, seeing the Land Rover full of hired guns. Men with bandoliers and mirrored sunglasses, but little skill. Ali Salameh’s protection. Aka the Red Prince. Aka Abu Hassan. The Palestinian went by many names, but none worked as a cloak to protect him. He was the most wanted man on the planet, and had been since September 5, 1972.

			Vlad said, “You really should take your protection a little more seriously. The Zionists have long memories.”

			Salameh scoffed and said, “Not since Lillehammer. Not since they killed an innocent man. The world hates them more than me. Besides, I have protection from my new friends. Friends who seem to care more about our cause and less about just causing trouble. They would tell me if the Jew dogs were planning something.”

			Vlad felt a slow boil. He knew exactly whom Salameh was talking about. Knew Salameh was now playing him.

			“Don’t fuck with me,” he said. “I’m the man who made you who you are. I’m the one who gave you Munich. I got you the passkeys to the Israeli dorm. I’m the one who provided the layout, provided the clear path, reduced the police presence. You’re the one who screwed it up. You sit here now, convinced you’re a celebrity, but it’s on the sweat of my country, and you’d do well to remember that. Black September would not exist without the USSR.”

			Salameh studied him for a moment, clearly feeling secure with the Land Rover full of muscle in front of them. He said, “Perhaps I should let the Zionists know that. Maybe such information would help my future. At least get them hunting someone else, since you seem to fear them so much.”

			The words raised a warning in Vlad’s mind. A sense that he was losing control of his most valued asset. He’d been working the backwater of the Middle East for more than a decade, and had achieved many, many successes, but few were higher than Salameh. He was the heir apparent to the Palestinian Liberation Organization, and Yasser Arafat’s number two. Because of it, Vlad considered him the crown jewel, but only as long as he was worth it. Talking with enemy intelligence agencies or threatening to reveal secrets was a step on the road to destruction.

			Maybe he’ll have to be dealt with.

			Vlad shook his head, the weariness creeping out of his voice, “Salameh, believe me when I say this: We help you because you help us, but the people I work for are just as vicious as the Zionists. Why do you insist on antagonizing us? Why are you talking to the CIA?”

			Salameh laughed and clapped Vlad’s knee. “I’m just teasing. You Russians are so serious. I understand how much you have helped my people. Arafat understands. But the CIA can help us as well, and that is all I care about. Don’t be jealous. Be more helpful.”

			“What have you told them?”

			“About you? Nothing.”

			Vlad sensed a niche. An angle that could prove helpful in the future. “How long have you been talking to them? I know it’s been years, so don’t pretend.”

			“It has been years, but they’ve done nothing to help me, unlike your people. Don’t worry. I use them for information only. You don’t have an inroad into the Zionist state, and they do.”

			“Do they know about Munich?”

			“Of course. Everyone knows about Munich. It’s why I have to live with such security.”

			“No, no. I mean, did they know about Munich before it happened? Were you talking to them then? Did they know and do nothing?”

			Salameh remained quiet, understanding the answer was critical, but not understanding why. He chose to ignore it. He opened the door to the beat-up Datsun and said, “I’m late for my niece’s birthday. We can talk again next week.”

			Vlad clamped his hand on Salameh’s arm and said, “Did they know?”

			Salameh said, “Yes. They did. And they did nothing to stop it.”

			Vlad let him exit the vehicle, spinning the ramifications in his mind. Wondering how he could use the information for the USSR. He glanced once more at Salameh, watching him talk to his security, then enter the drab station wagon, sandwiched between two bodyguards and followed by the Land Rover full of meat. Israel wouldn’t be getting him today, but it was good for Vlad to study his security. In case Israel would need to be blamed for something in the future.

			He put his car in gear and jumped ahead of them, not wanting to be bogged down with the circus that always surrounded Salameh. In his rearview mirror he saw the two-car protective detail pull in behind.

			He drove down Rue Verdun, barely conscious of the ebb and flow of life in Beirut. Even with the nascent civil war, this area maintained an image of calm. An island of protection in a land splitting apart at the seams, this section had yet to feel the effects of the fighting.

			He passed an apartment, glancing at a woman on the balcony, painting the setting sun with a bevy of cats walking to and fro. Erika Chambers. A British eccentric that the KGB had long ago dismissed as a reclusive nut. All she did was paint on her terrace and feed her pride of felines. Day after day.

			The sun caught her hair and he saw her drop her paintbrush, opening her mouth as if she was screaming. Confused, he focused intently. When she brought both hands to her ears, he knew exactly what she was doing. Opening her mouth to equalize the pressure.

			A bomb is going off.

			He saw Salameh’s convoy draw abreast of a parked Volkswagen Golf, and he floored the engine, his little Datsun jumping forward with a complaining whine.

			He saw the light of the explosion before he felt the heat, a brilliant flash that caused him to swerve to the right and lie down on the seat, opening his own mouth like the little old lady on the balcony.

			The shock wave shattered his rear window, coating him in sparkling glass and causing his ears to pop, then ring from the noise. He sat up in a daze, shaking his head to clear it.

			To his rear he saw twisted metal and flame, the explosives in the Volkswagen crushing both the station wagon and the Land Rover following. He saw a body in the street, lying inert, then another staggering about on fire. Running and screaming, his face a mass of melted tissue, he no longer resembled a human visage.

			He put the Datsun in gear, not even considering checking on Salameh. He knew the man was dead, and he knew it was Israel who had done it.

			Their dedication was astounding. Munich had happened more than seven years ago, and yet they hunted still. If they found out about his help to Salameh, he knew they would come after him. They held nothing sacrosanct. Being from the USSR meant zilch.

			Driving away, he reflected that it was a good thing the Zionists preferred to kill instead of capture. Had they interrogated Salameh, he would be next on the target deck. He regretted losing his finest asset, but maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing that Salameh was dead.

			The trail of Munich would end with him.
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			Plovdiv, Bulgaria

			Present day

			Confused by all of the Cyrillic street signs, Aaron Bergmann folded his map and sighed. Why was it that a town predicated on attracting tourists did nothing to help them navigate? The damn place was a maze. And he thought Jerusalem was bad. This town was worse.

			He grinned, knowing that wasn’t really true.

			He continued in the same direction, following the crowds walking down the large promenade. He hoped to see something that would trigger in his mind from the research he’d conducted before he left Tel Aviv. An historic house, church, mosque, or other landmark he would recognize. He saw a circular hole in the ground, about a hundred feet across, and walked toward it. Getting closer, he sighed with relief, recognizing the remains of an old Roman stadium. Only a small piece had been excavated, with the rest running a hundred meters under the pavement of the modern streets, but it was a landmark he could anchor against.

			He got his bearings and took a left on Saborna Street, entering the cloistered cobblestone of the old city. He picked up his pace, seeing he’d burned his entire time cushion wandering around trying to find his location. He passed other tourists out sightseeing, but didn’t ask for any help. Very few spoke English, and none spoke Hebrew, but he was fairly sure he could find the remains of the old fortress on the tip of the hill. From there, he’d locate the beer garden with the man he was paying to meet.

			They’d had some success penetrating Hezbollah and the Syrian opposition forces, but no stone would be left unturned. The Mossad looked everywhere and anywhere for intelligence, and when an oligarch from Russia had made contact, claiming he not only had information on Russian geopolitical history and future goals, but on the Syrian government’s intentions with WMD, he’d been launched to investigate. The oligarch—code-named Boris—had picked the place and Israel had brought the money. There was little risk if he ended up being a bust, but the potential for payoff was great.

			Aaron wound his way through the cobblestones, knowing as long as he was headed uphill, he was going in the right direction. He passed a youth hostel, seeing a tent and a clothesline in the courtyard behind an open door, wondering how they washed their clothes before hanging them up. Did they have automated washers, or do it by hand? For that matter, did they have a shower in the compound, or did they simply pay for the security of a lock on the gate?

			He would have liked to experience the world as they did, freely tramping about, no worries and no greater ambition than to explore, but that had been taken from him in the first Intifada when a suicide blast on a Tel Aviv bus had shredded his parents.

			He had been fourteen, and his childhood had disappeared. He had worked to contain his hatred at the same time he had worked to find an outlet. He’d shown a fierce drive and an uncommon intelligence during his mandatory military service, striving for and being accepted to an elite Special Forces unit known as Sayeret Shimshon—or Samson—tasked with clandestine penetration of the Gaza Strip, the hardest counterterrorist missions in the IDF.

			He’d learned to blend in as a Palestinian Arab. Learned to harness his fear while walking in the belly of the beast, to succeed against all odds, locating and eliminating terrorists in their own backyard. He’d lived through many missions that he would have considered suicidal before, and had had the art of the impossible hammered into him.

			In 1994, right about the time he’d begun to grow comfortable with the mission, the Gaza Strip had been given back to the Palestinians, and because of it, his unit had been disbanded. For about a day.

			Before Aaron could even wonder what he would do next, the Mossad had called, wanting Samson’s skills and promising future missions.

			Now the commander of the unit, he’d made a deal with the devil and found his team doing more Mossad tasks than manhunting. A necessary evil to keep the support. He, as the Samson commander, was not immune, which was why he was in Bulgaria attempting to glean intelligence on Syrian intentions.

			Aaron turned a narrow corner and saw the cobblestone run up to the ruins at the top of the hill. To the right was a smattering of picnic tables perched on an overlook two hundred meters above the town.

			Must be the place.

			He went down the steps, purchased a bottle of Kamenitza beer, then casually surveyed the deck. Full of students and backpackers, he focused on singletons and found his contact fairly quickly. A large, overweight man of about sixty-five or seventy, he was sitting at the very edge of the overlook, next to a small trail leading precipitously down. He had a porkpie hat on the table to his front, and a tourist map laid out. The map was the identifying bona fide, and the hat was the safe signal. Had he been wearing it, Aaron would have taken his beer elsewhere and simply reported back, letting his higher command in Mossad reinitiate contact and determine what had gone wrong.

			Aaron took one more look around the deck, checking for anything out of the ordinary, once again searching for singletons who didn’t fit in. He found none, but that didn’t mean there was no threat. Just that if there was a threat, it was well trained.

			He approached the man known as Boris and said, “Sure is pretty up here.”

			The man said, “It is, but I prefer Moscow. Have you been there?”

			Aaron sat down opposite of him and said, “No, but I’ve always wanted to go.”

			The correct words exchanged, with both men satisfied they were talking to the correct person, Boris wasted no more time.

			“Did you bring the money?”

			“Yes. Well, I brought a card and a PIN. You can draw the money from any ATM or bank, but the card won’t be activated until I get what I came for.”

			“How do I know you aren’t tricking me?”

			Aaron smiled and said, “How do I know you have any information that’s worth a shit?”

			Boris said, “The Americans thought it was good. They have paid me handsomely.”

			“You’ve already sold this to the CIA?”

			“Yes. Perhaps you’d like to wait on them to pass it to you.” Boris smiled again.

			“What am I buying?”

			“Have you heard about Edward Snowden?”

			“The American traitor? The one who gave all the secrets to you people? Is that what this is about?”

			“No, no, I just mean are you aware of the large cache of documents he stole from the American National Security Agency? I am like him. I have a treasure trove of documents, from the KGB’s help of terrorists against your state in the 1970s to what they’re planning to do today. Russia is worse now than it was under the USSR, and the KGB is alive and well in the FSB.”

			Aaron knew that Boris was prior KGB himself, and understood that he—like many, many KGB agents—had made a fortune plying his skills for less-than-savory individuals before returning to the new federal security apparatus—the FSB. He was no saint. No white knight out to expose Russian corruption. No, he’d been turned out into the cold for some transgression, and now he was looking for a final golden parachute. An augmentation of his retirement fund to be earned by selling the souls of the people he’d worked with for decades. It made the Israeli sick to his stomach.

			Aaron said, “Let’s just get this done. How do I get the information? You’ll earn no money until that happens.”

			Boris said. “I figured as much, but a man can hope. I didn’t bring the information here with me. Bulgaria is easy to get to, but very, very dangerous for me to operate within.”

			He smiled, his teeth cracked and yellow from a lifetime of tobacco. “If you’d walked up with an umbrella, I would have jumped off the cliff. The KGB may be gone, but they can still kill pretty ingeniously.”

			Aaron knew he was talking about the death of a Bulgarian dissident named Georgi Markov, assassinated by the Bulgarian secret police in London in 1978. While waiting on a bus, a man had approached and injected a ricin tablet into Markov’s leg using a spring-loaded umbrella. Markov had died three days later.

			Aaron said, “I have no weapons. I have a card I’m willing to activate if you have information.”

			Boris nodded and said, “Taped underneath my chair is a key. It opens a lockbox held by a man at an Internet café in the main bus station in Istanbul. He’s waiting for you. You give him the key, and he’ll call me. You’ll give me the PIN to the card, and I’ll have him pass you the thumb drive. I get the PIN and I’ll give you the password to the encryption. Fair enough?”

			Aaron started to reply when Boris slapped his chest with both hands, his eyes squeezed shut in pain before popping open wide in shock. He swayed a minute, then fell out of his chair. Aaron raced around the table and grabbed his shoulders. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

			Boris said, “Heart. Heart. Pacemaker. Stop . . .”

			Aaron propped him up with one hand while sweeping his other under the chair, retrieving the key. He cloaked the movement by shouting, “Is there a doctor here? Anyone have medical training?”

			A crowd had gathered, but nobody moved forward. Aaron looked into Boris’s face and saw his eyes go flat. Something he’d seen many, many times.

			Boris was dead.
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			Yuri Gorshenko watched from the rear of the crowd, gawking like the rest of the people at the dead Russian. Finally, two men pushed through the throng, ostensibly some sort of medical team. He saw the Israeli stand up and fade to the back. Yuri waited until he had disappeared from view before leaving himself.

			Figuring the Israeli would take the shortest route out of the old town, Yuri kept to the high ground, circling the ancient cobblestoned streets until he was standing next to a Roman theater from eons ago, now equipped with modern sound and advertising contemporary shows. He found a small table in the sun and sat down, giving the Israeli time to clear the area. Killing time, he fiddled with an electronic device, checking the readout for a sniff of a vulnerability, but it came up empty.

			No pacemakers around here.

			Looking like a scientific calculator with an antennae, he marveled at how quickly it had worked. He’d practiced with it endlessly, but had never used it live.

			Worth the risk going to San Francisco.

			The device was nothing but a bunch of plastic and silicon, harnessed together like any other modern gadget, from a Nintendo portable game player to a digital cell phone. The difference was its purpose. There would be no joy working this device, unless one liked watching people die. Using a wireless connection, it injected malware into implanted medical devices. In plain language, it caused pacemakers to flame out with eight hundred volts.

			The vulnerability had been perfected by the FSB over two years ago, and had been used quite successfully until the back door had been discovered by an American hacker named Barnaby Jack. Last year, he was all set to reveal what he’d found at a hacking conference called Black Hat when the FSB had intervened. They’d spent too much time and effort refining their technique to allow their back door to be exposed, and so they’d decided the risk of operating in the United States was worth it. Barnaby Jack died under “mysterious” circumstances in San Francisco, causing a mountain of conspiracy theories, but none as outlandish as the truth.

			Yuri checked his watch, seeing thirty minutes had passed. He had about forty-five minutes before he had to report to his Control, something he didn’t want to be late for. He stood up and walked around the outskirts of the theater, then followed the cobblestones downhill until he intersected Knyaz Aleksandar Street. He blended into the crowds out shopping, and wandered south, past the ugly Communist-era post office, the building blanketed with graffiti.

			The supposed benefits of capitalism.

			Yuri passed behind the post office and turned right, walking toward another squat, ugly four-story building at the edge of a large wooded park. The location of his Control, it was a Communist-era military club, still used by the old Bulgarian military men. A sort of veteran’s affairs association from the USSR of the past.

			He entered, seeing a geriatric man guarding the front door, the room inside paneled in old wood, dark and dank. In Bulgarian, he said, “I’m Jarilo. Someone is here to meet me.”

			The man showed nothing but boredom, having seen and heard many odd things in his eight decades of life. He nodded and said, “Upstairs. Last room.”

			Yuri turned without a word and walked across the open ballroom, his feet clacking on the marble floor. He entered the stairwell and climbed to the top, his steps now causing echoes that bounced back and forth in the narrow confines.

			The clatter stopped in the hallway, his footfalls smothered by the threadbare carpeting, something he was sure was left over from the Bulgarian revolution.

			From the thirteenth century.

			He found the last door and paused, checking his clothing to ensure he projected a professional appearance. He had nothing but disdain for Control, as the man had never entered the arena—never risked his life in the great game—but he did outrank Yuri and was someone who could affect his career.

			Yuri knocked, heard a muffled “Come in,” and opened the door. What he saw on the other side rendered him speechless.
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			Before the man in the room even turned from the window, Yuri knew it wasn’t his Control. When he did face about, Yuri thought he was surely mistaken. Seeing the wart on the man’s temple, right next to his left eye, he was sure.

			Vlad the Impaler? Here? Why?

			Vladimir Malikov said, “Don’t look so shocked. I do get out into the field occasionally. I’m not decrepit yet.”

			Yuri snapped to attention and said, “Sir, no, sir.”

			Vlad walked to a wall covered in books, seemingly studying them. He said, “Stand at ease, Jarilo. I’m not going to bite.”

			Yuri tried to relax, but it was impossible. The leader of the new and improved FSB—the successor of the KGB—Vladimir Malikov was a legend who’d earned the nickname Vlad the Impaler from some of his operations in the Middle East. Yuri waited for Vlad to say something more, but the man remained silent, his labored breathing the only thing disturbing the peace in the room. A rattle that sounded like an Arab smoking a water pipe, it ended in a string of coughs, then a hacking spit into a trash can.

			Vlad lit a cigarette, drew deeply, coughed again and said, “These things will fucking kill you.”

			Yuri nodded, remaining silent.

			“Jarilo. Slavic god of war. Did you pick that code name?”

			“No, sir. Just lucky, I suppose.”

			“But you believe in it. Like it.”

			“Yes. I guess.”

			Vlad turned from the books. “How did the operation go?”

			Yuri pulled the electronic Bluetooth device from his pocket. “It went absolutely perfect. The traitor is dead, and I have now identified the Israeli. He is exposed and doesn’t even know it.”

			“Did you get the cache of information?”

			“No, sir, but neither did the Israeli.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Because I watched the entire affair. The traitor passed nothing, and his death put the Israeli in a dilemma. He could not explain to the authorities what he was doing with a Russian national without giving up that he was an Israeli spy. Nothing he said would fit his cover. He fled at the earliest opportunity, leaving the body for others to clean up.”

			“Good. And the information?”

			“We’ll have to do some investigation. The traitor hid it somewhere.”

			Vlad moved back to the window, saying, “Okay. Not your issue, though, is it?”

			Yuri was unsure how to respond, as his taskings ultimately came from the man in front of him.

			Vlad said, “You have served with distinction on many fronts. One of the few who remained after the fall. Tell me, did you do this out of duty, or out of fear of a brave new world?”

			“Duty, sir. I have no fear of any new world. I saw how others made their fortunes, and I could have done the same. I could have eclipsed them all.”

			Vlad considered, finally saying, “Yes. Yes, I believe you might have. You ran the Berlin group, did you not?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And the Chechens learned to fear you.”

			Where is this going? Vlad was reciting things that were old news. Missions that had been hashed out over two years ago. Yes, he’d run an assassination cell out of Berlin, and had killed Chechen terrorists everywhere from London to Istanbul, including the former Chechen president—in Qatar, no less. It was what the Vympel were trained for. Blending into a foreign culture and sowing the seeds of destruction.

			He said, “Yes, sir. I did as I was ordered.”

			“Did you believe in the mission?”

			“Belief has nothing to do with it.”

			“No. You’re wrong. I’ve learned over time that belief has everything to do with it. You can order a man to attack, but you’ll only succeed in the assault if he believes. A man who believes is worth ten who simply follow orders.”

			He faced Yuri, standing a full head shorter, but his lack of physical stature in no way interfered with his ability to instill obedience. “Tell me, what do you think of the United States? Do you wish Russia to emulate them?”

			“If that is what you think is best.”

			Vlad waved his hand. “Give me an answer that isn’t just supplication.”

			Yuri said, “Okay . . . no, sir. I don’t think we should emulate the US. I despise them and their arrogant worldview. I hate the humiliation they have heaped upon our country.”

			“You mean you despise the fact that we went from a superpower to a has-been. From an equal player to a shell that lives for pinpricks on the UN Security Council.”

			Yuri said nothing, unsure how to respond.

			Vlad said, “Can I trust you? Trust what you say?”

			“Yes, sir. Of course you can.”

			Yuri considered for a moment, then said, “There is a terrorist here in Plovdiv. A Nigerian from the group Boko Haram. He’s a wild-eyed, radical, suicidal monkey. The worst I’ve ever seen. But he’s also a tool. Something I intend to use to equal the playing field with the United States. Remember what caused our undoing?”

			“The United States spreading the lies of capitalism to our federation, causing our satellites to run blindly toward a dream that didn’t exist.”

			“Really, now, I expected more from you. That was an outcome. States choosing a different path because the one they were on was failing. Why was it failing?”

			Yuri thought for a moment, then said, “Afghanistan. Getting involved in Afghanistan. It bankrupted both our moral fiber and our bank account.”

			Vlad smiled, pleased. “Precisely. And I believe the United States is ripe for that very thing.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“You will in due time. I’ve taken over as your Control. I have a special mission for you. But first, I need to meet this Boko Haram savage. I was going to introduce him to a Syrian Shabeeha leader. A man from Syrian Air Force intelligence who is working external operations. Someone who would help us attain our goals, but I’m afraid the savage has been compromised. I believe the United States is tracking him, and I need that to stop. I need you to confirm his status.”

			Yuri nodded. “I can do that. My team is here right now.”

			Vlad’s face grew stern. “It’s more than that. If he’s being tracked by the Americans, I need you to dissuade them from continuing. Buy me enough time to set up and execute a meeting.”

			“How? Have them arrested? Get them involved with whores? That’s really not my skill, sir. Others in the FSB can do that much better than my team.”

			Vlad’s face split into a macabre smile, disconcerting even to a man like Yuri. He began to understand where the nickname Impaler came from. “No, no, Yuri. I precisely want your skills.”

			He pulled a folder off of the table and handed it to Yuri.

			“I want you to kill them.”
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