
        
            
                
            
        

    
Bull’s Eye Sniper Chronicles, the second cycle of the Betrayed Series

Yes, upon fan request the Betrayed series is continuing! 

While Brandt and Rebecca go off to have some babies, don't worry! 

Davidson, Bunny and of course, Lopez are carrying the torch forward into more action packed adventures! 

***Warning*** Before you purchase this collection please be aware that the Betrayed series is a set of extremely controversial religious/historical thrillers. Too controversial to be published in hardback. Please do NOT purchase this book if you were at all disturbed by the DaVinci Code or The Passion of Christ's revelations. 

We also strongly recommend that you read at the least 30 Pieces of Silver before reading this book, otherwise the extremely controversial ending will not have the same impact.

Praise for the Bull's Eye Sniper Chronicles... 

"While Brandt (Team BRANDT!!!) and Rebecca left to raise a family, the rest of the team did their jobs and kept going. These guys are smart, funny and there are plenty of times that you feel bad for them and what they have to go through.
Don't ever forget Lopez words, "There's always a mole."

If you don't like action (and sometimes suspension of disbelief) then this isn't for you.

If you don't like the idea of things that could be different than what your religion has told you, then this isn't for you. BUT, If you can have an open mind to things that could have been possible, LOTS of ACTION (believable or not) then this these series will grab you and won't let go."

Amazon Reviewer

“If you like action adventure that moves at a breathtaking pace, you will enjoy this book. Carolyn McCray will hook you from the opening paragraph. Highly recommended.”

Amazon Reviewer

“Crosshairs is an absolutely brilliant start for the ongoing missions of our special ops team. There have been some changes (all good) some new faces but the action is better than ever. This is another edge of your seat, nail biter…Lopez is way off the hook this time as he leads us half way around the world and then out of this world, Literally!!!! 

Bunny is as beautiful as ever, she has done some growing of her own, she is able to go from Top Model to a gun wielding agent in the blink of an eye. It is one dilemma after another, the action is constant and sometimes very intense...I do recommend this for anyone who can take the religious reference's for what they are, fiction. 

I found this to be very entertaining and was happy to see some of my favorites back in the fray along with Stark working his magic from home on his keyboard and many screens....and surprise! Mom is a bigger geek than her son, a very cool, hippie geek that is. I am looking forward to the next installment! Well Done Ms. McCray! On to the next.” 

Anna Salaman 
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CHAPTER 1

 

Bunny held onto the car handle as their black SUV hit another pothole. Actually, the term “pothole” in Afghanistan was a misnomer. First, it implied that they were on a real road, instead of the world’s longest dirt trail. Second, there was nothing pot sized about the holes. More like crater sized.

Lopez had to gun the engine just to get out of the sinkhole that they had fallen into. It was hard to see out the front window, as the dust from the two lead vehicles obscured the view.

Levont was in the lead vehicle. Prenner was in the seat beside Lopez. Their new sergeant, Drecker, was in the back seat next to her. Despite her vow to never go out into the field again, here she was yet again. And, this time, in the car with the President of the United States. How her life had changed since meeting Lochum just a few years ago.

No longer was she the queen bee in the archaic halls of archeological academia. No, now she was the liaison between the army and the Secret Service sent here to protect the President. There was quite a bit of jurisdictional jostling, and it turned out that all of those years coddling professors’ egos had prepped her for this mission.

Over her earpiece, Bunny could hear the sounding off of the various cars and support services. The president had insisted on not just visiting Afghanistan, but going outside of the capital city, Kabul, and its relative safety. The people in Washington who decided such things clearly had never been to Afghanistan. Yes, the girls’ school the president had visited was only twenty-seven miles outside the capital city. With these conditions, they were lucky if they got back to Kabul in an hour and a half. And that was if they didn’t get hung up by some goat farmers. Sometimes they drove herds of hundreds of animals, and that could take a while for them all to cross the road.

“Why hasn’t your boyfriend checked in?” Drecker asked Bunny, startling her.

Bunny listened to the chatter over the . “Echo one check in,” she heard.

She frowned. Davidson was rock solid. If he wasn’t checking in, there was a reason. And, in Bunny’s experience, a bad reason.

“Go to high alert,” Bunny ordered. None of the men in the car seemed pleased that she was giving the orders. “There’s something wrong.”

* * *

Davidson could hear everyone’s desperate plea for him to check in and he would love to, but he couldn’t waste the breath or distraction. He had his sniper rifle set up, scanning the mountainside on the far side of the road. He’d sworn he’d seen something.

A glint, perhaps. But that had been several minutes ago. He couldn’t let his focus slip, even to check in. He heard a high alert command go out. Like he wasn’t already there. At least Bunny must have realized that if he didn’t check in something had gone sideways.

There it was again. The flare of light from a sniper’s scope. Davidson’s scope, like all high-end snipers’ scopes, was coated in anti-reflective material. Cheaper, older scopes were not.

Someone had a nest over there.

Someone not on the guest list.

Time for him to earn his keep. He had set up about three-quarters of the way up his mountain. Most people would try to go to the peak. However, that was the obvious choice. Davidson had burrowed in between two large rock formations. Much better natural cover.

The other sniper, while using an older weapon, was pretty good, as well. He, too, was nestled beneath the crest line. A perfect perch to shoot at the presidential SUV.

Davidson breathed out through his nose, slowing his heart rate, stabilizing his respirations. Telling his brain to ignore the pain from the scars on his hands. He had a picture in his head of where the flare had come from. Looking to the strips of camouflage that he’d tied to his rifle muzzle, there was only a light wind —nothing that should interfere with his shot.

Keeping both eyes open, he scanned the other mountainside, relocating the exact location of that blaze of light.

In theory, protocol stated he should ask for permission to fire. However, with the president in the mix, he’d been given the Scorpio order as soon as he headed out. He had pre-permission to use deadly force as he saw fit.

And he definitely saw fit. He couldn’t wait for confirmation. The next time the scope was used might be to take out one of the convoy’s cars. Davidson couldn’t let that happen.

Taking in a shallow breath, Davidson held it and counted between heartbeats, firing in the pause between.

The crack sounded loud in his ears. There was a slight pause, then a body tumbled out of the terrorist’s hiding place and rolled down the mountainside.

Subject neutralized.

* * *

“Sniper taken down,” Davidson said in Bunny’s earpiece. “I strongly recommend a change of route.”

The head of the Secret Service detail shook his head. “This is the only vetted route until we get to the juncture of the highway.”

“So well vetted that you knew about that sniper?” Bunny shot back. All of these alpha males thought she was a pushover. A pretty face just to smooth things over. They were about to find out, not so much. 

“Lopez!” she barked. The divider window came down.

“Yes, ma’am?”

Bunny didn’t have time to give the order before a huge explosion sounded ahead of them. In the dust and fire, it was hard to see what happened. The only thing she knew for sure was that a SUV in front of them had been hit by an IED and hurled into the air. It fell to their left on its top. 

The sound of the explosion. The flash of gunpowder. The reek of burning flesh. All of it threw her back to the stairwell in Paris. She wrapped her arms around her waist. The last time she’d been that close to an explosion, she’d woken up in a Parisian hospital two weeks later, minus a spleen but the new owner of a pin in her hip and eleven broken ribs. So many broken ribs that it qualified her as a “flail” chest. Whatever that meant, it had hurt like hell and taken over twelve weeks to heal.

Then she snapped back to the present, worried that Levont had been in that lead car.

Then their point man’s voice came over the comm. “Holy shit that was car two. I repeat, car two is off the board.”

“Lopez, get us out of here,” Bunny said, trying to shake off the flashback as Lopez jerked the wheel to the right and was taking them nearly straight up the mountainside. The SUV bounced and popped over rocks and large stones.

The engine whined, but Lopez offered no sympathy. He was nearly standing on the gas pedal.

“This is crazy,” Drecker said. “There isn’t even a road.”

“Exactly,” Lopez said.

Bunny had to interpret for the sergeant. “You can’t plant a device if you don’t know where the car is going to be.”

The president had two Secret Service agents on top of him, keeping him seated. Bunny was not so lucky. Her head hit the roof of the car several times, even with her seat belt on.

“You’ve got company,” Davidson said. “I’ll do what I can.”

“How many?” the head of the Secret Service detail asked.

“I don’t know,” Davidson said. “Is there an exact number for horde?”

Drecker frowned. But Bunny wasn’t sure if that was from the news or from the fact that Lopez had taken them airborne for a few seconds. Of course, coming down wasn’t all that pleasant. The suspension screamed on impact, but Lopez ignored it, gunning the engine again.

* * *

Davidson could only watch as dozens of ATVs, Jeeps and other vehicles swarmed out from the pocked mountainside and descended on the presidential motorcade.

“This seems a little more coordinated than the tribal lords,” Davidson said into his mic.

“I agree,” Stark said from his tech den in Washington. He had been reassigned from the Pentagon to be their IT support. “I’m looking into who financed this.”

Davidson scanned the vehicles. None could outrace the SUV that Lopez had tricked out. After seeing the terrain when they scouted the area last week, Lopez had made some very specific demands on after-market improvements he wanted made to the SUV. And you could see them in action now.

He was pretty sure that the thing had a tractor’s chasse fused onto the undercarriage. Which was why the drive shaft hadn’t just snapped in half from the way Lopez was forcing the vehicle up the mountainside. Sure, it had made the car weight twice as much, but fuel efficiency wasn’t their concern today. It was getting the president home alive.

Davidson aimed at one of the lead ATVs, but then saw a greater concern. Men on horseback. Sure, they weren’t as fast as the other vehicle, but in the rocky terrain, they could traverse far deeper into the mountains than any SUV.

Even after all of his training, Davidson couldn’t stomach shooting a horse, so he aimed at the riders. The first one fell off the back of the horse and the beautiful bay just kept running, his reins fluttering over his shoulders.

The rest of the riders were taken out within seconds. Still, Lopez had to deal with a literal swarm of ATVs, plus a tank that had appeared out of one of the lower caves. It was getting ready to fire one of its rounds. 

Figuring it was Afghanistan and not freaking World War II, Davidson didn’t have an anti-tank rifle or bazooka with him. Surprise, surprise. 

Tanks were a serious problem for a sniper. There were no wheels to shoot out. No windows to shatter. Whoever had coordinated this attack knew the ins and outs of an in-theater assassination.

Just because Davidson didn’t have anything in his bag of tricks didn’t mean that they were defenseless. Levont must have gotten a hold of the wheel of his SUV, as he rammed sideways into the tank. Again, the aggressive modifications that Lopez had insisted upon were coming in handy.

Normally an SUV would bounce right off of a tank—however, Levont’s SUV was not normal. It was about three times heavier than it should be, with way more horsepower than an SUV should be allowed to have. 

Therefore, he was able to nudge the tank off its trajectory. Just a few degrees were all they needed, as the explosive round blew up ten feet from the president’s car.

“You’ve got to get into that tank!!” Davidson yelled, feeling helpless. There was nothing he could do from his position against a tank.

Then, a bit of luck. The tank went over an IED, throwing it further off target. Levont sprang from the SUV, launched himself onto the tank, and climbed up the side. You could see the effort he was using to get the hatch open. Whoever was inside was attempting to keep Levont out. 

Which meant he was not available to fire on the president. Whatever it took to neutralize that tank worked for Davidson.

* * *

“They have a tank,” Drecker said. “How do they have a tank?”

Drecker was many things. Calm in the face of a shitstorm? Not so much, it turned out. Who knew replacing Brandt would be so hard? Actually, everyone. Trying to find a man who was as aggressive as Brandt yet had a level head on his shoulders turned out to be a herculean task.

Drecker was the third sergeant in as many months.

The first had problems with Prenner’s sexual orientation. But since he had been Svengurd’s boyfriend, and the downed Svengurd was now a saint in the men’s eyes, that didn’t go over too well. If the guy had a problem with Prenner, then he a problem with the whole team.

The second believed that everyone under him should call him sir, every time. Even out in the field. Yeah, that hadn’t lasted long, and now Drecker had his panties in a bunch. Did he really expect this mission to go smoothly?

“Who cares how,” Bunny retorted, wanting to slap the sergeant across the face. “They do. Lopez?”

“Almost there,” he said, gunning the engine. The sound of the strain of the engine filled the enclosed SUV. Then a loud crack overrode even the engine. Then another. Their bulletproof glass was turning out to be not quite so bulletproof.

“Davidson,” Lopez barked. “We’ve got a live sniper on this side!”

The front window broke into a million hairline cracks. Another shot and that window would shatter inward. All over them. Plus, at this point, there was no seeing out the glass.

“Prenner! Kick it out!” Lopez yelled over the commotion. The corporal heaved back with his leg and smashed his foot against the window. The hairline cracks became large stress lines. He kicked again, and the entire frame of the window fell forward, bounced off the hood, then shattered on the ground. The crunch under the tires confirmed that the window was dead.

“Ah, see how much better that is?” Lopez gushed.

No, Bunny did not see that. All she would see was that the nose of the vehicle was pointed straight up. She couldn’t even see the mountainside. All she could see was blue sky. It was like cresting the top of a big rollercoaster.

“No worries!” Lopez yelled. Which usually meant everyone in the car should be very, very worried. “The goats know what they’re doing!”

Bunny didn’t understand Lopez until Drecker sneered. “He’s taking us up a goat trail?”

Apparently, yes.

“The president can’t be taken up a goat trail,” the head of the Secret Service snorted.

“Yeah, well,” Lopez said “Tell that to the sniper, ATVs and the tank we’re facing.”

A shot streaked into the car, bounced off the door frame and ricocheted a few times around the car, luckily striking no one.

“Davidson, dude, are you going to help us out or not?” Lopez demanded.

* * *

Davidson chided himself. He should have taken up position at the top of ridge. Forget concealment—he should have gone for optimal angle. 

He held his rifle in his arms like a baby as he climbed up the steep slope. He had no shot until he got clear of the ridge.

“On it,” Davidson puffed. He was in shape, but climbing straight uphill with fifty pounds of rifles? The Olympian, Bolt, would be winded right now.

Finally, he hit the crest. He didn’t have time to set up a real shot. Instead, he just sprayed the area that was most likely to be the seat of the other sniper. The tank, though, had gotten away from the SUV. However, Levont had gotten the hatch open. He threw a grenade inside. An explosion rocked the vehicle and it ground to a halt.

One problem solved. 

The other was that the other sniper kept firing. Davidson dropped to his belly, snapping open the legs of the rifle’s bracings. He set it up against a large rock that looked large enough to withstand the force of the shot.

He then relaxed into a shooting position. Tension was the enemy of the sniper. No matter that the other sniper was shooting at his friend and his president, hurrying through the setup wouldn’t help any of them.

The sniper was firing so rapidly that it was easy to find the flash of his rifle. This was his last-ditch effort, and he knew it. If Lopez got that SUV on the other side of the hill, their little assassination attempt would be over.

Davidson breathed in, blowing it out through his lips. Bunny was in that SUV. Did that matter more than that it was the president? Yes, yes it did.

He let loose the shot. He was rewarded with a scream, then no more shots.

“Lopez, you’re good,” he said, a moment too prematurely, as a helicopter rose from behind Davidson and shot all around him.

Grabbing his rifle to his belly, Davidson rolled down the hillside, taking a few sharp rock edges to the body. Finally, he got far enough down to get behind a large boulder for cover.

 “Lopez, negate that. You’ve got a bird coming at you.”

Regaining stability, Davidson brought his rifle up and fired as the helicopter passed overhead. He put a few holes in the thing, but nothing fatal.

“Levont?”

“Yeah, I’m in, but I blew the shit out of the controls,” Levont said. “Plus, not exactly sure how the hell to fire the main gun.”

“Can’t you use the mounted machine gun?” Lopez asked.

Davidson swept his sights over to the tank. The machine gun hung off to the side, looking decidedly broken. The helicopter was zipping across the valley floor as the SUV crested the ridge.

“Levont can’t get to the chopper in time,” Davison reported. “It’s up to you, Lopez.”

* * *

“Of course it is,” Lopez grumbled as the SUV popped over the crest and was airborne. Then they hit the other side of the mountain, hard. Now all that Bunny could see out the front window hole was dirt and rocks as they headed down the mountain at an impossibly steep angle.

Lopez was nearly standing straight up, pumping the brake. “Don’t tip over, don’t tip over, baby.”

The SUV seemed to respond to his pleas, as the back wheels came down and they were on their way again. Unfortunately, so was the helicopter, as it swooped over the ridge and came for them.

“Prenner?”

“On it!”

Bunny moved her feet as Prenner pulled up a secret latch and grabbed a rocket launcher from the hidden compartment.

“We said no RPGs,” the head of Secret Service said.

Prenner grinned, “Which is why we hide this beauty. Lopez?”

Only when the back window began rolling down did Bunny realize that they planned to fire the RPG from inside the car.

“Get down!” she screamed. “Protect the president.”

She had to give it to the Secret Service—they piled on top of the president as Prenner put the rocket launcher on his shoulder. 

“Wait until he flies out, coming around for another run,” Lopez said.

Prenner nodded even as bullets punched through the roof, pelting the interior of the SUV. Then the helicopter was out and over them, streaking away. Just as it banked, Prenner fired.

Hell exploded in the car. The sound itself should have killed her. Plus the heat and the flame. The back of her head was singed. Her hairdresser was going to kill her if the terrorists didn’t. She pulled her hair into a ponytail. She would call it messy, but that implied some kind of fashion trend. This was just for practicality and to snuff out any lingering fire in her hair. 

The RPG struck true, though, and the helicopter exploded in a brilliant flare of reds and oranges. It crashed into the mountainside, sending shrapnel for miles.

Forget about a flashback, that was the real thing.

Bunny would like to feel safe—except for the fact that they were still racing straight down the mountain. They passed a family of goats who stood on their tiny perches, blinking as the SUV went by. She wouldn’t be surprised if they didn’t shake their heads at the silly humans.

“The ATVs are nearly over the ridge!” Davidson announced.

“Everyone, hang the fuck on!” Lopez yelled.

Bunny’s hand lashed out, grabbing the door handle as Lopez slammed on the brakes, hitting the parking brake, as well. The SUV skidded nearly one hundred and eighty degrees. Lopez drove them into a cave, then repeated the process, spinning them around so they were facing the entrance. 

“Prenner?”

The soldier leapt out of the idling vehicle as Lopez extinguished the headlights. Prenner knocked out the brake lights, turn lights, any light on the car. Lopez punched the overhead light as they were plunged into darkness. There was just the small hole of light from the cave entrance.

Bunny held her breath as the sound of the ATVs grew louder and louder. One flew past their hiding place. Then another, and another. None doubled back as the sound of their outboard motors dissipated.

She patted a Secret Service agent on the back. “It’s okay. I think you can let him up for some air now.”

* * *

Davidson was racing across the desert floor. With the presidential SUV on the other side of the mountain, he was on the wrong side of the valley.

Lopez had gone radio silent, or at least Davidson hoped it was just radio silence. Since the ATVs had crested the ridge, things had gotten a little too quiet for Davidson’s taste.

“New problem,” Stark said in Davidson’s ear. 

“Really? What else could there be?” Davidson asked.

“The girls’ school the president just visited has been taken over by extremists. If the president doesn’t return in six hours, they are going to burn the girls alive.”

Yes, that was definitely a new problem. But one that he couldn’t wrap his head around just yet. Right now, they needed to secure the president before the terrorists threw anything else at them.

He ran up to the tank to find Levont sitting on the edge of the hatch. “Dude, sorry. Tanks are complicated even when they aren’t melted.”

Davidson waved him over to the SUV. “I’ll give you a tutorial once we get back stateside.”

The car was empty. Their Afghan escort had melted into the wilderness. Probably just as well. Levont fired up the engine and struck out to follow Lopez. It wasn’t too hard. The man had left a huge gouge in the side of the mountain on his way up.

“What’s going on with our backup?” Davidson asked.

Levont shrugged. “Stark says the Afghan Army headquarters aren’t picking up.”

Typical. An entire army could be hamstrung by a single bribed radio operator. Davidson didn’t envy the men and women who served in this country everyday. They should get triple pay. It only seemed fair, working under these conditions. 

So they could forget about the Afghan’s army’s help. Not that it would have amounted to much. Clearly, someone on the army side had allowed the terrorists access to the girls’ school. They were just lucky that they waited until the president left. 

Davidson was already starting to form a plan for the girls’ school now that things seemed to be settling down here.

Levont rumbled them up the hill, not nearly as fast or easily as Lopez had, but still, within minutes, they reached the crest. Davidson opened the door as Levont pulled to a stop. 

“I’ll get out here,” Davidson explained. 

“Happy shooting,” Levont said as he inched the SUV over the ridge to join Lopez.

It was never happy shooting. Davidson didn’t like taking life, but he certainly liked taking out the bad guys. Looking through his scope, he could make out the six ATVs streaking out across the desert after an enemy who was no longer there. He almost felt bad. Between their sound and the dust cloud they were leaving, picking them off one by one was almost too easy. However, none of them would be safe until it was done.

* * *

They had heard multiple rifle shots. Bunny could only assume that was Davidson. But what if it had been the other side’s sniper? Taking down Davidson and Levont?

The rumble of an engine sounded as it approached. Everyone in the car tensed. Then an SUV drove over their location.

“That’s my chassis!” Lopez yelled. “It’s got to be Levont.”

He flashed his headlights and the SUV came back. Levont hopped out of the car. “Davidson took care of the ATVs. We’re clear.”

Bunny turned her earpiece back on to find Stark in quite a state. “Whoa. Slow down, buddy,” she encouraged.

Quickly, he filled her in on the current situation. She turned to the president, who still looked a little ashen, but she couldn’t wait for him to get over his shock.

“I’m sure you’re hearing the same thing from your people,” Bunny said. “The girl’s school has been taken over.”

The military advisor’s cheeks blew in and out. “We can’t give into their demands.”

Men. 

“Of course not,” Bunny said, “but Davidson has an idea.”

The advisor shook his head. “We can’t step in. Not without an invitation. We’ve got to allow the Afghan Army to take care of this.”

“You mean the same army that let the militants walk in and take over the girls’ school?” Bunny shot back.

His face became blotchy. “I don’t expect you to understand the international consequences—”

“Look,” Bunny said, speaking past the adviser and directly to the president. “We just want some time off. What we do with it is our business. No official American response. Just let our team go for some R&R. I think we’ve earned it.”

“Are you crazy?” the head of the Secret Service blurted. “We’ve just survived a major attack. You can’t go until the president is secure in Kabul.”

Bunny shrugged. “You’ve got two rapid response teams on the way, along with a military escort from the base. They will be here within the hour.”

“Hour? Why can’t you just wait, then?”

“Do you really want to know?” Bunny challenged. “R&R, remember? We just can’t wait to stretch our legs.”

Her eyes scanned the president’s face. He looked like hell. Probably a lot like the SUV’s tires. Worn and ragged.

Finally, he nodded. “Those girls didn’t do anything to deserve this.”

“Mr. President!” the cry came from nearly everyone in the SUV, but the president put up his hand. 

“If they think I’m safe, then I’m safe,” the President said waving at Bunny. “So get out of here already.”

Bunny didn’t hesitate, opening the door. The sergeant was a little slower to respond, but Lopez was already over at the other SUV, kicking Levont out of the driver’s seat.

Why Levont ever bothered to try to get the wheel from Lopez, Bunny would never know. Prenner didn’t even bother. He just climbed in the backseat with Bunny.

Once they were all piled in, Lopez revved the motor and got them going. “Where’s Davidson?” he asked.

“Where do you think?” Levont shot back.

Everyone looked to the high ridge above them. Davidson was always in the eagle’s nest.

 

 


CHAPTER 2

Davidson watched as Lopez drove the backup SUV toward him. The guy knew how to build a car that could last. The thing was dented, dusty, and looked like it needed to go to a junkyard, yet it still trudged its way up the mountain.

Which was a good thing, since they had little time to make it to the girls’ school in time. He’d formulated a plan. It wasn’t a great plan, but considering the fact that he developed it while running straight uphill, Davidson was pretty proud of it. Lopez had signed off on it.

Their new sergeant, however, still had his “reservations.” Like he had approved of anything the team had done since he joined the squad. He certainly wasn’t Brandt, who probably would have found their plans somewhat cautious for his taste.

Drecker hadn’t like Lopez’s idea to modify the SUV, and look how that turned out. He hadn’t liked the idea of splitting the team up, and look how important Levont’s contribution at the tank had been. So Davidson was ready for Drecker’s disapproval.

Davidson didn’t expect Lopez to slow, so he wasn’t surprised when the SUV trucked past going full speed. Davidson leapt from his rocky perch and landed on the vehicle’s roof. From there, he climbed in the rear passenger window.

“Hey,” Bunny said, dirt clinging to her eyelashes. She certainly looked nothing like the annoying grad student he had met a few years ago in Paris. She was way, way cuter now.

“Hey,” he said back, not sure if he should lean in and give her a peck on the cheek. In the end, he didn’t. Between her spending so much time in DC and his ops schedule, their relationship had gone off the rails a bit. There were only so many times you could say, “Sorry, honey, I’m going radio dark,” before the spark kind of extinguished.

But he really should be thinking of the girls’ school right about now, as they rumbled down the mountain. At least gravity was on their side this time. Once they bounced over their last boulder, the tires crunched along the rocky valley floor. Lopez dodged the stopped ATVs.

“Damn, it’s like a dune buggy graveyard,” Levont commented.

It was, and Davidson didn’t feel bad, despite the bodies slumped over the wheels. Many of the ATVs had machine guns mounted on their roll bars. One even had a rocket launcher welded on. All of which was meant to take down the president of the United States.

Not on his watch.

Looking out over the dozen or so vehicles, it became clear how incredibly well-organized and financed this assassination attempt had been. Between the tank, ATVs, horses, and helicopter this mission had cost millions, if not tens of millions.

“Stark, anything yet on who funded this?” Davidson asked.

“I’m searching through a hundred shell corps, but it is looking more and more like the Iranians.”

“And it can’t be a coincidence the girls’ school was taken over minutes after the president left,” Drecker said, stating the obvious.

“No,” Stark said. “The Al Qaida rebel leader, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, received a substantial payment last week which he farmed out to several of his lieutenants. I believe Gulbuddin planned this entire attack.”

Gulbuddin was a name they all knew. He was on the Most Wanted list from nearly the start of the Afghan War. And he had the balls for something this big. He’d been controlling the northeast provinces for decades. Normally, he had big opium money at his back. Plus he was a popular figure in Afghanistan, since he had been a major figure in the resistance to the Russian occupation.

He also paid very, very well, which also kept him very, very popular in the region.

Now, though, he’d overstepped his bounds. Once this situation was resolved and the girls rescued, it would not end there. Gulbuddin had gambled and now that he had lost, all of his poppy fields would be torched and his funding strangled off. He had just leapt to the top of the list. And, if the locals knew what was good for them, they would turn him in sooner, rather than later. Which might be a possibility, once the opium lords found out what he’d done. While they certainly funded a large amount of terrorist activity, the opium lords cared about one thing above all else—profit. Once the army’s retaliation took effect and destroyed their fields, they would become a very pragmatic bunch.

Even now, Gulbuddin influence was challenged as his forces got hammered by the army, losing troops and vital supplies. He’d even had several lieutenants defect to the Afghan Army. Then it had been leaked that he’d asked for a ceasefire. His reputation had been severely tarnished.

Which probably made sense why Gulbuddin would try such a high-stakes operation. He’d gone for the “go big or go home” attitude. Which was great, until you didn’t have a home to go to.

Too bad. So sad. These people thought they could gamble with the world’s lives. Which is exactly what they were doing by going after the president. And now, to use the girls to such a crass political end. 

Davidson thought he’d hated the Taliban before. Now he loathed them.

You could tell everyone in the car did, even Drecker. The guy was a little bit of a nervous nelly, but patriotic to the core.

They had driven for what seemed like forever when Lopez brought them up another hillside, then stopped. 

“The school is on the other side, but this is as far as we can take the SUV.”

Beside the sound the car made which echoed off all those these steep peaks, the dust cloud would also give them away.

Bunny took off her shoes and cracked off the heels. “Remind me to wear more sensible shoes, even if I’m going to have photo ops with the president.”

It must have killed her to ruin her Pradas, but she didn’t complain another peep. She piled out with the rest of them.

Lopez let out a heavy sigh. “This is going to be a long, slow climb down if we are to approach unseen.”

* * *

Damn, Lopez hadn’t been kidding. Bunny took off her shoe and shook out more pebbles. Levont had led them down the mountainside, picking their way between large rock formations and cliff faces.

So far, it seemed that they had entered the valley unseen. Trucks had been moving in and out of the girls’ school which, after only a few hours, was now surrounded in barbed wire. They had transformed the academy into a fortified compound. 

It was easy to believe that Iran was behind this. Who else would better benefit from the destabilization of the region?

“Holy shit,” Levont said, looking through his binoculars. 

“What?” Davidson asked, grabbing them from his teammate. “Crap…”he said, his hand going limp. 

“What?” Lopez demanded, snatching the binoculars. It only took him a second to refocus the lens, and then he, too, cursed, letting the binoculars dangle from his hand. Bunny took them off the corporal’s hands and looked through the lens. 

They already knew about the barbed wire around the compound. And the guards. Lots of guards, but wasn’t that to be expected? Why had this site made all the men weak in the knees?

“What’s wrong?” Bunny asked.

“Let me see,” Drecker demanded. Bunny handed over the binoculars.

“Did you see those glints?” Davidson asked. Off of Bunny’s nod, Davidson continued. “Those were detonators. The whole place is rigged to blow.”

Oh, that was what was wrong.

“I don’t like it,” Drecker said. “No one said anything about C-4.”

“It changes things a bit,” Davidson admitted, but then kneeled down and started drawing a crude outline of the school in the dirt. “This is going to have to be a coordinated strike. We’ve got to take out whoever holds the detonators.” The rest of the men nodded, except for Drecker. Davidson continued, “I’m going to go inside and set up in this corner tower,” he said, putting a large “D” in the southernmost structure.

“No,” Drecker said. “None of us are going anywhere. We are out of this op.”

“Sorry to say,” Lopez said, then cocked his head. “No, actually I’m not sorry to say, but you can’t opt us in or out of anything.”

Drecker’s chest puffed up. “I’m your sergeant.”

“Nope,” Levont replied. “Right now, you are just a guy we are out with on some R&R, remember?”

Drecker’s face turned a bright pomegranate red. “I’m still in charge.”

“Um,” Davidson said, tilting his hand back and forth. “No.”

Drecker looked to each of them and seemed to get the same answer. Even Prenner, the newest to the team, did not seem inclined to side with Drecker. 

“Our CO is going to hear about this,” Drecker said as his cheeks puffed in and out. “You’re just going to make things worse.”

“Really?” Bunny challenged. “Because I’m not sure how burning to death in a few hours could get much worse for those girls.”

“We’ve got to look at the big picture,” Drecker said. “We can’t get caught here.”

“Who said anything about getting caught?” Lopez scoffed. “Look, if you don’t want to come along, just say so.”

Drecker shook his head. “I’m not going.”

Davidson looked to Bunny. “We’re going to need five guns for this. Are you up for laying down some cover fire?”

Bunny, unlike Rebecca, didn’t have any problem with guns. Not any more. Not when so many guns were aimed at her. In the rare times Davidson and she had together, Bunny had gone to the shooting range. After Paris, Moscow and Jordan, Bunny never wanted to be on the wrong end of a gun again. Not if she could help it.

So Bunny nodded. “I’m in.”

“No,” Drecker blurted. “No, you aren’t dragging a civilian into your lunacy.”

Bunny took the gun Davidson offered. “Then grow a pair and don’t put me in this position.”

Drecker’s face went from beet red to a pasty white. “How dare you,” he blustered.

“What, call you on your cowardice?” Bunny was on a roll, and wasn’t about to stop. “I know you justify it as caution or prudence, but really, you just don’t want to storm a building loaded with C-4. You do know that your file states you are risk-averse, right?” 

The man huffed and puffed but couldn’t blow Bunny down. “Sorry, guys. I promise to pick better next time.”

She had a stack of applicants back in DC, eager to join their team. Why was it so damned hard to replace Brandt? Even though Drecker did have that one red flag of being risk-averse, he had a pile of commendations and glowing recommendations. Bunny would definitely pay more attention to those red flags in the future.

Drecker’d seemed like such a great, grounded guy when they’d met. For a brief moment, she considered if maybe Drecker wasn’t the sane one here and they were the crazy ones. Then she realized that Lopez had signed off on the plan, so it had to be crazy.

Crazy and not actionable were two different things.

“You’re not really going to do this?” Drecker asked.

“Or what?” Bunny challenged. “Wait a few hours and watch the girls’ burn to death?”

Drecker. “There’s bravery and there’s suicide.”

“And then there is Davidson’s plan!” Lopez said with a laugh, clapping Drecker on the back. The guy just didn’t seem to get it.

* * *

There were times when Davidson had to wonder what his attraction to Bunny was based upon. Being a member of the Knot, he’d spent his teenage years refining his skills with his rifle and not going to school dances. He had less romantic experience than most grade schoolers. 

With her tumble of red curls and flashing green eyes, Bunny had been a fascination for Davidson from the start. Her attitude, though, back then? Snotty? Arrogant? Demeaning? Had put a damper on his feelings.

Even now, there were times when Bunny thought a simple pout should get her carte blanche. And her shoe collection? What person needed hundreds of pairs of shoes? 

But all that paled in moments like this when she was fierce and proud. She didn’t flinch as Drecker glared at her. Bunny had turned out to be the perfect person to advocate for the team back home and, obviously, here as well.

He thought this was why Brandt’s and Monroe’s marriage worked. The scientist insisted on going anywhere Brandt did. When Bunny had opted to stay stateside last mission, Davidson had said he understood, but had he really? Granted, she saved their asses multiple times during the mission, but it wasn’t the same as having her by his side.

Right now, he wanted to reach over, pull her to him and give her a nice, wet kiss, but the men would probably not take too kindly to that. Instead, he just patted her shoulder. 

“You know the basics. Bursts of three rounds,” Davidson said.

“Otherwise your fourth burst goes into the sky,” Bunny repeated. So she had been listening.

“Stay low and don’t ever stand up, even if the area seems calm.”

Bunny nodded, checking her weapon to be sure the chamber was clear.

This woman in front of him, this one he could learn to love.

* * *

Bunny’s feet hurt, and every crevice, and she meant every crevice, was caked in dust. And the rock under her butt? It was not up to Temperpedic quality. But it was the best they could do, so she didn’t complain as much as she wanted to. Not with Drecker here. She’d been pretty brazen back there, and she couldn’t exactly bitch about the conditions now, could she?

Plus, what terror were those little girls going through right now? Bunny just had to buck up.

They had been resting for the past few hours, waiting for the sun to go down. They had to hope that the terrorists didn’t have any thermal detection equipment on them. However, if they did, they should have been spotted by now.

So the plan was to wait for dark, sneak in, kill the men with the detonators, and get the girls out safe.

That was the plan, anyway. Bunny had been out on enough of these excursions that she knew that was not exactly how the night was going to go.

So she dug in like the rest and tried to let go of the stress of the day. Usually, if you rescued the president, you got some real R&R. Not this nearly suicidal mission. They were outnumbered seven to one, easily.

The men seemed at peace with that, though. Lopez was snoring beside Levont, his head resting on his friend’s shoulder. Prenner was cleaning his gun as Davidson studied his dirt map, even as the light waned to near nothing.

The only one who still seemed agitated was Drecker. No great surprise there.

As the sun set, the temperature plummeted. But there was no lighting a fire, not if they wanted to keep up the element of surprise. So now she was dirty, sweaty and cold. Perfect.

And she’d trashed a seven-hundred-dollar pair of Pradas. That alone was practically a crime.

Davidson watched Drecker pace back and forth. “You can head back anytime, Sergeant. I’m sure they’ve got roadblocks set up all over the place. Within an hour, you could find a ride back to Kabul.”

Drecker frowned. “Someone’s got to document this folly.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Davidson said as he checked his watch. Bunny could barely make out his features as the night became inky black. “I think we’re good to go.”

The other men didn’t make a sound. They knew the plan and their role in it.

They all struck out into the night.

* * *

Davidson shimmied under the barbed wire, dragging his rifle bag beside him. Once under, he popped up and climbed a drain spout to the roof of the southern building. He set up behind a large air conditioning unit. 

He checked his watch again. They were only five minutes out from the operation. This had to be timed perfectly. Once he shot, the sound would signal the attack, since he didn’t have a silencer with him. Because why would he, if he was providing peripheral support for the president’s motorcade?

So, next time, he needed to bring tank armor-piercing rounds and a silencer. Kind of the two extremes of a sniper’s arsenal, but that was his life. At least it was now. Moments like this, when he was at the precipice of doing something truly good, he could almost feel the weight of guilt slip from his shoulders from the work he’d done with the Knot. 

That feeling never lasted long, though. Even after fulfilling a thousand truly good acts, afterward the sense that even that could not balance the scales settled back on his shoulders. He could never bring Svengurd back. Each time he looked into Prenner’s eyes, even though Davidson wasn’t the one who fired the shot, Davidson was reminded of the love he had stolen from him. How could one ever make up for that?

Perhaps he couldn’t. Perhaps his quest for redemption was a folly, but what else could he do?

Besides, these little girls didn’t have the means to free themselves. They needed him. A need that burned in his chest. 

Davidson picked up his scope and surveyed the inner courtyard of the school. Thankfully, the guard’s positions hadn’t changed since Stark had captured a photo from a satellite. Another boon. There was always a satellite tasked over this region. And with the president in the region? There were probably twelve of them staring down at them. Right now, the more the merrier.

The girls were all on their knees in two long rows that stretched across the courtyard. All had their headscarves on. 

The seconds ticked down as he heard a girl’s scream. In the wan sliver of a moon’s light, Davidson watched one of the men strike a girl, toppling her over onto her side. With her hands tied behind her back, she couldn’t even break her fall. The man raised his hand again. Davidson couldn’t do anything, though. He couldn’t make a move until the precise time, or risk all of the girls’ lives. Still, the scream tore through his heart. His scars ached all the more. God’s punishing fire reminded him constantly of the path he must walk from here on out.

To protect. Never to judge. Never to keep secrets.

A large man came out of the building behind the girls and slammed the door. In that brief moment, Davidson caught sight of a pile of C-4. These terrorists weren’t joking. They wanted to blow this school back to Mohammed’s day.

Did these terrorists really believe that God would reward them for such destruction? Davidson’s scars were kind of living proof that God didn’t roll that way.

But he wasn’t here to psychoanalyze the enemy. He was here to beat them at their own game.

As the moment approached, Davidson stared at his target. Did the man know that he was about to test that 73 virgin thing? Obviously not, as he smoothed his beard.

Davidson counted down.

Three. Two. One.

The rifle’s kick hit Davidson in the shoulder, flaring up the old wound. But the shot flew straight, hitting the man in the forehead. He tipped over backward, dropping the detonator harmlessly on the ground.

The other men had moved at exactly the same time, killing the other three men around the courtyard.

But now, a thousand bullets flew as the guards reacted. Davidson shot out the lock to the door behind the girls, then peppered the dirt in front of them with bullets. That got the girls up and moving inside the building.

Yes, it was toward the C-4, but at the moment, the explosives were an inert threat. Getting caught in the crossfire was a very real and living threat. Their screams rose in the night sky as they rushed into the building.

From outside the walls, Bunny’s cover fire roared. Three bursts, a break, then three more. She was doing a perfect job. To pull this off, they needed those external guards occupied.

Davidson surveyed the courtyard again. An armed guard rushed out, trying to cross to the room with the girls. Davidson put him down. Another came out firing from a nearby door. Davidson didn’t flinch as he took him down, as well.

The guards were in chaos. Clearly, they had no plan if they were breached. But why would they? They had the Afghan platoon in their back pocket. And all logic stated that the United States wouldn’t engage, so here they were just running willy-nilly, panicking.

Other shots rang out in the buildings. Since Davidson could tell the difference between an American Beretta and a Russian AK-47, he knew that it was mainly his men cleaning up during their sweep.

So far. So good.

 

 


CHAPTER 3

Bunny fired. Honestly, she wasn’t even watching where she was shooting, she just made sure to keep her bullets in the general area of the guards. They had retreated behind some outbuildings, but at least she was keeping them from going inside the courtyard and piling onto her team.

She had to pray that would be good enough.

There had been significant gunfire from within the walls of the school. She could only hope it was Davidson, Lopez, Prenner and Levont getting the upper hand. The fact that the school hadn’t blown sky high yet was a good sign.

Then Bunny heard a grunt from behind her. She rolled to take aim, but the guard must have snuck around behind her. He brought his weapon up with a smile. It looked like he was going to enjoy killing a woman.

Then a shot rang out. 

The man’s smile fell as blood soaked through his tan shirt. Then he pitched forward. Bunny scrambled to get out of the way. Drecker stood behind the body, his gun still smoking.

“Thank… thank you,” Bunny stammered, still feeling her throat constricted in abject terror.

“You’ve got to keep aware of your surroundings,” Drecker grunted. He stripped the downed man of his weapons, shoving guns and knives into his belt.

“Bunny?” Davidson said in her ear. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah,” she said, knowing that her voice was not steady. “What do you need?”

“We’ve got some zeroes holed up in one of the rooms. We think they’re trying to MacGyver a detonator. We need you to get the girls out.”

“To where?” Bunny asked, swallowing a mouthful of dust. 

“To the hills. Find a cave and hole up until I give the signal to come out.”

“Got it,” Bunny said. “I’m on the move.”

“It is ‘copy that’ and ‘affirmative,” Drecker mumbled.

Bunny wasn’t about to take offense. Not when he’d just saved her life.

* * *

Davidson hustled down the steps to the main level. None of the enemy were even so much as peeking their heads out into the courtyard. His gun was needed elsewhere.

Unless they all wanted to go “boom,” they needed to root out all of the terrorists and secure all of the explosives. Checking his corner, swinging his gun to and fro, making sure no one was behind him or even above him, Davidson made his way to the eastern corner. Lopez was sure he’d cornered several terrorists there.

Davidson turned another knob, opened the door, and burst into the room. No one there. He repeated the process all along the row of classrooms, clearing each as he went along. He didn’t want anyone behind them.

Levont met him at the corner. “We’re clear. Prenner checked the second floor already.”

Davidson nodded. “So just the one room?”

“Yeah, but its one of the C-4 rooms,” Levont said. “Some nice shooting back there, by the way,” Levont said, nodding to the bodies strewn around the courtyard.

He’d done his job—that was all. 

“Let’s move out,” Davidson said, picking up into a trot. Levont fell in behind him. He could hear Prenner running across the second story hallway, heading for the stairwell. They met at the bottom of the steps at nearly the same time.

“Ready to end this?” Prenner asked.

They moved out to join Lopez at the eastern corner. They huddled together as close to the wall as possible, sitting on their heels. 

“I hear at least three distinct voices,” Lopez said.

“Do you have the scope?” Davidson asked.

Lopez shook his head. “I know, I know, I didn’t think we’d need one on a motorcade detail. Never make that mistake again.”

Yes, from now on in Afghanistan, they were coming prepared for full-out war. No leaving equipment behind to lighten their packs. No assuming they would be staying in the cars.

Hopefully, though, there wouldn’t be a next time. Hopefully, the president had learned his lesson and would never visit here again.

“Any idea on their position in the room?”

“I think the back, but I can’t be sure,” Lopez reported. 

“Stark?” Davidson asked into his mic. “Are you picking up anything on thermal?”

“Looks like four men, but one’s thermal signal is cooling—I think he is fatally wounded.”

“Location?”

“All at the back wall with the C-4.”

So it was confirmed.

“Shock and awe?” Davidson asked Lopez.

“Hell yes,” the corporal responded.

“Bunny? Where are you?” Davidson asked.

* * *

Bunny was in the middle of about fifty scared little girls. “Drecker is knocking out the window. We’ll be out in under a minute.”

“Drecker?” Davidson asked.

“Yeah, long story,” Bunny said as the glass shattered under the butt of Drecker’s gun. He started lifting girls out of the room. Bunny gave the huge stack of C-4 a wide berth. 

She knew, logically, that C-4 was not easy to make explode. It was super stable and required a high-energy detonator. Emotionally, though? She treated it like a striking snake.

“I’m giving you three minutes, then we are going in,” Davidson said.

“I’ll only need two,” Bunny reported, helping Drecker lift the girls out. The ones already on the ground were heading straight for the hills, their robes flapping in the night breeze.

“Copy that,” Davidson responded. “One hundred and twenty seconds. Mark.”

Bunny tried to remember the appropriate response. “Affirmative.”

The terrified girls were starting to climb out on their own, accelerating their escape. Finally, she lifted the last of the students over the ledge. Drecker offered his hand to help her over, then he leapt through the window himself and they set off at a run, urging the girls forward.

They passed by a cluster of trucks down the road. The hills weren’t far off, and they were pocked by caves. They could get lost in there until Davidson had secured the compound.

Out of nowhere, a man jumped from behind the vehicles. He must have fled here to hide. Why didn’t he just stay hidden?

Bunny tried to bring her gun up, but the man was already pointing at her. The shot’s ring echoed off the hills around them. Drecker threw himself between the bullet and Bunny.

He gasped as the bullet hit him square in the chest. He fell to the ground, not even attempting to break his fall.

Gun up now, Bunny fired, nearly cutting the attacker in half. The girls behind her screamed.

“Go!” Bunny yelled, grabbing one of the older girls. “Get them to the caves!”

After she made sure there was no problem with translation, Bunny dropped to her knees, putting her ear against Drecker’s chest. She couldn’t hear a heart beat.

She checked to see if he was breathing, but his chest didn’t rise. 

Where in the hell was Davidson?

* * *

Davidson crouched beneath the window frame. Prenner was under the other window. Lopez and Levont were going through the front door.

It was a risky move to split up and attack the room this way. Friendly fire was a huge concern—which was why they each had a specific angle to shoot within. If each of them kept their firing to that narrow window, they would each be safe. Each of them had to trust the other to keep their heads and aim on target.

They’d heard a few shots out in the night, but Davidson couldn’t worry about that right now. He needed to neutralize the C-4, then he’d worry about the girls and Bunny.

He counted off in his head, down from one hundred twenty to five. Four. Three. Two. One.

Prenner lobbed a flashbang into the room. They held for five more seconds, enough for the light show and screeching sound to stop. Smoke filled the room and Davidson knocked out the glass and leapt through the window. He took out the closest man with a shot. 

The other three men fell to the ground before he even had a chance to set up his next shot. There was a deafening silence until one of the men sprang up, holding a silver cylinder with a red button on the top.

He yelled something in Arabic, then pressed his finger against the button.

His fierce smile wavered when nothing happened. 

“Like we didn’t deactivate the switch in the detonator,” Levont said, snatching the device from the man’s hand.

The terrorist tried to bring his gun up. But, really, in the room with four Special Forces members? He was dead before he could take his next breath.

“Davidson!” a yell carried on the wind.

Bunny.

They all turned as one and charged out the door.

* * *

“Bunny!” A cry from behind her.

“Here!” Bunny shouted between sobs. “They’re coming,” she murmured to Drecker. “They’re here.”

He didn’t respond, though. He hadn’t in a while. 

“Bunny!” Davidson yelled as he came around the corner of a truck. He slid to his knees beside her. Lopez went to Drecker’s other side and checked for a pulse.

“Are you alright?” Davidson asked.

“Yes, because he jumped in front of me,” Bunny said, not able to hold a sob in along the way.

“You can let go,” Lopez said, urging her hands back.

“No,” Bunny said, wiping her nose on the elbow of her jacket. “He can’t be dead.”

“He isn’t,” Lopez said. “Just knocked out by the bullet hitting his vest.” Lopez slapped Drecker’s face and the man roused. “See?”

Bunny let out another sob, this time of relief. “I thought he’d died for me.” 

Davidson put his hand out and Drecker took it as the sniper helped the sergeant to his feet. “Thanks for saving Bunny.”

Drecker coughed, holding his side. “No problem.”

“Of course, you’ve still gotta go,” Lopez said.

“I figured,” Drecker responded with a grin.

Headlights pierced the darkness as trucks rumbled over the hill, heading to the school.

“The Afghan Army.”

“Right on time, as usual,” Lopez joked.

Everyone spun around as footsteps sounded behind them. It was a group of girls. The youngest ran up to Bunny and hugged her around the waist. 

“That’s the upside,” Davidson said as he released his hold on her.

Bunny, never very comfortable with children, felt awkward as the girl hugged her tight. She felt warm and alive and real. Bunny hugged the girl back, feeling the child’s rough wool robe. Her tiny heart beat against Bunny’s leg. To imagine this girl in flames—it just wasn’t right. 

“And not just one,” Davidson said, nodding to the growing group of girls. “But multiply that by a couple of dozen.”

Bunny watched the girls rush up to all of them, chattering, happy to be alive. If she’d had any doubt she’d acted correctly, it was gone now.

“We’ve got to book it,” Levont said, heading for the hills.

Davidson nodded to Bunny. “Ready for another run?”

“Sure,” Bunny said. “Why not.”

“I’ll send a chopper to pick you up two clicks away,” Stark said. “I’ve got to get you guys out as soon as possible. We have a situation brewing in Bangladesh.”

“What kind of situation?” Davidson asked.

“A weird one. Some American archeologist is making a stink in Bangladesh. Something about finding an artifact that disproves Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.”

“That’s not good,” Bunny groaned. “Bangladesh has a primarily Islamic population—however, more importantly, they are the country that is keeping India and Pakistan from blowing each other up. We cannot afford religious unrest in that country.”

“Alright,” Davidson said. “Bangladesh it is.”

“Do you want me to send two planes, Bunny?” Stark asked. “One to get you home and one for the men?”

She looked to the sergeant and then Davidson. “That’ll be one for Drecker to go stateside and one for the rest of us.”

“Heard and confirmed,” Stark answered.

Bunny must have lost her mind. But the way Davidson smiled at her, she was kind of glad that she had.
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CHAPTER 1

“Work it,” the photographer instructed not just to Bunny but to the other two super models.

Bunny arched her back. Not in skanky way, but in a Boochy way. Tyra would be so proud. She then broke her angles, taking the shot from commercial to editorial. Thank God she’d watched America’s Next Top Model since its inception.

“That’s it, that’s it,” the photographer shouted with excitement making Bunny break character for just a moment and smile. Super models didn’t smile though. They were too busy being aloof and unattainable. And a super model was what she was supposed to be right now. 

It made her feel pretty damned proud to be able to fit in with this elite crowd, especially with all of her scars from her numerous attacks. And yet here she was able to model bikinis with the best of them. Talk about a good makeup artist.

“Smolder,” the photographer ordered.

Bunny dropped the smile, inhaled and lowered her eyelids just a titch. You would have thought she would have pictured Davidson in her mind to get her in the smoldering mood, however they had remained in that awkward, almost high school stage of being attracted, yet not together, for way too long. No, instead she thought of Hugh Jackman. Hugh always got the job done.

“Perfect!” the photographer yelled, his voice bouncing off the beautiful blue water. No, not blue. That didn’t do the color of the water justice. It was azure. A flat sheet of azure, stretching out beyond sight. That was the Indian Ocean for you. Clear skies above and still water below.

It was the perfect backdrop for this Italian Vogue shoot.

“Shift,” the photographer barked. “Mix it up.”

The other models were all legs and one nearly fell off the side of the boat. Bunny caught her wrist and helped her back up. Somehow Bunny ended up in the middle of the super model pack. She’d take it.

Nice to know she could have another career if she ever wanted to leave the covert world. To live like this? Being swept from one exotic locale to the next exotic locale on private jets. And just imagine, no one was blowing them up. Yes, that would be quite the change.

The beauty of the day was only interrupted by the pop of the camera and the bright flashes from the lights. Otherwise the day was perfectly serene, as if there were no other people in the world except them.

That was until a slight rumble sounded on the distance. It almost sounded like rolling thunder, except there were no clouds in the sky.

Soon two tiny black blips appeared on the horizon. They sped toward the luxury yacht, quickly revealing they were two Zodiac boats, filled with dark men bristling with guns.

“Get below deck!” the photographer yelled in a really, really shrill voice.

The production crew tried to get the models off the deck, however the boats approached too quickly.

“No one move!” the man at the head of the lead Zodiac yelled. 

Everyone froze as the Zodiacs came alongside and prepared to board. This was east Africa for you. Pretty, but also pretty dangerous. Bunny knew that the producer had bribed all the right people, but that didn’t mean pirates kept their word, now did it?

The dark pirates boarded quickly. They smelled of sweat and foreign spices. One grabbed Bunny roughly by the arm.

“Stop it!” Bunny made sure to screech, shoving the man off with the palm of her hand. She tore away from one pirate only to be grabbed by another, then another. Quickly Bunny was passed around the entire boarding crew.

The leader finally grabbed her. “Quiet down or die.”

Bunny cringed away from the big man, falling to the deck of the boat. She sobbed as she imagined a pampered super model would. Or at the least how the other two super models on board were.

“Do as we say and no one will be hurt,” the man shouted in heavily accented English. His teeth were yellowed like old ivory and his face bore the marks of ritualistic scarring. Bunny supposed that made him look fiercer to some.

But she knew him to be a liar. The number of Somali pirate hostages who were not hurt, she could count on one hand. The pirates’ reputation demanded that they rough up their victims to keep resistance to a minimum.

However, these pirates just boarded the wrong yacht.

From every nook and cranny, Bunny’s team hopped out, their weapons at the ready. Lopez was the closest. His knuckles were nearly white as he gripped his rifle. Levont was to her right. Prenner to the left. Each ready to fire in a heartbeat if any of the women were endangered.

“Drop ‘em,” Lopez barked at the pirates.

The pirate captain sneered. “Says who and his army?”

Typical cocky ass Somali pirates. But why shouldn’t they be? They usually hit up civilian vessels or encountered small military units. Right now it appeared that Lopez and his men were out numbered. “Appeared” being the important word in that sentence.

Lopez smiled back. “Oh, just them.”

With a splash and a heave, a submarine surfaced right next to the yacht, causing the boat to jostle in the wake. Bunny had to grab hold of a railing to keep herself upright.

At the tip top of the antennae array was Davidson, his rifle pointing at the yacht.

“This will be a blood bath if we battle,” the pirate captain sneered.

“Not so much,” Lopez responded. “Bunny here, painted all your men. We know exactly where they all are and Davidson has got armor piercing rounds so he can take any of them out at any time.”

Bunny smiled. She hadn’t been freaking out when she was passed from man to man, she’d been doing exactly her job. Making sure that she touched each and every one of the pirates before they went below deck. Covert really did cream modeling any day of the week.

A shot rang out and the bullet hit the railing right next to the pirate captain.

“All of this might for a few models?” the captain questioned, rightfully so.

“Oh, this boat is the least of your worries,” Lopez stated, handing the captain a tablet with a live streaming video.

“What is this?” the man asked, sneering.

“You don’t recognize it?” Prenner questioned, taking a step forward. “It is your home village. Your mother, your four wives, and twelve children, I believe.”

Bunny watched as the captain’s eyelids widened, revealing the whites of his eyes. So, even a pirate could be scared. 

“And that village has a Tomahawk missile with its name on it, if you don’t cooperate.”

Then the pirate’s eyes narrowed. “What is it you want?”

It was Bunny’s turn to take the front stage. “You kidnapped a girl, the Vice President’s step-daughter, Liza Laughlin. We want her alive and unharmed.”

To everyone’s surprise, the captain chuckled. “All this,” he said, nodding to the submarine and guns trained on him.  “And if you wanted her back, all you had to do was ask.”

* * *

Davidson watched carefully through his scope as the pirates, in an uncharacteristically orderly fashion left the yacht. Once Bunny had told the captain what they wanted, they had put up no resistance whatsoever, which made Davidson all the more concerned. Somali pirates weren’t known for their ability to roll over easily.

Was this a trap? Would they lead them into the forest only to ambush them?

For now, Davidson had to keep his attention on the situation at hand. He couldn’t relax until Bunny was safe. It had nearly killed him to have to sit by and watch the video feed as the pirates had roughed her up. It was her job, a job she had volunteered for. Actually it was a plan she had developed.

Originally Davidson had thought she’d only wanted to create a fake photo shoot so she could get some Armani for free, but the plan had been a sound one and so far it had gone off without a hitch.

From his perch, he could see the pirates file back into their Zodiacs without incident. Which seemed just wrong. Where were the sneers? The jests? The typical anti-American rhetoric? There should be curses and spitting, yet the men quietly filed up from below deck and boarded their boats.

Granted they had the leverage of the Tomahawk hanging over the captain’s head, but that didn’t seem to explain their calm, almost relieved demeanor. Did they realize that Lopez would never in a thousand years actually blow up innocent children to get his way?

Or was it something else?

Finally the last of the pirates were off the yacht and Lopez gave the thumbs up.

The pirate captain had given them coordinates to the Vice President’s step daughter’s location. Stark had a satellite ready over the region so it only took a few minutes for him to retask it to view the camp. 

They had dragged the girl out to give proof of life and to confirm her location.  Stark had said the young woman looked rough, but alive and overall uninjured.

The captain had volunteered to come to the camp with them. The sub would take them to the coast then a few hours hike and they could grab the girl and get the hell out of the civil war torn region. 

That was of course, if this wasn’t an elaborate set up. The pirates were known for their cunning and brutality, but double switchback ambushes seemed a little out of their wheelhouse.

For not the first time, Davidson missed Brandt. The man seemed to have a sixth sense about situations like this. He was like a seer who could read the waters of his own internal scrying pool and decide the best course of action. Not that Davidson didn’t think Lopez was a good leader, but that was it. He was a good leader. Not a great leader. Not that Davidson would ever say that aloud to Lopez. The guy was filling some pretty damn big shoes. Literally. Brandt wore like a thirteen, wide.

They had several other leaders over the past few months. Men that HQ thought could replace Brandt. All had failed in some manner or another. Too aggressive. Not aggressive enough. Too friendly. Too standoffish. Had it really been these men’s fault or was the team just not ready to accept another leader?

Davidson feared it was the latter.

Did it matter though? They had a mission to carry out. Bring home the Vice President’s step-daughter alive and well.

And Davidson planned to do just that.

* * *

Stark stared at the screen, studying the camp where the girl was being held. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. It looked like your usual pirate camp. Muddy roads, broken down sheds, skinny dogs running loose.

He’d done an analysis of every spectrum he could think of. As far as he could tell, the camp only has six guards and one prisoner. Unless the pirates had found a way to hide men in a different dimension, they did not seem ready to take on Davidson and the rest.

Granted Stark didn’t have a lot of experience with pirates, but this seemed all wrong. They were usually the “go down with all guns blazing” kind of terrorists.

Lopez was worried. Prenner was worried. Davidson was worried. Which made Stark worried.

“Just make it your damned screensaver and spare me,” Stark’s mother stated from his right.

Most guys would be embarrassed that they lived with their mothers or that they worked with their moms, but they didn’t have Stark’s mother. She rocked. Like for real.

She was an anti-establishment hippie yet oddly made your breakfast, 50’s style mother who now turned her considerable skills to working for the government. She could now legally hack into all the sites she used to hack for fun and very, very illegally.

The woman knew her way around a keyboard. Anonymous envied her.

 But she was opinionated. Like really opinionated. Like writing to the editors at the New York Times at least once a week kind of opinionated.

And right now she was super opinionated about the flow of pictures running on one of the screens. They were the stills from Bunny’s photo shoot.

The redhead had shined as a super model, but had anyone ever doubted it?

Her pictures were amazing. Sexy yet vulnerable. Coy yet sophisticated. She was everything a super model should be and more. She could not only take beautiful pictures, but also tag a couple dozen pirates for a sting operation.

Stark picked his favorite out of the bunch, which was hard to do, there were so many good ones and changed it to his desktop picture. The photo he picked was the one where her head was turned slightly to the side and the sun was glistening off her red locks. It was perfection incarnate.

What was Davidson waiting for to cement his claim on her? A declaration from the President to ask Bunny out? If Stark had the opportunity, he wouldn’t wait months, futzing around, doing the am I in or am I out dance with her. As a matter of fact if Bunny ever landed stateside for more than two minutes, he was going to take his chance. Screw the “brother” code or whatever that was. Davidson had his chance. Now it was Stark’s.

“Pirate camp,” his mother stated.

Right. Back to work. 

* * *

Bunny trudged up yet another hill. It was hot, but damn, humidity really was what killed you. Okay, so super modeling might be the better gig. It usually didn’t require you to climb through forests in 100 degree heat and 100 percent humidity.

And they were out of the sun. Bunny could only imagine what it would feel like out on the plains. Instead coniferous trees towered overhead. This was like no African jungle she’d seen before. There were no thick leaved bushes and high canopy. This forest seemed more like a South Eastern American forest. 

Despite slicking down her hair with enough product to choke an elephant, Bunny could feel small tendrils of hair frizzing around her face. She knew on a covert mission your hair shouldn’t be a concern, but sue her. She’d just come off a fashion shoot so every time she caught sight of a wispy red strand, she cringed. Humidity was not her friend.

Sweat ran down her body like she was a waterfall. Her clothes weren’t sticking to her, because that would require a part of her body to be dry. She was sopping with a layer of sheen that didn’t allow her tee-shirt to cling to her body. Not that anyone in this group would notice. Not even Davidson. 

Part of that wasn’t his fault though. He’d run up ahead to find his perch before they arrived. Run. Bunny didn’t know how he could do it. She was panting at a walk.

And trying to stay quiet. It wasn’t an easy task. The forest was eerily quiet. Not the usual sounds of birds and insects. No predators tracking their trail. It was as if the forest had been emptied of all life.

Levont closed his fist. Bunny wasn’t new to this. She stopped silently as the rest of the men came to a halt as well. This was about the third time they had stopped. Each time though had been the same. No one was around.

“These are the coordinates you gave us, right?” Lopez whispered harshly into his mic.

“Yes, and again, the guards have melted into the forest,” Stark stated. “I can only find two men plus the leader at the camp. You, in theory, have a straight shot into the camp.”

Lopez turned to the pirate captain. “Did you call ahead and discharge your men?”

The captain shook his head. “I told you this would be easy.” When Lopez frowned at him, the captain chuckled. “You shall see.”

Bunny wasn’t all that fond of amused, cryptic pirate captains. Lopez in the end shrugged it off. “Move us out.”

Levont headed deeper into the jungle, following an old, rutted game trail. Well, at the least there had been life here once. That gave Bunny some hope.

They had assumed they would need to sneak their way in then fight their way out. This waltzing into the camp had never been the plan. Even to Bunny it felt foreign and dangerous. Funny how flying bullets felt more comfortable now than a quiet forest.

Levont held up his fist again, but this time, Bunny could see why. There was a clearing up ahead and the camp lay not far off. She could see the outline of thrown together shanty buildings and a large burned out campfire in the middle of the camp. No one else was visible.

Where were the guards? The sentries? Pirate camps were known for their tight security. Normally you couldn’t mount a rescue op out of one of their camps without air support and at least twenty men. Which was why they had baited the trap for the captain. They had thought to leverage their way to success, although now it looked like they didn’t need the captain at all.

A rail thin dog barked a warning. Normally that could spell a disaster for the mission, however no one, not even the other dogs lounging around the camp seemed to care.

“Stark,” Lopez barked into his mic. “Where are the remaining three?”

“Well, make that two,” Stark replied in Bunny’s ear piece. “And they both seem to be in the shed with Liza.

Lopez grabbed the pirate captain and shoved the captain forward. “Get them to come out and lay down their weapons.”

“I’m telling you, they will hand the girl over by asking.”

“Just do it,” Lopez grunted.

* * *

Davidson watched the captain of the pirates step out into the clearing. All looked quiet. Too quiet. On his run in and climb up, he hadn’t encountered a single living creature. Not a one. Not a bird, mosquito or snake. Nothing.

Seldom did Davidson get creeped out, but this was unnatural. Forget the lack of soldiers. It was the complete lack of forest noise that was worrying Davidson. Animals were acutely aware of impending danger. You would see this ahead of a fire or monsoon. The animals booking it out of an area long before the danger.

But where was the natural disaster? 

Davidson did not want to find out.

The pirate captain walked to the edge of the burnt out fire and shouted something in Somali. Levont would be monitoring the situation. He was the African linguist specialist. Stark would also be recording everything and running it through his New Babylon translation program. 

Within moments two dark guards came out of the shed with a young Caucasian girl. They were practically carrying the girl. She didn’t seem injured as much as weak.

Even odder, the two men were the ones shaking. 

Then Liza’s mouth opened and an ear shattering screech came out of her petite lips. The sound was blood-curdling. A sound that should never come from a human’s throat.

The two last guards dropped the girl and ran off into the forest. Davidson tracked them until they were out of handgun range.

He swung his scope back to focus on the girl who lay crumpled on the ground. Her lips moved, but Davidson couldn’t tell what she was saying.

“Stark are you getting that?” Davidson asked.

“Trying, but can’t track what language she is speaking in,” the tech explained.

Davidson gripped his rifle tighter. This was not how this was supposed to go.

Not at all.

 


CHAPTER 2

“Careful, check your back,” Lopez said as the men inched their way out into the camp. Stark assured them that there weren’t any more pirates in the camp, but no one was taking that as Gospel.

The men spread out into a fan pattern flanking the girl before they approached. Bunny snuck along behind Lopez. The downed girl seemed feverish, her cheeks a bright flaming red against her otherwise alabaster skin. Her eyes were rolled back into her head and her body twitched at uneven intervals.

Her lips moved rapidly, however barely any breath passed through them. The other men did a quick recon of the buildings to make sure no other men were lingering behind.

“I told you. She is bad meequo. You can have her,” the captain said. “Hopefully if she is returned, it will lift the curse.”

The Somali pirate started to walk away into the forest but Lopez grabbed the captain by the sleeve.

“Whoa. What the hell did you do to her?”

 The captain jerked out of Lopez’s grip. “What did we do to her? What did she do to us?”

The man pointed to one of the depressed dogs lying near the fire pit. “After the girl arrived that bitch gave birth to two-headed snakes.”

Lopez looked askance, but the captain continued, “And one of the men, against my orders tried to press himself upon her. Before he could even try to find pleasure his member fell off. Off.”

Stark looked to his mother who shrugged. Weird stuff happened in the jungle but that seemed pretty extreme. Was this a wives’ tale in the making?

The captain strode off toward the forest with a wave of his hand. “She is your problem now.”

Bunny watched as Lopez brought his gun up to aim, then dropped the muzzle back down again. He turned to Bunny. “Do you have any clue?”

Bunny shook her head. “None, but she looks like she needs some medical treatment.”

Stark watched as Lopez nodded as he swung his rifle off his shoulder and jerked his pack off of his back and opened it.

Lopez had the most medical training of the bunch so he was the one to kneel next to Liza.

He put the back of his hand against her forehead. “She’s burning up. Let’s get her inside.”

Bunny grabbed a foot as the other men lifted her up, taking her into the relative shade of the small shed. This thing really had been thrown together with two nails and a roll of duct tape.

“Hook her up to the telemetry unit,” Stark said. “I’ve got a doctor from Tufts waiting for the readings.”

Even though in theory Lopez was the trained medic, Bunny had been the most trained on this new remote medical equipment. While Lopez put an IV line into the girl’s vein, Bunny grabbed the small telemetry unit from his pack. The thing was no larger than her wallet and the wires that came out were micro-fiber optic cables. The fitting weren’t those huge metal buttons anymore. Instead the contact points were two millimeter thin plastic patches.

Stark was pretty proud. He’d helped develop the streamlined, combat ready unit.

* * *

Bunny’s hands shook as she hooked several leads to the girl’s temples, then at the base of her skull, then moved onto the cardiac points. She scanned the rest of the room trying to quiet her agitated nerves.

Levont was hunched over his equipment, generating a Wi-Fi hot spot in the middle of the jungle off of his satellite phone. Prenner was busy guarding the door. He had the door to the shed open with his foot and scanned the camp with the precision of a robot.

Bunny was glad that all of them were on her side. Were on this poor girl’s side. Was the girl epileptic? Dehydrated? Traumatized? A little of all three?

“Got it,” Bunny stated. “You getting it, Stark?”

“Forwarding it to Tufts,” Stark replied. “I’m sure the doc is going to have a thousand questions though. These readings are all over the place.”

Bunny wasn’t surprised. The girl looked all over the place. Liza’s eyes were rolling back in her head, then would snap forward, pupils dilated to the point her eyes seemed black.

An exorcist moment if ever there was one.

* * *

Davidson cocked his ear, listening to the chatter from inside the shed and the crosstalk from Stark and the doctor. The upshot seemed to be that no one knew what in the heck was wrong with Liza. 

Lopez was pressing for authorization to move her, but the doctor was digging in her heels, not wanting the girl to be moved until they had a better handle on her condition. If it was a head injury, which it easily could have been during her capture, they could make her worse, or even kill her.

The team was in a bind. They really needed to get out of Somalia, like now. Yet they really needed Liza alive. Not quite a successful mission if they lost their package.

Davidson could see Prenner’s profile in the door, constantly scanning the kill zone. Just because the pirates left, didn’t mean they wouldn’t come back. Maybe a special ops team would bring more coin than an unconscious girl.

Davidson went back to his own routine. He was looking for approaching pirates, of course, however Davidson was more interested in the wildlife returning. He’d love to see a camel, ostrich or heck, even a bat. It would mean whatever imminent danger the animals had felt was over. 

But nothing. His heat seeking scope was showing only a wide range of light green and yellows. The temp was so high there weren’t any blues to be found. But no oranges as well. Just a sea of trees.

They couldn’t let down their guard. Not while the animals were gone. 

Perhaps the pirate captain had been right. Maybe the girl did have some bad mojo.

* * *

Stark scanned the readings as they flowed in. The values had eliminated grand mal seizures and a heart attack. Liza seemed to be in some quasi fugue state. Half in and half out of consciousness. Some drugs could induce the state as could trauma. Lopez had drawn blood and stored it in a cold pack in his equipment.

This was one of those mysteries that might have to be solved stateside.

Something else was bugging Stark though. It was the girl’s language. He should be able to translate it, darn it. He was the man. Okay, maybe not in most things like sports or shooting or cooking, but certainly in this. If it was a language spoken by man, or even a dead language, his hand-crafted program should pick it up.

“Glossolalia,” his mother stated.

Stark loved his mother dearly, perhaps by some society’s standards, too much, but he hated it when she did this. The width and breadth of her vocabulary was insane. The woman was a thesaurus incarnate.

Rapidly Stark typed the word into Google. “Speaking in tongues.”

“Of course,” Stark sighed. Of course his mother figured it out before he did.

“She’s in a state of religious fervor,” his mother explained. “It is the only thing that fits her EEG.”

“Hang on, let me get a second opinion,” the doctor from Tufts said then clicked off the line.

“Guys did you hear that?” he asked.

“Really? This is what you are going for?” Lopez responded. “Speaking in tongues? We’re supposed to run with that?”

His mother straightened in her chair. “Young man, it would behoove you to know that religious fervor is a documented scientific state, confirmed by EEGs and MRIs. During these states, the speech part of the brain is not activated. What is coming out of these people’s mouths are not conscious thoughts.”

“Ya, call and talk to my mom about the Holy Spirit some time, but I need to know if I can move the girl already,” Lopez stated. The corporal wasn’t too into theory. He liked actionable information. Which wasn’t exactly Stark’s mom’s specialty.

The doctor clicked back in, “From this limited information I cannot confirm or deny the glossolalia.”

“Doc,” Lopez demanded. “Can I move her or not?”

There was a long intake of breath. Doctors were notorious for not being the most adventuresome. Would she take a risk and give the order knowing if the girl died the blowback would hit her square in the face, from the Vice President no less.

“Keep her in a neck brace and on 100mls of LRS per hour during transport, then get her to a full medical facility with an MRI ASAP.”

“Good enough for me,” Lopez said then gave a string of orders to the rest of the men.

“Stark?” Bunny asked. He came to full alert. It had been a while since Bunny had spoken to him specifically. 

“At your service.”

“Could you look into Liza’s history?” Bunny asked. “Has she ever been in a state like this before or had any other signs of mental illness?”

Stark gave his mother a look to keep her from correcting Bunny. Neither glossolalia nor religious fervor were considered mental illness. He did not want Bunny called on the carpet. His mother waved him off, going back to her work which right now included monitoring the pirates’ retreat. As long as they had them on satellite, they might as well find out where the nearest camp was, then pass the information onto the African Union for later action.

“Crap,” Davidson stated. “Did anyone else catch that?

Stark spun around in his chair, checking all the monitors watching the camp. “What exactly was I supposed to catch?”

He had all the monitors set for anything in the temperature range of 95 to 103. Nothing had triggered the alarms.

“Davidson?”

The line was dead. No static. No wind sounds. It was like Davidson had disappeared. As a matter of fact even his temperature signature was gone.

“Davidson!” Stark shouted.

“Davidson?” Bunny asked in his ear. “Is something wrong?”

“I’ve lost him,” Stark stated.

“What do you mean you lost him?” Lopez asked gruffly.

“I mean, he’s gone. Whoosh. Gone. Disappeared. Adios Davidson.”

* * *

Davidson clenched his rifle. “Stark? Lopez? Bunny?” he called out into his mic. No response.

Every nerve ending that had told him something was wrong --really, really, fundamentally wrong was telling him that they told him so.

That they had.

He scanned the surrounding forest again. Nothing, but he had seen that blip. It had been blue, but it had been a blip. He was certain of it.

But why had he lost communications with Stark and the rest? There had been no cut out. No static. Just nothing.

Well, there was one surefire way to alert the rest to the problem. He raised his rifle and carefully aimed then pulled the trigger. The bullet went across the camp, punched through the tin roof and whizzed above Lopez’s head.

Davidson was pretty far away, but he heard the shouts. The rest were alerted to the danger. But how were they going to handle it? Not knowing made it hard for Davidson to cover them.

Davidson fired three more times, hoping this helped give Lopez some direction.

* * *

Bunny covered her head until the shooting stopped. Clearly it was Davidson trying to communicate something. Of course he was doing so through bullets. Duh.

Light streamed in through the bullet holes, forming a large arrow on the floor.

“Guess we’re going that way,” Lopez grunted.

“What the hell is going on?” Levont asked as he finished packing the gear back up.

“Hell if I know, but if Davidson is spooked, we’d best be spooked,” Prenner explained.

“Did you see anything out there?” Bunny asked.

Prenner shook his head. “Looked all clear, but Davidson has a much better angle on the camp from his nest.”

Bunny nodded. That was Davidson’s job. To watch the perimeter for them. Clearly he had seen something, but somehow had been silenced. She refused to believe it was anything other than radio trouble. If he’d died, she certainly would have felt something, wouldn’t she?

“Are they jamming our frequencies?” Levont asked.

“Not that I can see,” Stark responded in her earpiece. “They somehow selectively have cut Davidson off.”

“Or,” Prenner suggested.

“Or?” Lopez asked.

“Or he was the only one they could cut off. Stark, aren’t there some experimental high altitude drones to block communications?”

“Yes,” Stark said. “But those are still in the theoretical phase.”

“Well,” Prenner replied. “Someone has to move it into the practical realm.”

Great. Now they were up against some uber-cutting edge tech. That certainly didn’t sound like pirates.

“Plan?” Bunny asked as the men finished rigging a makeshift stretcher for the girl.

“Haul ass?” Lopez answered then nodded to the arrow on the ground. “Stark?” Lopez asked into his mic. “Do you have anything more than a vague sense of doom?”

“If it is any consolation, it is a specific sense of doom,” Stark replied.

“Fantastic,” Lopez snorted. “What is the point of having a tech in your ear twenty four seven if he couldn’t help?”

Bunny glared at Lopez. The corporal knew full well that Stark could hear everything he said. It wasn’t Stark’s fault that their enemy was so well equipped.

“Levont?” Lopez asked. “Do you want to do the honors?”

The large soldier moved to the door as Prenner and Lopez turned to the gurney. Lopez shoved an AK-47 into Bunny’s hands. “We’re going to have our hands full. You’re going to need to bring up the back.”

Unlike her predecessor, Bunny didn’t have a thing about guns. As a matter of fact, in a situation like this, Bunny was quite in love with guns and was trained on them. She felt the heft of the metal in her hands. Whoever was out there, really should have known better.

“Go,” Lopez barked. 

Levont jerked open the door, swinging his raised gun to and fro, checking the apparently empty camp. Bunny could only hope that Davidson was still watching over them.

A shot rang out, Bunny ducked, but the bullet hit a post to the east. Davidson was guiding them out. God bless the man. She might just plant one on him the next time she saw him.

Levont set a fast pace, forcing them to trot. Liza groaned from the jostling, but they couldn’t exactly slow down, could they?

A loud pop then hiss sounded from the west.

“Get down!” Lopez yelled. 

Bunny dropped to her belly, clutching her gun. An RPG ripped overhead, slamming into the shack they had just left, exploding it into a thousand pieces of shrapnel. Luckily they were far enough away. Only her boot was a little singed.

“So they want to play, eh?” Lopez asked as he nodded to Levont who got them moving again. Several shots rang out from high above. 

Bunny could only guess that Davidson was trying to take out the man who shot that RPG. A scream told her he had succeeded.

* * *

“Stark,” Davidson growled into his mic. He’d just gotten more lucky than skilled on that shot. The man hadn’t moved from this launch point. If the guy had melted back into the forest, Davidson would have been blind.

Clearly their new enemy was wearing some kind of heat-masking equipment, rendering most of his remote sensors useless.

Add on his being cut off from the rest of the team’s communications stream, he himself was being rendered nearly equally useless. That just wouldn’t do.

Something was jamming him and it appeared only him. Otherwise Lopez was doing a lot of talking to himself. Davidson scanned the skies. Whatever the jamming device, it must be high.

A glint on the horizon caught his eye. It wasn’t much. Heck, it was hardly anything. The object was the size of a small bird. Heck, it could have been a small bird with a band on his leg for all Davidson knew.

However that felt a bit coincidental to him. He took the shot. There was a spark as his bullet pierced the object. Clearly not a bird. The object plummeted to the ground.

“Davidson, can you hear me?” Stark nearly screamed in his ear.

“Yes,” he answered not bothering to tell Stark that kind of volume really didn’t help when you were being jammed.

“Thank goodness. Your attackers appear to be wearing heat masking suits.”

Davidson went back to scanning the forest around them. “Tell me something I don’t already know.”

Stark stammered for a moment. “I’ve tried every spectrum, I can’t pick them up. I can only see the guy you downed. He is leaking something cold. It’s weird.”

“Not weird,” Davidson responded. “They must be wearing cold suits. Look for an alcohol signature.”

Cold suits were a rarity. They didn’t just mask heat, they actually cooled the body. That was why the Army didn’t use them. With alcohol circulating throughout the suit, if you were off by just a little, you could drop someone’s body temperature too low, inducing hypothermia.

That must have been the blue phantom he saw earlier. One of the enemy must have dropped his temperature too low. 

“Got it!” Stark yelled. The man liked his exclamations. “It is faint but I’ve got ten markers.”

“Give me the coordinates,” Davidson ordered.

“But --”

“Do it,” Davidson demanded.

“8.3176 degrees north, 47.3009 degrees east.”

Davidson calibrated his shot, then pulled the trigger sending a prayer along with this bullet. 

“Oh, blue plume, you hit him!” Stark announced, although he didn’t need to. Davidson could see the blue plume on his thermal scanner as the alcohol leaked from the suit. Davidson could track the man as he ran through the forest. Another cluster of three shots brought him down. 

“The others are on the move,” Stark announced.

“Give me coordinates.”

“Moving east along 47.3026.”

“Count out the steps,” Davidson ordered.

“I don’t -” Stark said, then Davidson could hear some crosstalk back in DC. “Okay, got it.” Someone must have explained to the tech what Davidson needed. “Step. Step. Step. Step.”

Davidson allowed the rhythm of Stark’s voice to penetrate into his marrow. To hit a running target, blind? This was going to be a landmark takedown if he could manage it.

“Step. Step. Step,” Stark continued. “He’s angled to North 8.3172.”

Davidson made the adjustment then shot a cluster of fairly wide shots. He didn’t like to shotgun it like that, but there was no way he could keep the shots tight.

A small blue plume confirmed that he hit something. Probably winged the guy’s arm. But now he had a target. He fired a single shot and the figure pitched forward.

“RPG!” Stark screamed as bright reds and oranges bloomed in Davidson’s scope. Someone was hoping to get rid of the sniper. Steady, controlling his breathing and sharp rise in heart rate, Davidson watched as the missile hurled toward him. At the least it wasn’t aimed at Bunny and the rest. 

The RPG’s straight trajectory actually made the shot easy. Davidson picked up his secondary rifle. The one with armor piercing, explosive rounds. He fired a single shot, hitting the missile right in the nose. It exploded mid-air, reigning fire down onto the forest.

Wood crackled and hissed as it caught fire. Heat plumbed into the air, obliterating Davidson’s heat sensors.

Above it all though, the sound of rotor blades sounded in the distance. A chopper was headed their way, fast.

 

 


CHAPTER 3

“Tell me that’s one of ours,” Lopez asked as he hurried ahead of Bunny.

“Nope,” Stark said.

Lopez smiled though, which always disconcerted Bunny when the corporal’s response was opposite of what it should be. “Davidson, how about you make it ours?”

While Bunny very much wanted a helicopter, she wasn’t quite sure how Lopez thought that Davidson could make that happen.

Another shot rang out. This time to her left. From the range of shots, the enemy had surrounded them. If it weren’t for their imaginative sniper, they would have been captured or killed within moments.

If it wasn’t pirates, who the hell was it?

“I’ve got to let it land,” Davidson said in her ear.

“All the better,” Lopez said. “Can you get it to land nearby?”

“I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” Davidson answered as the sound of the helicopter swerved, coming at them. It was hard to see the chopper through the thick forest, but Bunny could just feel it bearing down on them.

Then they came upon a small clearing. The helicopter circled overhead, opening its bay doors as gunfire burst. Bunny lifted her weapon, tucking the automatic weapon against her shoulder, preparing for the kick and fired. The gun slammed into her shoulder, sending a flare of pain down her arm. How did Davidson do this all the time?

“Don’t!” Lopez yelled over the clatter of his team’s gunfire. “We can’t damage the chopper!”

Bunny stopped firing, but damn it was hard to stop. Then men in odd blue uniforms rappelled from the bay doors. 

“Okay, them you can shoot!”

She didn’t need to be told twice. Raising the muzzle, Bunny squeezed the trigger tightly. Bullets rattled out of the gun. There was no finesse. There were no controlled spurts. She knew what she should be doing, but adrenaline had taken over

There was nothing pretty about this. She knew that. She was prepared for that. But far better for the men rappelling from the helicopter to plummet, screaming to their deaths than her team.

She let up on the trigger as chaos and confusion took over the helicopter. Clearly this was not how this assault was supposed to go. Obviously the hidden soldiers in the forest were supposed to wipe out the pirate gunmen so this second wave could land and secure the camp fully.

Not so much.

They didn’t expect to encounter a crack special forces team that currently was kicking their ass.

“Now!” Lopez ordered and a single shot cracked the forest air. The shot pierced the helicopter’s windshield, hitting the pilot. The chopper veered and spun out of control. Only at the last moment did the co-pilot stabilize the craft just before it crashed into the forest’s edge.

The helicopter was only ten feet from the ground.

“Finish it,” Lopez grunted.

Another crack and the co-pilot slumped over, dead. The helicopter fell from the sky, landing hard, then bouncing, the rotors still spinning overhead.

Lopez and Prenner put the girl down and swung their guns to bear. As a unit they crept out into the clearing, firing at any enemy still moving. Levont grabbed the pilot by the vest and jerked him out of the chopper, checking to be sure he was dead.

Prenner did the same with the co-pilot. 

Lopez nodded, “Bunny get in while we get our package.”

Bunny was more than happy to oblige. She tucked in low, moving across the grass, keeping her head clear of the rotors. Levont was already clearing the deck of any bodies as she jumped into the chopper. Prenner and Lopez were only a moment behind, loading the stretcher in.

Lopez rubbed his hands together. “Come to daddy.”

Bunny sat down on the hard metal jump seat and strapped herself in. Lopez was not known for his slow starts. She gripped the harness and closed her eyes. Bunny had learned that you really didn’t want to see half of the stuff that Lopez pulled off.

But instead of the strain of an engine overtaxed, the only sound was that of Lopez cursing. Bunny opened her eyes. Lopez was punching any and every button on the console, yet the helicopter wasn’t responding at all.

“Stark, I think this thing is locked,” Lopez complained.

“It is probably fingerprint encoded,” Stark remarked.

“Where the hell is that pilot?” Lopez growled.

Bunny knew what was coming next, but that didn’t mean she had to watch it. She could hear Levont unbuckle and scramble out of the helo then the sound of a power saw sparking up. Bunny plugged her ears before she could hear the clamor of the blade hitting bone. 

While she cringed, Bunny did not feel sorry for the pilot. If you didn’t want your hand cut off post-mortem you probably shouldn’t fly a covert mission with finger-print locked controls. Kind of karma biting you in the ass, or in this case the hand.

Squeezing her eyes shut tight, she counted down how long it would take Levont to get finished, then run back to the chopper, then pass the bloody appendage off to Lopez.

Prenner squeezed her shoulder. “It’s done.”

Slowly she opened her eyes as the chopper roared to life. Within moments they were off the ground streaking over the forest, a little wobbly, but streaking none the less.

* * *

“I’ve got two heat signatures booking it this way,” Davidson stated.

Lopez, shockingly was still having trouble getting the helicopter under control. From the grumblings, Davidson could only surmise that the helicopter was a next gen vehicle. And it seemed a proprietary one. Its controls were unlike anything Lopez had ever seen and that was saying something.

Davidson watched as the other two helicopters came into view. Apparently they had been trained on them as they flew straight as an arrow toward him. The enemy knew the pressure point. Lopez could in theory fly anywhere, however, he couldn’t fly anywhere he wanted. Instead Lopez had to fly toward Davidson, and the enemy appeared to know it.

Who was going to reach him first?

Not that Davidson had to sit here like a duck waiting for hunting season to open.

He set up his rifle against a limb. He lowered himself into shooting position. He took several deep breaths, oxygenating his lungs before he took the shot. He could feel his nerves steady as he concentrated on one thing and one thing only. The rotor to the lead helicopter.

This one he didn’t need functional.

Lopez was swooping in from the east, tilting a bit on his axis. Davidson had to make the shot before his team’s helicopter could be caught in the blowback.

He couldn’t hurry the shot though. There was little doubt he would get a second chance to pull this off.

Despite his years of training, he still had to force himself to keep both eyes open. Squinting distorted your aim. He let loose the shot. The bullet sped across the expanse, hitting the helicopter right where the blades met the rotor. At first it seemed like the shot hadn’t done anything, then the blades started to wobble until finally one flew off, hitting the helicopter behind it.

The other pilot tried to avoid the collision, however he was only partially successful. The thick metal blade slammed into the windshield, shattering it on impact. 

He couldn’t watch what happened next as Lopez skimmed his chopper over to the tree Davidson was perched in. He slung his rifle over his back and ran down the long branch. It began to bow under his weight, so Davidson had to jump a little earlier than he had intended.

Thank goodness, Lopez was every bit the pilot he thought he was, nudging the chopper closer, so when Davidson went airborne, he had somewhere to land. Hitting the deck of the chopper with his bad shoulder, Davidson rolled into the interior.

Bunny was out of her harness, helping him up. He shrugged off her help and rushed to the cockpit.

“I thought I saw another shadow,” he reported.

“I concur,” Stark stated. “I think there is a third chopper using stealth, bearing down on you.”

“We’re never going to make it back to the sub,” Levont moaned.

* * *

Bunny tried to not let the sting of Davidson’s rejection cloud her mind. Too much was at stake. 

“The nearest US military base is in the Sudan,” Prenner stated.

She shook her head, sending more wisps of hair flying everywhere. “No, Mogadishu is way closer.”

Lopez looked over his shoulder. “Mogadishu?”

Bunny nodded. “It’s a CIA black site. They’ve got armed support there and it is barely thirty clicks from here.”

“Mogadishu it is,” Lopez stated as he leaned the chopper to the west.

“The agency isn’t going to be very happy if you show up at their airport location unannounced,” Stark stated in her earpiece.

“Well, then announce us. I’m sure they can hide their rendition prisoners for long enough to help us out.”

Actually that might be harder to do than to say. The Mogadishu CIA outpost was a major clearinghouse for terrorist prisoners. They serviced the entire horn of Africa and this region was rife with Al Qaeda and Al Shebab, and half a dozen other extremists’ organizations.

The facility had garnered vital information that helped prevent at least twenty attacks worldwide.

Not that it was much of a secret. The CIA complex included at least eight hangars, and another half dozen buildings. Several terrorist organizations had tried to hit the base, but had been stopped before even getting to the perimeter fence.

It was said the Mogadishu airport was possibly one of the safest to fly in and out of. Nobody was going to mess around in the CIA’s backyard. Or so Bunny hoped.

Whoever was chasing them down might not be too intimidated by the agency.

The girl in the stretcher moaned, turning her head from side to side. Which was kind of the last thing the doctor wanted the girl doing.

Bunny knelt beside the young woman. “Liza, Shhh…”

“Where am I? What happened?” the girl sobbed. 

At the least Liza was speaking English that was a definite step up. 

“You’re safe. We just rescued you from the pirate’s camp.”

Although as a missile exploded next to the helicopter, sending it reeling to the side. Bunny had to lash a hand out to a nearby metal strut to keep herself from falling into the very girl she was trying to help.

“Okay, relatively safe,” Bunny corrected as she smoothed Liza’s sweaty hair off of her forehead. At least her cheeks no longer looked on fire.

“We’ve got to go to Haiti,” the girl choked out. She grabbed Bunny by the arm. “You’ve got to promise me we’ll go to Haiti.”

Bunny could do no such thing. They were scheduled to head back to DC as soon as the mission was done. “You can go wherever you like once we get you safely back on US soil.”

Liza squeezed Bunny’s hand so hard that she feared her circulation was in danger. “No. We must head straight to Haiti. Promise me.”

Prenner knelt down beside her. “We promise,” he said patting the girl’s arm. “Will Port-au-Prince do?”

Liza licked her lips and nodded. “We can’t delay. They are gathering forces. They will purge the horsemen if we don’t stop them.”

Okay, was the girl starting to speak in tongues again or what?

Prenner just patted her arm again. “We’ll get there in time.”

Bunny shot Prenner a look, but he slightly shook his head. So he was just comforting the girl, not foisting a wild goose chase upon them.

“There it is!” Davidson shouted pointing out the window. 

Squinting, Bunny couldn’t see it. There appeared to only be blue skies behind them. Then she saw it, a glint on the horizon. Like a mirage almost, only in the shape of a helicopter. That wasn’t just stealth tech, which only hid an object from radar, but some kind of illusion as well. Maybe they employed Chris Angel.

“Who are these people?” Prenner breathed out.

Bunny didn’t know and didn’t want to know. It smacked of conspiracy and a paramilitary cult. She’d had enough of both of those for a lifetime. Liza moaned again, trying to roll over, fighting the homemade straps of the gurney.

“Shhh… We’re almost there.”

The girl began speaking nonsensical again, her eyes far back in her head.

This mission so was not what she’d signed up for, but Bunny should have guessed it would be weird. It was their team after all. They only did weird.

Even a straightforward Somali pirate hostage rescue had gone insanely sideways on them.

 


CHAPTER 4

Davidson tried to line up his shot, but the trailing helicopter, who seemed to have perfectly good aim as it fired another missile at them, was not just nearly invisible, but was taking very effective evasive maneuvers.

Lopez, able to see the missile, threw their helicopter down and to the right, cutting across the sky like a mad hornet. The missile blew up where they would have been if Lopez wasn’t quite as insane as he was. 

Another problem was that Davidson could only make out the super-stealth helicopter at certain angles of the light. The sun had to be behind the enemy chopper and the chopper had to be flying perpendicular to the horizon.

No biggie.

“Still nothing?” Davidson asked into his mic.

“If you weren’t swearing there was a chopper behind you,” Stark stated. “I would tell you there was nothing in the sky around you for miles.”

Another missile went off, exploding this time so close that the explosion rattled the entire metal frame. Bunny gripped herself around the waist, closing her eyes, slowly shaking her head. The beautiful redhead wasn’t all that keen on fieldwork. The only reason she’d come on this mission was for the free clothes and the fact they felt they had all the danger dialed in. How wrong they all were.

He hated to see Bunny this way. He had to stifle the urge to go over and wrap his arms around her. Yet he had worked so hard to keep them at arm’s length. Despite their obvious mutual attraction, Davidson’s upbringing had raised its ugly head again. Living such a covert life for so long, he’d learned not to allow anyone to get too close.

Especially a woman. More covert ops were sunk by pillow talk than by anything else. And a beautiful woman? That clanged bells so loudly in his head that it nearly deafened him. So much of his brain-washing he’d overcome. But this, this seemed to be a non-starter. Every time he thought of moving any further in a relationship with Bunny he felt like he had hives all over his body.

Even though she had proven herself over and over again, he couldn’t shake that deep mistrust that had been drilled into him for decades. His future never included a white picket fence.

“Did you hear that?” Lopez yelled knowing full well that Stark could.

“I can pick up the missiles once they launch,” Stark explained, “But that chopper is running cold and quiet.”

Why wasn’t Davidson surprised? The men who attacked them had some kind of bleeding edge cold suits on. Even this chopper they had stolen was much more advanced than even the ones that Lopez had been recruited to test out. And this bird wasn’t even the most advanced chopper in their arsenal. Their attackers had a full on stealth helicopter as well.

“How much longer?” Bunny asked, her eyes now open showing off their liquid emerald color.

“Five minutes, max,” Davidson answered. They were so close to their goal, but that other chopper was gaining ground.

“Make that three and a half minutes,” Lopez said as he flashed that cocky smile of his. Davidson didn’t complain. Let him burn out the engine, they needed to get to safety.

Another missile exploded, this time way too close for comfort. As a matter of fact one of the rotors was on fire.

Davidson took up his post again at the door. Scanning the skies for any little glimmer. 

“Look!” Prenner yelled from behind Davidson. “The airport!”

Sure enough, far off in the distance was a black splotch with several towers.

“Stark, do they know we are coming in hot?” Davidson asked into his mic.

“They better,” Stark said. “They should be putting up a few fighters into the sky to escort you in.”

Davidson didn’t see any streaks in the sky. This wouldn’t be the first time that the CIA didn’t exactly come through as promised.

No, as always they had to make their own luck.

Davidson turned back to his scope. A missile came out of what appeared to be nowhere, however Davidson marked in his mind where the explosive originated from. Then another glimmer. Now he had a trajectory. Now he had them.

He couldn’t wait for them to make another turn. Instead he fired five shots back to back, tracking forward, trying to anticipate the chopper’s course.

The first three shots went wide, but the fourth? The fourth must have hit something vital as the sky seemed to open up and deliver a full sized helicopter. His fifth shot must have hit the rear blade as the once invisible chopper now swayed back and forth.

Not one to let a moment pass by, Davidson fired again and again, not really caring what he hit, just that he hit his target. The helicopter went into a fatal spin, circling compulsively until it smashed into the ground, exploding in fire and smoke.

“Nice shooting!” Lopez yelled just as two fighter jets streaked overhead. “Always a day late and dollar short,” the corporal grunted.

* * *

Stark frowned as he reviewed the footage from the helicopter chase. What kind of technology were they using? He had full satellite coverage of the area, yet for the life of him couldn’t find a reliable signature to hone in on the enemy craft.

The tech was out there for stealth to minimize or nearly zero out your radar signature. The tech was out there to greatly reduce your sound footprint. His own government used a sound-reduced set of helicopters to raid the Bin Laden compound. The tech was even there to dampen out the heat signature. But to block line of sight? That was just crazy good.

Then there were the nanowire devices that looked basically like a hair brush that could bend light around small objects. Then of course there was the tech to make troops on the ground invisible, the quantum stealth blankets. But those were blankets.

This had been a fully functioning, high speed helicopter. How in the hell had they adapted “invisible” technology to that application? Seriously he wanted to know and develop it himself.

“If they can do it, so can we,” his mother mumbled as her fingers flew across the keyboard.

She was rotating the picture of the downed helicopter, trying to find any sign of the miraculous tech. They were both frustrated that Davidson had downed the vessel, but the team’s lives were on the line, so they couldn’t exactly complain too much. And no doubt the CIA would go and recover the wreckage and it would disappear into some Area 51 hangar, never to be seen again.

“We’re going back out,” Lopez said over the comm.

“What do you mean?” Stark asked. Their assignment was to accompany Liza back to DC.

“That was some pretty hinky stuff back there,” Lopez explained. “We need to go gather as much intel on our attackers as possible. And don’t worry,” Lopez tried to reassure him, “We’ll catch up with Bunny and Liza in Germany.”

How exactly the corporal expected to do that, since if Bunny and Liza lifted off now they would be hours ahead. Stark had no idea, but it was Lopez so he was going to take him on his word. 

“What do you hope to find?”

This time is was Prenner to answer. “We’re going to take fingerprints, DNA, anything we can get our hands on to refine who our assailants might have been.”

Not that Stark could argue with their logic, however he felt like they would only find more questions than answers. Whoever they had gone up against had been at least two steps ahead. If it hadn’t been for Davidson’s nearly savant like shooting ability, they would have been done for a dozen times over.

“Get me samples of everything so I can analyze them,” Stark added.

He would love to see how those cold suits worked.

“She wasn’t always speaking in tongues,” his mother announced. “At times Liza was speaking ancient Aramaic.”

Because that’s what every twenty-something step-daughter of the Vice President did.

“What did she say?” Stark asked.

“Let the dead bury the dead,” his mother repeated.

“Huh?”

His mother frowned, then took a sip of her white orange blossom tea. “It’s from Matthew 8:22 attributed to Christ.”

“But what does it mean?” Stark asked. He wasn’t exactly up on his obscure biblical quotes. 

His mother frowned again. Odd, usually she only frowned at his dating choices. “Most say he meant spiritually dead, but it is open for interpretation. It is never mentioned again in the Bible. Not even the gnostic Gospels.”

Great, so now the girl was not only speaking in tongues, ancient Aramaic, but in riddles as well. He could hardly wait until they could turn her over to the Vice President’s protection detail and be done with this little mystery.

“What the…” His mother typed fiercely as she read a message that scrolled across the screen. “Their flight out of Somalia to Germany has been cancelled.”

“What do you mean?” Stark asked, jumping in to investigate. “That is a regular flight to Berlin. It hasn’t been cancelled in ten years.”

His mother shrugged. “I guess someone wants to keep Liza in Africa a little longer.”

“Doesn’t the CIA have a plane they can ship her out in?” Stark asked.

“They say they don’t.”

Stark brought up satellite footage of the airport. There were three transport planes sitting on the tarmac within the CIA’s compound.

“You better get the Vice President on the line,” Stark commented to his mother. Whatever was going on, was not above board.

* * *

Davidson checked his comm again. “Still down,” he reported.

They had lost contact with Stark within five minutes of leaving the secret CIA base. They had debated turning around, but that felt like they were giving into the terrorists. If anything it signaled to them the importance of going back and getting as much intel as possible.

Could the enemy have something more up its sleeve waiting for them back at the pirate camp? Sure. But they had determined it was worth the risk. Plus trying to get Lopez to turn around was like trying to get a bottle of steroids out of a wrestler’s grip.

Not possible.

“Get ready,” Lopez announced as their helicopter careened toward the camp. They flew in tight over the tree tops, skimming along the foliage. There was no doubt they were flying under the radar basement, but would it be stealthy enough if the enemy had regrouped at the camp.

“You are going to need to jump down because I don’t think I should land.”

Davidson nodded. The last thing they needed was for the helicopter to be shot down.

Lopez brought the helo to the center of the camp, hovering about six feet over the ground. Levont was the first one out. He landed on both feet, gun up, ready to take on anyone that might be lingering in the area.

Prenner was next. Davidson leapt out, landing hard, having to go down on one knee before he was up and following the others. 

They came to the first body just outside the camp. The enemy had encroached way closer than any of them would have liked. The blue plastic suit was tightly fitted with about a three millimeter gap where the alcohol had coursed through the fabric, cooling the heat signature. Prenner rolled the man over to reveal a small battery pack which must have fueled the small motor that pumped the liquid. 

It was all so compact and elegant. How much R&D had gone into this suit? There had been no wasted weight or energy. Levont pulled off the man’s mask. Even in death the man was handsome, square jaw, strong forehead. Dark haired and blue eyed. Actually his eyes were so blue they looked unnatural. Like someone had replaced the man’s irises with the sky.

Prenner took fingerprints and DNA swabs quickly as Levont snapped a thousand pictures of the suit and the man. Davidson scanned the area, making sure no other enemies snuck from the forest.

“Onto the next one?” Levont asked.

Davidson gave a nod. No reason to linger here.

They found the second body a little deeper in the forest. Same suit and once the mask was removed it appeared to be the same man. Same dark hair. Same unnaturally blue eyes.

Davidson looked to Prenner who looked to Levont. 

“Are you guys thinking what I am?” Levont asked.

“Twins?” Prenner offered.

It wouldn’t be unheard of, but dang it would be rare in a combat unit. After the prerequisite pictures and samples, they moved on. The third body had taken several shots. It must have been one of the men that Davidson had to track with Stark’s guidance.

When they turned him over they found the same exact features.

“No way they were triplets,” Levont spat.

No one wanted to speak the only other option. Clones. It was illegal, but some scientists were born to explore taboo avenues of research.

By the fourth and fifth body Davidson’s concerns were confirmed. There was no way these men had any kind of cosmetic surgery to make them look alike. They were alike. DNA would verify his suspicion.

“What the…” Levont sighed as they turned over the sixth body. It was getting creepier and creepier. It was one thing to go up against an enemy with a good R&D department who was well funded. It was another thing to go up against a clone army.

Freaky. And Davidson had been raised by a fanatical religious cult.

They approached the last man. He was still bleeding. Still alive. Barely.

“Who are you?” Davidson demanded.

“We are the Righteous,” the man sputtered out in a pool of bright red blood. His eyes as stark and clear as his clone “brothers.”

“Yah, yah, yah,” Levont said. “We’ve heard it all before. You’re superior. You’re better. You are going to rule the world.”

“But we shall,” the man stated. “We shall reshape the world in God’s image. Tomorrow’s sunrise will be set on fire.”

“You got anything more specific, dude?” Levont asked.

Then the man coughed and died.

“Great, just great,” Levont murmured. “More fruit loops.”

* * *

Bunny paced back and forth beside Liza’s bed. Something was wrong. Stark had reported that something was afoot and that he had lost communications with the team.

So she wasn’t surprised when a man, dressed in a dark suit and slicked back hair walked into the hospital room. 

“Belinda?” the man asked as he extended his hand. 

Clearly he had no idea who she was or what she was capable of. She accepted his hand and didn’t bother to correct him on her name. Let him believe that he was building rapport.

“And you are?”

“Mr. Theodore Homely.”

Did he really expect her to believe that? Anything that came out of his mouth was as suspect as his choice of hairstyle.

“There has been a change of plans,” the man said. “We will be transporting Liza to Israel then straight to DC.”

“Great,” Bunny said and watched his face beam with accomplishment. “Just show me the orders and I’ll send her on her way.”

Oh, how sad it was to see his face fall. Did they really think after all the intergovernmental agency liaison positions she’d held that she would just take this spook’s word for it? Seriously?

“The orders will be along, but we’ve got to get moving if we are going to catch the plane.”

“The plane is your own, so there is no ‘catching it,’ and if you had legitimate orders, they would have come through email, fax or cable, so let’s not waste both of our time.”

The false compassion fell of “Tommy’s” face. The flint in his eyes shone. “You do not want to interfere.”

“Probably not, but I am going to,” Bunny said, then hit the base of her ear even though she didn’t have to, to turn the mic on, but she wanted Theodore to know she had backup. Maybe back in DC, but back up none the less.

“Stark,” Bunny stated. “I’ve got a Teddy Homely here saying that he has orders to take possession of Liza and send her to DC via Israel. Could you please verify?”

It was kind of cute how white Tommy’s face went. The CIA loved to play games and power moves, but seldom liked to be double-checked. Mainly because they knew what Stark would find. A whole lot of bullshit.

The Vice President wasn’t going to be pleased that the CIA had tried to kidnap his step-daughter.

She turned to Theodore. “Is there anything else?” she said with a smile about as insincere as Theodore’s had been to her.

“No, nothing, but I will be back,” the man promised.

Bunny didn’t allow her smile to waver until Theodore had left the room and headed down the hall.

“You’ve got to punch through the static and get Davidson and the rest back here pronto. Teddy is not coming back alone,” Bunny informed Stark.

“Working on it,” Stark reported back. “By their timetable, they should be back within the hour.”

Bunny took in a deep breath and stroked Liza’s hand as she struggled unconsciously against the restraints. “Not sure if we have an hour.”

Come on, guys, hurry up, Bunny thought. But the guys thought that Liza and she were safe here. Yah, like a CIA black site was ever safe for anyone. Even their allies.

* * *

Davidson waved for Lopez to land the chopper. Clearly he was reluctant, only bringing the chopper down a few inches off the ground.

It would have to do.

Prenner and Levont loaded two bodies onto the chopper’s deck before Davidson climbed up into the vehicle.

“What’s up with that?” Lopez stated. “I thought we were only taking samples? The extra weight is going to slow us down.”

Levont turned both faces toward Lopez.

“Holy…”

Lopez didn’t complain any more as he lifted the helicopter straight up even before anyone was buckled in.

“Anybody else have a bad feeling about this?” Lopez asked the group.

“Probably a better question, does anyone have a good feeling about this?” Levont asked then chuckled as no one answered. “A ringing endorsement.”

They whisked out over the forest, striking east back to the base. 

Lopez didn’t seem to let the extra weight slow him down one bit as they crossed over the tree line and toward the rolling meadows that stretched out to the sea.

“Mayday, mayday,” Stark crackled in Davidson’s ear. “Can anyone here me?”

“What’s the problem?” Davidson asked.

“The CIA are trying to take possession of Liza,” Stark relayed quickly. “Bunny challenged them and they backed off but she is worried they are going to come back with more firepower.”

“Tell her to sit tight, we’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Will do,” Stark answered.

Anger coursed through Davidson’s veins. The arrogance of the CIA. And the stupidity to take on Bunny, with or without her Special Forces team.

“Are you working an angle?” Davidson asked Stark.

“We’ve contacted the Vice President directly and put in a formal request for information from the CIA, but you know how those go.”

Probably the only other agency in the world that came close to the CIA’s desire and ability to keep everything they did under a tight lid was the KGB, now the FSB. The agency wanted all information, all of the time, yet it was a decidedly one-way street. To get information to flow in the other direction was usually a futile task. One that he would allow Stark to undertake.

Davidson looked down at the two bodies. Maybe they had something more valuable than Liza. “Stark, let the agency know we are willing to trade.”

“What?” the techie asked.

Davidson nodded to Levont to start uploading pictures. “Take a look at these and then pass them on.”

There was a brief silence then a sharp intake of air. “Yah, I think the agency is going to want a piece of this.”

* * *

Baasha remained hidden in the forest until the Special Forces helicopter, in truth his helicopter, was long out of range. His Righteous brothers were dead. All of them. It had been the arrogance in their lineage and training that had brought them low.

Once it was discovered that the pirates had been routed and a Special Forces team, especially one with such a gifted sniper, had taken over the camp, they should have aborted. Far better to retreat in silence and anonymity than to be discovered and destroyed.

Baasha had suggested this to Aaron, however the leader of the strike team had disregarded his advice. Who ever listened to Baasha, at least the first time? Who listened to the club-footed, nearly blind genetically mangled brother? 

The Righteous had dabbled in cloning long before even Dolly the cloned sheep hit the media. Several decades ago, the process was not as refined as it was today. These new generation brothers were all nearly perfection incarnate. As they should be.

In the days of Baasha’s birth nearly one out of four babies had such bad mutations they were aborted rather than brought to term. 

Baasha had somehow slipped through the cracks. So despite his one eye that was as large as a marble and the other the size of a grape, he had been born into the world.

And once born, there was little the Righteous could do but raise him as one of their own. Since a child, he had made sure that he was indispensible. He made sure that he knew every one of the Righteous’ secrets. It made it slightly harder for those on the counsel who hated the sight of his deformity to “lose” Baasha. 

He was certain many of the counsel would be rather disappointed that only he survived the assault.

Many good Righteous men died today. There would be repercussions from today, not the least that Liza was now in enemy hands. There would be none for him though. He had made certain to register his disagreement with Aaron before the strike. To some he would seem prophetic. Many believed that God had burdened him so, to make him stronger and that he alone might have a channel to God that none of the “perfect” brothers had.

These events would only reinforce their belief.

 And if he were to recover Liza? His place amongst the Righteous would be secured. 

All of the suffering. 

All of the doubt.

All of the pain would finally come to fruition.

But there was little time. Liza must arrive in Haiti before the week’s end, otherwise all their work for millennia would be for naught.

 


CHAPTER 5

Bunny sat beside Liza who finally seemed comfortable. Maybe it was the cocktail of anti-psychotic drugs the doctor had given her or perhaps she finally felt safe. 

Although that was a bit of an illusion right now. Bunny knew that she sat here with a dagger over her head. The CIA could come busting in here at any moment. And what could she do? Flick her hair and smile? That might work on frat boys, but not on the agency.

She squeezed Liza’s hand. The boys would be back in time. She simply had to believe that. Stark was doing everything he could from across the Atlantic. The more people, the right people, who were aware of what the CIA was trying to do here, the better. They were not all that into accountability.

Therefore Bunny was not surprised when the door burst open and a woman in a starched black suit with two large men flanking her, entered the room. Bunny just smiled. For being such a stealthy, covert agency, the CIA was rather predictable.

The woman flashed some credentials, which Bunny was sure were false and rambled on about jurisdiction. Bunny allowed it all to flow over her like the slurry of bullshit that it was.

“And if I don’t comply?” Bunny asked. Because even though she really hadn’t been listening to the woman, the chick definitely wanted Bunny to comply with something she didn’t want to.

This stopped the woman in her tracks. Her cheeks flushed a bit as she regrouped. “We will arrest you.”

“Under what authority exactly?” Bunny asked tilting her head. “The CIA has no law enforcement powers. And even if you say you are FBI, you have no legal claim in Somalia, so DOD? ATF? Which acronym are you threatening me under?”

The woman obviously thought that a woman named Bunny would be an easier mark than she was. That was fine by Bunny. Let everyone underestimate her.

Besides all Bunny needed to do was stall this woman for just a few more moments.

Then the boys would be here and they could have a very different conversation.

Right?

* * *

“Come on, come on,” Davidson urged Lopez although he didn’t know why he bothered. The stolen helicopter’s engines were screaming already sounding as if the components were ready to fly apart at a moment’s notice.

As a matter of fact, something was smoking out the back. It wasn’t pretty. 

The helicopter would never be the same after Lopez got a hold of it.

The airport was close enough now they could see the outline of individual planes. Which meant they could see when two fighter jets took off from the CIA compound.

“Maybe they are just providing us with an escort?” Levont suggested but even his optimism seemed half-hearted.

“Really?” Lopez questioned. “After everything we’ve done for them, they are going to take us on?”

Davidson didn’t bother to answer as the jet’s turned around and bore down on them in assault formation. “What have we got?”

“Everything,” Lopez answered, “But do we really want to shoot down two of our own?”

Davidson wasn’t any more comfortable with it than Lopez, however the CIA was trying to kidnap Liza away from them and oh, by the way, down their chopper. Minor details.

“They’re lighting up,” Levont stated as Prenner frowned.

“We’re just defending ourselves,” the tall man reminded them.

Lopez flicked on a few switches, prepping their own weapons, his finger hovering over the red trigger.

“Stand down,” a voice came over their headset. Was it directed at them or the fighter jets? “This is the Vice President of the United States and if any harm comes to my step-daughter or any of those protecting her, you will have to answer to me.”

Okay, good. That was directed at the fighter pilots.

However their missiles were still hot. Would even the Vice President have enough juice to give the CIA pause?

The jets streaked in their direction, not wavering in their course whatsoever. Lopez flipped a few more switches. “I’m firing if you are firing,” he announced to the jets. 

With their missiles red hot, the jets passed beside them so closely they could see the fins on the missiles. The helicopter vibrated from the passing wake, but they were alive and the jets didn’t fire.

Davidson was taking that as a win. 

“Get us down,” Davidson grunted as he went back to have a seat for landing.

“On it,” Lopez answered, angling the chopper to the heli pad on top of a low squat building. Where they hoped Bunny was being held.

* * *

Bunny smiled as the woman in front of her squirmed. The two men didn’t seem to even hear the Vice President’s statement. They were as stoic as they came or they simply weren’t tuned into the channel.

“I think he was pretty clear,” Bunny stated.

“We don’t take our orders from the VP,” the woman replied, trying to be all brave, but Bunny could hear the tremble in the other woman’s voice. The slight shake of her hand on her hip.

“Drop them!” a shout came from the hall. The two bodyguards turned, drawing their weapons to find three well-armed Special Forces soldiers up in their grill. Bunny had never been so happy to see automatic rifles in her life. She really didn’t want to know what it felt like to be renditioned.

Levont came in first, quickly followed by Prenner and Lopez. Bunny wasn’t surprised that Davidson wasn’t with him. Knowing the sniper, he was somewhere up high, covering the scene from a bird’s eye view.

“What is it going to be?” Lopez asked the woman.

Apparently the VP plus a Special Forces unit was a bit much for the woman as she shook her head to her men.

“You haven’t heard the last of this,” she promised in a fairly hollow way.

Lopez didn’t even bother to respond to her, he just waved the men out of the room. “Get.”

Prenner came up alongside Bunny. “How is she?”

“Fairly incoherent except to insist that we need to head to Haiti.”

Lopez snorted. “Yah, right. We are getting on the first plane I can steal and heading to Germany. The Air Force will take her home from there because I think we are supposed to be headed to Libya.

“If it is all the same to you, I will head back to the States with her,” Bunny said. She’d had enough field combat for the week. A nice hot bath back at her Georgetown apartment sounded heavenly.

“As long as you don’t mind hurting Davidson’s feelings,” Lopez remarked.

Bunny just glared at him. Besides the sniper wouldn’t begrudge her a well deserved bath, would he?

She was about to find out as Davidson walked into the room. “I take it everything worked out for the best?”

Lopez threw his chin toward Bunny. “Your girl wants to head home once we reach Germany.”

Davidson draped his arms over his weapon. “Probably best.”

Was that really all she was going to get out of him? She almost would rather him pitch a fit. Be at the least upset that she wasn’t going to Libya with them. What the hell did he want from her?

“Then it’s settled.”

Only it wasn’t as Liza began to have a full on seizure. “Nurse!” 

But before anyone could respond, the seizure stopped and Liza’s eyes flew open as she sat up.

The young woman spoke in a deep, raspy voice. Bunny knew that the effect was from talking through your secondary vocal folds, but it was still damn creepy.

“Take me to Haiti or suffer the consequences.”

Lopez hardly seemed spooked. “Yah, not going to happen.”

“All will die if we do not stop the second coming.”

“Yah, yah, yah,” Lopez said with a snort. “We’ve heard it before, sister, The Knot. The Disciples. Now the Righteous, but this time we are off the clock.”

Liza turned to face Lopez. “Ricardo Dominguez Lopez, listen to your mother.”

With that Liza fell back to the bed, her breathing so shallow that Bunny had to put a hand on her shoulder to feel the rise and fall of her chest.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Levont asked.

“I don’t know, but how did she know my middle name?” Lopez asked as his phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and looked at the number. “It’s my mom,” he said with a look of incredulity. He answered the phone, “Mamasita,” he said, then listened carefully, frowning as his mother’s Spanish words drifted from the phone.

She rattled them off, quickly and precisely as Lopez’s face turned from its usual caramel brown to several shades whiter. His lips pursed, but he didn’t argue with his mother. He was a good Catholic son.

Finally Lopez hung up. “Um….”

Everyone looked keen to hear his next words.

“Momma says her Babbalowe has --”

“Babbalowe?” Prenner asked.

It was Levont who answered though. “It is the spiritual leader of a Santeria sect. He is the knower of secrets.”

Lopez nodded and Bunny concurred.

“I thought you were Roman Catholic?” Prenner asked.

“We are, as a matter of fact, you must be a baptized Roman Catholic to be a member of the La Regla Lucumi,” Lopez explained. “Look, my mom is into that stuff and has gotten Maria all hopped on religion as well.”

“But?” Levont asked.

“But she just called to tell me that the Babblowe said that I was in mortal danger and to follow the signs laid out before me.”

Bunny felt a shiver pass down her backbone. First Liza now Lopez’s mother delivering basically the same message.

“So what are we going to do?” Davidson asked. He always was the pragmatist.

Lopez shook off his concern. “Steal a plane and head to Germany. What else should we do?”

“But the warning from Liza and your mother.”

“I am not getting spooked by two crazy women,” Lopez laughed. “If I did everything my Momma’s Babba said, I’d be married with six kids and own a saint’s candle factory.”

How easily Lopez could shake off the onerous feeling that had settled over the room.

Bunny wasn’t so lucky. 

* * *

Germany. 

Baasha had on good authority that Liza was being taken to Germany then was heading to the US. That could not happen. They needed a plan. A brilliant, foolproof plan, immediately.

Unfortunately an operation of this magnitude usually took months of planning and inserting personnel into key positions. It was the ultimate chess game. But now they needed to divert a plane from DC to Haiti with under four hours lead time.

If he wished to remain indispensible, Baasha had best come up with a plan, otherwise his usefulness might be called into question especially after what happened back at the pirate camp. 

Even though he had predicted its failure, there were times when it was just as easy to kill the messenger than it was to listen to the message.

Baasha limped over as the helicopter landed. It had taken far too long for his extraction. Why? Because in Aaron’s infinite wisdom and arrogance, he hadn’t felt the need for an extraction plan. They had three helicopters, why would they need any more?

The reason was four names. Davidson, Lopez, Levont and Prenner. Four names that had been burned into Baasha’s mind. Four names that needed to be wiped off this earth.

Who knew what secrets of the Righteous that Liza might be spilling as they waited? Anyone who had come into contact with her must be eliminated.

The other brothers diverted their eyes as he awkwardly climbed aboard. None would offer assistance. Not that he would take it. He was of their lineage. He could show no sign of weakness even if he was in fact, weak. 

Baasha took his seat and strapped in. The rest left a halo of empty seats around him. None wanting to get too close as if his disabilities were contagious. He knew that they found it hard to believe that he held the same DNA as they. 

They were unto gods and he was, well, he was a misshapen demon whom they had to tolerate.

The helicopter lifted them smoothly from the ground and into the sky. They headed northwest. Most likely to Egypt then onto France. They had strongholds in both locations. 

He would call ahead and try to manipulate events in Germany. That plane must not make it to DC. 

Not with the second coming so close at hand. There were a series of very specific events that must occur to bring about their savior’s arrival. He could not allow a simple Special Forces team to get in the way of the world’s next great religion.

With the strife, war, poverty and rising oceans it was a time of biblical proportions.

A time of biblical destruction.




 


CHAPTER 6

Bunny never thought she would say this, but an Air Force transport was quite the luxury after the hellish helicopter ride out of the Somalian forest. Of course it was no five star yacht, but it had comfortable seats and a nice berth for Liza’s hospital bed. 

Lopez had gotten them out of Africa and to Germany in record time. No great surprise there. And the crew in Stuttgart had been all over it, getting them transferred within the hour and onto this larger medical transport, gassed up and ready to head to DC.

For a moment, Bunny had hesitated leaving the team. Then she’d looked into Davidson’s eyes and seen nothing. Nothing to make her stay. So here she was flying to DC, trying to forget what it was like to have Davidson’s lips on hers.

Glancing out the window she expected to see the rock of Gibraltar out the left hand window. For some reason she was always so impressed by the sight when she flew out of Europe. It was stupid really. It was just a rock. A big freaking rock, but still just a rock.

To her though it meant so much more. Resiliency. That rock had seen it all. The crusades. Napoleon. World War II, yet it still stood.  And a thousand other conflicts small and large.

The ocean couldn’t whittle it away. Hitler couldn’t bomb it into oblivion. 

It stood as a symbol of hope and the power of persistence.

Only problem it wasn’t out her left window. It was out her right. Which meant they were south of the rock. Certainly not the path to DC.

She hit the intercom to the cockpit. “Pilot, we seem to be off course.”

“No, ma’am,” The man answered, “We are right on course to land at Bollings Air Force base at seven hundred hours.”

Bunny knew it was futile, but she had to try. “We are south of the rock. We are not heading to DC.”

The line was cut off abruptly. She grabbed her phone from her purse. No signal. No surprise because when you are being kidnapped in an Air Force plane, the enemy wasn’t going to allow you to make a few calls along the way.

Given the southern trajectory and Liza in the hospital bed, Bunny was pretty damned sure where they were headed. 

Haiti.

And here she hadn’t packed a single sarong. 

* * *

Stark rolled back and forth between six screens. He was monitoring so many perimeters that it would take him longer to list them all than it would to read aloud most phone books. His mother was hard at work as well, trying to make sense of all the readings that were flooding in.

But one in particular was really bugging him. “Lopez.”

There was a slight delay. “Yes?”

“Bunny’s plane is taking a detour.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Lopez replied.

“Where exactly is the plane headed?” Davidson asked. At the least he had the courtesy to sound concerned. They never should have let Bunny and Liza go to DC on their own.  If Stark was Bunny’s man, he wouldn’t let the woman out of his sight. Their lives were just too volatile and dangerous. What had the men been thinking?

“Where do you think?” Stark asked.

No one bothered to answer.

“Fine,” Lopez said. “Let HQ know that they are going to have to find another team for Libya.”

Stark typed rapidly, sending in the change of plans.

“Well, luckily,” Lopez said. “We aren’t far behind them. Although I’m not sure we’ve got enough gas to get all the way to Haiti.”

“I’ll arrange a mid-air fueling.”

Some pilots might have been just a little freaked out by that concept, but Lopez didn’t even answer. Of course they were going to fuel mid-air. Like Bunny would say, “duh.”

* * *

Bunny tried to clear her mind. They were making their descent. The pilots couldn’t help it. By the time they had realized that their instruments had deceived them, they were committed to Haiti. They didn’t have the fuel to do anything else but land here.

She watched as the crystal blue waters rapidly approached. Up ahead you could make out the tropical green forests and white sandy beaches. It looked so peaceful, like she was flying into a luxurious vacation, but she knew the truth of what would happen once they landed.

These attackers only wanted Liza which meant Bunny was probably scheduled to be face down in a few minutes.

The plane shook as the wheels touched down. For his last flight ever, the pilot made a smooth landing. Bunny had searched the medical bay for a weapon of any kind and only came up with the IV stand and an oxygen tank. Guess she was going to have to use them wisely.

She patted Liza’s arm one last time. “Hang on, okay? We’re going to get you out of this.”

Was that a promise or just wishful thinking? The guys had to be right behind her, didn’t they? She knew that Stark kind of had a crush on her, rightfully so, and that he had most likely been monitoring her flight, mainly so that he could probably meet her at the airport. She wasn’t going to dissuade him in any way from now on if he brought the boys to Haiti for her.

The plane taxied to the small airport. They didn’t have any mechanical gangways here. They used the old fashioned roll up stairs. Bunny could see three men in blue jumpsuits waiting to board. 

This wasn’t going to be fun. She tried to replay in her mind everything that Davidson had taught her about hand-to-hand combat. She tried to reassure herself that just because she wasn’t armed, that she couldn’t take on someone with a gun. 

It was all for naught though. All she could hear was the pulse pounding in her ears. All she could remember was how often she was back down on the mat after she had screwed up and Davidson had won the match.

And now she was supposed to somehow come through under these circumstances?

The stairs clanged against the outer shell of the plane. It wouldn’t be long now.

It was even more eerie as the silence lingered. No gun shots. No screams. The enemy was just that good.

Then the latch to the door turned. Bunny pressed her back against the metal, holding the IV pole in her trembling hands. 

* * *

Davidson tried not to let his frustration reach his tone. “How much longer?”

Lopez turned around in his pilot’s chair to face him. “This backseat flying is getting to be a little much. Plus, I’m punching it.”

Davidson knew that was true. As a matter of fact he was mildly shocked that the plane was still in the air given the rattling of the engine.

“They’ve landed,” Prenner informed the team.

“Lopez…” Davidson growled. Granted they had been over two hours behind the jet, it was still unacceptable to have Bunny land first. They had hurled themselves across the Atlantic in record time, yet still couldn’t catch up.

“Anything, Stark?” Davidson asked into his mic.

“The satellite still isn’t quite in position,” Stark relayed.

Nothing had gone right since he let Bunny leave the team. He should have known better. The enemy had gone to such great lengths to gather Liza the first time, they should have assumed that they would try again. But to divert an Air Force transport? That took some serious balls.

These “Righteous” were anything but. Davidson should know. He’d grown up indoctrinated into a religious fanatical cult. The more a para-military group said they were doing God’s work, usually the opposite was true. They were doing what they were doing to further their own delusions of importance and worth. 

When really wasn’t the essence of God’s work to feed the poor? Stand up for the weak? Blowing up half of mankind just didn’t seem like what the Heavenly Father would want.

Try telling that to them though.

“I’m landing, are you happy now?” Lopez grunted.

“Barely.”

* * *

Bunny’s arms shook. Something must have happened because the latch flipped back into place. Dear God, just get this over with.

Then the metal latch tilted again. She brought the IV pole up and over her head. The metal rod wasn’t very thick. She was going to need as much swing as she could get to have any effect.

While she hadn’t been at the camp, she’d heard about the clone’s physical prowess. Bunny licked her lips. She had to put all of that out of her mind. Davidson had taught her that. She needed to be a blank slate. This allowed her brain to concentrate only on the events that unfolded. She was going to need all of her gray matter computational capacity to survive this one.

The door finally cracked open and a man in a blue jumpsuit entered the room, his gun arm out and pointing at Liza.

Bunny couldn’t hesitate. Without warning, she brought the steel rod down, directly behind the wrist. The bone snapped as it broke, slightly nauseating her, but she couldn’t stop as the gun clanged to the deck and slid under some medical supplies. All the better.

Davidson had said that most people spent more time trying to retrieve the gun, rather than continue hand to hand. Big mistake. So Bunny continued the momentum of her swing and brought the rod back up and clocked the guy on his perfectly square chin. His head snapped back as blood shot from his lip.

She couldn’t pay any attention to that though. Nothing mattered until the man was down, out cold or killed. Killed. That sounded so harsh, but wasn’t as the man reacted, throwing a backhanded blow.

Bunny ducked just in time, using her TyBo work out thighs to power her forward, grabbing the man around the waist, slamming him into the steel wall.

He hadn’t expected that. Davidson had taught her that as well. Men had a certain expectation of how a woman fights. She needed to keep the guy off balance.

Giving a sharp thrust of her knee into his groin, she backed away before he could get a hold of her. She spun the rod in her hand as they circled. Good thing she’d been a majorette in high school. This was a little like throwing a baton. 

The guy’s bright blue eyes sparkled in the low light. He would be hot. No, make that super hot, if he weren’t trying to kill her.

While she was a sucker for a square jaw and sapphire eyes, homicidal tendencies were kind of a deal breaker for her. Bunny reprimanded herself. The fight, it should be the only thing she was thinking of. She had to clear her mind of all this extraneous stuff. Concentrating on the man’s shoulders and hips, Bunny got back into the fight.

As Davidson said, all attacks started at the core. You couldn’t throw a punch without committing your shoulders first. You couldn’t kick without angling your hips.

There it was. His hips. She was ready when the roundhouse kick came. Instead of guarding against it though, she went for the soft target. The abdomen that had to be vulnerable during the kick. She turned the IV pole lengthwise and gouged the end into his stomach.

The kick was wide as the man doubled over. Bunny took a moment to bask in her accomplishment. Which was exactly what she shouldn’t have done. The guy recovered quickly and set a cross-cut upper swing, Nailing Bunny right in the jaw. She went sprawling backwards, her IV pole flinging from her hand, landing half under Liza’s bed.

The man, rather than gloating, took advantage of the situation, pouncing on Bunny, grabbing her by the hair, jerking her head up as he punched her again and again. Her head spun. The room spun. The pain was like bright flashes of light, searing into her brain.

She couldn’t take much more of this punishment.

Luckily her secondary weapon was only inches away. She grabbed the valve end of the oxygen tank and swung it up, nailing the guy in the temple. He fell back, his fists falling to the side as he crashed to the ground.

There would be no gloating this time. Bunny leapt up and brought the tank up again, bringing it down on the man’s chiseled features. They exploded into blood and mangled tissue. She swung again and again, sucking in iron tinged air.

Bunny didn’t stop until her arms gave out.

Beneath her you never could have recognized the man as a clone. You could barely recognize it was a man at all. Her breath came in great gulps. Adrenaline sang in her ear through a chorus of heartbeats and wheezing. She’d done it. She’d survived.

The first one…

Bunny knew there had been three assailants on the stairs. Where were the other two? Before she could look for her IV pole or the gun, the second man stepped over the threshold. He raised his gun.

This was it.

All Bunny had was the oxygen tank in her hand. Which she threw toward the clone just as he fired. The bullet pierced the metal tank, igniting the highly combustible oxygen. A huge fireball raged, consuming the gunman.

Bunny was thrown backward from the blast, but was pretty much unsinged. The gunman, not so much. The smell of burnt flesh hung in the air. It was thick and nauseating. Bunny was glad that Liza was still so out of it.

Then the third gunman entered the room. His eyes quickly scanned the carnage in front of him. His handsome features hardened as he raised his gun. Bunny had nothing. No IV pole. No oxygen tank. No gun. Nothing.

She took in what might be her last breath and squeezed her eyes shut, she really didn’t want to see this.

The shot rang out. Bunny could swear that she felt the bullet tear into her flesh. She could swear she felt blood gush down her shirt. She could swear she felt her body go into shock as her knees weakened.

Only none of that happened. The gunman looked surprised as blood welled on his chest and he collapsed face forward. Levont rushed forward as the rest of the team swept into the cabin, making sure it was secure. Davidson coursed by her without even giving her a glance. 

She’d hoped he might catch her as her knees really did buckle. However it was Prenner who caught her just before she hit the deck. His strong arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her close to him. 

“You’re okay. You’re good,” he murmured as he kissed the top of her head.

Of course it was fine for him to do that. He could express his affection since everyone knew it wasn’t going anywhere. Not to Bunny. Not to any woman.

Not caring that it made her look weak, Bunny leaned into Prenner’s muscular chest, listening to the soothing sound of a heart not racing a thousand miles a minute. The slow, strong beat, seemed to infuse her with a feeling of peace.

“So do we know why the Righteous had a hard on for Haiti?” Lopez asked.

* * *

Davidson checked on Liza. “Sorry, she’s still speaking in tongues.”

He spoke nearly a dozen languages, yet couldn’t make a word out of what the young woman was saying. 

Glancing over his shoulder he watched Bunny try to stand up alone. She swayed to the side just before Prenner caught her. Davidson knew it should be him over there. He should be comforting Bunny, but he just couldn’t allow himself to draw that close. Had his Knot mentor, Petir, been right? Not in all of it, but about women?  

He knew that his thoughts were scattered when Bunny and he had been their closest. He’d cared too much where Bunny was or what she was doing when he should have been focusing on the fight at hand. And if she were in danger? He could barely think straight.

How had Brandt and Rebecca managed to find a path through all of that hormonal haze? Brandt though had a normal upbringing. Had that allowed him to figure out how to do his job and also to love?

“Well, great,” Lopez said lowering his weapon. “Now what the hell are we supposed to do?”

“Perhaps go back to DC?” a voice stated from the door. Everyone swung their weapons up as they turned to face the new threat. A tall, yet older African American man with a shock of white close shaven hair strode in. He had on forest fatigues.

“And you would be?” Lopez asked, his eyes slanted down in disapproval.

“Colonel Malvern, your new CO.”

Davidson had heard the name before, distantly, a long time ago. Certainly not as their new commanding officer.

“Sure,” Lopez snorted. “Really, why are you here?”

The Colonel’s lips spread into a full smile. “Really.”

This took Lopez aback a little.

“Um,” Levont stepped in. “Not to be rude, but aren’t you a little long in the tooth for a covert special ops team?”

“Not rude at all,” Malvern stated. “I got talked out of retirement to join you fellas. I think they hoped a more seasoned hand might be best.”

“Look,” Lopez stated. “I know that brass wants us to have --”

Malvern put his hand up. “I get it. You guys don’t think you need me and for the most part you are right. But there are times you probably would like someone to run some interference up the chain of command for you.”

Davidson studied the man’s expressions. He seemed sincere. However Davidson had first hand knowledge of how much malevolence one could hide in their heart if they wanted to.

“We’ll take you on,” Lopez said, “But that doesn’t mean we have to like it.

“But I sincerely hope that you do,” The colonel explained. “I know all about Saint Svengurd.”

Davidson tensed up. That was their name for the corporal. Was Malvern mocking them? And Svengurd? If he was there was trouble already in paradise.

“No disrespect, I know that he died in combat under tense circumstances,” Malvern went on. “I know he was Prenner’s boyfriend.”

Prenner gripped his gun tighter. “Are we going to have a problem with that?”

“I’m not the ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell’ kind of guy,” Malvern stated. “I’m more the ‘I don’t care’ kind of guy. Keep it in your pants around me and I don’t care what you do with it at home.”

Malvern continued. “I also know that Brandt was beyond reproach. He was one in a million and I will never be able to replace him.”

Well, he had that right.

“I’m not here to replace him. I’m here to support you guys, one thousand percent. I’ve read your files. I know the good work you’ve done and I just want to make sure that you can do it without interference from above.”

Lopez snorted. “And how do you plan to do that?”

Malvern smiled. “You’ve done a great job, Lopez. You are an excellent field commander, but let’s face it, brass is up your butt about your paperwork and your frequent disregard of direct orders.”

Even Lopez’s dark cheeks flushed. Apparently what Malvern said was true. Lopez hadn’t let on at all that he was taking heat from up above.

“I also know that you’ve had a merry-go-round of COs that ranged from dicks to jokes. I am determined not to fall into either category.”

“So what illogical sweeping changes do you want to make?” Lopez challenged.

“None,” Malvern said. “We all know that a specialty team like this should have at the minimum a colonel at the helm with several captains and a bunch of lieutenants and should be at least eight men.” When no one disagreed, Malvern went on. “But because of your success, everyone has left you alone. You’ve been given unprecedented latitude and finances. But you aren’t without your detractors. Men who want to rein you in. Put you on a tighter leash. I’m here to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Davidson seldom thought about institutional politics. None of them did. Which was probably why they were in this situation.

“And me?” Bunny asked.

“A civilian on combat missions? Yah, that’s not normal, but hey, if it works, it works. You’ve signed all the waivers needed to be embedded with the team.”




 


CHAPTER 7

Stark cleared his throat. “And what about us?”

“A special ops team having its own IT support is unusual and no offense but having it be a son/mother team is a little weird.”

“Hey!” Stark retorted but his mom put her hand over his.

“Come on, we’ve got to give that to him.”

Okay, fine so it was weird. That didn’t mean that it didn’t work.

Malvern’s voice came over the comm. “Again, I’m not here to fix something that isn’t broken. They like you and need you. That means I like you and need you.”

Stark’s tummy got all nice and warm inside. The team liked him? They needed him? That was the best news all day.

Stark watched the monitor that had the live feed from the plane. They were all wearing helmet cams, but they were focusing on Lopez’s feed since he had the best angle on the room. Fine. The best angle on Bunny.

“Alright,” Lopez said, kicking the deck. “But we’re not going to DC.”

“Why not?” Malvern asked.

“I thought you were here to support us, no questions asked.”

Malvern smiled, his white teeth showing through his parted lips. “I never said no questions asked. I can’t help you unless I understand your reasoning.”

Stark expected Lopez to put up a little bit more fight than he did. “The Righteous wanted Liza here for a reason.”

“Something to do with the Apocalypse event tomorrow morning?” Malvern asked.

Clearly the colonel was completely up to speed on the current mission. 

“We have no leads, no idea where or when,” Lopez explained. “Except for Liza. Clearly the Righteous felt she held the key. If we can follow the Righteous footsteps, we might get some actionable intel.”

“And how are we going to do that?” Malvern asked.

“By giving them what they want,” Lopez stated. “Stark, did you track them for me?”

Did he track them? Come on, this was Stark and his mom. “Of course,” Stark explained. “You were right. There weren’t just the three on the Tarmac. A private jet landed several hours before Bunny filled with seven men, all clones. Three headed to the airport, but two sets of two left in different directions in cabs.”

His mom took over like only she could do. “Plus there was another figure that had on a baseball cap and glasses, I couldn’t really make out his features. He left in one of the cabs as well.”

On screen, Lopez looked to Malvern. “Did you determine where their final destination was?”

“One cab was a gypsy so we lost them to the streets of Port-au-Prince,” Stark explained, “But the other dropped the three off at an old Vudon temple. Super old school.”

* * *

“Vudon?” Bunny asked.

“Yes,” Levont explained, “It is the proper name for voodoo.”

Bunny frowned. “I know that. I meant, what are the Righteous doing at a Vudon temple? I thought they were uber-Christian?”

Lopez shrugged. “I thought so too.”

“Again, why would they be at a Vudon temple?”

“Hell if I know, but let’s go see.” Lopez announced. He turned to the new CO. “Cool by you?”

Malvern smiled. For a hard-core special ops guy, he seemed fond of doing that. “Cool by me.”

Bunny caught herself starting to admire Malvern perhaps a bit too much. She knew that she had a thing for older guys. She knew that she had daddy issues. How else could you explain Lochum and the Russian clergyman? Okay, that one she wasn’t too proud of.

But Malvern? He was smoking hot by anyone’s definition. Like a dark Sean Connery. Or Tom Jones. Or Morgan Freeman. 

Maybe that’s why Davidson and she had never hit it off as they should have. Maybe he was just too age appropriate. She’d never felt that zing down her core with all of her time with Davidson than she just had with Malvern.

Did that make her a bad person?

The others got Liza onto a stretcher and headed out. She tried to pass by Malvern, eyes averted, but he reached out his hand.

“Nice to meet you,” he said sounding sincere but not seductive. Thank goodness. Maybe she could avoid making another huge mistake.

“Nice to meet you as well,” Bunny said giving the limpest handshake in the history of handshakes. If that didn’t put him off, she wasn’t sure what would.

“I just wanted you to know that while you are civilian, I do see what they see in you.”

“And that is?” Bunny asked, bringing her eyes up to meet his dark brown chocolate globes.

“Your expertise on world religions,” he said dropping her hand. Bunny hadn’t even realized that she had still been holding it.

“Great,” she said rather awkwardly then headed to the Jeep that Bunny could only imagine Lopez had stolen.

* * *

Baasha sat in the near dark, listening to the sounds that surrounded him. The slither of the snakes in their enclosures. The chirping of the crickets that didn’t seem to realize they were about to be fed to the lizards. 

The earthen floor added a rich aroma to the room. Such primitive conditions for an age-old religion. The Vudons insisted they were connected to the earth, yet Baasha felt it was just an excuse for their impoverished life.

Liza should be here any moment. They could begin the ritual that would end the waiting. Decades in the making, the moment was finally in hand to usher in the Apocalypse. No more liberals whining about global warning. No more conservatives saying the gays were going to bring about the end of days.

No, the Righteous, as was their place, were going to call unto God to bring about their salvation.

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Baasha blinked several times. His large eye was mainly a blur and his smaller eye had terrible night vision. He only knew that the queen mother had entered the dank basement by the swish of her cotton dress. Although he couldn’t see the fabric, he knew that it would be a patchwork of bright colors and patterns. A cacophony of visual stimuli.

The large, rounded woman sat down at the far side of the room, taking up her bowls and grinding the powders they would need in the ceremony to come.

It should have galled Baasha to have to stoop so low and ask for the Vudon’s help. As a matter of fact, he was the only one who would bend his head in supplication to ask for the favor. For all his brother’s virtues, humbleness was not one of them. 

The Vudon were not all that different than Christianity if you looked at their religion closely. Yes, the Vudon were on the surface polytheistic, worshipping a number of gods. However they also believed in Mawu, the divine creator that gave birth to a number of lesser deities. In some ways you could see these Mawu children gods as the Saints, each one in charge of looking over a specific realm or type of person.

At least that is how Baasha choose to see it.

Elsewise why would he be here?

The characteristic that the Vudon had that his Righteous did not, was the belief that the spirit world existed parallel to the mortal plane. That the spiritual world could be accessed through the right combination or words and prayer, plus a little snake venom for good measure.

 They needed the information locked inside of Liza’s head and after trying everything themselves, they had to resort to extreme measures. They could not unleash God’s wrath without knowing he approved.

* * *

Davidson clung to the “granny” bar of the Jeep, unashamed. Anyone of their right mind would be hanging on for dear life with Lopez at the wheel. They had left Port-au Prince proper and were now traversing the labyrinth of dirt roads that led out into the sprawling slum called the Cite Soleil, the poorest region in the northern hemisphere.

The air was choked with the stench of human waste and despair.

Lopez laid on the horn as a donkey drawn cart pulled out of an alley into the “road.” They skidded around the man who waved his skinny arm in the air in defiance.

“So, do we have any idea why the Righteous are at a Vudon temple?” Malvern asked. “Lopez, does this have anything to do with Santeria?”

Lopez glared over at their new CO. Clearly he knew a little more about his personal life than Lopez felt comfortable with. “How would I know?”

“I believe your mother and girlfriend are both practitioners.”

“Baby momma, not girlfriend,” Lopez corrected. Funny how that was the part of the statement that Lopez took the most offense to.

“Fine, your baby momma and mother are both practitioners. Can you shed any light into what we are walking into?”

“Look, all I know is that they buy a lot of goat blood from the Latin butcher down the street, then go into the basement and come out all smiles, saying they have cast protection spells on me,” Lopez explained. “I just turned up the game until they were done.”

Bunny leaned forward, bringing herself level with the colonel. Davidson hadn’t been blind enough not to notice the spark in her eye. He’d seen it with Lochum and the priest. Her interest was piqued with Malvern.

“While Santeria and Vudon have some similarities due to their African roots, there are some distinct differences.”

“Such as?” the colonel asked, seeming genuinely interested.

“Where’s a game when you need one?” Lopez moaned.

“I think they might be trying to perform a Vudon exorcism,” Bunny explained. Even the Catholic Church consults witch doctors in difficult cases.

The colonel nodded, then glanced to the back of the Jeep where Liza was laying fairly quietly. After her last outburst, she had been sleeping soundly.

“Aren’t these ceremonies extremely dangerous to the subject?” Malvern asked.

“They can be,” Bunny nodded.

“Okay, I feel like I need to be the Devil’s Advocate,” Davidson stated. “What about if Liza is just mentally ill and needs some lithium?”

Bunny shrugged. “That’s a distinct possibility, however I haven’t seen a lot of research on patients’ speaking in tongues that responded to anti-psychotics...”

Davidson should have been looking ahead instead of trying to search Bunny’s eyes for answers as Lopez laid onto the brakes, sliding the Jeep to the left, skidding across the slick mud road. Davidson grabbed the bar with both hands as they careened toward a random wall built into the middle of the road.

Although that wasn’t uncommon in the Soleil. Rival gangs would erect shanty walls to parse off their territory.

Lopez jerked up the emergency brake as he spun the wheel in the opposite direction which changed their trajectory, however they were still spinning, and sliding straight at the wall.

Davidson cringed as the car finally slowed to the point they barely tapped the wall as they came to a halt.

Malvern coughed once. “I think we’ll walk from here.”

“Good idea,” Levont agreed and jumped out of the Jeep to help haul Liza from the back.

Lopez just shrugged. “Sissies.”

* * *

Bunny’s legs were still shaking a bit as they made their way down the extremely muddy road. She wasn’t even sure if water was what had gotten the dirt all wet. She was going to need a bath like none other once they were clear of the slum. 

Nearly a half a million people lived in what could only be called abject poverty. Some of them lived off two dollars a week. Her cuticle softener cost more than that. At the least she could leave. The natives though might be born and die in the slum without ever seeing past its thin tin walls.

She could understand how a religion such as Vudon could take such deep hold in this pit of despair. Vudon honored ancestors and promised a closer link to the spiritual world. Anything that could transport you out of this hovel probably sounded pretty damn good.

If your mortal life sucked, you wanted to make sure that your immortal soul was in good shape.

“Here,” Levont whispered pointing to a metal door with a hanged man fetish on the door. The priestess here must have been of the highest order to have such a powerful symbol on her door.

In popular culture that object would have been called a voo doo doll. A silly name for a ridiculous purpose. No, the proper term was fetish. It was an idol of sorts. The Vudon believed that spirits could inhabit them. The hanged man fetish was considered the most powerful of all. You didn’t mess with him unless you felt like you could control him.

The men arranged themselves flanking the door as Bunny held onto Liza’s hand.

“Finally,” Liza sighed as she lolled her head over to view the door. She gave Bunny’s hand a squeeze. “Thank you.”

Bunny hated to tell her that she had absolutely nothing to do with fulfilling Liza’s wish and actually they weren’t even here to do that. They were trying to figure out what in the hell the Righteous were up to before the world blew up tomorrow morning.

Liza was more like bait than a protectee.

Again, Bunny just gave Liza’s hand a squeeze and a sympathetic grin. No need to worry the young woman with those minor details.

* * *

Stark was riveted to the screen as the team entered the Vudon temple. The upper floor looked much like any shanty town room. Dank and dirty. The floor was muddy with a central fire pit and a corresponding hole in the ceiling that let smoke out but water in.

They found a set of rickety stairs at the back of the room and right now Levont was taking them one step at a time, creeping his way down to the basement.

A beaded curtain stood between them and the lower room.

As they got closer, it became apparent that the curtain was made out of the tiny bones of animals. Levont swiped the columns of bone out of the way to reveal a small bare earthed room. Across the way was a large, elderly Haitian woman, her hair wrapped in a yon tete chap. A bright red scarf that could be seen even in the dim light. 

Another figure lurked in the shadows. He stood up as the team entered. Despite having five guns pointed at him, the man seemed calm. He removed his hat and glasses to show the full extent of his deformities. The two misshapen eyes. The one nostril. The lopsided ears.

Stark cataloged them all for future reference.

“Hands up,” Levont barked.

“There is no need for such inhospitality,” the man said. “We are here for the same purpose.”

Stark seriously doubted it. He ran the man through facial recognition, however, at no great surprise the search came up empty. He would have thought he would have remembered that face if it came over on an Interpol watch list.

“Dysregulation,” his mother whispered. Basically cloning was a rather inexact science, and especially so when this man must have been created. The usual error came from the primary transfer of the nuclear material into the host cell. Genes could get mangled during the process. So much so that most embryos barely made it through a few divisions before they failed.

Occasionally you would get a greatly damaged embryo that somehow came to term. They had the perfect example standing in front of them.

“Where are your two other men?” Lopez asked.

“Around,” the man answered. “Waiting for my order.”

Stark switched frequencies and scanned the surrounding building. “They are two doors down to the left,” he reported.

His mother threw a questioning eyebrow up.

“Look at the body mass of everyone else,” Stark stated. “Those two are fatties compared to the Haitian natives.”

His mother smiled and patted his arm. “Great lateral thinking,” his mother praised. Stark wasn’t too macho not to be pleased he’d impressed his mother.

Now to figure out what the Righteous wanted and if they were going to survive it.

* * *

Lopez and Malvern lowered Liza next to Bunny. She stepped forward.

“And you are?”

The man’s mangled lips spread in what Bunny assumed was a smile. “Baasha, fourth generation, half diploid, crimson pledge.

Bunny didn’t even bother to think about what that might mean. She was certain that Stark would be buzzing in her ear at any moment with some explanation. “And you want Liza because…?”

The man tilted his head, accentuating his deformity even more. 

“I think you know why…”

“To perform an exorcism?” Bunny asked.

The man appeared to chuckle although it sounded more closely to a choke or gargle. “That would imply she was possessed by an evil spirit or demon, I can assure you that is not the case, however I had hoped you would be slightly more informed.”

Bunny smiled fully. “Please, enlighten me.”

“Okay,” Stark said in her ear. “I’ve correlated everything that the CIA, Interpol and MI-6 have on the Righteous. In theory he is a clone of unknown male origin, but of a Jewish mother. The crimson designates he is high up in the ranks. Sorry, that’s all I’ve got.”

Baasha sat down again. “Liza was a highly spiritual girl. We seldom take in non-haploid followers, but she was so close to God, we could not help ourselves.”

Bunny waited, listening for Stark.

“That may have been true when she was a teen, but she came back to her mother in her twenties.”

“If she was so loved, why did she come back to the states?”

Baasha “smiled” again. “Just as all youth do at one point or another, she lost her way. Until she began having the visions a few months ago, then she contacted us to return. She was coming back to us when she was captured by the pirates.”

Bunny looked to Liza who licked her lips and nodded. So Liza was going back to the Righteous fold after all.

“I need it out,” Liza croaked.

“What?” Bunny asked.

“The Holy Spirit.”

* * *

Davidson stiffened. He’d lived his life in a religious cult. He’d heard enough sermons to last fifteen lifetimes. Most of the people who had turned out to be the cruelest and most malicious had seemed the most devout. 

He immediately questioned anyone’s motives when they spoke of how much closer to God they were than the rest of the world. It had always boded poorly. For both them and Davidson.

“The Holy Spirit?” Prenner asked for clarification.

Liza nodded, then seemed to run out of energy and her head flopped back down onto the gurney.

He turned to Baasha. “And how does that work exactly?”

“As I said, Liza is special and has a connection to God that even the most Righteous envy. We must know what she knows.”

“So that you can figure out if you are going to blow up the world tomorrow?” Lopez asked. Always so tactful.

“Yes,” Baasha answered coolly.

“Then why exactly would I let you do anything to her?” Malvern asked.

“Because if we do not free the Spirit, she will die. The human brain was not meant to hold so much holiness within its confines.”

Davidson looked down at Liza. She did look like hell. Whether it was truly the Holy Spirit or just her belief that it was, it was kicking her ass.

“Mom just looked it up,” Stark said. “In cases like these, even without belief in a higher power, we look to the placebo effect. If Liza believes she is free of the spirit, it may cure her, at least temporarily.”

“If we allow you to do this, will you tell us your plans for tomorrow?” Davidson asked. He wasn’t about to give Baasha something without getting something back.

“Oh, I will tell you our plans without you doing a thing,” the man replied, his left, larger eye rotating clockwise. “We have a satellite that has missiles aimed at Russia, China, and Pakistan. The angle we are going to be launching from, the attacks are going to look like they came from the US, so it should start a nice, robust nuclear war.”

“Nice to know,” Lopez grunted.

Davidson frowned. From most people, that statement would sound completely ludicrous. However in this dark, brooding room with it shelves lined with venomous snakes and tarantulas, the plan sounded pretty darned solid.

Unfortunately.

“Where exactly is this satellite?” Malvern asked.

“Oh, I can give you the exact coordinates and even the access code, however none of it will help you. It is programmed to only receive the launch code. There is no hacking it or turning it off.”

* * *

“We’ll see about that,” Stark’s mother grumbled as they took down the information. Baasha was spot on in regards to the satellite’s position and access codes.

They could get any information they wanted. Latitude, longitude, altitude. Anything except how to control it.

“This is not happening,” his mother hissed as her fingers flew over the keyboard. “We’ve got to find an entry point.”

But even between the two of them, the satellite stood impervious to their ministrations.

“Guys, he might be right,” Stark had to admit.

Surprisingly, Lopez nodded. “Go for it,” he instructed Baasha.

The man addressed the older woman in what Stark assumed was Nigerian. The woman answered back in a deep, husky voice and waved for the men to bring Liza to the center of the room.

Bunny stopped them though. “Liza, are you sure this is what you want?”

“Yes, please, please, let them continue.”

Bunny finally nodded and backed out of the way.

The men lay the stretcher down on a dry patch of dirt.

Before anyone could say anything else, the woman thrust her hand inside one of the snake tanks and pulled out a striped snake, its mouth gaping, trying to strike.

 


CHAPTER 8

Bunny cringed back. She wasn’t phobic of snakes, she just didn’t like them. Kind of like most people. Snakes were creepy on a regular day, but down in this dank, earthen basement with the woman, chanting some kind of ritual, that snake was downright horrific.

And she had no doubt it was poisonous. Didn’t poisonous snakes have bright colors to tell everyone, “don’t mess with me, I’m poisonous?” What about if the snake got out? What then?

And all of this was somehow supposed to help Liza? 

Bunny had been to enough dubious religious ceremonies to not be taken in hook line and sinker by this show. 

She was a rationalist. Often Lochum and she would be invited by an occult debunker to ceremonies like this claiming to exorcise demons or herpes or something or other.

They all held the same components. Low, moody lighting. Many times held underground, enhancing the sense of claustrophobia. The speaking of a foreign or ancient tongue to keep the actual words mysterious. If you translated most of them they were just “Be out,” or “be gone.” Not very scary at all.

Yet with all of her reasoning, Bunny couldn’t help but notice that the hairs on the back of her neck were up. That her stomach felt like there was a giant pit in it, gnawing away at her inside.

The woman waved the snake over Liza as the younger woman trembled, tears streaking down her face. Then the woman lifted the snake up and buried its fangs deep into her own arm.

Bunny hadn’t expected that. Neither had the men around her, who jumped to attention, aiming their guns. 

The woman convulsed, frothing at the mouth, but never dropped the snake. It finally released her and slithered back into its cage. The older woman dropped to her knees, her lips moving frantically but no words coming out.

“Shouldn’t we call for an ambulance or something?” Stark asked in Bunny’s ear.

First off, no ambulance could get here quickly enough and secondly the ambulances didn’t run into the slum at all even if they wanted to call one.

Then the woman lifted her arm and dripped blood and venom onto Liza’s lips. The young woman licked her lips, drinking in the toxic mixture.

Liza’s hand reached out and Bunny grabbed it on instinct even though the only thing she wanted was to get the hell out of this basement.

The young woman gripped her hand tightly, seeming to gain strength from the touch.

Head thrown back, Liza moaned a moan that did seem to come from her soul. The sound was low and menacing. She could see Lopez especially tighten and loosen his hold on his gun. 

Okay, so this was way freakier than any ceremony Bunny had ever seen.

Liza’s eyes rolled back and forth in the most unnatural way possible. They looked like China doll eyes that had come loose of their doll.

The old woman’s chant filled the room as she dusted Liza’s body with herbs and a pungent dust. 

Bunny felt Liza’s muscles stiffen, until her entire body was straightened like a board. Her teeth chattered as her jaw clenched then unclenched in rhythm with the old woman’s chanting.

A howling started low and distant then swept into the room filling it. Bunny tried to remind herself this was all a show. All an elaborate hoax.

But it didn’t feel like a hoax. Bunny could feel the moan in her own gut. She wanted to cry out, run, flee this horrible, horrible place.

Across the room Bunny noticed that Baasha seemed to only watch with curious eyes. His face showed none of the same revulsion as the other men. He would cock his head from side to side, like a cat might at a squirming mouse.

Bunny nearly fell back as Liza opened her mouth and screamed. A strange plume of red burst from her throat as the sound threatened to deafen Bunny. Then all of the enclosures shattered. The snake cages. The tarantula cages. The Gila monster cages.

All just shards of glass now. The creatures took to their freedom, slithering, running between them all, heading for the stairs.

The older woman held her hands up. “No one move!”

That was a little hard when a spider the size of her hand was crawling over her boot.

And Liza kept screaming and screaming and screaming. Damn, didn’t the woman have to take a breath?

Although her screams seemed to be chasing all of the poisonous baddies out the door.

Finally Liza’s scream finished and she collapsed back down on the bed, limp. Bunny had to check her pulse to make sure she was alive. Luckily Liza was still as one of the last snakes, slithered past Bunny and slunk up the stairs.

Liza’s eyes flew open, showing the whites of her eyes. She jerked upright in bed to a sitting position. Although her eyes were open, her stare seemed far, far off.

“The time is right. The horsemen are already here. The seals are broken,” Liza stated in that deep, creepy voice of hers. “The end of days are at hand unless the one is not the one and the many are not the many.”

With that she fell back to the bed, her breathing slow and steady.

* * *

Davidson wasn’t impressed. He’d been raised on Apocalyptic rhetoric. Every cult wanted to believe they were the epicenter of something as meaningful as the end of days. That didn’t mean they were the end of days.

The only problem was, if a cult believed it enough, they might do something to help it along, which is what it appeared was happening with Baasha and the Righteous.

The deformed man nodded his head. “We have our orders.”

Levont snorted. “Like I’m going to let you out of here with that news.”

Baasha opened his jacket to reveal a vest packed with C4. “This is enough to just bring down this block, but if this neighborhood goes, the entire slum goes…” Baasha angled his head to stare at Lopez with his large eye. “Half a million souls are in your hands, corporal.”

Lopez looked to Prenner who nodded. Baasha didn’t seem to be bluffing. The slums were built precariously enough. Shanty rooms built and supported by other shanty buildings. The whole thing could come down like a house of cards. And given the lack of any emergency services to the area, the residents would burn up before a single fire truck found its way here.

Lopez shrugged. “Fine. Go find your goons and get out of here.”

“Corporal?” Malvern questioned.

“Hey, I thought we were working on those trust issues?” Lopez shot back.

The colonel took a step back. “You’re right.”

Baasha looked from one man to the other as if wondering why it was so easy. Davidson kind of wondered the same thing, but trusted Lopez implicitly. Plus they had completed this portion of the mission. They had wanted to get Liza out of danger. Both physical and spiritual.

Whether or not she actually had a religious epiphany or just thought she did, Liza looked far better. Her cheeks were pink again and there was color to her lips. Conversely, the old woman didn’t look too hot. She had sagged against the wall, sliding down to sit, splay-legged on the dirt floor. A scorpion danced along her leg.

Her breaths came in fits and starts as her head lolled to the side. Lopez crouched next to her, trying to put a gauze square over the snakebite wounds, but the old woman pushed him away. “Ite m an repo Bondye.”

“Leave me to God,” Baasha translated.

“Yah, well, I’m not sure I can do anything else,” Lopez said, standing back up as the woman used the last of her strength to push him away.

“She has inoculated herself for years with that venom,” Baasha explained. “It will be a difficult recovery, but she should recover.”

“Unlike you, if you don’t get going,” Lopez grumbled.

Baasha nodded his malformed head and climbed the stairs without another word.

Once the man was gone from sight, Levont turned to Lopez. “Care to explain?”

“What?” Lopez asked. “Isn’t it obvious?”

Davidson looked around the room to find blank expressions. “Apparently not,” he commented.

“Um, we’ve got a rogue satellite that we can only take out from space…So…” Lopez seemed to think they should all jump to the same conclusion as he.

“So?” Malvern asked.

“Well, duh, we steal a space shuttle.”

* * *

Stark listened as confusion, cursing and condemnation broke out over the comm. Through all the raised voices it was impossible to follow any one argument, however it appeared that overall the general consensus was that Lopez was downright crazy. An opinion that Stark happened to agree with.

However his mother was shaking her head, grinning as she jumped back and forth between to keyboards. “You know what? It might just be doable.”

“You have got to be joking,” Stark chuckled then his mother gave him that look. Like if he ever wanted another chocolate chip cookie, he’d better straighten out his attitude. “How?” he asked much more respectfully. He could not jeopardize his cookie privileges.

However it was Lopez who spoke over the crowd to explain. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, guys, listen up,” he said. “Yes, the space shuttles have been retired, but that doesn’t mean that some of them aren’t still functional. Back me up, Stark.”

“Actually this is Stark’s mom,” she said still typing frantically next to him. “The Atlantis is fully refurbished and on display at the Kennedy Space Center.

On the video feed, Stark watched as Lopez nodded vigorously. “And it is even mated to its Shuttle Carrier Aircraft. Like all we have to do is steal it and we are good to go.”

“You are out of your mind,” Bunny blurted.

Stark could feel his mother stiffen. Those two did not get along well and then Bunny had to diss a plan of hers? Yah, if Bunny and he ever did hook up, those were going to be some pretty awkward Thanksgivings.

“No, he is thinking outside of the box, as we all should be,” his mother stated bluntly. “There are a thousand hurdles to cross, however they are crossable, because after all, aren’t we talking about saving the world? What’s a few hurdles to that?”

* * *

Yes, ever so easy to say when you are safely holed up in your attic in DC, Bunny thought but certainly didn’t say. To be honest Stark’s mom kind of scared her. Like her mean old 1st grade teacher that only called Bunny, “that ginger girl” her entire school year.

Luckily there were more than enough people who disagreed in the room to fill in the gap that Bunny left.

Malvern lifted his hands up to quiet everyone. “One at a time, people, one at a time.”

That settled the room a bit. Bunny took in a few deep breaths, even though she was fairly certain she was going to acquire some kind of fungal disease with each inhale.

Levont stepped up first. “Dude, you know I love you like a bro, and I’d follow you into the gates of Hades, man, but on this you’ve lost me.”

Lopez slapped Levont on the back. “What is the big deal? I’ve stolen amphibious cars, jet fighters, submersibles. No biggie. Why are you wigging out on this one?”

Levont didn’t seem to want to answer so Prenner stepped in. “Because this is a space shuttle we are talking about. Emphasis on space.” The tall soldier turned to face Lopez squarely. “And no offense man, but none of us are astronauts.”

Lopez rolled his eyes. “They’re just fighter pilots with stupid suits on. Besides they have been sending civilian scientists up there for decades.”

Clearly Lopez was not going to be talked out of this easily.

And Stark’s mother wasn’t helping anything. “The easiest thing is going to be to bust the shuttle and its carrier out of the hangar. I mean 1985 is calling and wants its security system back. The question is can you take off before the National Guard arrives, that’s the question.”

Malvern stepped forward to join the men clustered near the stairs. Bunny nearly jumped out of her skin as a lone snake slid over her boot. Seriously this day couldn’t get much worse.

Malvern glanced over his shoulder to check on her. She must have given a squeak of surprise. Bunny shook her head, indicating she was okay. He gave her a faint smile. 

Why did she like it so when an older man gave her any attention at all? Damn, but he was one fine silverback of a man.

He turned to address Lopez though, his voice somber. “Are you trying to tell me you think you can fly a space shuttle?”

Lopez laughed heartily, then looked around the room as none of the men joined him. “Come on, does anyone in the room really doubt that if I say I can fly a space shuttle, that I can fly a space shuttle.”

“It is more complicated than that, Lopez and you know it,” Davidson piped up.

Lopez shook his head. “No, it isn’t really. Prenner you are rated for the jumbo jet, aren’t you?

The tall soldier nodded his head.

“And I totally have the shuttle, so I repeat, what’s the problem?” Lopez challenged his team. “Or are you guys just chicken?”

As always, the men surprised Bunny as they joined in the laughter.

“Ya, that’s our problem,” Levont chuckled. “You’ve sold me.”

Prenner and Davidson nodded as well. Crazy asses.

Malvern stood silently for a moment.

“Well?” Lopez asked. “You said you signed up with us because we don’t just think outside the box, we act outside of it.”

Malvern shrugged. “You’re right. I am just your humble servant.”

Lopez whooped. “Hello, Cape Canaveral here we come!”

 


CHAPTER 9

Davidson shifted in the tiny jump seat in the small UN transport plane. It was the best that Stark could do on such short notice. Haiti didn’t exactly have hourly flights to Florida after all.

They were back down to six after Liza insisted on staying with the old woman. She said she owed the woman and needed to repay the debt. No one argued with the girl. The Righteous seemed done with her and her VP stepdad seemed capable of getting her home when the time was right.

Stark had tried to follow the movements of Baasha and his teammates, but they were lost in the shuffle of the slum.

At some point they were going to need to find the Righteous’ stronghold and route them out, but for now they needed to get up to that satellite and destroy the thing before it triggered a nuclear World War III.

The rumble of the plane actually helped settle Davidson’s nerves. He liked straight up assignments. The kind with an enemy on one side and them on the other. He could take his shot from his perch and save the day. 

A mission like this cut a little too close to home. It reminded him too much of the Knot. He’s shaken off so many of those threads, yet some seemed to run straight through his spinal cord, embedded, still controlling his actions. To think that once he was on the wrong side of a religious war. He couldn’t help but shudder.

What people could justify by saying they were doing God’s work. It was horrifying.

Starting a war to hopefully bring about the end of days? And the Righteous seriously thought that God would reward them? Davidson kind of felt if God wanted the world to end, He could take care of that all by himself.

Glancing over at Lopez, he wasn’t surprised to find him sleeping, his MP3 player buds in his ears. He seemed so calm. So serene. Like he didn’t have a care in the world. Not like he was about to try to steal and pilot a space shuttle. Davidson sometimes wished he could be as casual as Lopez. The man had no shame in having his baby momma live at his house. No shame that he had a bastard child. 

Whereas Davidson could barely look at Bunny without a thousand emotions being stirred and not all of them pleasant.

And now that Malvern had shown up? Davidson knew Bunny’s history with older men. He’d met Lochum in Paris. He’d seen them together. And even that priest had on some level made sense. But Bunny was like a moth to Malvern’s flame. You could see it in her face. That piqued interest. That slight smile always at the edge of her lips. The way she flounced her hair every chance she got.

He remembered when she did all of that for him. But how long ago was that? How many opportunities to grow closer to her had he let slip by?

Didn’t that mean that he didn’t care? Shouldn’t it mean that he didn’t care? Yet, sitting here irritated by Bunny and her hair clearly he did care. Or was it just a situation that he didn’t want someone to have something if he couldn’t have it?

Was he that petty? Or did he still have unexplored feelings for Bunny?

Ugh. Hadn’t he done enough soul searching for one lifetime? And where was Brandt when he needed him? Back in California living in marital bliss with Rebecca.

Did he really need to talk to Brandt though? Didn’t he already know what his mentor would advise him?

“Tell her and let the chips fall where they may.” That’s exactly what Brandt would say, which was kind of the opposite of Lopez’s “Hit that,” advice.

Even if he could put aside his upbringing and finally tell Bunny the truth, now was probably not the best time or place.

They had a space shuttle to steal.

* * *

Bunny took Malvern’s hand as he assisted her down the transport. A light rain was falling in Florida. Enough to make the ramp slippery. Not that she couldn’t have made it down herself, but it was nice to accept a gentlemen’s help.

She leaned into his support, relishing the feeling of closeness. It was a small thing, but weren’t you supposed to enjoy the simple things in life?

Too soon she made it to the bottom of the ramp and stepped onto the dark tarmac.

“There it is,” Levont said, holding out his binoculars to Bunny. She took them and looked through the lens. Sure enough across the way was the open hangar with the piggybacked space shuttle.

It looked ripe for the picking. 

“And you guys have a plan?” Bunny asked. She’d overhead a bunch of talk on the flight here, however nothing concrete.

The men looked amongst themselves seeming confused at her question.

Lopez talked very slowly as if English wasn’t her first language. “We are going to steal the space shuttle, gas it up then go knock that satellite out of orbit.”

“Yah, I got that,” Bunny snapped back. It had been a while since she had eaten, showered, or slept. “I was looking for a little more detail than that.”

The men still seemed confused. “Like how are we going to avoid the National Guard from stopping us?”

“Oh that,” Lopez chuckled. “Stark and his mom have a nice surprise all ready to go.”

That did not necessarily make Bunny feel much better. This all seemed like an insane long shot. Like the Hail Mary of all hail Mary’s, but they had little choice. Stark and his mom had tried to hack the satellite to no avail. It was locked and loaded, ready to rain down hellfire on earth, starting a nuclear chain reaction that couldn’t be stopped even if they tried.

So, stealing a space shuttle right out from under the noses of the National Guard it was.

“Everyone knows their role?” Malvern asked.

“We got it,” Lopez stated. “Prenner, Bunny and you will be on the jumbo jet. You guys are probably going to take the most heat. They are probably going to send up a few fighter pilots to see what in the hell is going on.”

Malvern frowned. “I really wish you’d let me reach out to the agencies involved. I could get us clearances.”

Lopez chuckled. “Yah, right. In a few hours you are going to convince every acronym on the books that we need that space shuttle.”

“We’re way more the beg for forgiveness kind of guys rather than the ask permission kind.”

Prenner patted the older man on the back. “It takes a while to get used to, but once you do, its pretty damned genius.”

Bunny couldn’t argue. She was usually the one on point to clear the way for the team and there is no way she would walk into that quagmire of red tape. It would take at least three congressional oversight committee meetings to even explore the possibility of the feasibility of their plan, let alone to give clearance to do so.

Lopez smacked Malvern on the back as he passed him. “Time to earn your keep.”

Malvern frowned but didn’t answer. Bunny doubted the colonel had really understood what he’d gotten himself into until it was too late.

“I say we do this!” Lopez exclaimed sounding way too excited for a man about to embark on such a dubious mission.

Bunny sucked in a breath. This was happening. At the least they didn’t expect her to go into space. Especially since she would hurl on even the roller coasters at Disneyland. She did not want to experience what happened in zero gravity.

Falling in with Prenner and Malvern, Bunny trotted across the tarmac, heading toward the hangar. As promised there were only a few scattered guards who only acted mildly surprised as their team, fully armed approached the hangar.

“Great, guys,” Lopez announced, “We’ve got it from here.”

The head guard seemed confused, as he should. “Got what from where?”

“We’re going to guard the shuttle while you go help with the clean up back at the bunker.”

“Clean up of what?” the man asked just as an explosion bloomed on the horizon.

The soldiers all jumped, swinging their guns in the direction of the now raging fire. That would be the distraction Stark and his mother planned. A little clichéd, but on such short notice, not bad.

Lopez patted the lead solider on the back. “Like I said, we’ll hold down the fort here while you go help with the fire and crowd control.”

The man still looked confused until his radio crackled to life and an urgent voice commanded, “We need all hands to the southwest quadrant. We’ve had a propane tank blow. Be on high alert. There are another six tanks in the general vicinity. Again, all hands to the fire.”

Funny, but Bunny felt like she knew that voice. Stark. He had highjacked the guard’s frequency.

The soldier was a good one, he didn’t immediately flee. Instead he picked up his radio. “I need confirmation that I am to turn over my duties at the space shuttle to help with the fire.”

“Confirmed. The shuttle is in good hands,” Stark replied.

Now with true orders, the soldier’s shoulders went back and locked in place. “Thank you,” he said before gathering his dozen or so troops and headed out to the fire.

“Let’s get our boogie on,” Lopez ordered.

 They trotted over to the stairs that led tourists up to the jumbo jet. Prenner, Malvern and Bunny stepped aside as Lopez, Levont and Davidson followed the stairs all the way up to space shuttle.

Then Prenner hit a series of buttons on the stairs and they retracted away from the jet.

“Ladies first,” Malvern said allowing Bunny into the jet. It looked like any other jumbo jet except for the removal of all the passenger seats. This jet didn’t need to transport people. It was created specifically to carry the space shuttle.

Prenner and Malvern headed to the cockpit as Bunny got herself strapped into a jump seat. This was insane of course. But weren’t all of their plans just a little tainted with madness?

But with the world on the line, madness was their best friend.

Suddenly the engines roared to life as Prenner prepped the jet to back out of the hangar. She could only imagine what was happening on the shuttle. Lopez better know what he was doing.

* * *

Davidson stood by as Lopez tried to open the space shuttle’s hatch…for the fifth time.

“Don’t worry,” Lopez said. “I’ve got this.”

However, this did not bode well for the overall mission if Lopez couldn’t even open the door.

Finally there was the distinct hiss of a hydraulic lock letting go.

“See? No problem,” Lopez said as he opened the hatch and waved everyone in.

Sometimes Lopez's idea of “no problem” and the rest of the worlds was significantly different. 

Davidson looked over to Levont who rolled his eyes. Clearly Davidson wasn’t the only one worried. But they were in, so Davidson rushed to the cockpit of the space shuttle. Even though the shuttle was supposedly fully functional, it was also modified. Every component had a small plaque explaining what the item was and what it did. Actually that might come in handy at this point.

It was a little shocking how large the shuttle was. It had three full levels with several other sub-levels in the cock pit alone. Correction. It was called the crew module. They climbed a short metal ladder to get up to the flight deck. 

The flight deck was a Trekkie’s wet dream. There were enough lights and switches and toggles to keep a PS4 junkie happy for a decade.

“You sure you know how to fly this thing?” Levont asked, looking askance at the multitude of controls.

Lopez waved a hand over the control panels, snorting. “I totally know what half of these do.”

“Half?” Levont squeaked.

“I’m sure the other half aren’t vital,” Lopez casually responded.

“It’s a space shuttle,” Davidson commented. “I think they’re all vital.”

Lopez grunted as he jumped, literally jumped into the commander’s seat. “Just get strapped in. Prenner’s getting us moving.”

Levont lowered himself into the pilot’s seat. Davidson glanced around. There were no other seats on the flight deck. In theory on a real mission the rest of the crew would be secured back in the crew deck, however Davidson wasn’t about to leave Lopez up here without some adult supervision.

“Just bungee yourself to the grate,” Lopez suggested.

Sure, that sounded safe. However with their current plan, bungeeing himself to a grate didn’t even move the stupid meter. He opened his pack, grabbed a bungee cord and hooked it to the grate. Seriously if things went badly he didn’t think the bungee was going to be the primary problem.

“Wahoo!” Lopez yelled as the plane began backing up. The dim hanger slowly started to recede away. This was really happening.

“Isn’t there some kind of launch window we have to hit?” Levont asked.

“Window, smindow,” Lopez sneered as he frantically pushed buttons and flipped switches.

Yes, that made them all feel better. Luckily Stark’s mother came on the line.

“I’m calculating now the pitch and angle of ascent. Lopez will have the data before he launches.”

Okay, that did make Davidson feel a little better. Stark might be annoying, but his mom seemed to have her head in the game. The shuttle rattled as Prenner made the turn out of the hangar and headed forward toward the fence. The museum didn’t have its own runway so they had to go across the way to access the tarmac, which meant going through a fence and across a grassy meadow.

The nose of the plane pushed easily enough through the chain link fence. However, the jumbo jet wasn’t exactly equipped for off-road wheeling. The plane and therefore the shuttle bounced and lurched as they made their way across the meadow.

Even with the fire, Davidson noted that the troops that had left the hangar, were now turned toward the shuttle, racing after it.

He could only imagine how that lieutenant felt. But who expected someone was going to steal the shuttle? They had counted on the incongruity of it all to make this mission work. 

The plane popped over the tarmac and rolled down the relatively smooth runway. Prenner really started to push the speed, ramping up to take off. He had to. This shuttle was heavy. It was going to take an incredible amount of thrust to get them off the ground.

The radio squawked to life, the air traffic controllers screaming for them to stop. 

“Ya, join the club,” Lopez grumbled as he turned off the radio. No need to hear the voice of reason, not this late in the game.

“You ready?” Prenner asked over the comm.

“I will be by the time we reach fifty miles up,” Lopez replied. Again, not exactly engendering confidence.

Not a lot that Davidson could do about it though. He felt like a third wheel, sitting here bungeed to the grate. There was absolutely nothing he could about their situation.

The walls around him vibrated as the plane revved its engines, getting ready for takeoff. For Davidson there was always that stressful moment between being on the ground and truly being in the air.

Prenner punched it and they started to takeoff, but didn’t have quite enough lift and came back down hard on the wheels.

“Hit it,” Lopez barked. “Don’t hold back.”

Prenner clearly was not quite as insane as Lopez. The man was usually aggressive, however calculating. He needed to shed that little bit of inhibition if they were going to get airborne. 

The engines beneath them screamed in protest as they gained even more speed. Now that was the sound Lopez usually drew out of an engine. Davidson recognized it easily.

Then they were up, flying, gaining altitude. How long until the air force launched jets to intercept them? They needed to get pretty high up to detach, fifty miles according to Davidson. Supposedly though it would take less than ten minutes to get there. Would that be enough time?

Davidson could only imagine the chaos at the air force base. They were probably scrambling pilots from their beds, getting flight crews out on the runways. The usual calamity of an unscheduled excursion.

* * *

“How are you doing up there?” Stark’s mom asked Lopez.

“Great,” Lopez said with a chuckle.

Stark wasn’t so sure that was an accurate assessment. They had patched into the space shuttle’s command deck. Lopez was only a third of the way through his detachment prep and the shuttle was already at twenty five hundred feet. He had a little over five minutes to finish what usually took a full two hours to accomplish.

A red light blinked, drawing Stark’s attention to another screen. “They are launching now,” he reported. “They are scrambling five jets to intercept.”

He quickly did the calculations in his head. It was going to be close, really, really close.

“Prenner, can you climb any more steeply?” Stark asked.

“I’m already risking engine failure, especially the higher I go,” Prenner stated.

“Oh, stop being such a little girl,” Lopez pressed. “Trust your machine, she’ll get the job done.”

Prenner didn’t answer, but Stark noticed the plane pitched up a little, climbing into the sky more rapidly.

“I’ve got the window,” his mother announced. “Patching it through to you, Lopez. It should bring you right alongside the satellite.”

“Sure, I’ll look at it once we are ready to detach.”

Stark looked at the controls again. Would Lopez really be ready to detach before Prenner’s jet ran out of oxygen?

Again, it was too close to call.

“Okay, new problem,” his mother said. “The jets are equipped with EMP missiles.”

That was not good. An EMP pulse could knock both the jet and the shuttle out of the sky and had a far greater distance than conventional missiles since they were so much lighter which all meant the fighter jets didn’t need to get nearly as close to the aircraft to disable them as they had hoped.

“I know, I know,” Prenner said, angling the jet up even more steeply.

* * *

Bunny clung to the metal seat. The engines were making the sound she imagined a tortured bunny would make. The entire plane was shaking and rattling, causing her to cringe. And to think they had a shuttle on their back. She could only imagine all of this jangling was not so good for the space shuttle.

The image of the Challenger blowing up mid-air haunted her. Davidson was up there. Sure they had a weird strained relationship, however she didn’t want him vaporized.

“I’m losing thrust,” Prenner reported. “There’s just not enough oxygen up here for the engines…

They all knew how slim their margin was and now with the EMP threat, they were really pushing it.

“Here goes nothing,” Lopez said.

A loud clunk reverberated throughout the plane, however she didn’t feel anything give.

“No joy. No joy,” Davidson announced probably because Lopez was spewing out a string of curse words.

“Not sure how long I can keep us afloat,” Prenner warned.

“Trying again,” Lopez yelled. “You mother….”

Again, a clunk, but nothing else. Bunny assumed they would jump up in altitude once unburdened with the shuttle’s weight.

“Bendaho!” Lopez shouted.

So no detachment.

Then Bunny felt her stomach in her throat as the jet lost air. Then the slamming of her butt in the seat as they regained control. She’d felt that before on a commercial flight, but it had only been a few feet. That had been hundreds of feet.

“They are gaining on you!” Stark yelled. “The jets are on an intercept course. One minute before they can fire.”

Sixty seconds. When warming up a burrito in the microwave that seemed like forever, but now? Now those seconds were going to fly by.

“Closing,” Stark informed them. “Their weapons are hot, including the EMP missiles.”

Like they really needed to know that. 

“I’m losing thrust!” Prenner yelled.

Bunny gripped the metal tightly. Sometimes pure faith didn’t come through for you.

Even Bunny could feel the shudder that went through the plane then the sudden lack of engine noise.

“I’ve lost all four engines! We are in free fall!” Prenner yelled.

* * *

The shuttle tilted at an odd angle. Lopez had given up all finesse and was just slapping any controls he could reach. Alarms blared and the entire flight deck was shaded in red.

Then they began to fall and spin. Prenner had no control over the plane. They didn’t even need the EMP missiles. They were falling back to the earth on their own. The shuttle’s alarm system screamed its disapproval.

“Puta!” Lopez yelled then slammed his fist down on the control panel. 

A sudden lurch nearly broke Davidson’s bungee cords. Another loud clunk then the sensation of your world spinning wildly out of control signaled they were free of the jumbo jet.

But they were still falling. Davidson knew they had to wait a few seconds before starting the engines to avoid scorching the piggyback plane, but this seemed excessive. And Lopez’s cursing told him something was wrong. They were tumbling back to earth.

Then what sounded like a backfire ricocheted through the shuttle.

“Come on, baby, I know you want to catch, I take back everything I said about you,” Lopez coaxed, then the engines caught fully.

Davidson was thrown back against the bulkhead yet the shuttle was still flying downward. Lopez struggled with the controls, trying to right their flight.

“You are going to miss your window,” Stark’s mother informed over the comm.

“Tell that to her,” Lopez hissed. “Come on, nose up, nose up, don’t you want to see space one last time, baby?”

As impossible as it sounded, the shuttle seemed to respond to Lopez’s coaxing, soon they were flying up and in the right direction. 

Suddenly they were plunged into a silence only broken by the background roar of the engines and the red lights blinked out. They broke through the atmosphere and into space.

It was like climbing out of hell to find yourself in heaven.

The stars were so bright. Space was so black. Everything was so surreal.

Davidson realized he had been holding his breath. He let it out, never taking his eyes off the blue orb that rotated beneath them.

Lopez had done it. They were in freaking space.

The satellite was not far in front of them. It had dozens of antennae spikes that made it look like a space porcupine, bristling at them to just try and take it out.

Everything wasn’t totally okay though.

Screams carried over the comm as the jumbo jet fell from the sky.

* * *

Bunny clung to the metal as the plane spun round and round. Prenner was giving updates, but all they added up to were that they were screwed. The engines had lost power and didn’t seem inclined to restart.

Out the window, Bunny could only watch as they fell past two fighter jets that streaked past. At the least the jets hadn’t felt the need to launch their EMP missiles. That would have doomed them for sure.

Bunny ignored the flow of conversation over the comm. She didn’t understand half of it as Stark and his mother tried to help Prenner get the engines restarted.

Instead she turned inward. This wasn’t her first brush with a life or death situation. Ever since Paris, she’d sworn she wouldn’t die terrified. She wouldn’t be a victim. She had chosen this path. She had knowingly boarded a jumbo jet headed for the mesosphere, being chased by the United States Air Force. The chances they would land safely were on the low end of the bell curve.

At the least Lopez and the rest were heading to the satellite so their sacrifice wouldn’t be for naught. Would she get a bare star on the CIA’s memorial wall? Would her parents know what she had done? That she didn’t die a cheerleader?

She died a hero.

Seldom did she think of herself in those terms. She was a supporter. A facilitator, but in the end, didn’t she deserve as much credit as Prenner or Malvern? She might not wear a uniform, but she certainly served.

The thought filled her with a warmth. Pride. She could die proud. In Paris she had been a spoiled, childish grad student. Now she died a woman.

Bunny closed her eyes, no need to watch the water come closer and closer, faster and faster. They had saved Liza. They had helped save the world. That was going to have to be enough.

Then the plane lurched and the engines began their screaming protest again. Finally Prenner was able to get the plane to level out.

“Land now,” an order came over the comm now that it wasn’t clogged with panic.

“Where?” Prenner asked.

“Straight ahead,” the fighter jet’s voice commanded.

“That’s Cuba,” Malvern commented.

“Land on the south end of the island.”

No one had to voice it. Even Bunny knew where they were landing.

Guantanamo Bay.

 


CHAPTER 10

Davidson grabbed for his pack. He hadn’t secured it, so now in zero gravity it was wandering away.

They were in space. 

Awesome.

And Prenner had gotten the jet started again. Granted they were landing in Cuba, but better to land in Gitmo than crash land into the Atlantic. Davidson was sure that they could talk their way out of the detention center.

Now to their task.

The satellite glistened in the low light. It wasn’t all that large. Maybe the size of an SUV. To think something the size of a car could bring about world war. It would be the world’s most effective car bomb ever.

“Aren’t you going to slow down?” Levont asked.

“Why would I?” Lopez replied.

“Um, so we can get suited up and go out there?”

“Oh, we aren’t qualified to space walk,” Lopez stated. “My plan was to ram the damn thing. Knock it out of orbit.”

“But, um,” Davidson interjected. “Won’t that damage our panels, making reentry impossible?”

Lopez nodded. “Ya, guys, this was always a one way trip. Didn’t I mention that?

No, definitely not.

“My bad,” Lopez said with a shrug, aiming straight for the satellite.

“Damn, I would have called my Grammy,” Levont said. “I’ve already been reported dead once, I would have liked to warn her about his one.”

“Come on, guys,” Lopez retorted. “Would you have given any other answer if I told you this was a suicide mission?”

That was true. Still, it felt like they should have more option.

“Since when did not being qualified for something rule it out?”

Lopez smiled. “I just thought we couldn’t take any chances with this one given it was a nuclear Armageddon.”

“We can always ram the satellite if we can’t figure another option, right?” Davidson asked.

“You’ve only got twenty seven minutes,” Stark’s mom informed them.

“Okay, then Levont and I go out there and if we can’t get the job done, then Lopez rams it?”

“Dang, I was kind of looking forward to space shuttle bumper cars,” Lopez admitted.

“Yes, and if we had actual bumpers, I would say go for it,” Davidson replied. “For now let’s try and get this done manually.”

Davidson unhooked his bungee cord and floated up. It was a truly amazing, yet nauseating experience. Levont popped his restraints and pushed his way over to the door. 

“Any idea where the space suits are kept?” Levont asked.

“Nope, but I think we can follow the arrows,” Davidson said, pointing to the little placards posted everywhere. He figured they would come in handy at some point. 

* * *

Prenner might have problems up in the sky, but his landing at Gitmo was perfection incarnate. Just the slightest bump as the wheels touched the ground, then a nice smooth ride to the end of the runway. For a moment Bunny feared he was going to intentionally put them into the water and try to get away from the dozens upon dozens of troops that had been sent to escort them in from the runway.

Then Prenner turned the plane to the right, taxiing back to the gate.

That was a lot of troops out there. Two of the fighter jets landed behind them. They weren’t taking any chances anymore. There would be no distraction to rescue them this time.

Once the plane was parked and the stairs rolling up to the hatch, Malvern and Prenner came out of the cockpit. Bunny gave a weak smile. Malvern however gave her a broad, bright smile. What did he know that she didn’t?

“Stark, what’s the chatter?” she asked into her mic.

“All over the map,” he stated. “We are working to contact the Pentagon.”

Bunny wasn’t sure if even that could be enough.

They had just stolen a space shuttle. That wasn’t going to be easy to explain.

“Come along, time to pay the piper,” Malvern stated, putting his hand on her back, guiding her to the stairs.

The colonel was awfully damned calm about all of this. Which made him of all things hotter.

They were met at the stairs by dozens of soldiers pointing their rather large guns at them.

A general broke out from the crowd and met them at the bottom of the steps. “I’ve orders to take you into custody and check you into a few of our rooms.”

Malvern smiled though. “How about we call the Secretary of Defense first?”

The general frowned. “I have my orders.”

“And maybe you need new ones, so let’s give Harry a call.”

The general just frowned deeper.

“Stark?” Malvern asked. “Can you get him on the line please? If you need his personal number just look at the contacts on my cellphone.”

There was a silence as Stark apparently did as Malvern asked. 

“Got it! Dialing now.”

Bunny looked over at Malvern with even more respect. He promised that he had pull. Enough pull to get them out of a situation like this though? That was doubtful.

Then the line ran through their comms. 

“Hello?”

“Harry, this is Mitchell,” Malvern stated. “Can you please allow this conversation to be broadcast on the Gitmo frequency?”

“Gitmo?” The secretary of defense asked. “I thought you were in DC?”

“Yes, long story,” Malvern replied.

“On,” the secretary stated. “Now do you want to fill me in?”

“Sir, as I was instructed, I allowed Alpha One to pursue the group identifying themselves as the Righteous after claims they were about to launch a credible apocalyptic attack on the US and her allies.”

“And you ended up in Cuba?”

“After a detour to Haiti and Florida where we requisitioned a space shuttle.”

“I’m sorry,” the secretary said. “I thought you said a space shuttle?”

“Yes, sir, your aids should be filling you in. We were pursued by the Air Force but were able to get the shuttle into space in time.”

“To do exactly what?” The secretary didn’t sound nearly as friendly to Bunny any more. But then again stealing a space shuttle would probably make most politicians a bit cranky.

“To knock a weapons satellite out of orbit before it could start a chain reaction nuclear war.”

“Oh, just that,” the secretary replied.

“I’m asking that we be released and given the fastest plane you have to complete our mission and dig out the Righteous so they no longer pose a threat.”

“Of course,” the secretary stated. “General Liverly, please stand down and comply with Colonel Malvern’s requests.” There was a slight pause. “Mitchell, where are you headed?”

“To be honest, I’m not sure,” Malvern answered.

“Greece,” Bunny piped up.

Malvern turned to look her, but he didn’t question her. Not a bit.

“Apparently we are headed to Greece,” Malvern informed the secretary.

“Greece it is,” the secretary replied. “I will inform the President.”

Then the line went dead except for Stark’s exclamation. “Wow.”

“Confirmed,” Prenner stated giving Malvern a nod. “You came through, sir.”

That he did.

Silverbacks. They had their uses.

* * *

Davidson tightened Levont’s head gear. The instructions on the suits had been quite thorough. They needed to thank someone in NASA’s public education department.

Everything was complicated by the whole weightlessness issue though. You really didn’t think about how gravity affected you until you didn’t have it. You have no leverage. Nothing to push against. Which made wedging themselves into the spacesuits, problematic at best. 

He was long and gangly under the best of circumstances. And these were definitely not the best of times. Levont had a slightly easier time. His body was much more compact.

“You guys done gussying up?” Lopez asked over the comm.

“Just about,” Davidson reported as Levont returned the favor. There was a slight hiss as the suit sealed. “Heading out now.”

Davidson looked out the window. Lopez had done a good job of parallel parking the space shuttle next to the object. It looked so close. Except it was across open space. Davidson gulped. He’d never dreamed of being an astronaut. 

For all his training he still had a rare form of agoraphobia. Davidson was classified as DM-5a. He wasn’t afraid of going outside, but he was terrified of large scale openness. Like lying in the grass at night and looking up at the sky. You would never catch him doing that and now look at him. He was up in that sky.

Yah, it wasn’t the weightlessness that was making him nauseated.

Levont patted him on the arm. “You ready to do this?”

The man was smiling ear to ear. Davidson tried to borrow some of that happiness. He smiled back. Levont didn’t have to know about his personal hang-ups. “You know it.”

Thank goodness that Levont was a point man, he took the lead naturally. Which was fortunate because Davidson wasn’t sure if he could open the hatch on his own. 

Red lights swirled as Levont followed the direction on the placard to prepare the chamber for opening. Even a blind man couldn’t accidently open the shuttle up to the vacuum of space.

“Davidson, are you alright?” Stark asked in his ear.

“Yah, sure,” he responded.

“We are showing a build up of carbon dioxide in your blood which could be dangerous once you are outside the confines of the shuttle.”

Most people hyperventilated when they were nervous. Due to his training, Davidson’ response was exactly the opposite. He tended to hold his breath. A silent tell. 

He let out a long slow breath, then took in a full lung full of air. It wouldn’t take much to bring his blood gases back into regulation. “I’ll watch it,” he promised.

Levont gave a nod and hit the big red button next to the door. It opened and Davidson could feel the rush of air as the vacuum cleared the room of all oxygen. He had to still his mind from panicking. If anything happened to his suit, it was all over.

Not being used to feeling this vulnerable and out of control, Davidson felt his world tilt to the side. He had to lash out an arm to keep him from listing into the wall.

“Breathe,” Stark said in his ear. It wasn’t a reprimand or a criticism. It was just a very wise suggestion. One that Davidson gave on a regular basis. Funny how all that training flew out the window when it was you.

Davidson took another breath and felt his body right itself.

“One giant leap for mankind, right?” Levont said with that Cheshire cat grin as he pushed off the ledge and flew into space. 

“Wahoo! Off the freaking hook, people!” Levont laughed. “We’ve got the best freaking job in the world! And out of it!”

The man’s laughter was infectious. Davidson took comfort in it as he inched his way to the door. How bad could it be if Levont was belly laughing and doing his best impression of Michael Jackson doing the moonwalk.

A smile really did help regulate his breathing. Davidson took another breath as he stepped off the ledge. No amount of preparation could really make you ready for what walking in space felt like. Actually it didn’t feel like anything. It felt like you’d left your body and it was your soul doing the walking.

Was this what Heaven was going to feel like?

Then Levont pulled out his power drill and revved it. “Ready to wreak some havoc?”

* * *

Stark monitored their space walk carefully with a special eye on Davidson’s vital signs. The guy was usually so stoic. So perfect. Nice to know the man was human and actually could show some anxiety.

Although now that he was out there and the task was at hand, Davidson had settled into a routine. His blood gases had stabilized and his breathing rate had plateaued.

Begrudgingly, Stark had to give it to the sniper. He talked the talk and not only walked the walk, but spacewalked the spacewalk. Even terrified out of his mind, Davidson did his job. Stark had access to the private’s entire medical history, including the diagnosis that nearly derailed the sniper’s career.

Agoraphobia was rare enough, but the form that Davidson had? It was less than one in ten million. The man would never be taking Bunny for a walk along the beach, that was for sure.

That was unfair, Stark reminded himself. For Davidson that vast, endless ocean was as terrifying to him as spiders were to arachnophobes. Stark could relate. His fear was hyenas. They just freaked him out. They didn’t even have a name for his fear given that it was so rare.

Could he go do his job if he had to walk through a pack of hyenas? Stark doubted it.

“Look for the blue screw head,” his mother instructed Levont.

“Yah, a little hard with all of these antennas,” the man responded. “Can I break some of them off?”

“No,” Stark replied. “We fear there might be anti-tampering counter-measures.”

“Great,” Levont sighed. “Let me see if I can shimmy in.”

Stark watched the six screens that captured all of the video feeds from the shuttle and the in-suit cameras. The world-ending satellite was right there. Right there. So close, yet in order to deactivate it without blowing up Levont and Davidson was going to take some doing.

“Not sure I can reach it,” Levont stated.

It did look like a tight fit.

“Any other entry point?” Davidson asked.

Stark’s mother shook her head. “If we are going to move the satellite and avoid any booby-traps, that is the panel we need to get into.”

Silence hung in the air as everyone realized there was just no way to pop that screw off without removing some of the porcupine-like antennae spikes. Which meant for each one, Levont could be blown to bits.

“Alright, let’s get this over with,” Levont said, putting his hand on one of the metal rods.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Lopez stated as he came over from the shuttle.

“Dude, what are you doing? You are supposed to be in the shuttle as our back-up plan,” Levont asked.

Lopez snorted. “Right, like I’m going to tell Ricky I was in space but didn’t space walk… or Space Gangnam-style.”

The corporal then began doing the dance, in space.

“We better be getting this on film,” Lopez commented. “Because this is going to go viral on YouTube.”

* * *

Davidson knew that the corporal was as aware as he was that any video they took right now would never end up on YouTube, as a matter of fact this mission probably wouldn’t be declassified until Ricky Jr. was an old, old man. As a matter of fact, it might not be until Ricky the third or Ricky the fourth until someone outside the Pentagon saw this show.

Which really was too bad, because Lopez, even in zero gravity had the moves.

Levont was floating off, held only by his umbilicus line as he clapped.

So glad someone was having fun. Davidson’s fear came in waves, building behind his eyes, then cresting over his body, gripping it with an iron fist. If he focused on the satellite, he did better, but looking at the vast expanse of space behind Lopez, that was when it hit the hardest.

Wait. 

“Lopez, where is your umbilical?” Davidson asked, feeling a sense of panic well.

“Oh please, those are for amateurs,” Lopez snorted as he turned to give them another angle of his dance.

Davidson might have been insulted by that, but apparently Lopez was a natural at this space walking, or in this case, dancing.

“Besides, I had to bring you this,” Lopez said then handed over Davidson’s sniper rifle.

Davidson pushed off the satellite to grab the weapon. “What this for?”

To be honest, he’d felt a little lost without the rifle. Snipers and their weapons bonded. It was hard to explain to most people how your soul could seep into an inanimate object, but it was true. His rifle and he were one. He could feel his breathing ease up as he held the metal stock.

“Come on, like you can’t hit that little panel from the side without hitting the antennae?”

Davidson eyed the panel then his rifle. Why hadn’t he thought of that? A bullet was a hell of lot thinner than Levont.

“Are you insane?” Stark blurted into their headsets.

“Yes, I believe we are,” Lopez said, his hand overhead, making the lassoing motion.

“I’m going to need to get into position,” Davidson stated, pulling on his umbilicus to draw him closer to the shuttle. This was going to have to be a precision hit.

“You do realize if your bullet goes more a half inch into the casing, not only might you trigger the countermeasures, but you might destroy the very controls we need to deactivate the satellite?”

Davidson let Lopez roll his eyes for him. Stark was a bit of a worry wart.

With his rifle in hand, Davidson’s breathing leveled out. He took in his first concentrated breath, then another, driving his heart rate down. As impossible as it seemed your pulse could throw off a delicate shot like this. He studied the satellite through the scope, concentrating on the edge of the blue screw.

He had to hit it at a shallow angle, knocking the panel off, without the bullet going deeper into the satellite. That was kind of a big deal. Enough of a big deal that Lopez stopped dancing and watched.

Davidson lined up his shot, stabilizing the butt of the rifle against his shoulder. Just because they were in space, didn’t mean there wouldn’t be a kick.

Taking another breath, he bottomed out his expiration, emptying his lungs of air, giving himself the best possible stabilization.

Then he pulled the trigger. He was thrown back, hitting the side of the shuttle as a plume of smoke drifted out of his rifle. It was so odd. The smoke instead of curling, moved in a circular outward throbbing globe.

“He did it!” Lopez yelled, pointing.

Sure enough the panel was off, with just a scorch mark across the metal surface of the satellite, but no other damage.

* * *

Bunny felt like crying. She’d been so worried she didn’t even realize that she had tears welling in her eyes. She was watching the feed from the shuttle.

“He’s really as good as his rep…” Malvern stated.

She swallowed back her tears. “Yes, he is.”

Malvern smiled. “Good to know.”

They were winging their way east across the Atlantic, heading for Greece.

“Time to tell me why we are heading to Athens?” Malvern asked.

Bunny bit her lip. “Not really,” she responded as she watched Davidson make his way to the satellite and put his skinny arm in between the bristly antennae and key in the codes that Stark’s mother was feeding him. Things seemed to be going better on that front.

“At some point, I am going to need to know,” Malvern stated.

He wasn’t being unreasonable. As a matter of fact she thought that Brandt would have wanted more information before flying halfway around the world.

She sighed. “I’m afraid it’s just a hunch.”

Malvern snorted in a rather cute way. “I believe this whole mission has been predicated upon hunches.”

Bunny’s eyes flickered down to watch Davidson enter in the codes. All of the satellite’s red lights flickered off. It looked like he had deactivated the satellite. Funny, if Liza hadn’t been kidnapped by the Righteous, they never would have found the satellite in time. Or if Lopez hadn’t insisted they go to the Vudon priestess.

Okay, so maybe her hunch wasn’t such a long shot.

“There is a small, but very influential sect of Jews in Greece, known only as the Past, Present and the Future who are considered modern oracles by some.”

“Haven’t heard of them,” Malvern replied.

“Not surprising unless you are deep in the historical religious academic community,” Bunny responded. “There are only seventeen of them. And they only put out a paper every seven years, but damn they have been accurate in calling some of the largest religious events for the past decade. They predicted Hitler, the onset of jihadism, etc.”

“And what does that have to do with our mission?”

“Back in the basement when Baasha was describing the satellite’s purpose, I remembered a quote from the PPFs that was published a few years ago about fire from the sky that could only be stopped by the non-Righteous. At the time I thought is was an odd quote, but now,” Bunny said, nodding to the screen where Davidson was finishing up with the satellite. “Now it makes a little more sense.”

“You think they are aware of the Righteous?” Malvern asked.

Bunny nodded. “They knew of the Knot and the Disciples.”

“If they know all this, why don’t they raise the warning?”

“Because,” Bunny explained. “That’s not what they do. Plus over three quarters of their ‘predictions’ never come true. About a dozen debunkers have claimed to prove they are fake, but then every once in a while they hit the nail on the proverbial head.”

Malvern nodded. “So we are going to Greece to see if they might know more about the Righteous and their end game?”

“Exactly. They must have a backup plan if the satellite fails and I for one would like to know what it is before it’s put into motion.”

Before Malvern could respond a loud, harsh alarm went off. Not on the jet, but up in space. 

The satellite which for a few moments was just a dead gleaming ball of metal suddenly lit up like an evil Christmas tree.

 

 


CHAPTER 11

Stark tried to ignore the string of Spanish curses that Lopez was unleashing as he tried to determine the source of the alarm.

“We must have missed a challenge code in there,” his mother admitted. “Damn, I really thought we’d caught them all.”

But apparently they hadn’t as a large countdown clock showed up, ticking off the seconds. They had less than three minutes to determine what to do next.

“Get out of there,” Stark’s mother shouted.

“What’s going on?” Davidson asked.

If only Stark knew for sure. All he knew was that they were screwed.

“She’s right, get back to the shuttle ASAP.”

“Is there anything I can shoot out?” Davidson asked. Always the sniper.

“I doubt it,” Stark stated. The entire satellite was activated now. There was no one component that could take out the entire thing.

“We’ve got a good news, bad news situation,” his mother stated.

“Good news?” Lopez asked.

“That is a self-destruct counting down so it will demolish itself.”

“And the bad is that it is going to take us out?” Davidson stated.

“Unfortunately, yes,” Stark replied.

* * *

“Bullshit,” Lopez spat out. “I can get us out of here in time.”

But Lopez didn’t have an umbilical and was still pretty far away from the shuttle. Then Davidson had an idea. He pushed off the satellite, heading away from the shuttle, entrapping Lopez in his umbilical.

“Genius!” Lopez yelled, walking his way down the cord.

“Oh no,” Davidson said. “It is so much cooler than that.”

He could see Lopez’s eyebrow go up through the glass in his helmet. 

“Levont help me out,” Davidson said, jiggling the cord. Levont seemed to understand exactly what Davidson was talking about. While it might seem an indulgence, it would get Lopez into the shuttle first which they needed since he was the one they needed to fire up the engines to get them out of here.

“One. Two. Three,” Davidson yelled, then at exactly the same moment, Levont and Davidson pulled on the cord, flinging Lopez forward and straight through the shuttle’s open bay doors. 

“Ye-haw!” Lopez cried out as he crashed into a wall. “Space sling shot. I love it!”

Now it was time for Levont and Davidson to do the slow, hand-over-hand method to get back to the space shuttle. But at least they had given Lopez the ride of his life.

Within moments the shuttle’s engines glowed red, getting ready to get them the hell out of dodge.

“Sixty seconds left,” Stark announced.

Like Davidson didn’t already have a metronome going on in his head. It was actually fifty-nine seconds. He made it to the shuttle, however the door was shut. Lopez had to shut it to build up pressure before the inner door could be opened. It was on a fifteen second delay.

Davidson gulped as the moments passed by. Finally the doors whooshed open and he pushed off the metal siding, gliding inside the bay. Levont was right next to him as he hit the pressurized controls. The doors slammed shut again as air was pumped into the bay. 

Neither of them waited for the light to turn green as they started stripping off their suits. By the time they were out, the air pressure was back to normal.

“That was close,” Stark said.

Close, but they made it. Opening the inner door, they both pushed off, sailing through the hallway, heading toward the flight deck. The shuttle already shook from the power of the engines.

“Thirty seconds!” Stark announced like a self-appointed town crier.

They made it to the flight deck stairs just as Lopez fired up the engines. “I’d get strapped in!” 

“Twenty seconds!” Stark yelled.

There was only so fast you could go in zero gravity. Davidson climbed up the metal rung stairs, shoving as hard as he could to propel himself upward. He made the flight deck just as Levont floated past him to the pilot’s seat.

Where was that damn bungee cord?

“Ten!”

He found it floating by his head. Shoving himself down, Davidson wrapped the bungee around his waist and secured it just before Lopez punched the engines. Like punched.

Davidson was thrown back into the wall as the shuttle surged forward.

“You are going to burn out the engines,” Stark warned.

“Yes, well, better than burning us out,” Lopez retorted.

“Five. Four. Three. Two. One,” Stark’s mother countdown.

The explosion from the satellite caught them in the tail end and threw them head over tail toward the earth. Lopez swore under this breath as he tried to get the shuttle under control.

“You are about to hit the atmosphere in seven seconds.”

“Yah, like I didn’t notice that,” Lopez said.

Davidson could see through the window the glowing edge of the atmosphere. If they hit that bright band at the wrong angle, they would explode themselves.

Lopez finally got the shuttle level as they hurled toward their home planet. “Hang on, this is going to be rough!”

He wasn’t exaggerating. The shuttle rumbled and screamed as they pierced the stratosphere barrier. Fire lit up along their hull, flames licking at the windows.

“You’ve lost eighteen percent of your outer shell,” Stark announced.

Maybe they should tell the techie to only announce good stats from now on. That certainly would shut the guy up.

Davidson could feel the vibrations down to his bone marrow as they streaked through the upper atmosphere, their vessel on fire. Metal screeched as tiles popped off the nose. This wasn’t going well. He hoped that Bunny knew that he cared.

Then they were through the worst of it, now flying through the sky over Africa. However, they were still very, very much on fire.

“Heading toward Athens, alert the authorities we might need emergency assistance,” Lopez announced.

“Ya, think?” Stark snapped over the comm.

Davidson took in several deep breaths, lowering both his heart rate and his blood pressure. He had a sneaking suspicion they were going to need all of the oxygen they had. No need wasting it on panic now.

For now they were relatively safe. On fire, sure, but they had survived reentry which was kind of a big deal. Again, on fire, but he’d take it.

“You are coming in too fast,” Stark’s mother informed them, although it wasn’t really a secret. Even he could tell that from out the front window. The island nation was approaching quickly. Every second you could make out more and more of Greece.

If this had been a ride at Disneyland the view would have been spectacular. Since it wasn’t a ride, it was slightly more problematic.

It wasn’t like Lopez wasn’t doing everything in his power to slow the shuttle, however their braking flaps were just a big red glowing blob. Davidson doubted that there was much structural integrity to those flaps.

“Deploying drag parachute!” Lopez yelled and hit a control.

The red and white parachute flew out the back, catching the wind and billowing to three times their width. The shuttle tilted on its axis as the drag really messed with their trajectory.

So it was fast and accurate or slow and wonky.

“Oh crap,” Lopez grunted.

Athens was right in front of them and unfortunately there was a structure at the top of the hill they were careening toward.

“What the hell is that doing there?”

Davidson didn’t bother to tell him it was the Parthenon, one of the most famous ancient Greek ruins.

Lopez did his best, but there was no way to avoid the columns. His best, however wasn’t quite good enough. Their right wing crashed into the temple, taking out a corner chunk of stone.

“Sorry! My bad!” Lopez yelled to the tourists who were scrambling to get away from the destroyed monument.

They spun mid-air, their left wing catching the edge of a column and bursting into shrapnel. A little hard to steer without wings, yet Lopez managed to keep them aloft. Still on fire, of course, but aloft.

“In all fairness, landing is always harder,” Lopez stated.

Davidson freed the nearest fire extinguisher from the wall and was ready if that fire broke through. Thank goodness the airport was just over the rise. The only piece of equipment that seemed to work, the parachute got caught on the jagged edges of the damaged temple and ripped away.

Now they were fast and inaccurate. Not a good combination.

The runway was coming up way too quickly. Lopez struggled to get the nose up. If they went nose down into the tarmac, they were done. Like toasty-fried done.

“Hang on!” Lopez shouted the most unnecessary command of all time.

Their nose skimmed the surface of the runway as their wheels hit, bouncing them once, which actually brought their nose up, then landed again, bouncing again and then again. 

“Hopscotch landing! I patented it!” Lopez whooped.

Then they finally were on the ground just as the fire broke through the ceiling. Davidson hit the extinguisher, giving bursts of the gas to keep the fire from raining down on them. 

The wheels’ brakes screeched as Lopez engaged them to their max. The shuttle skidded to the side, running into a chain link fence, ripping it from its moorings.

Spinning in circles, the shuttle made its way to the end of the runway. There was a loud clunk as the shuttle left the tarmac and got stuck in the mud.

“That works!” Lopez yelled, popping off his restraints. “High five!”

Levont gave Lopez a sideways look then smiled. “High ten!”

The two men slapped their hands together, cheering their near miss. It was wrong on so many levels as Davidson hit the extinguisher again.

“Let’s get out of this death trap before we celebrate,” Davidson recommended while unhooking his bungee. Lopez put his feet on either side of the ladder and slid down, followed by Levont. Not even Davidson could resist. They rushed back through the shuttle that now sounded like an inferno. The fire was punching through nearly everywhere. 

Davidson brushed away glowing embers from his shoulders as they exited the shuttle. There weren’t any stairs so they slid down the half wing, then leapt to the ground.

The runway was a kaleidoscope of flashing lights as dozens of emergency vehicles raced toward them. Although Davidson wasn’t so sure how many of them were there to help them and how many were there to arrest them.

* * *

“They just cuffed them,” Stark informed Bunny and the rest.

“Didn’t you let the Greek government know why they had to land there?” Malvern demanded.

“Of course I did, but Lopez just wiped out the Parthenon, which I might add survived the Axis occupation and thousands of years of human civilization, so they aren’t exactly in a listening mood.”

“Would they rather have had it be a nuclear bomb?” Bunny questioned over the comm.

“I think that concept is just too large for them, the Parthenon they can see,” Stark’s mother explained.

“Get our Ambassador to Greece on the horn,” Malvern ordered.

“Love to, but the embassy said that he is off island and that they would try to get a hold of him,” Stark commented.

“Call his private cell then,” Malvern stated.

“Love to, you have it handy?” Stark replied.

“No, but give me a minute,” the colonel responded.

“What’s going on?” Bunny asked.

Stark studied the variety of satellite feeds and the Greek cameras he had hacked into. “It looks like the Army is the one taking them into custody. Which actually might not be a bad thing since quite the group of protesters has gathered at the airport.”

“Ugh!” Bunny groaned. “I wish we could be there.”

“You should be landing in about seven hours.”

Unlike Lopez and the rest who had gone up into space in about ten minutes, taken another twenty to detonate the satellite then taken another ten to fall to earth, Bunny and her group had to fly to Greece the old fashioned way.  

After all the hoopla the flight did seem a little boring. Lopez was rubbing off on her.

“The army is by far the most reasonable of the law enforcement bunch in Greece,” Stark tried to reassure her. “They will treat American military with respect.”

Although he wasn’t quite sure about that as one of the Greek soldiers just punched Lopez in the gut, then spit on him. Stark knew the guys could take whatever the Greeks threw at them. 

“Just sent you the number,” Malvern piped up.

Damn, the colonel really did have as much pull as he’d promised.

“Calling now,” Stark’s mother stated.

He could hear Bunny sniffle on the other side of the comm.

“They can handle this,” Stark stated. “They’ve been trained for situations just like this.”

Even Stark’s mother raised an eyebrow at that. 

“Okay, maybe not exactly trashing the Parthenon, but being taken prisoner by a hostile government, that they’ve got down.”

 


CHAPTER 12

Davidson sat next to a drunken man who smelled of feta cheese, olive oil and a hint of lamb. Oddly the Army also took in the drunk and disorderlies. Davidson had heard the Greek jails were overflowing due to the austerity measures. Protesters and rioters had jammed up the municipal system so the Army base was the overflow.

They had been parked in the cell for hours as the higher ups decided what to do with them.

Shouts rose from outside the jail area. Davidson looked to Lopez who was the most fluent with the Greek language. He shrugged though and made the sign with his fingers of people gabbing. So no real progress.

The officials had been fighting amongst themselves since they arrested the team. Everyone wanted a piece of them, but no one wanted to take responsibility for interrogating an American Special Forces team.

Davidson had faith that Stark, Malvern and Bunny were working behind the scenes to get them freed. So now his team just needed to sit tight until they were released. 

Levont was taking this opportunity to rest his eyes with his head laid back against the wall. Lopez was humming a tune since they had taken his iPod away. A travesty in his mind. Okay, fine he knocked down the Parthenon, but his iPod, really?

Davidson crossed his legs and sat in repose for some meditation. A good chance to clear his mind. Decompression was as important as all of their weapons and strategy training.

Just a few minutes ago the world had been on the brink of nuclear war. Now it wasn’t. Those were some serious hurdles to cross. He had to allow his body to catch up with his mind. The body held onto trauma and stress longer than the brain. It took time to let go of all the adrenaline.

He wasn’t ashamed that his hands were shaky. Of course they were shaky. They had just flown with Lopez for goodness sake.

“Private Samuel Davidson,” a heavily accented voice called out. 

Davidson rose. There was no point in fighting off the inevitable. They had chosen him due to his rank, feeling like he would be the easiest to break. How little they knew.

The dark haired man with a thick mustache opened the jail door and waved him out. “Ela.”

Davidson followed the man in the olive camouflage pants out of the cell and down the hall. He then entered a typical looking interrogation room. Brick with no windows save the one-way observation window. No sunlight though. The walls were painted a dreary grey and the table and chairs were dented metal.

“Sit,” the man said.

Davidson obliged, stretching his arms as he sat down. He felt so heavy after being weightless in space. They had been up there less than an hour, yet he could swear he’d lost muscle mass. He felt like he needed to hit the gym for a week to make up for it.

“Your team damaged one of the world’s most famous sites,” the man stated. 

Davidson looked to his shoulder. He had the stripes of a captain.

“Captain, we are truly sorry for any damage, however it was not our intent.”

“Are you certain of that?” the man asked in his heavily accented English.

“Pretty much, yes,” Davidson answered not quite sure where the captain was going with this.

“You do realize your government won’t acknowledge even your existence, let alone what you were doing with a space shuttle.”

Davidson wasn’t surprised at all. They were a black ops team on an unauthorized mission. He didn’t expect anything else of his government but full deniability.

“So was this a terrorist attack?” the captain asked.

Davidson couldn’t help but chuckle. “Ya, right. We stole a space shuttle, took it up into space just so we could crash land into the Parthenon. Brilliant.”

He shook his head, still chuckling.

The captain didn’t see it as too funny though. “You find the destruction of a world heritage monument amusing?”

“No, just your theory,” Davidson stated. “It was an accident. A horrible, tragic accident.”

The captain’s eyes narrowed as the door opened and two large thug-sized men entered the room.

“Perhaps you will find this equally amusing,” the captain stated.

Davidson sighed. He’d hoped they wouldn’t turn to torture, but what could you do?

“From your gear you seem to be a sniper, so why don’t we start with your hands.”

Davidson stiffened even though he didn’t want to give any physical reaction to the man’s words. He could handle pain. He could handle torment, but his hands? His hands were his everything. He’d spent months and months in painful rehabilitation after the burns. He had thought he’d never shoot again. He vowed to never feel like that again.

One of the thugs grabbed his wrist and forced his hand down onto the cold metal table. The other thug brought out a hammer.

Davidson knew not to squirm, not to show any resistance. They had to think he would take the punishment without comment, otherwise they would know they had leverage over him.

The thug brought the hammer up high. Davidson watched his shoulder, was he really going to do this? Then the flinch, that hammer was going to come down at any moment.

“Stamata!” the captain yelled just in time. The hammer came down onto the metal table with a clang right next to Davidson’s hand.

He had hoped the captain didn’t have it in him. It was one thing to threaten torture. It was quite another to actually carry it out. Davidson should know.

Plus even though his country wasn’t exactly proclaiming from the rooftops their support of Davidson and his team, to torture American military personnel? 

There were some lines that once crossed could not be uncrossed.

The captain went to open his mouth when the door burst open and Bunny, Malvern and Prenner entered.

“Release him immediately,” Malvern barked holding out a piece of paper.

Davidson could only imagine it was some kind of pardon from the President of Greece.

The captain’s eyes scanned the paper quickly, frowning. “I don’t understand.”

“You don’t have to,” Malvern stated. “You just need to comply.”

The colonel didn’t leave any room for argument. The captain finally had to nod to the two thugs to make room for Davidson to leave.

“I just don’t want to see any of you in my jurisdiction again,” the captain huffed like a child who had lost a game of jacks.

Davidson stood and left the room without looking back. Bunny’s hand caught his and gave a squeeze. He did not squeeze back no matter how much he wanted to.

Instead he strode from the room and walked straight down the hallway to the jail cell. Lopez and Levont were being released as he walked up.

Lopez clapped his hands. “Time to get moving!” Then a look crossed over his face. “Which is where exactly?”

* * *

Bunny didn’t have time to explain. Stark had arranged a helicopter to take them to the city of Rhodes, located on one of the southeastern islands. Besides all you had to do was point Lopez in a direction and say “go.”

Despite the glares, no one intersected them as they left the Army base headquarters. More problematic were the civilians that had lined up at the gate. Hence the helicopter. Stark had been spot on that the Greeks were going to be none too happy with the Americans. No matter the reason for the Parthenon crash.

They loaded into the helicopter that had brought them. Lopez excusing the pilot. He shook his head and rolled his eyes as the man left the chopper.

“At the least he hasn’t run into the Parthenon before,” Bunny commented as Lopez got settled into the pilot seat.

“Touché.”

Levont climbed into the co-pilot seat as Lopez revved the rotors.

“We’ve got enough fuel. Looks like an hour and a half in the air,” Lopez reported.

Bunny tried not to look at Davidson as she strapped into her seat. Talk about mixed feelings. Malvern though as she glanced over, gave her a five watt smile.  Young guys were so conflicted. Older men seemed to know what they wanted.

She smiled back, not feeling a bit guilty about it.

Lopez lifted off and got them into the air.

Bunny had forgotten how pretty Greece was. Such a small nation to house the birthplace of human civilization. And such a cradle. The crystal blue waters of the Aegean Sea and the green rolling hills. As they flew over the southern shore, the stark whitewashed walls stood out against the brown cliffs.

She’d spent plenty of time in and out of Athens, Cyprus and Mykonos. The country was steeped in Jewish and early Christian history. You couldn’t throw a rock without hitting a spot where the big kahunas had traveled. Each tiny church or even ancient well could be a wealth of proto-Christian history.

But now they were going to the eastern edge of the country. To a tiny island whose greatest claim to fame was the most virgin of olive oils. That and a tiny sect of Orthodox Jews.

Orthodox Jews who hopefully had some insights to the Righteous.

Because those weirdos weren’t done. Not by a long shot.

* * *

Baasha closed his eyes, wishing for God’s love and wisdom to channel through him. The satellite had been destroyed which was solely his responsibility. He never should have mentioned their plans, but it had seemed so foolproof.

Another lesson learned. If God wished for heaven and earth to be moved, it was moved.

God did like to challenge his faithful.

The jet rumbled around him, filling the space with the sound of the engines as they rushed to their destination. 

There were a few mouths they had to be sure to silence, before they could spill any more of the Righteous’ secrets. 

He hated to carry out this mission. The sect had been loyal for centuries, however they were also known to speak out of turn, broadcasting their findings.

Before the Righteous gave it no heed. Who would listen to a bunch of old, isolated men? But with the apocalypse at hand? Now the Righteous had to care and stopper the leak.

Baasha looked down the row of men lined up in the cabin. Two dozen of his brothers. Even though they looked nothing alike, they were genetically identical. Identically dedicated to their cause. 

A cause that would see its goal reach fruition within the day.

* * *

Davidson split off from the group as they made their way off the helicopter. Everyone else was going to take the steep path down the cliff to the cult’s settlement near the water.

He wanted a better vantage point. There were a cluster of trees that leaned away from the cliff. Centuries of wind from the sea had bent them over, yet they did not yield. Instead they grew and bent.

The island was beautiful. A true hidden gem out in the middle of the sea. The brush was a dark green that contrasted with the brown of the soil and the blue of the water.

It was a pleasant seventy-two degrees with hardly any wind today. A good shooting day.

He trotted away, following an old game trail into the brush. Bunny was certain that the cult could help them, but Davidson wasn’t so sure. The Knot had consulted them on numerous occasions and had gotten nothing of use.

You’d think for a centuries old cult, pre-dating Christ himself, they would be a little more informed.

The set of three trees wasn’t far in. Their roots clung to the cliff keeping them from tumbling over in high winds. The thick tangled roots made it easy to scale the trees. He was settled into the highest supporting branch within seconds.

He then assembled his rifle. It had faired well in space. With only a little soot they picked up from the shuttle fire. Davidson waved his felt cloth over the sight. He didn’t blow on the lens because that would have left microscopic saliva particles on the glass and that just wouldn’t do. He also didn’t wipe the tiny soot particles from the lens so as not to create micro-scratches. His sniper rifle was a high performance machine. Any little thing could throw its expert craftsmanship off.

And even the tiniest alteration could ruin a long range shot.

Satisfied that his lens was clean and intact, Davidson brought it up to his eye. If he had a camera instead of a gun, he could have taken a National Geographic quality photo of the island meeting the sea.

The cult’s quarters hugged the tall cliff. There were only five or six small whitewashed homes overlooking the white sands beach. Stark had shared intel that those homes were butted up against a series of caves that quadrupled the cult’s living space. Given the cult’s long history, he could only imagine what kind of artifacts they had accumulated over the millennia.

He tried a variety of spectrums on his scope, but none could penetrate the thick rock. Moving on, he swept his sight over the blue green sea. Only small waves lapped at the pristine sand. 

It was even more beautiful from here than it had been at the helipad.

While this island wasn’t a private island per se, it might as well have been. The only way on or off the island was by boat or helicopter. There wasn’t a ferry shuttle or any other public transportation means. 

And once you got here there wasn’t a whole heck of a lot to do. Davidson guessed perhaps bird watching, as a flock took off from a nearby stand of trees and wheeled through the sky, crying out at the new intruder.

Davidson refocused on the long steep earthen stairway, watching the rest of the team make their way down to the cult. He focused on Bunny. Her hair had settled down which he was sure gave her some relief. She was so beautiful.

Too beautiful, he had to remind himself.

He switched to Malvern. The man had so far been everything he said he was. Heck, he let them steal a space shuttle. But had that all been a long con? Davidson knew what it was like to run a long con. You were exemplary until you weren’t.

Having so little experience with the opposite sex and flirting, Davidson wasn’t sure if Malvern was responding to Bunny’s not-so-subtle advances or was just being nice. 

As an example, Bunny tripped and Malvern caught her, supporting her arm until Bunny found her feet again. He then gave a squeeze to her arm as he released her.

Davidson felt his stomach tighten as his mouth went dry. 

He jerked his scope away from the team and looked out behind them to find a completely empty island. The place was pristine, as if no human had ever been there.

A perfect place to explore the end of the world.

* * *

Bunny watched as several men, dressed in black robes and beards that went down to their waists came out of the nearest home. It was little like watching Duck Dynasty, the Jewish edition. They all wore large silver Stars of David on their chest.

The men stopped, allowing Bunny to step forward.

She bowed her head, “Shalom,” she said.

However the first man didn’t answer in Hebrew, instead he spoke in Greek. Good thing she was fluent in both.

“Den tha prépei na eínai edó̱.”

“I know, we are uninvited, but our quest is urgent,” Bunny stated in Greek.

The other men grunted, turning away.

“We are the un-Righteous,” Bunny informed them, following a hunch.

That got a second man to turn around.

“You are the reason there is no fire in the sky?” he asked in rather perfect English.

Bunny nodded. “But we both know the Righteous are on the move. Anything you know about them, we need to know.”

“We do not share our secrets so easily,” the man replied.

It was Bunny’s turn to snort. “Come on, you guys publish your work. Are you really going to try and sell confidentiality?”

The men looked between them. “There are things safe to share, others not.”

“Look,” Lopez said. “Can we just cut to the chase? If there is anyone you can tell your secrets to, it is us. We don’t care unless it involves the end of the world.”

“And if we do not open our sacred book to you?” the first man asked, no longer feigning he did not speak English.

“Walk away really pissed,” Lopez said. 

“Telling us is in your best interest,” Malvern stated. “You shared the quote about the Un-Righteous on purpose. You wanted to warn the world, so now here is your chance to do just that.”

The men looked between themselves then the first man nodded. “I guess there is no point in gathering all this information if we are not going to use it for good.”

Bunny couldn’t have said it any better.

“I’ve got them!” Stark announced in her ear. 

“Are they coming to Greece?” Bunny asked. It wouldn’t be surprising if the Righteous were right on their asses. Isn’t that where the religious extremists usually were?

“No,” Stark said. “They are heading to India, specifically the Kashmir region.”

Bunny frowned, feeling less certain of herself. Why were the Righteous bypassing Greece? Shouldn’t they want to kill the cult before they could reveal any more secrets?

What was in the Kashmir region of India that the Righteous would be interested in? It made no sense and if they were going to survive the day, everything had to make sense.

“Is something wrong?” the second man asked.

Bunny shook off her concern and began following the men, “No, nothing.”

* * *

Stark knew Bunny too well to believe that. She had been shaken by the news that the Righteous were nowhere nearby. Funny how thinking you were under imminent attack seemed like the more normal situation. 

If Bunny was worried, so should he be. Stark started data mining on all information regarding the Kashmir region of India. Or Pakistan depending on who you spoke with. The area had been in dispute since the establishment of the two countries.

Both wanted the region for its strategic positioning. Even the Chinese wanted a piece of Kashmir.

But that had nothing to do with proto-Christianity or current day fanatics. If anything it was a breeding and training ground for Islamic terrorists. And the major clash was between Islam and Hinduism.

And if Bunny didn’t know the connection, Stark doubted he would figure it out from an internet search, however he had to try.

“She’ll never appreciate you,” his mother mumbled.

Maybe not, but that didn’t mean Stark wasn’t going to take a shot at it.

While his computer program ran, Stark glanced up at the screen that showed the team’s progress. For a moment the screen went blank as they stepped from the sunny afternoon into a nearly dark room. There was only a single flickering candle in the corner.

The island had no electricity, no phone lines, no natural gas. Nothing. These cult members were living as they had back in ancient Greece.

The cameras slowly adapted to the low light levels and began to show some detail. There was a large central table that looked like it had been carved out of a single piece of wood. There were two long benches flanking each side. The table seemed to be set for dinner with stone plates. The crude utensils also seemed to be of stone. These cultists weren’t fooling around. They took going back to your roots seriously.

The walls were lined with earthen bookshelves. Each one lined with leather bound books. What secrets were contained within each volume? Seldom did Stark ever want to be in the field, but damn. That was a whole lot of ancient knowledge there. Why was all the cool stuff so far away?

A curtain parted and the team was shown through a stone arch that looked like it had been hewn by hand out of the earth. The tunnel went straight into the island. The picture began to crack as they traveled deeper and deeper into the cliff.

Even his satellites couldn’t penetrate that deeply.

“Guys, I’m losing you.”

“Copy that,” Lopez reported.

“We’ve got a problem,” Stark’s mother reported. “We’ve got a boat approaching fast.”

“How fast?” Bunny asked.

“Lopez fast,” Stark stated, sliding his chair over to his mother’s screen. “It is going a hundred, a hundred and twenty-five miles per hour at the least.”

Despite the signal breaking up, Stark could hear Lopez’s snort loud and clear. “That’s barely Levont fast.”

“Neithertheless, that boat is far faster than any commercial vessel and it’s heading straight for the island.”

 


CHAPTER 13

Bunny didn’t even flinch as she listened to the chatter over the comm. Davidson was saying he could take out the boat before it got too close. Stark was worried about a RPG launcher that might have a range longer than Davidson’s rifle. You know, the usual afternoon discussion.

Bunny was impressed that Malvern didn’t weigh in. He was definitively listening, as his eyelids would open or squint based on the information, but he let everyone hash it out without interference.

The colonel might just be the commander they had been searching for.

Passing by several cubicles, Bunny noted numerous scholars transcribing ancient texts. Was this what it was like at the library of Alexandria? To have all this information in one place was a bit of a head rush.

After Paris, her life had shifted from the halls of academia to exclusive field work. She missed the smell of old books. She missed the womb that was a library where you sat around contemplating great theories rather than having to think on your feet twenty-four seven.

How long had these scholars pondered some of the questions that had dodged her for years? How many answers lay within these earthen walls?

They passed by the last of the small cubicles and reached a large wooden door. A Silver Star of David was inlaid in the thick oak.

The lead scholar seemed hesitant to open the door, then it opened from the inside. The scholar waved them in, backing away, not following them into this chamber deep beneath the island.

Keeping to protocol, even here, Levont went in first, followed by Prenner then her, followed by Lopez and Malvern. She took comfort in being sandwiched between such brave men.

Torchlight flickered against the rock walls. In the center of the chamber sat an old, very, very old man. He was bent over by his age. His eyes were an opaque white with a white beard that fell all the way to the ground. A younger man helped his senior to sit up straighter.

“I do not know what help he can be,” the younger man said. “He hasn’t spoken in weeks.”

Bunny stepped forward outside her pocket of protection. She knelt by the elder’s chair and took his hand. 

“The Righteous have struck and will strike again,” Bunny whispered into the dank air. “Anything you can tell us would be helpful.”

The man stirred, seeming to look forward past Bunny, boring through the wall.

“You are the unrighteous?” the old man’s voice cracked. The sound scratched her ears.

“Yes,” Bunny confirmed.

The old scholar grunted, then settled back down, giving no indication he was prone to speak again.

“Maybe we should goose him,” Lopez suggested.

“Lopez!” Levont groaned, elbowing his teammate. Bunny glared over her shoulder as well.

“What? I’m just saying….” He tilted his head. “How much longer until that boat makes island-fall?”

“It is accelerating so my revised estimate is approximately seventeen minutes.”

Lopez’s eyebrow went up. Bunny sighed, the corporal had made his point.

She squeezed the elder’s hand. “You are said to have the sight, can you share with us your visions?”

The old man didn’t seem to hear her or simply didn’t care. He sagged back into his chair, bending over so far it almost looked like he was going to take a nap.

“We may have to call this a wash,” Lopez stated.

If that were the case they had wasted far too much time on this side trip when they should have been speeding off to India to engage the Righteous directly.

“The acorn does not bear fruit,” the old man said in Greek then coughed.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Levont asked.

Bunny had no idea. She was a little tired of scholars speaking in riddles. 

“No,” she responded, whether she liked it or not, she had to try and decipher the man’s cryptic words. “The acorn yields a tree that yields another acorn, an oak tree bares no fruit.”

The old man’s lips parted, showing yellowed and cracked teeth. He chuckled. “If you know so much, then why ask me any questions at all?”

Bunny raked her brain for what in the heck the old man could mean.

“Is he talking about a parable?” Davidson asked over the comm.

“The acorn reference could be the parable of the Oak and the Reed.”

“But what does that have to do with the fruit?” Davidson asked as he should.

“Christ’s parable of the tree and its fruit?” Bunny suggested.

“Could be,” Davidson replied. He was the only other member of the team well versed in ancient scripture. 

“Um guys,” Lopez interrupted, “Is this geek-out helping us in any way?”

Bunny thought back and forth over the Oak parable. It was a simple one. The oak was arrogant in its strength and thought it could stand up to the windstorm, yet toppled over while the reed which bent survived. It was a pretty stand-fare parable. Don’t be prideful. Be willing to yield and bend. What did that have to do with the Righteous? A little hard to bend in the face of a nuclear attack.

The fruit story was a little more complicated. It was about how evil was in the root. A good tree bore good fruit. An evil tree bore evil fruit.

“Are we the good tree?” Bunny asked. “And the Righteous the evil tree?”

The old man’s eyes flickered back and forth for a moment.

“Where are their roots?”

“He who is resurrected lives amongst the clay feet,” the older man stated, then descended into a coughing fit. His assistant rushed forward, pushing Bunny out of the way.

“That will be enough for today,” the young man said in a tone not brooking any argument.

“But did we get what we need?” Lopez asked.

Bunny had no idea. They might or they might not. That’s how prophecies and parables went.

Just as the old man was being helped from his chair, his hand lashed out and grabbed Bunny’s. “Follow the fruit to the tree. To the roots then dig them out. They are the oak.”

Okay, good to know.

“That sounded actionable,” Malvern stated.

Bunny didn’t argue as the old man was led away through a thin curtain at the back of the chamber. About all she could make out were a single bed and gilded door, probably to an Arc.

The old man’s bedroom wasn’t important. What he said was. So her team was the reed. They had to flexible, roll with the punches.

“Sounds like we need to head to India,” Prenner said.

“Yes,” Bunny confirmed.

Lopez smacked his vest. “Then let’s do this!”

Bunny didn’t argue as they filed out of the chamber into the hallway.

They had direction now. There was hope. 

Bunny liked hope.

* * *

Davidson scanned the sea to the east. The boat should appear any second if Stark’s calculations were correct. Plenty of time to eliminate the threat before it made shore.

Bunny had gotten what she needed out of the scholar so now they just needed to head east, in a hurry. What the Righteous were doing in India was anyone’s guess. They just had to catch up with the zealots before they moved on.

A sound caught Davidson’s attention. He swung around to watch the helicopter start to take off.

“Um, guys is there any reason the helicopter is lifting off on its own?”

“Are you kidding me? Lopez would kill me,” Stark reported briskly.

“Well, Lopez is going to be pissed because the helo is about ten feet off the ground right now.”

“What?” Lopez demanded.

Davidson brought up his rifle. “Is there anywhere I can hit it that is repairable?”

“The most vulnerable spot is the rear rotor, but don’t damage it too much or it will spin out of control.”

“Stark?” Davidson asked. “Any other options? Can’t you override whoever is driving the remote control?”

“The only problem is that according to my screens, we are in control of the helicopter.”

Great. 

“Okay, I’m taking the shot then unless someone has a better idea…”

No one responded so Davidson pushed his eye against the scope and ignored the swirling of the rotors and focused on the rear gears. There was a large metal bolt holding the rotor to the tail. If he could dislodge that, the rear rotor should fall off relatively unharmed, forcing whoever was trying to highjack their helicopter to land.

He squeezed the trigger. The shot hit, but instead of that bolt, it cut through the metal of the tail. He didn’t feel too bad though. He was trying to hit an item that was two inches long on a moving object.

This time he took more time. Allowing his breathing to slow, allowing the rise and fall of his chest to become a metronome as he watched the helicopter climb straight up in the sky. He paced the vehicle’s rate of ascension and fired again.

This time he hit his mark, his bullet snapping the bolt in half. The rear rotor flew off, skidding onto the helipad then resting still on the ground, with any luck undamaged and useable again.

The helicopter veered, turning hard to the right to begin tighter and tighter circles.

“Why aren’t they landing?” Davidson asked as he ducked as the helicopter careened overhead. Lopez, this remote pilot was not.

“Because they’ve got someone not very experienced, he is actually trying to fly the chopper without the rear rotor!” Stark announced.

The helicopter flew overhead, pushing out further to the cliff. It was not over the water.

Whoever was at the controls was panicking, veering the chopper right then left, trying to get the vehicle out of the death spiral it was in now.

That wasn’t going to happen. Not with a missing rear rotor.

Then it veered too far left, crashing into the cliff, snapping off its main rotor then crashing into the sea. It made one large burp as the air escaped the cockpit, then it was gone, under the gently rolling sea. 

Davidson stood there stunned. There went their ride. That quickly.

“Well?” Lopez asked. “We are double timing it out of here. What’s going on?”

“We lost it,” Davidson reported.

“What do you mean? Lost it on radar?”

Davidson cleared his throat. “Um, no, we lost it to the sea…”

There was an uncomfortable silence on the line. Davidson knew how Lopez loved his toys. He named each and every one of them even if they just flew a single mission in them. This one had been Genevieve. So to Lopez they hadn’t lost a chopper, they’d lost Genevieve. They would have a small memorial once they got back to base.

“Boat should be in sight range,” Stark reported.

Davidson sprinted over to his trees and climbed up into his perch again. He raised the rifle to his eye and searched the waters. Sure enough, far out at the edge of his vision was a boat hurling their way.

“With the chopper gone,” Lopez stated with a little bitterness in his tone. “You know what you need to do Davidson.”

That he did. They needed that boat. So he had to scuttle his original plan of firing an explosive round into the fuel tank and blowing the boat sky high. Trying to neutralize everyone on board without damaging the boat was going to take far more finesse. 

They were still out of range so Davidson had time to dig in. He ignored the cross talk on the comm as Lopez reported their progress. The bulk of the team was going down to the shore in case the boat got past Davidson to set up an ambush at the old, thin dock.

Not that Davidson planned on missing, but always good to have a plan B.

He watched as the boat came into better view. “Stark, I’ve got a captain driving the boat and two guards on the top deck, can you tell if there are any below deck?”

“Thermal imagining isn’t looking too reliable. I believe they have lined the hold with thermal reflecting material.”

Of course they had. You had to give it to these religious fanatics. They were thorough.

“I’m going to try to take out the above deck personnel before they get too close to the island.”

“Yah,” Lopez chimed in. “Try not to blow up our only other means of getting off this island.”

Right. Got it. Lopez was not going to forgive him for Genevieve any time soon. The corporal was already attached to the incoming boat even though he hadn’t even seen it yet.

Davidson leveled his rifle and took his first shot. It flew true and the captain’s head snapped back, his hands falling from the steering wheel. The two guards dove to the controls, but the boat significantly slowed until it was dead in the water. Three other men rushed to the bridge. They all bore the same facial features along with dark hair and startling blue eyes.

It was like shooting fish in a barrel. He actually felt a little sorry for the clones. They were dropping like flies out there.

“Doesn’t this seem a little easy?” Davidson asked.

“Yah, sure,” Stark teased. “You’re just making eight out of eight thousand yard plus shots on a moving target. Super simple.”

“No, I’m serious,” Davidson responded. “They haven’t even returned fire.”

* * *

Stark was starting to see Davidson’s concern. Why would they bring such a fast boat with a lined cargo bay, just to surrender it without a fight?

“Blow it,” his mother shouted. “Blow it now.”

“Hang on!” Lopez weighed in over the comm. “We need that boat.”

“The hold isn’t packed with men, it is packed with C-4.”

“How could you know that?” Malvern asked over the line.

“Do you really want me to explain or do you want Davidson to sink that boat filled with C-4 and then I can explain it?” Stark’s mom asked.

Apparently Malvern decided on the former. “Blow it.”

Davidson seemed more than happy to oblige. There was a slight delay then the sound of shot after shot came over his mic. Stark switched focus to the boat, watching it via satellite. Davidson’s shots were peppering the frame of the boat, but so far hadn’t hit the fuel tank.

“So how did you know?” Stark asked his mother.

“A girl shouldn’t kiss and tell,” his mother smirked back at him. 

“No, seriously, how did you do it?”

His mother shrugged. “Just some new tech I discovered that bomb squads are staring to use. It is a combination of a laser vibrometer and a sonic beam. Every material vibrates at a slightly different frequency and allows you to determine if there are any explosives in a black box situation and even what type of explosive.”

Damn and he thought he was on the bleeding edge of tech, yet here was his mom once again showing him up. And he didn’t mind one bit.

He raised his hand up for a high five and she slapped it with gusto.

Bunny was going to have a hard time living up to his mom, that was for sure.

* * *

There was no doubt that Davidson had finally hit the fuel tank on the boat. A huge bright red and orange explosion dominated the southern horizon.

“Well, there goes our other ride,” Lopez sighed. “You don’t think these scholars have some kind of speed boat do you?”

Bunny lifted an eyebrow. “I seriously doubt it. They don’t even have hot water for God’s sake.”

Malvern frowned. “Stark? Anything we can use in the area?”

“We’ve got a Eurochopper Hermes that’s being used by a CIA front in Cyprus,” Stark reported.

Lopez nodded vigorously up and down, then started clapping his hands together. “Yes, Yes, Yes, Yes,” the corporal begged.

“And what’s so special about this Hermes?”

“Um, only 178 miles per hour with leather seats, I mean it was voted best overall helicopter in the world, two years running.”

While Malvern rolled his eyes he did give Stark instructions. “Go ahead and try to get it out here as soon as possible.”

“On it,” Stark reported then went silent.

Bunny scanned her team. No one seemed plussed. Missions went sideways all the time and this was one of their minor diversions. Plus Lopez apparently was going to get to fly one of the most advanced helicopters on the planet so for him it was a total win.

Still that boat haunted Bunny. In Africa the Righteous had shone themselves well funded and disciplined. Then a crappy, amateurish run with a speed boat. Really? That didn’t feel uber clone, cold suit, stealth chopper sophisticated.

But the team’s helicopter was gone as was the boat. So here they sat on a brilliant non-sullied beach. Not a bad way to spend the late afternoon.

She kicked off her boots and squeezed her toes in the sand. It took her back to her college days. Spring break to be exact. Okay, so maybe the memories weren’t exactly clear, there had been a lot of tequila involved, but she could remember the warm sand between her toes. Back then life had seemed so simple. Study hard, get good grades and life was your oyster. 

And she had plenty of pearls to show for it.

Then Paris happened and her eyes were opened to a whole new world of danger and consequences. The worst that had happened to Bunny before Paris had been a D on an advanced calculus test. A wrong move here could not only get you killed but your entire party dead.

“Stark, I’m not feeling so great about that boat,” Bunny stated.

“I second that,” Davidson said. “It was way too easy.”

* * *

Stark wasn’t surprised that Davidson thought it was easy, but Bunny too? She truly had matured into a great field operative.

“So far all scans show the coast is clear,” Stark explained, “There are a few dolphins nearby, but that’s it, however I will keep a look out.”

“Thank you,” Bunny said.

“The CIA wants us to remind Lopez that the helicopter they are borrowing cost them over six million dollars.”

Stark turned on the comm to Lopez’s team. “The CIA wants you to promise to take good care of their expensive helicopter.”

“When don’t I?”

Even Stark’s mother laughed at that one. They had given up counting how much damage Lopez had done to the variety of vehicles he’d piloted. They’d just stopped after a hundred million.

“Chopper will be in bound in thirty-seven minutes,” his mother stated.

“What? Are they even hitting the accelerator?” Lopez demanded.

Stark’s mother just shook her head. No need to give the corporal any fodder.

“Stark?” Bunny’s voice came over the comm. Each time it made his heart race just a bit.

He wanted to say, “Yes, my love,” but knew he’d probably get a punch from his mother for that. Instead he answered, “At your service.”

“Any luck on figuring out what the Righteous are doing in India?”

“Sorry, I’ve data mined every known search engine and come up with nothing besides one vague account that Christ may have traveled through India on his way to Tibet, but all of that is circumspect.”

Bunny sighed on the other side of the line. “I figured as much.”




 


CHAPTER 14

Bunny hated to admit it, but she needed help. “Stark, can you get me an outside secured line?”

“Sure, where to?”

“Rebecca.”

There was a slight pause before Stark responded. “Rebecca, are you sure? I thought she gave strict instructions not to be disturbed.”

“She’ll take this call,” Bunny reassured him.

Stark didn’t argue further as she heard the dial tone on the line and him dialing Rebecca’s number. It rang three times before it was picked up.

“You better be coming home with Kasa’s favorite crackers,” Rebecca answered, clearly thinking it was Brandt on the line. A toddler’s piercing scream followed.

“Sorry, Rebecca, it’s Bunny.”

“This had better be good. Kasa’s on some kind of crazy teething phase and I’m eight months pregnant and feel like an elephant so make it snappy.”

“Okay, there is the Righteous and they want to --”

“Destroy the world, yada, yada, yada. Just get to the part where you need my help.”

Bunny was about to, however Kasa’s wailing cry prevented any and all conversation for a full thirty seconds.

Finally the child had to take a breath.

“Christ and India, what is the connection besides his possibly traveling there en route to Tibet?”

“Seriously, this is what you are bugging me with? Really, Bunny I expected better of you.”

Bunny could feel her cheeks blushing. Rebecca had learned a thing or two from Lochum. “I know, I feel like the answer is right at my finger tips. We scoured the internet, but no luck”

“Because you were looking for Christ and India instead of St. Issa.”

Bunny hit herself, literally hit herself on the forehead. Of course. St. Issa. Rebecca was right, she should have been embarrassed for not making the connection.

“Gonna fill us in?” Lopez asked Bunny.

“Not until we hang up,” Rebecca stated. “We good or do I need to review the legends with you?”

Just as Kasa started screaming again, Bunny reassured Rebecca. “No, no, I’m good.”

The line clicked off faster than on a telemarketer.

Bunny turned to the men. Malvern had taken a step closer to her. So close that she could faintly smell his aftershave. It was a combination of compassion and musk. The perfect blend.

“Okay, there is a legend of St. Issa, whom many scholars believe might actually be the story of Christ’s travels in India.”

“Others doubt the veracity of those claims because other scholars believe that the young Christ was in Egypt at the time of Issa,” Davidson explained accurately. Being educated in a religious sect did have its advantages.

“Correct, however Issa correlates much better with the Righteous’ action. There is a small church in the Kashmir region that has many artifacts from Issa and is rumored to have a hidden room with more.”

“Okay, so if I were a religious fanatic, I’d probably go to Kashmir,” Lopez said, nodding. “Stark, you on it?”

The techie didn’t even hesitate, clearly knowing what Lopez wanted. “Tasking.”

Stark was really letting his geek flag fly.

“Not only do I have the coordinates, but I’ve uploaded them to the Hermes helicopter coming your way. But since it is a combat zone, you are going to have to fly low, under the radar threshold.”

“And the CIA would like to remind you that the Hermes is a luxury helicopter, not meant for combat,” Stark’s mother added.

“Yah, I got it, I got it,” Lopez complained. “Don’t scratch the Agency’s bird. I heard you already.”

“But did you understand me?” 

Only Stark’s mom could get away with that. Lopez just chuckled. “Yes, for the love of all that is holy, yes.”

The line clicked off.

So there it was. All nicely wrapped up in a bow.

“Something still bothering you?” Malvern asked her.

“Nothing I can put my finger on,” Bunny admitted.

“Well, then why don’t you enjoy the afternoon,” the colonel stated, taking off his jacket and laying it on the sand. “You deserve a break.”

Bunny wasn’t about to argue with the man.

* * *

Davidson scanned the skies to the east again. He’d sighted the helicopter several minutes ago and reported it to Lopez. Davidson could feel the corporal’s excitement through the comm. The guy was practically vibrating at a rate you could hear.

“Seriously, is it a grandmother driving the thing?” Lopez bemoaned.

To Davidson and any other rational person, that helicopter was hauling ass in their direction, in a perfectly straight line. Whoever was flying that thing was a pro.

Not according to Lopez however.

But Davidson knew otherwise. The pilot was ex-Air Force with an exemplary record. He had been recruited by the agency right after his tours in Afghanistan were over. He had been flying a spoiled prince around for a few months. The prince had been cut off from his family fortune after getting a white girl pregnant. The perfect target for a CIA asset. 

The agency had set the prince up with his usual lifestyle in exchange for any information he might hear.

Hence the super expensive helicopter. From the outside it didn’t look like much, but from Lopez’s gushing, the internal and the engine were primo.

Davidson pulled his gaze away from the approaching helo and made another sweep.

While the others had been lounging on the beach, Davidson had kept himself razor focused. He wasn’t jealous though. He had chosen this life. Once he had been free of the Knot, he could have done anything he wished, yet he’d come back to his rifle.

He loved sitting in the high seat. Taking up the God position. There was no rest once in your perch, however. You were there to protect everyone below you. He took that responsibility very seriously.

Hence the constant sweeps. Water level, mid-air level, terrestrial. Above. Below. Everywhere. The others could relax because he was making certain even this beguiling island was safe from attack.

“Chopper’s ETA six minutes,” Stark’s mother announced.

Stark and his mother had been equally vigilant. After the boat attack, they had pinged that chopper with everything to make sure it was exactly what it said it was. 

So far it appeared there was just one person on the helo, and that was the pilot who had checked out. Everything seemed above board. As much as it could on any black ops mission.

“Five minutes,” Stark’s mother informed them.

Then a bright flash came from the water and a missile broke the surface. Davidson tried to get off a shot to detonate the missile before impact, but he just hadn’t been as fast off the draw as he would like. 

The missile hit the helicopter right behind the pilot’s seat. The expensive vessel shattered into a thousand pieces. There wasn’t even a body left of the pilot.

“No!” Lopez anguished like a little boy who’d had Christmas ripped from the calendar.

Davidson tore his eyes away from the carnage and aimed at the area where the missile had come from.

“What the hell was that?” Prenner demanded.

Davidson didn’t have time to explain. There was a submersible somewhere under there. He tried to imagine how large it would be if it had been stored in the boat. Not very large then. The thing could have turned in any direction.

He was just going to have to make his best guess. Davidson aimed where he thought the submersible was and fired. No obvious result.

“Stark, talk to me,” Davidson asked as he switched spectrums on his scope. Whatever was under that water was extremely sophisticated. It wasn’t blooming with any heat, and clearly had avoided radar and surface scans.

“I am so sorry,” Stark said. “I’ve got nothing.”

“They must be using the latest dolphin tech,” Stark’s mother stated.

“Dolphin tech?” Davidson asked.

“Yes, it is the latest in submersible technology. The subs are built in the same size and shape as a dolphin, then the metal is covered in a semi-permeable artificial dolphin skin so that it looks just like the animal on radar, plus they use the same frequency sonar as the dolphins. On sensor scans, you just think it is a dolphin.”

Davidson remembered that Stark had reported dolphins in the area.

Damn it, that should have rung someone’s bell.

Well, it had. Bunny’s. She’d been worried ever since the boat had exploded. She’d known that the Righteous would have something else up their sleeve.

Another flash and another missile. 

Davidson swung his rifle around. Firing once, twice and a third time. He’d struck the missile at least once, but not in the right spot to prematurely detonate.

“Incoming!”

* * *

 Malvern threw himself over Bunny, tucking her head under his arm as the missile hit the cliff just above them. Rock rained down all around.

“Get to shelter!” Lopez barked. Malvern rose, helping her up, dragging her along the beach toward the whitewashed houses.

They barely made it into the structure before another missile hit, this time closer. The thin walled building rattled, threatening to tumble down on top of all their heads.

Amongst the panicked scholars, they raced through the small houses and burst into the stone tunnel just as the roof collapsed behind them. Even then they didn’t stop running until they made it to the stone chamber deep under the island.

One of the scholars turned on them. “You! You have brought this upon us.”

“Probably,” Lopez wryly answered as he looked up to the ceiling to see if it was going to hold.

Another missile hit. This time it shook the ground beneath their feet and jarred the passageway, causing the rock to collapse upon itself. There was no way out now. They were trapped.

Prenner ran to the edge, trying to peer through the downed ceiling to see if there was a way out. “It is blocked. Completely.”

Then, as almost always there was the intense silence after an attack. To Bunny that was almost worse. Only the occasional tinkle of small pebbles trickling down the new rock face.

“Stark?” Bunny asked into her mic. There was no response. They had lost contact last time they had come in here.

“Plan?” Malvern asked.

“Hope Davidson takes out the submersible, then strategically blow our way out of here.”

Malvern shrugged. “Sounds as good as any plan.”

* * *

“Stark, dude, you gotta give me something,” Davidson pleaded.

Stark wished that he could.

“I’m shooting blind out here,” Davidson said just before another round roared over the comm.

“Mom, tell me you’ve figured it out.”

Their scans had revealed a pod of dolphins swimming around a central figure. The submersible must have been putting out some kind of danger call, causing the dolphins to rally around the submersible.

Genius, just pure genius. Evil, twisted genius, but genius none the less.

“I think I can tell the submersible. The tail isn’t going up and down,” his mother reported. “Davidson I am sending you some coordinates and trajectories.”

Stark hoped and prayed his mother was equally genius. Everyone on the team’s life depended on it.

They had lost contact with Bunny and the rest, but Stark convinced himself it was just because they had gone deep under the rock for protection. Yes, that had to be it.

He couldn’t picture Bunny, dead, burnt and bloody on that beach. She had to have survived that first attack and made it underground with the rest of the team. She had to.

“Got them,” Davidson confirmed. “Honing in.”

There was a delay. Although in no way did Stark ever think that Davidson was hesitating. The man was like a well-oiled precision machine. He calculated before taking action. He wanted every shot to count.

* * *

Stark watched the live video feed play out on his tablet. He was watching the middle “Dolphin” the one that didn’t push its tail up and down. The submersible.

Underwater shots were tricky. The resistance of the water meant that you had to be pretty damned close otherwise even the best calibrated shot was not going to penetrate deeply enough to make any difference.

So here Davidson sat. As still as a church mouse. Controlling his breathing. Waiting for the submersible to get close enough for him to take his shot.

Another missile hit the cliffside, crumbling it even more. Stark had assured him that the central stone chamber was far beyond what these missiles could reach. So Davidson didn’t even bother to try and hit the missiles. He would save his ammo for that damned submersible.

Finally it was getting close enough. As a matter of fact, they looked arrogant enough to try and surface with him on duty.

But first the dolphins began beaching themselves. 

Damn the Righteous. Nothing was beneath them, nothing.

Davidson couldn’t wait any longer. 

He took a breath in, then let it go, firing on the trough of his exhale. He was rewarded with a stream of bubbles. He’d hit the submersible. He fired again before the vessel could maneuver away. More bubbles.

“You silenced them,” Stark announced in his ear. The dolphins stopped their beaching behavior and now tried to flop themselves back into the water.

Davidson fired again then another then another until a huge air bubble signaled someone had opened the submersible’s hatch.

Soon a figure surfaced. Davidson didn’t hesitate, taking him out.

“The submersible is sinking!” Stark cried out.

Davidson scrambled out of his tree. The time for the high ground was over.

He ran down the stone steps, leaping three to four at a time. He made it to the beach in time to drag a gasping dolphin back into the water. A few scholars that had survived the first attack joined him, helping get each of the beached dolphins back to safety.

Only after they were all swimming away, did Davidson look to the spot where the scholars’ homes had been.

It was nothing but rubble now. All of the white had been charred into black. Several of the scholars were trying to move rocks away from the entrance, but Davidson knew it was futile. In a cave in of that magnitude, manually moving rock wasn’t going to cut it.

“Stark? Give me some reason to hope,” Davidson asked.

* * *

“The satellite we have doesn’t have deep rock scanning capabilities, but we are retasking a satellite that does from Turkey,” Stark explained. He looked to his mom who was doing the coding.

It was a Russian satellite, so it was taking her a few more seconds than normal.

“You might want to get your explosives ready,” Stark stated. “Once we see the damage, we might be able to find a vector for you to punch into the cliff without bringing it down.”

“Tiny problem with that. I barely have enough C4 on me to knock down a door. Prenner is carrying the bulk of the explosives and he is going to be itching to use them.”

Stark shook his head even though he knew that Davidson couldn’t see him. “We’ve got to stop him. That cliff face is extremely fragile. If he places the explosives in the wrong place, he could bring the mountain down upon him.”

“We are going to have to figure out another way to communicate then,” Davidson stated. “We’ve got to get word to them to wait until we have a vector.”

Stark racked his brain. Rock was difficult. What made a material dense was how closely packed its atoms were. The type of rock they were talking about was so densely packed it was nearly impossible to get any kind of signal through them.

And that chamber was deep inside of the island. The Russian satellite’s feed bloomed to life on his screen. There was no way they were going to get any kind of conventional signal that deeply into the mountain.

“I can see them,” Stark reported. “I think… I think they are getting ready to blow the wall.

“But that’s going to bring the island down on them?” Davidson asked.

“Afraid so. They can’t see the fissures that are running away from that chamber.”

“On it.”

“On what?” But Davidson didn’t answer. He just got busy.

* * *

Davidson waded out to the destroyed dolphin submersible. It was pretty amazing tech. They crammed just enough room for a single man and it looked like six missiles plus the hardware to run it all.

He would stop and really marvel at it all if he wasn’t under such tight time constraints. He pulled the remaining missile out and carefully cracked it open, scavenging the explosives.

“What are you doing?” Stark asked in his ear.

“Watch and learn,” Davidson answered.

Loaded down with their payload, Davidson rushed back to the cliff and smeared some of the explosive on the rock, then plugged his handheld detonator into the explosive, backed away a little, since there wasn’t much explosive, then hit the button.

A small explosive lit against the rock. Davidson repeated the maneuver again and again, hoping that the guys inside would understand his message, if not, then they were all doomed.

 

 


CHAPTER 15

Bunny cocked her head. There was that sound again. It was faint and felt far away, but still appeared to have some kind of rhythm to it. It sounded manmade.

“Oh, I am going to kiss Davidson on the lips when I see him!” Lopez announced. “Prenner back off that detonator.”

“But I’m ready to blow the debris.”

Lopez laughed, “Don’t you recognize that? It’s Morse code,” the corporal chuckled. “Davidson must be using micro charges like knocking on pipes to communicate with us.”

Bunny’s heart soared. She hadn’t wanted to think about what had happened to the sniper out there. Now that it was confirmed he was alive and well, she felt her shoulders relax.

“What is he saying?”

“Well, since I am proficient in Morse, I believe he just told us to ‘wait.’”

“For what?” Levont asked.

“Hell if I know,” Lopez answered. “But we wait.”

Bunny concurred wholeheartedly. As dust sprinkled down from the ceiling, she was pretty certain why he wanted them to wait. Prenner had warned them that any attempt to break through the debris might bring the ceiling down on them. Apparently Davidson and therefore Stark must have agreed.

Another faint “pop” sounded.

“Shh!” Lopez hissed, tilting his head against the wall.

There were a string of other pops. Some long and some short. Bunny knew the concept of Morse but had never studied it as Lopez apparently had.

“Back,” Lopez finally said once the pops stopped. “He said back.”

“Back of what?” Levont asked.

Everyone turned about, trying to figure out what Davidson meant.

“There,” Bunny said, pointing to the crude wool blanket that separated the chamber from the high Rabbi’s chamber. 

One of the scholars stepped between her team and the room. “Those are Trabitti’s private quarters.”

Bunny brushed past him to enter the small rock hewn room. There was a single narrow bed and a gilded arc. The sacred receptacle of the group’s scrolls. Nothing unusual there for the leader of an extreme Jewish religious sect.

“Where is he?” Bunny asked

“He left before the bombing,” the scholar said, his chin up, looking down his long nose at her.

“No, he didn’t,” Levont stated. “He came back here.”

Bunny nodded. “There must be a way out through this room.”

“Down here,” Prenner said as he kneeled next to the golden arc. “There are groove marks in the floor.”

“Well then, let’s see how they made them,” Lopez stated putting his shoulder into the side of the arc.

“You can’t! This is sacred ground!”

The scholar’s tone was getting shrill. What else could he do though against a room full of Special Forces?

“We are not violating the arc itself,” Bunny reassured the scholar. “We are simply moving it as it was built to move.”

The man seemed no happier with that explanation as the sound of stone scraping on stone filled the room. Sure enough there was a crude stairwell that let upwards.

“Ladies first?” Malvern stated bowing to Bunny.

Levont snorted, “Yah, right.”

Bunny didn’t mind when first Levont then Prenner stepped ahead of her. She was used to it. Malvern just smiled as he fell in behind her. “Perhaps in a perfect world.”


* * *

Stark was riveted to the screen, watching Bunny and the rest’s thermal images climbing up the long stone stairway. He bit his lower lip so hard that blood welled to the surface.

The island was having mini-quakes after being so assaulted by the missiles. This whole area was fairly geologically active and the Righteous’ attack had created large fissures through the substrate. Fissures large enough that seawater was now channeling through the interior of the island, widening the cracks, making the island even more unstable.

There had been a four point two quake just a few minutes ago. Anything larger than that and the island could split in two.

Davidson was racing up the outer staircase to meet the rest of the team on the far side of the plateau.

“We’re going to need a way off,” Davidson said as the island shook again.

Like Stark didn’t know that, but he couldn’t just rustle something out of thin air. This was an island in the middle of the Aegean Sea. He didn’t have a whole lot of options. And lord knew the Turks weren’t going to help. They were still a little pissed off about Brandt’s last trip to Istanbul.

Not that Stark blamed the Turks. Brandt had destroyed not only the Blue Mosque but the Hagia Sophia as well. 

“Working on it,” Stark tried to reassure Davidson even though he didn’t have a lot of hope.

A burst of static startled him. They were finally starting to get feed from Bunny’s side of the team.

“Over?” Lopez asked.

“Sorry, I didn’t catch that,” Stark admitted.

“We are feeling tremors. How serious are they?” Lopez asked.

“Um, pretty bad…” Stark couldn’t lie.

“And transport?” Lopez followed up.

Geez, everyone was all over him. He was a tech, not a magician.

“Nothing in the area, right now, but I’m scouring for private vessels in the area.”

* * *

Davidson tripped and nearly fell as the ground underfoot gave out. A crack appeared in the dirt and rapidly spread across the plateau. He had to make a quick decision and jumped left, toward the larger patch of ground.

He’d guessed correctly as the ground to the right crumbled into a crevice.

Kicking up the speed, his rifle bouncing on his back, Davidson raced across the island. It sounded like there was a wrecking crew out, shattering the island to pieces, despite no human doing any such thing. This was nature at work. A series of geological events set off by the Righteous.

 Bastards.

He caught site of the rest of the team. They were racing toward him. Not good. Once they met, where would they head then?

Lopez waved for Davidson to start running in the opposite direction. “Go!”

“There’s nowhere to go!” Davidson shouted back. 

The group met at the center of the island. Fissures ran every which way. Huge gaps with hundred foot drops opened all around.

“What are we going to do?” Bunny asked. Her eyes wide open in fear. He hated it when she looked like this. Yet, she’d never looked so beautiful.

“We better do something,” Levont said, dancing away from a crumbling edge.

“Stark, anything?” Davidson asked.

“I am so sorry. The best I’ve got is a fishing boat sixty miles out.”

As the rest of the group groaned, Davidson stilled his mind. There was only one option. No one was going to appreciate it of course.

“We’ve got to lemming,” Davidson stated matter of factly.

Lopez looked at him as if he were mad, then gulped and nodded. “He’s right. If we stay here, we’re toast.”

“Lemming?” Malvern asked.

“We’ve got to jump,” Davidson explained. He knew how insane it sounded, but to stay was death. To make a calculated jump was the best shot they had.

Malvern opened his mouth as if to argue, but then the earth quaked beneath their feet and even he shut his trap.

“Where though?” Levont asked.

“Stark?” Davidson asked.

“The best place looks like the northeast corner, but you’d better hurry, there are already deep fissures developing.

Lopez didn’t have to give the command, Levont set off at a run toward the spot. Everyone else fell in. 

Now if they could make it in time.

* * *

Bunny gritted her teeth trying to ignore the pain shooting up from her ankle. She had twisted it at some point during this headlong flight. She couldn’t allow the pain to slow her down though. They were so close.

“There!” Levont shouted pointing ahead. 

The only problem was there was a huge five foot chasm between them and the ledge they needed to get to.

“Let me,” Malvern whispered in her ear.

He grabbed her around the waist and the two of them launched together. His strength carried her over the gap. They landed hard, again on the bad ankle. Bunny gingerly tried to rise, but couldn’t. It was Malvern again who assisted her. 

“Lean into me.”

That wasn’t hard to do.

They made their way across the crumbling ground to a narrow precipice.

Everyone looked down to the crashing surf.

“You are sure?” Davidson asked.

“It’s got the least underwater rocks. It is your best bet to survive a high jump.”

“Let’s get this over with,” Prenner said, stepping to the edge, his toes dangling over.

“Together,” Lopez said, taking Bunny’s hand.

They all locked hands as the ground beneath them shook. They didn’t need to jump. The ledge under their feet was just gone.

Then they were in free fall. Bunny couldn’t help but scream. Some of it was fear. Some was actual exhilaration. The wind rushed through her hair as her face was pelted with sea air.

Too soon they hit the water. Her ankle screamed at the impact. It was a shock, but not too bad of one. The water wasn’t cold and it wasn’t warm. Malvern tugged on her arm, pulling her to the surface as the island disintegrated.

The cliff face shattered, cracking piece by piece into the sea.

“Crap, we didn’t even need to hurry,” Lopez said as the chamber they had once been trapped in became visible like a cross section of the island. He wiped his face of water. “We could have just jumped from there.”

The entire stairway to the surface was also exposed. It looked like someone’s model until it too shattered into the sea.

Bunny dove with the rest of them as huge chunks of rock flew at them.

When they finally surfaced, the island was gone. There wasn’t a square inch of land left.

No one else seemed to survive, the rest of the water was clear of humans.

“How long until that fishing boat?” Davidson asked.

“Less than an hour,” Stark reported.

“Alright, everyone,” Lopez stated. “Heat conservation mode.”

Bunny didn’t know what that meant, but everyone gathered around tightly, treading water right next to one another.

“Keep moving at all times,” Malvern stated. “The water is fairly warm so we shouldn’t be at risk for hypothermia before the boat gets here.”

Bunny tried to take comfort in that. It was a little hard though. In pain, soaking wet and already exhausted.

Where was that luxury helicopter when you needed it?

* * *

“This is embarrassing,” Lopez muttered under his breath. No, the corporal wasn’t talking about the rough wool dry clothes they had to borrow from the fishermen, or even the baked-in stench of fish that permeated each of the threads.

No, it was about the speed at which the fishing boat was heading back to one of the neighboring islands. 

“I think I can swim faster than this,” Lopez grumbled.

“But not everyone could,” Prenner said nodding his head to Bunny.

She was still shivering a good twenty minutes out of the water and was currently leaning up against Malvern. Davidson had to give her credit though, even though she had an injured ankle, she hadn’t complained one bit the entire hour they had to tread water. She was a trooper.

And even in an off-white shirt that was three sizes too large and a pair of dirty blue pants that were currently being held up by a tied off rope, she was lovely. Her still damp red curls bounced with the waves. What beautiful children she would make.

Davidson kicked himself for letting his mind wander down that path. It was a path forever denied him. Why should he linger on it? Far better to focus on work.

“Stark, where is Baasha?”

“Rebecca was correct,” Stark said.

“Of course she was,” Bunny murmured.

“It looks like Baasha is headed to the Church of St. Issa, but they have been considerably slowed once they entered the Kashmir region.”

“Well, then maybe we can catch up,” Levont said.

Lopez shook his head. “There’s no hurrying through Kashmir. You’ve got to avoid Pakistani patrols, Indian patrols and even the tribal patrols. Anything in the air would be shot down so there’s no private planes or helicopters. We won’t have much better luck once we’re on the ground. It will be slow, sloggy going, kind of like this…”

Okay, if Lopez was certain they couldn’t catch up, they weren’t going to be able to catch up. Plus Baasha was probably used to traveling in the area, knowing the back roads and paying off the locals to smooth the way. All of which his team lacked.

“You better have something pretty spectacular waiting for me at the Cyprus airport,” Lopez demanded of Stark.

“Oh, I think even you will be impressed,” Stark stated rather cryptically.

Davidson only hoped that Stark was fully aware of how high Lopez’s expectations were.

* * *

Bunny felt like crap. Her ankle was throbbing and her stomach was pitching and rolling nearly as much as the boat had out on the water. Even though they were in a SUV heading toward the Cyprus airport, she could swear she could still feel the unsettling waves. 

Combine that with the earth falling out from under her feet a few hours ago, she was feeling rather unsettled and now they were heading out to Kashmir. A region that presented enough danger even without the Righteous. What did they hope to obtain from the church of St. Issa? Or were they baiting Bunny’s team into a trap?

It didn’t matter, they had to follow where Baasha led. It was their only lead into the Righteous.

She’d been slightly embarrassed that she’d had to call on Rebecca, but with the fate of the world, her ego kind of had to take a back seat. On the drive from the dock to the plane, Bunny had been researching as much as she could on St. Issa. The accounts were scattered and based upon some rather sketchy translations from some ancient Tibetan documents found in an old monastery by a Russian researcher. 

The documents didn’t really reveal anything earth-shattering. The accounts of St. Issa were remarkably similar to those of the New Testament. Issa, or in their case, Jesus, preached a lot about helping the poor and weak and respecting each other and living by the ten commandments.

Again, nothing that would upset the world order. 

For a moment she was tempted to call Rebecca back and ask her opinion, then she realized the time difference to California and realized she dare not wake the baby.

She was going to have to figure this one out herself.

“Oh My God,” Lopez exhaled.

Bunny looked up to see what could elicit such a response from Lopez who had just stolen a space shuttle.

She found a Concorde Jet with its characteristic nose-down configuration.

“How?” Bunny blurted. “Those jets had been retired over a decade ago.”

* * *

Stark allowed himself to gloat just for a second. Usually the team barely registered how awesome he was. They had gotten way too spoiled. But not today. Today he had outdone himself.

“Well, I broke about a hundred international laws and probably every FAA regulation on the books, but a group was already restoring the Concorde for air shows and I just asked if I could borrow it.”

“You rock!” Lopez shouted. “Get a picture for Little Ricky, Levont.”

His heart glowed inside Stark’s chest. He could hear all the oohing and ahhing. It was seldom this group of weary world travelers were this impressed. 

But the Concorde was a revelation. Even now its construction seemed so modern. He remembered when the fleet had been retired, Stark’s heart had broken. The supersonic jets seemed like the first step toward the ideal Star Trek universe. With the fleet gone, the world had descended back into the twentieth century.

“You are sure this is flight-worthy?” Malvern asked.

“Well, it just flew from Paris to Cyprus in under two hours, so I’d say yes.”

“Wahoo!” Lopez bellowed. 

“That means we’re going to be in Kashmir within six hours?”

“Five,” Lopez retorted. “Give me some credit. This baby can fly over eight hundred miles per hour. Give me five!”

Stark heard their palms slap and could swear that he felt the sting on his palms as well.

“I am also trying to smooth the way at the Daulat Beg Oldi Advanced Landing Ground.”

“The what?” Levont asked.

“It is a government run airport that is normally not open to commercial airline traffic, but I’ve negotiated us a landing since it is the only strip for a hundred miles that can accommodate a Concord and even then it is going to be tight Lopez, so you are going to have to land shallow and slow.”

That got a snort.

“No, seriously, Lopez,” Stark tried to explain. “It is barely going to be long enough.”

Stark didn’t have to be in the same room to know that Lopez rolled his eyes and gave the universal hand motion for Stark gabbing away. 

Stark would have to take it.

 


CHAPTER 16

Bunny clung to the armrest as the Concorde’s engines screamed like a baby as Lopez pushed the supersonic engines to their max. The cockpit door was open and all you could hear was Latino rap and laughter. Lopez and Levont were having a blast up there while everyone else back here was on the verge of a heart attack.

Except for maybe Prenner, who had started meditating right after take off and hadn’t opened his eyes since, but she knew that he wasn’t asleep because his fingers too were dug into the fabric of his arm rest.

Yes, over four hours with the pure terror of their life flashing before their eyes.

“Touch the window,” Davidson said.

Bunny’s head spun around to glare at the sniper. She wasn’t moving her hand off her hand rest for anything.

“Come on,” he coaxed, “It’ll take your mind off of it.”

Neither had to clarify what the “it” was. The “it” was Lopez’s insane need for speed at any risk. You would think traveling faster than the speed of sound would be enough for him, but no.

Slowly she unclenched her fingers, a painful task and put her palm against the glass. Instead of the usual cold, this window was warm. Really warm. She turned back to Davidson.

“It’s from the friction of the air on the hull traveling so fast. The entire plane heats up. It’s exactly the opposite of most planes.”

Bunny found herself smiling. Davidson was always so good at that. Calming her down. Knowing exactly what to say and when to say it. She’d forgotten how tender he could be. Especially for such a killing machine.

“We’re also getting about double the solar radiation of a normal flight, but due to the shortened flight time it washes out as even,” the sniper said with a grin. “Sorry, that’s all the Concorde trivia I’ve got.”

Bunny chuckled feeling slightly better than she had. 

Then Lopez came over the intercom. “Okay, we are making our final approach to land and you might have guessed I’m not coming in slow, so I’d recommend you tighten your safety belts and close your eyes.”

Um, they had all tightened their safety belts two minutes into the flight. If she tightened it any more, she’d probably cut off some circulation.

“It’s Lopez,” Davidson said. “We’ll be fine, he just likes to show off.”

Bunny tried to remember that as she gulped. She looked out of the warm window to find the airport coming into sharp relief way too fast. The cars had gone from ants to vehicles in a matter of moments.

“Hang on!” Lopez yelled as they sailed over the fence and onto the tarmac.

The landing gear hit the pavement pretty hard, but they didn’t bounce. Score one for Lopez. But the brakes were screeching their displeasure and looking out the window the end of the runway didn’t look very far.

Movement caught Bunny’s eye. Lopez turned the wheel hard, putting them into an intentional spin. They laid rubber down over the tarmac as the Concorde spun round and round until they finally stopped, their tail banging into the chain link fence.

“Ha! Stark! You didn’t see that coming, did you?”

He probably didn’t see it coming that Bunny was going to lose her dinner either. Davidson put a steadying hand on her arm. “Take in deep breaths.”

Was that his solution to everything? She didn’t snap at him though, he was just trying to help and damn it if the breathing didn’t help settle her stomach.

As Levont opened the hatch, Lopez laughed that belly laugh of his. “Surprise, surprise, I don’t think they are bringing the stairs over here for us. We’re going to have to jump down.”

Ya, surprise, surprise.

* * *

Davidson checked the gear one last time before he covered it with a tarp in the back of the SUV. They had picked up everything they had lost back at the island from the Indian base where they had landed. 

Of course the Indians thought they were launching an offensive into the Pakistani controlled Northern Areas. They probably wouldn’t have been quite so helpful if they’d known that they were instead headed into a disputed zone.

“I think I have a way for us to catch up with Baasha,” Lopez said, smoothing a map over the hood of the SUV.”

“How? I thought the trails were well guarded and treacherous,” Prenner stated for all of them.

Davidson was slightly worried. Whenever Lopez had a good idea, it was usually one-quarter brilliance and three-quarters insanity.

“We just cut through here,” Lopez stated, pointing to a yellow shaded section of the Kashmir region.

“Um, that’s Aksai Chin,” Levont stated.

“Which is, in theory, Chinese territory,” Malvern followed up.

Lopez just nodded. “I know but the terrain is much better and we avoid like a thousand check points.”

“Which is because there are like a thousand Chinese soldiers patrolling the area,” Stark interjected.

Lopez waved off the tech’s concern. “And we are heading into the disputed area that has Chinese, Pakistani and Indian troops all gunning for each other and the tribal lords.”

Davidson studied the map. Kashmir was a political pressure cooker. Three nuclear powers all wanting the same thirty-five miles of terrain.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but what the hell is the conflict here?” Levont asked. “The place isn’t exactly the Riviera.”

Levont wasn’t wrong. For the most part the Kashmir region was made up of desolate broken mountains and plains that were barren for nine months of the year. The indigenous people barely scraped by through subsistence farming and barter.

“Water,” Malvern answered. “The headwaters to nearly all of India and Pakistan’s rivers start here. And whoever controls the water, controls the region.”

Levont nodded. They had fought in places like Chad and the Sudan where water was more valuable than gold. Because water was essential to life. Gold was not.

“What’s the Chinese’s play then?” Bunny asked.

“They are digging their heels in for political reasons,” Malvern explained. “They can’t be seen losing territory, not if they want to reign supreme in Asia.”

Davidson nodded. This region was ripe for an international crisis and here they were stumbling right into the middle of it and now Lopez wanted to cut through the Chinese controlled area of Kashmir.

“You can’t,” Stark stated.

“Oh yah, so how are we going to make up the two hours we are behind the Righteous?” Lopez asked, apparently rhetorically. “Even with the Concorde, there’s no way to make up that much difference, except by going into Aksai Chin.”

* * *

“There really isn’t another option,” Stark’s mother whispered. Thankfully she had cut the mic before she did so, therefore his shame was privately vented.

He knew that. Kashmir was possibly one of the most difficult regions in the world. So was cutting across Aksai Chin all that much worse? For some reason it felt like it was to Stark. 

The Chinese were still kind of pissed from a couple of years ago when they went up against Brandt and he handed them their asses in a sling.

“Fine, but that vehicle better have four wheel drive,” Stark said into the active mic.

“Please,” Lopez snorted.

“Luckily there is thick satellite coverage of the area so I should be able to guide you around the worst of the patrols, but this coverage means that the Chinese can also see you.”

“Not if we take away their eyes,” his mother stated with that wicked grin of hers.

“Mom, it’s one thing to hack into a video stream, but to actually cut off or alter their view, that means we’d have to hack into the People’s Republic of China’s mainframe.”

His mother threaded her fingers together, then cracked them. “I know. It’s on my bucket list so two birds, one stone.”

Dear god, his mother was the female, techie version of Lopez.

“Any more whining or can we head out?” Lopez asked.

“You are good to go,” his mother said. “We’ve got your back.”

Stark certainly hoped that they could cash the checks his mother’s mouth was writing.

* * *

Bunny was rather missing the Concorde just about now as they bounced over yet another boulder. Lopez hadn’t met a back road dirt trail he didn’t like.

“Look how much time we’ve saved!” Lopez announced, a grin ear-to-ear.

The man truly was mentally ill.

 Levont gave him a high five. “We’ll be there in under an hour.”

Whether any of them would still have their back teeth intact was another question entirely.

“The patrol just changed direction,” Stark explained. “They might have heard you even though we are covering your satellite footprint. Cut your engines.”

“Do what now?”

“Cut them,” Stark’s mother urged over the comm.

Lopez actually did as requested.

It was weird, after all of the turbulent sounds over the past few hours to sit in silence. Bunny clutched her jacket around her neck. With the SUV completely off, the heater turned off as well, the chill in the air quickly penetrated the car’s windows. How she missed the Concorde’s warm glass.

“How many are there?” Davidson asked.

“About twenty men and they look like they have some serious artillery on those vehicles,” Stark explained.

“How serious?” Levont asked.

“Serious. Vehicle mounted machine guns, a small tank, you know the usual Chinese assortment.”

Apparently the Chinese really were serious about keeping this patch of land from the Indians and Pakistanis. They acted as if they were actively at war. Which they practically were. It was downright shocking that none of them had launched a nuke over this yet.

So of course the Righteous had set up shop here, because why not?

“Well? Did they stop?” Lopez asked.

“Sorry, they are still coming straight for you. They may be carrying handheld thermal imaging, they aren’t getting it from the satellite.”

“So what do we do?” Prenner asked.

Lopez hesitated only for a moment, then smiled. “Set up a welcoming committee.”

* * *

There wasn’t a whole heck of a lot of cover in these bare hills, but Davidson made due with what he had. A meager bush he stole from the other side of the path and an old piece of tin that had as many holes as it did cover.

All the better to poke his rifle through.

The rest of the men were scattered along the trail up to the SUV which was hidden as best it could be behind a rock formation. Bunny was back in the vehicle, ready to hit the gas if given the order. Lopez was none too thrilled with the option, but they needed his gun out here where the Chinese were.

It was always difficult to set up an ambush on the run. They hadn’t had time to pick out exactly the best spot. They had the higher ground at the least. And at the least the region was too large and the border too long for the Chinese to lay down an effective mine field.

Those were all the pros. The cons were that they were out of their element. The Chinese knew the area. And oh yah, they were outgunned like twenty to one.

But that could all be leveled by a good ground game. A few well placed shots and an RPG or two could turn this situation around. Then of course they would have to boogie out of here before reinforcements came, but luckily the closest backup the Chinese had was over an hour away. They just needed to survive the next ten minutes.

Davidson scanned as far down the trail as he could. Still no sight of the soldiers, but it was dark. He switched to thermal. Still nothing. 

“They should be on you any second,” Stark reported.

“Stark, I’m not seeing anything. Not even any ghosting of signal. There’s nothing out there, not even goats,” Davidson reported.

“There you should see them now!” Stark announced.

“Nothing, dude,” Lopez moaned. “I mean, nothing.”

“That can’t be… that can’t…”

“But it is,” Levont stated. “Something’s wrong.”

That’s when they heard Bunny’s scream.

* * *

The soldier had Bunny by the hair. At first she was in panic mode. How the hell had someone snuck up behind her? Stark had promised the patrol was coming from the east.

Breathe. She could hear Davidson in her mind, telling her to breathe.

And she did and shockingly it cleared her mind. Davidson and she had actually practiced this scenario. It wasn’t all that rare for an attacker to grab a woman’s long hair as a leverage point.

She reached back with her hands, found her attacker’s face and gouged. And she had one-inch acrylics on. It was the man’s turn to scream. Bunny jerked her head out of his grip and groped for the gun on the seat next to her.

Clearly they wanted to take her alive otherwise she would have just gotten a bullet in the back of the head, but the Chinese probably wanted to know what in the hell an American team was doing in Aksai Chin.

That didn’t mean they wouldn’t decide she was too much of a hassle and use that bullet instead.

Chaos reigned over the comm. Everyone was shouting. Stark. Lopez. Davidson. They were arguing, reassuring her they were on the way, all at once.

Well, she couldn’t wait. Finally she grabbed the gun, swung it around and fired at the man coming in the window at her. A bright red stain spread on his green uniform as he fell backwards. Another man came at her, suffering the same fate.

She tucked herself into the driver’s foot well as gunfire erupted all around her.

Okay, now she really was trapped. The guys better get here soon or she was done.

* * *

“Stark, what the fuck is going on?” Lopez demanded over the comm as Davidson leapt over another boulder, trying to get into position to cover Bunny.

“I don’t know, I don’t know,” Stark lamented. Davidson couldn’t be angry with the man. He knew that the tech had feelings for Bunny. He would never in a hundred years do anything to bring her to harm.

So it had been an honest mistake. Not a mistake. It was pretty clear that the Chinese had somehow fooled Stark and performed their own ambush. You could never underestimate your enemy. Especially not the Chinese.

As he crested a hill, the interior of the SUV was lit by bursts of gunfire. Dear God, Bunny was in the middle of it. 

He couldn’t allow his fear to interfere with his job. He swung his rifle up, taking three quick shots, not really aiming, but firing in the general direction of the muzzle flashes.

That got the area quiet, pretty quick. That didn’t necessarily mean that Bunny was safe but for now the fireworks were extinguished.

Now came the cat and mouse game that Davidson coveted.

He scanned the area. Now his thermal scope was working. He leveled the muzzle and took the shot. Another man down. Was that seventeen or were Stark’s original numbers even correct?

An answering shot chased Davidson behind a rock. Five against seventeen, not too bad if that was all there were. 

“Bunny!” Prenner yelled out. Davidson didn’t have to. He could see her heat signature nice and orange. She didn’t even seem wounded, or at least not enough to lower her body temperature.

“No harm!” she yelled back, although she sounded a little shrill. But at least his assessment was confirmed.

“Stark, I need intel,” Lopez barked over the comm.

“You don’t think I know that?” Stark sounded pretty despondent.

* * *

Stark had to fight back tears. He had screwed up, big time. It was crazy, everything was in control, then it wasn’t. And now not only was the team in danger, but Bunny was pinned down by at least three gunmen.

Not that he would know that from his screens. His screens still showed the fake gunmen, still creeping up the path from the east instead of scaling the hill to the west.

How could he have made such an egregious error? How could his screen be so wrong, so very wrong? He trusted his screens. He loved his screens. How could they betray him like this?

“I can’t believe it,” his mother hissed. “They back-hacked me.”

That was unbelievable. Except he had to believe it because it just happened. The Chinese had been investing heavily in training their state sanctioned hackers. They had breached the NSA and Pentagon, but to fool his mother? They were using their A team.

“Can we override it?” Stark asked.

“Now that I know what they are doing, I’m going to cram it back down their throats.”

Talking like that, his mother sometimes scared even Stark, but she was on his team so everything was good.

“Give us just a minute,” Stark told the team.

“Not sure if Bunny has a minute,” Davidson stated. “They’ve been quiet which usually means they are repositioning. I’ve lost them on thermal.”

“Come on, come on,” Stark’s mother stated as she typed her little guts out.

“Got it!” she announced.

 

 


CHAPTER 17

After so many moments of silence, the renewed gunfire was nearly deafening. Apparently Stark had figured out what the hell had happened and turned the table on the Chinese.

“Bunny!” a shout came over her comm. It was hard to hear with the rattle of bullets piercing the car’s metal frame.

“Bunny! You’ve got to start the car and drive over the hill,” Stark yelled in her ear.

“A little pinned here,” Bunny explained.

“They’re bringing the tank,” Stark explained.

Okay, that wasn’t cool, not at all. 

She snaked her hand up and turned the SUV on. She wasn’t raising her head above the steering wheel. Instead she just moved the transmission into drive, then with her hand, hit the gas pedal.

The SUV lurched forward, grinding over the rough terrain. She wasn’t quite sure where the hill Stark was talking about was, but it had to be forward.

“Turn left!” Stark yelled.

Bunny complied. She heard a muffled scream. Apparently Stark was using the SUV as a weapon as well as a get-away vehicle.

Then she felt like she was airborne. Was she ever going to come down, then the SUV landed practically nose first into the ground. It tilted nearly ninety degrees up, then crashed back down to land.

Bunny touched her forehead, it was bleeding. From what she wasn’t sure.

Then a loud crash sounded from above her. Someone had jumped onto the top of the SUV. She pulled up her gun, but Stark yelled, “It’s Lopez!”

To prove the point, Lopez stuck his head into the car, upside down. “Just me, Chica.”

He slid into the car as Bunny crawled over the hump between the seats to get out of his way. The corporal skid them around, then headed back up the hill.

“I thought we were supposed to get away,” Bunny whined, knowing she sounded like she was whining, but she’d really liked the idea of getting away, way, way, way away from here.

“Oh come on,” Lopez scoffed. “They’ve got a tank. You think I’m driving away from that?”

Of course he wasn’t. She just wished she didn’t have to come along for the ride. Not that she was going to jump from the car. Besides that not sounding too fun, it also left her alone again and after this little episode, she’d rather be in the middle of them, than unprotected on its flank.

They flew back over the small ridge. Bunny peeked her head up for just a moment. Prenner, Levont and Malvern were moving forward, tightening the noose on the Chinese troops that were trapped where the SUV used to be. Davidson was firing from some high point, knocking pieces off the violent chessboard.

Lopez mowed down a few as they made their way across the plateau. Now Bunny could hear the grind of the tank as it made its way up the back way.

“It’s a tank,” Bunny stated feeling like maybe Lopez just didn’t understand the situation. “And this is an SUV.”

“Got it,” Lopez said, winking at her. “But even tanks have their weaknesses.”

“Like what?” Bunny asked.

“Like this…”

Lopez accelerated right toward the tank’s side. It wasn’t a full-sized tank, it was one of those rapid response mini-ones. Still its armor looked thick as the large gun on top, swiveled around to aim at them.

“Hang on!” Lopez shouted which seemed to be the man’s anthem. Perhaps they would put it on his gravestone.

Bunny just ducked back under the dash to hide in the passenger’s side foot well. It just seemed the most rational response she could have.

Then they hit something, hard, really hard, and still Lopez didn’t let off the gas. Bunny couldn’t help but sneak a peek. They had rammed the tank and were now in the process of tipping it over.

“Kind of like cows,” Lopez explained, nearly standing up, he was pushing on the gas pedal so hard.

To her amazement, the tank tipped over, its tracks grinding round and round but unable to move the tank.

“Ha! The tortoise maneuver!” Lopez announced, then drew his weapon, picking off the two men escaping the tank.

“Stark, what is the state of play?” Malvern asked over the comm.

“There are seven left, but three are fleeing. Only four are holding position.”

“Davidson?” Malvern asked.

* * *

“I’ll handle it,” he responded to their new CO who so far was the best of the sorry bunch they had had.

There were times when he felt bad about shooting men in the back, but not tonight. They had targeted Bunny. They did not get to walk away from that. Plus they couldn’t allow them to get to their reinforcements with their team numbers and direction of travel.

He only had to use three bullets to take down the deserters. It did not escape Davidson the fact that he was doing the Chinese’s job for them. Those men never would have been allowed to live if they had reached home.

“They are done.”

Davidson swung his rifle around to study the current war theater. The other four men who stayed had dug themselves in, but not in exactly strategically ideal positions. They were scattered over the area, unable to provide any real support or cover for one another.

“Should we take any prisoners?” Lopez asked, Davidson assumed to Malvern. That was a step in the right direction.

“For what purpose?” Malvern countered.

“None,” Lopez asked. “Just checking to see if your big brain could think of any.”

So Lopez hadn’t really been asking, he’d been testing Malvern. Ya, that sounded a lot more like Lopez. He was seeing if Malvern had the stomach to finish this. In the heat of battle it was easier to take the shot. When it came to picking off the stragglers, some people got a little queasy. 

Davidson just had to remind himself that these were hardened Chinese soldiers. Soldiers who would wipe out entire villages if they helped the local rebels. These were not innocents by any stretch of the imagination.

And he noted that the soldiers hadn’t even tried to raise the white flag. They knew to do so would mean their certain death back home. 

“Switching to armor piercing rounds,” Davidson stated. That rifle was far heavier and not nearly as accurate. And the kick on it? It threated to dislocate his bad shoulder.

He put it up anyway, using his thermal scope to pinpoint the closest man’s position.

He aimed and fired. The bullet blowing through the rock. It didn’t have quite enough power to then penetrate the soldier’s armor, but it did knock him out from behind cover. One of the other men took it from there.

The rest were just as easily routed out. Once the ratio got down below ten to one, it was almost too easy.

Davidson raised his rifle. “That’s it, right?”

“You are clear,” Stark responded. “Great job and again, sorry about earlier.”

“Shit happens,” Lopez responded as he opened the SUV’s doors. “Who wants a ride?”

* * *

Stark leaned back in his chair, letting out a long sigh of relief as he watched the team load back into the SUV and make their way out of Chinese territory. Not that the disputed lands would be much better, but according to the satellite, the real satellite, they should have a straight shot at the ancient church without intersecting any other patrols.

“You could have told them it was my fault,” His mother said. “I was the one that was duped by that redundancy system.”

Stark shrugged. “I may be a lot of things, but a bad son, I am not.” Sure, he could have thrown his mom under the bus, but would that have really made him look any better? Besides, his mom had hacked into the Chinese mainframe, maybe gotten duped for a bit, but then turned the tables. 

She still rocked in his book. 

“Is the ground-penetrating satellite up and running over the church?” Stark asked.

“Working on it,” his mother grumbled. He knew her pride had been just as injured as his with their snafu. Even though these things happened during an epic hack, his mom’s pride was bruised.

He picked up a plate of her homemade chocolate chip cookies and offered it to her. “Does someone need a cookie?”

His mother frowned, but he noticed she took one and nibbled at the edge as she always did. 

Feeling like his mom was on the mend and still feeling super relieved that Bunny was fine, Stark began scanning all of the satellite feeds from the area. There were so many, there were almost too many. The US, Russia, UK, China, India, Pakistan, France, and Germany all have blanketing coverage of the area on their own, then multiply it by about ten. 

It was crazy, but as everyone else had discussed if World War III broke out, it would probably be over this region. Forget North Korea, this was the hot bed. Because if Pakistan struck India then the US or its allies would strike Pakistan. Then Russia would attack the US or China. It was never good when you could have a multiple choice question in regards to who would nuke whom and in what order.

And now the Righteous. Stirring the stupid pot. Not good, not good at all. He wasn’t going to be able to relax until Bunny was out of Kashmir.

“On line,” his mother said. “And it looks like it has a fairly sprawling underground complex.”

Stark snorted, what uber secret religious fanatical compound didn’t?

* * *

Bunny startled awake as the SUV pulled to a stop. She lifted her head off of Malvern’s shoulder, wiping the corner of her mouth in case she had drooled. 

They must have arrived at the church, otherwise Lopez would never have stopped the car. Because deceleration just wasn’t naturally in his repertoire. She blinked twice to focus her vision. 

Off in the distance was a small, rock built church. It appeared that the only adornment was a cross carved out of the façade. Light shone through, casting a long crucifix on the ground.

“Well, there’s no sneaking up,” Lopez commented.

The terrain between them and the church was unbroken field. Dry without even a stick to hide behind.

“Then why are we parked so far away?” Bunny asked.

“We’re just out of RPG range,” Prenner noted.

Ah, those RPG’s. The terrorist’s best friend.

“And your plan, Lopez?” Malvern asked.

The corporal shrugged. “Stark says they went in there about an hour ago and haven’t come out yet.”

“I understand,” Malvern replied. “But what is the plan?”

“Oh, I thought it was obvious,” Lopez stated. “We go knock on the front door.”

Malvern frowned. “Really? That’s it?”

“Well,” Lopez answered. “There’s no roost for Davidson. We’ll send two men around the back, but at some point we’ve got to go in there and I don’t see why we don’t try the front door first.”

“What about those tunnels Stark saw under the church?” Levont suggested.

“Sorry,” Stark apologized in her ear. “We can’t figure out where the exits are so I can’t guide you to any openings.”

Bunny opened her door. “We might as well get this over with.”

The others must have concurred since they all piled out of the car with the sole exception of Malvern. He lingered in the backseat. Finally he exited as well.

“I don’t like this.”

“Join the club, Captain Obvious,” Lopez said. “Sorry, Colonel Obvious.”

Malvern’s expression soured. “Are you sure we don’t want to talk about a roof or sidewall breach?”

Levont chuckled as he walked off. “Because they aren’t going to see that coming?”

Bunny patted Malvern’s arm. “You’ll get used to it.”

Then they were off, walking across the large field to the church. The men didn’t even bother to try their usual low crouched approach. There simply wasn’t enough cover to bother. Any one looking out the window could see them coming for hundreds of feet.

No one stirred in the church though. It was a bit eerie. She kept expecting a cry to go up. A warning call at the least. But nothing. They crossed the field unmolested. Which made her all the more concerned.

“Stark, what’s going on inside?” Bunny asked.

“We had to trade thermal for ground-penetrating satellite feed. I will try to get it switched over now.”

So they really were going in here blind. Kind of the cherry on top of their crappy sundae.

Just before they reached the church, Prenner and Malvern split off and headed to the back door while Levont led Lopez and Bunny to the front door. Davidson headed for the roof.

It was equally quiet here. Not a sound. Not a whisper. 

Even Lopez frowned at the lack of response.

There wasn’t a heck of a lot to do about it though. They still had to go up to that door and give it a knock. Lopez set up to the side, gun raised. As much as he joked, he took this part of his job very seriously.

Levont lifted his knuckles and rapped on the door. No answer, but the door swung open. Light spilled from inside the small church making Bunny squint. 

Their point man checked for booby traps before stepping across the threshold.

“Oh no,” he moaned. Not his usual chipper self.

Once she was inside the small entryway, she could see why. 

There were four bodies strewn out on the floor. Pools of blood beside their heads. Each shot point blank in the forehead. Their hands folded in prayer.

“Are you seeing this?” Lopez asked.

* * *

“Yes, running facial recognition now,” Stark responded. That didn’t mean he had to look at those haunted expressions. This was the part of the job that creeped him out. It looked like Baasha slaughtered the priests that lived here.

But why?

What information could these cloistered men have that mattered to the Righteous?

“Same thing back here,” Prenner added. “I’ve got three bodies in the kitchen. Executed.”

Bunny followed Levont, stepping over a dead man’s arm. The floor was slick with blood so she had to be careful not to slip.

“What is thermal saying?” Prenner asked.

“Not up yet. Give me a minute,” Stark said as Bunny followed Levont into the next room. It appeared to be a chapel. There was a gilded arch that protected what should have been a large crucifix. However the object was missing. You could only tell what used to be there by the dust marks.

“Any idea where Baasha is now?” Lopez said, kneeling down to check the pulse on the downed priests.

* * *

For the second time today, Stark was kicking himself. Once they mapped the underground tunnels, they should have switched to thermal. They would have seen this coming. They would know where Baasha was.

“Here it comes,” Stark’s mother stated as the screen bloomed to life.

Besides the team, everyone else in the facility looked dead. A bunch of orange, transitioning to yellow blobs. Only three other dots moved.

“Baasha has headed into the tunnels in the northwest corner.”

“On it,” Lopez stated.

“Wait,” Bunny barked. “Look at this.”

Stark watched Levont’s camera feed as he swung around and looked down where Bunny’s finger was pointed. By one of the dead priests were the letters, “Bada.” It looked like the dying priest had tried to leave one last clue.

“What does it mean?” Lopez asked.

Bunny shrugged. “I’m not familiar with anything Jewish or proto-Christian that matches that.”

“I’ll try a global search,” Stark said, his fingers getting busy. Although if Bunny didn’t know it, it probably didn’t exist.

The results came back pretty quickly. “Bada is Samsung’s operating system for smartphones and tablets.”

On screen Lopez frowned. “That was helpful.”

“What if the priest was trying to make an ‘L’ there…” his mother suggested.

“Badal?” Stark said it out loud. It still didn’t ring any bells so he ran another search. “That is a Bollywood musical film from the 2000s.”

“Maybe it is some kind of code?” Bunny suggested.

Stark bit his lip. He should have thought of that. He ran it through all the usual cipher suspects. “There doesn’t seem to be any discernable pattern,” he reported. He could feel the groan from the other side even if he couldn’t see it.

“Put an asterisk after badal,” his mother suggested. “Maybe he wasn’t strong enough to finish the word.

Heck. Stark was up for trying anything. He typed in the search perimeters.

Almost immediately Badaling came up. 

“Well, if he was trying to spell Badaling, which is by far the most likely word he was trying to spell, it is an ancient but still inhabited city along the Great Wall of China.”

A pop sounded, bringing Stark’s attention back to the screens which had gone blank.

“What happened?” Stark asked his mother.

“I don’t know,” she said, pulling her fingers off the keyboard, “But I just got shocked.”

Crap. That was never good.

“Lopez?” Stark asked to empty air. “Bunny? Davidson?”

But no one answered. They’d not only lost satellite coverage, but video and audio as well. This was the worst.

“We’ve got to figure out a work around,” Stark said and his mother nodded.

They had to know what the heck was happening out there.

* * *

Davidson flipped through the frequencies. He couldn’t get through any of them. Which was not a great sign. They were actively being blocked. 

Scanning the fields around the church, he couldn’t see any movement, but that didn’t mean that a small army wasn’t just out of range. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to isolate them. It wasn’t just for fun.

He lay belly flat on the stone roof. The entire thing was one large slab of rock. It was cool and solid. He allowed the feeling to calm him. For a fleeting moment, he considered joining the team. But that was just his primitive brain kicking in. In unknown situations, the brain wanted to rejoin the group. Strength in numbers and all that.

Which was why most snipers failed. It wasn’t because of their aim or ability to kill another human being from far away. It was because they couldn’t stand the isolation and stillness. It was human nature to be social. To be together. Which was the flip side of being a sniper. The good ones were many times not good team players because they liked the isolation too much.

Davidson knew he was a rare combination of the two. Unfortunately he had the Knot to thank for that. He’d been trained since he was an infant to relish the still but in that stillness continue to be a part of the whole.

He tapped into that now. He had to stay. He had to protect the team. Even if staying out on this roof was the last thing he wanted to do.

A flicker of light glowed on the distant horizon. They were coming from the north.

The only question now was who was “they?”

* * *

Bunny kept close to Malvern. They had been rejoined a few moments ago just before they found four more bodies and even odder, all of the artifacts from the church had been taken. She was surprised the Righteous hadn’t razed the entire building.

“I think we should scram,” Lopez said. “There’s nothing here.”

Except for the odd clue the dying priest had left. She was turning over the Chinese town in her mind. While there was a lot of literature and speculation about Jesus’ travels to India and Tibet, there was really nothing about Christ in China. It didn’t make any sense. Or it made about as much sense as the priest referencing an old Bollywood movie.

Yet, there was something at the periphery of her mind that kept bugging her. Like something she should know. Something super obscure. Something that Rebecca would know.

As they passed through the last room of the church, a small lodging room, they found another two bodies.

Prenner did his obligatory check of the vital signs. At first he frowned as he had with all the rest, but then he cocked his head, his fingers searching more frantically on the young man’s neck. 

“I think we’ve got a live one,” he said.

Lopez dropped to his knees, flinging off his pack, breaking out his medical supplies. “It looks like the bullet only grazed him. Help me raise a vein.”

Bunny knew from first hand experience that shock could be just as deadly as the original injury. Lopez worked efficiently to get an IV line in and pump the man with fluids, steroids and pain killers.

The younger man’s head rolled to the side as he licked his lips. “What…”

“Shh…” Lopez shushed him. “Wait until you are strong enough.”

“Not sure if we have that kind of time,” Malvern whispered. He’d been anxious since their communications had been cut off. He was still new to the team. A little green.

Was this how she acted when she first started coming out into the field? How embarrassing.

“Give him his space,” Lopez insisted.

The man’s color improved rapidly, his lips pink now and his breaths were deep and strong. Finally Lopez allowed him to sit up with assistance.

The man’s eyes scanned the room. He was pretty obviously confused that he was in the company of a bunch of American military. Then his eyes found his dead companion.

“They’re all dead,” he whispered. “We were running, but they caught up with us.”

“Who is ‘they’?” Malvern asked.

“A man with strange eyes and features and another two twins.”

No one had to ask further. That would be Baasha and his clone bros. 

“Do you know of the Righteous?” Lopez asked.

“Like men who carry God’s word in their heart?” the man asked.

“How about Badaling?” Bunny asked. It was a long shot, but she had to try.

“I’m sorry,” the man said, his eyes welling with tears. “I don’t know. I wish I did. I wish I did.”

“Do you know why they stole all of the artifacts? Is there any reason our attackers needed them?”

The man shrugged again. “I didn’t even know they stole them.”

“Okay, let’s give…” Lopez turned to the young man, “What’s your name, buddy?”

“Innocent,” he stated.

Everyone else looked confused but Bunny got it. “Like the fifth century saint?”

The man nodded.

“Okay… Innocent,” Lopez said but still sounded a bit skeptical about the whole thing. “Do you feel strong enough to stand so we can get out of here?”

“Aren’t you going after who did this to my people?” Innocent asked.

“We’ve lost contact with our hub and we’re pretty sure Righteous reinforcements are on their way.”

“But they went through there,” Innocent said, pointing to what appeared to be a china cabinet.

Prenner went over and shoved the object to reveal a hidden door.

“They can’t be far ahead,” Innocent said. “If you won’t go, I am.”

For nearly being dead, the guy had some spunk.

“I don’t like it,” Malvern said.

“If we only did things we liked,” Lopez said. “None of us would probably have gotten out of bed this morning.”

However, not even Lopez went running down this rabbit hole. He hit his comm button. “Stark? Davidson?”

There was still no response.

Lopez glanced around the room, checking the temperature of each of his teammates. Everyone seemed ready to follow wherever Lopez led.

However the corporal shook his head. “As much as we’d like to go charging after Baasha, our first priority is to collect Davidson and get in contact with our people back in DC.

Malvern especially seemed relieved by Lopez’s decision.

“I’ll get us out of here then,” Levont stated.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t let you leave,” the young man said, pulling a canister out from his robes. 

“Sarin” was emblazed across the side of the metal tube. “You know too much already.”

Really? Because Bunny was pretty sure she felt like she was flying blind.

“Come on, dude, your name is Innocent!” Lopez coaxed. “You are not doing this.”

“The Righteous are on the path to salvation. Our society has collapsed upon itself in filth and vulgarity. We must wipe the slate clean and rejoin our maker’s bosom.”

“Not with that you aren’t,” Lopez pointed out.

The man seemed confused, clutching the tube to his chest. “If I even crack this open, all of us will die.”

“No we won’t,” Lopez said taking a step toward Innocent. “That isn’t a Sarin canister.”

“Yes, yes, it is,” Innocent protested.

“Look, Sarin is usually delivered in a two cylinder contraption so that the gas is made when the two are joined.”

“But… but… it can come pre-made,” Innocent tried to reason.

“Not in a thin metal canister like that. Sarin gas is highly corrosive, it would have chewed through that rubber seal already if it was in there.”

To prove his point, Lopez snatched the canister from the young man’s hands. “Seriously, you are not a very good suicide bomber.”

Innocent hung his head. 

“But at the least we have someone who knows the Righteous,” Levont stated. “You know how I like my silver linings.”

“We are still moving out though and interrogating him once we are out of here, right?” Malvern asked.

“Right,” Lopez said, ripping the IV out of Innocent’s arm. “And no more go juice for you.”

The young man yipped, slamming his palm over the small wound. Lopez shoved him forward. “And no more lame ass tricks.”

They rapidly made their way through the small church to the front door. Levont cracked it open then just as quickly shut it again.

“Oh crap,” was all that he said.

“What?” Lopez asked.

“You better see for yourself,” Levont said, waving the corporal forward.

Bunny couldn’t help but get up on her tippy toes to look over Lopez’s shoulder.

She stumbled back from the sight into Malvern’s arms.

“What is it?” 

Then he looked out and nearly dropped Bunny from his grip.

There was a veritable army out there. No, correction there were three armies. Pakistani, Indian and Chinese. All of these countries here for just little ole them.

* * *

Stark had to blink to make sure he saw the screen properly. “Is that…”

“An international disaster in the making?” His mother answered. “The short answer is yes.”

There were… Stark didn’t want to count how many units each country had assembled. It was impressive was all they needed to know. And too many for Lopez and his team, no matter how awesome to fight their way out.

“They each got an ‘anonymous’ tip that separationist terrorists were holed up in the church,” his mother reported. Stark was pretty sure he knew where that tip had come from. Baasha no doubt.

And if there was any group the Pakistanis, Indians and Chinese hated more than anything were the men and women who wanted an independent Kashmir state. That would mean defeat for all three powers.

“They must realize by now that was a bogus tip,” Stark said.

“But to find an American black ops team instead? They must all think it is their birthday out there.”

That was true. Only India might be sympathetic to their plight, but even then, this was Kashmir. All bets were off the table when it came to Kashmir.

“Shouldn’t we call the State Department or something?”

“And say what?” His mother asked. “Oh by the way our off the books black op that we knew you would disavow has gone sideways and we need you to step into a massive military fail?”

God how he hated it when his mother was right. If she wasn’t his mother he might well want to wipe that look off her face, but alas all he could do was turn back to the monitors.

It didn’t look any better the longer he looked. 

They were trapped. 

Unfortunately the man everyone should really be mad at, Baasha, was getting away. On the ground-penetrating radar view, the three Righteous were moving swiftly down a tunnel and far out into the wilderness where there must have been an exit and what looked like a getaway vehicle.

Not that the knowledge did them much good. Lopez certainly couldn’t give chase, not into that labyrinth that lay down there. That deep under the ground, their radar was a bit sketchy. They might die of dehydration before Stark and his mother could guide them out.

Video bloomed to life inside the church. They still didn’t have audio yet, however they could watch what was going on inside at the least. They had a new young man with them, which Lopez didn’t seem too happy about. Everyone seemed to be arguing all at once. Clearly trying to figure out how to get out of the current circumstance. 

Stark turned his attention to Davidson on the rooftop who had like a thousand little red dots all over his body that represented like a thousand guns trained on him.

“If he fires…” his mother whispered.

Stark doubted there would even be enough left to fill a coffin.

“We’ve got to warn him,” his mother stated louder.

“But how? Audio is still down.”

“That doesn’t mean we can’t use a little visual to help us out.”

Stark had no idea what his mother was talking about until she remotely started the team’s SUV. It was still way the hell out there, but at the least its headlights worked.

Go, mom.

* * *

Davidson watched as Stark clumsily spelled out “wait” in some kind of pig-Morris code. Like he hadn’t noticed the entirety of the Pakistani, Indian and Chinese forces had their guns trained on him.

This was the military version of big game hunting. To claim to have killed an American sniper? That would be like having a twelve point buck up on the wall. And Davidson wasn’t arrogant to think that if they knew it was him it would be more like having a fully-maned lion up there.

Yes, they should be proud, they could kill a sniper with no cover and outnumbered by two hundred to one.

This might be their worst odds to date, and they’d had some pretty damned bad odds that was for sure. How he missed Brandt right about now. Davidson would have absolute faith if his previous CO were here. He would pull their butts out of the fire, again.

Then the door below Davidson cracked open, spilling light out onto the ground. What was Lopez thinking? Surrender wasn’t an option and they had nothing to negotiate with. 

Then Davidson saw it. A cylinder that was labeled Sarin. Its silver lining glistened in the light.

Lopez waved over a representative from each of the forces to come forward.

The Pakistani leader was relatively young and clean shaven. The Indian commander had a full Sikh beard heavily sprinkled with grey. The Chinese leader was the tallest of the three with a dark scar running down the side of his face. Battle hardened apparently.

None of the men seemed any too pleased with the latest development.

Davidson however was thrilled. Lopez might have picked up more from Brandt than Davidson had given him credit for.

* * *

Bunny held onto Malvern’s hand as they stepped out of the church. The other leaders came close enough to hear, but not much closer.

“This is never going to work,” Malvern whispered.

“Shh…”

Lopez held the canister even higher. “Let us go, or I’ll open it.”

None of the leaders seemed predisposed to doing as Lopez asked.

“Even in this light breeze, each of your forces will be wiped out.”

“By an American squad, the world will finally see you for who you are,” the Chinese leader spat in nearly perfect English.

Lopez chuckled though as only he could in tense situations like this. “Please, the US government may disavow their knowledge of us right now, but I guarantee you if I open this canister, they will send a clean up team. There won’t be a hint of red, white, and blue here.”

Bunny wasn’t sure if Lopez was bluffing or not, the others seemed to believe it. Thank goodness for CIA paranoia in the area.

“They will find it was American gas,” the Indian delegate stated in a clipped British accent.

Lopez turned to the older commander. “Sorry. We didn’t bring this to the party. It’s Russian gas, via Syria.”

The Pakistani leader seemed the most concerned with this statement. Again, Bunny was sure that Lopez was making that up since the canister didn’t even have Sarin in it, but damn the corporal was milking it for all it was worth.

Syria was already on the naughty list for its supposed use of Sarin gas on its own citizens. If it was thought that Syria was interfering in the Kashmir area? All bets would be off across the board. And Russia? Russia would be so pissed its gas was used that it could even be angry at Pakistan for letting it happen. And Pakistan got a ton of foreign aid from Russia. 

You could see each of the commander’s minds whirring, trying to figure out an angle out of this without letting the Americans go. The Chinese commander seemed the least concerned of the three. 

Something that Lopez didn’t seem to miss.

“And you,” the corporal said, nodding his head to the tall commander. “This is the disputed zone between Pakistan and India. You have no claim here. Your presence is just as damning as ours.”

The Chinese commander frowned. 

“It’s going to make India and Pakistan think you’ve got your sights set here as well as Aksai Chin,” Lopez continued, “You can imagine how tense that is going to make everyone.”

Even the Chinese leader now seemed concerned.

“So I think for everyone’s sake, we just call it a draw,” Lopez suggested. 

The three leaders seemed a bit more open to the possibility than they were just a few seconds ago.

If Lopez pulled this off, it would be the biggest bluff in recorded history.

* * *

“Are they really buying this?” Stark asked no one in particular.

“You forget these aren’t black ops soldiers out there. They are the rank and file,” his mother reminded him. “They’ve never seen a Sarin container in their lives.”

Still, come on. It should be a dual cylinder container or at the least a multi-valiant metal single agent container that didn’t have a screw top lid. Seriously. Did they not understand nerve gas at all?

Apparently not, as the leaders milled for a moment.

“I think we need to speed things up,” his mother said, using her joystick to drive the SUV up between the ranks of the Indian troops.

It came to a stop right in front of Lopez and his team.

“We are leaving now,” Lopez stated before shoving the canister into his pack.

It looked like the leaders were going to let him as they backed away, each with the hand up to stop their troops from doing anything aggressive.

Davidson dropped down onto the roof of the SUV then slipped into the vehicle.

Stark’s mother took her hand off the control as Lopez stepped on the gas. He drove straight north through the Pakistani forces.

“Where are they going?” Stark asked. “Shouldn’t they be heading south to go through India?”

Stark’s mom smiled. “Right now I don’t know if we could trust them.”

“Then where?”

“Where do you think? What other country is in the region?”

Stark could feel his eyes dilate. “No. No, he couldn’t be thinking of going there.”

“Where else but Afghanistan?”

Stark shook his head. You knew you were in deep doo doo when Afghanistan seemed like the only viable exit strategy.

“The border is porous which for once will work in our favor and there are American troops in all those mountains so Lopez and the rest won’t stick out like a sore thumb.

Still, it was Afghanistan.

“Stark?” Lopez came over the comm a bit staticky, but Stark would take it.

“Yes, we are here.”

“Where is Baasha headed?”

Stark could hear the rumble of the SUV as it gunned over the rough terrain, striking northwest to the Afghan border.

“It looks like they came out in China,” Stark’s mother stated. “And are now headed east.”

Stark could hear Lopez sigh. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

 


CHAPTER 18

Baasha allowed the click, click, click of the train to lull him into a state of introspection.

The trans-Asian train snaked its way out of India and toward Beijing. Much the same path as his ancestors once traveled.

He peeked open one eye to observe his brothers. They had secured the artifacts from the Kashmir church. They couldn’t allow any of the intricate calligraphy to give the Americans any clue as to what was going to happen. 

There were no reports of a Sarin attack so Innocent had failed in his mission. No great surprise there. He wasn’t a haploid and therefore untrustworthy.

His brothers were worried that Innocent might give away their secrets, but the acolyte had only fragments of information. Yes, he might tell the American’s about the Righteous’ coordinated Sarin attack, but what good did the information do them?

Unlike Baasha’s prideful boasting that led to one single satellite, the Sarin attack was a sprawling, international, coordinated attack. The Americans would never rout enough of the suicide bombers before a large portion of the world was plunged into chaos.

Sinners had best repent or they would meet their maker unwashed.

“You should rest,” Baasha’s brother Calvin stated.

Baasha closed his small eye again. Even after everything that had happened Calvin still felt superior. 

Well, once they arrived in Beijing, Calvin was going to get a rude awakening. He would fall from one of the most important persons in the world, to barely a pawn in an Apocalyptic game.

Not even his brothers here knew what they were searching for in China and why. 

Baasha relished the look on their faces when the truth was revealed.

* * *

Two flares went up over the hillside. Davidson grabbed the handle as Lopez hit the accelerator. Rangers on the other side of the Afghan border had just signaled their position for a rendezvous.

He knew those Rangers weren’t going to be too happy with Davidson and his team. They had to abort a raid on a stronghold of Al Qaeda terrorists to guide the team into Afghanistan and provide protection into the capital city.

Lopez had insisted that they could do it on their own, but apparently the Secretary of Defense felt after nearly precipitating World War III, the team needed an escort. 

So here they were, crossing the Pakistani border just before dawn. There was a ruddy red on the horizon announcing the sun’s rise. You’d think Lopez would look beat, but instead his cheeks were as rosy as the horizon.

“You really are odd, Lopez,” Davidson stated. He was sore and tired and he was a good ten years younger than the corporal and he hadn’t driven all night.

“Good living, Davidson,” Lopez beamed back at him. “Good living.”

“That baby of yours not making it hard to sleep?” Malvern asked.

Lopez chuckled. “Oh please, Maria and Madre take care of that stuff.”

Bunny leaned forward next to Davidson. “You mean to tell me you don’t get up at all at night to take care of your own son?”

Lopez’s smile never waivered even as he answered the rather pointed question. “I better not, especially if Maria wants to have another.”

“So you two are finally tying the knot?” Levont asked.

“Hell, no,” Lopez said chuckling. “Maria wants Little Ricky to have a genetic sibling so we’re going to go for it.”

Even Levont, his best friend, looked at Lopez sideways. “And your momma is cool with this? You and Maria living in sin having a second child?”

“Please, this was Momma’s idea. She wants a girl so bad this time. She’s suggesting positions to us.”

Levont put his hand up. “High five, dude, you are so lucky!”

Lopez slapped Levont’s hand as they laughed.

Life seemed to come so easily to the two of them. Lopez’s unusual living circumstance and love life fit the corporal. He seemed truly happy. No angst. No self-doubt. And Levont seemed to enjoy his job so much that he didn’t miss a home life. The guy still lived at home when he wasn’t on missions. He might not have his baby momma living with him, but his real mother did his laundry for him and prepared him home-cooked meals every day he was off duty.

What did Davidson have? A crappy, cramped little apartment that was stocked with root beer and ramen noodles. Back when he was with the Knot, he never considered his future. He was on a mission every moment of his life. Every moment guarded. Every moment avoiding detection. He thought he would die like poor Svengurd. In a hail of bullets.

It never occurred to Davidson that he would ever have a chance at a normal life. That maybe he should care about relationships and retirement. The usual stuff.

Was he too damaged by his upbringing to ever mainstream? Ever shed his hang-ups and embrace life like Lopez and Levont had?

Even Prenner, who had lost his fiance, Svengurd, to combat, had seemed to move on. He was grinning at Lopez and Levont’s banter as he cleaned his gun. The guy was pretty quiet, but seemed content.

He didn’t seem to be wrestling with any inner demons. Yep, a gay man in the military had less issues than Davidson. Prenner had even forgiven Davidson his hand in Svengurd’s death which was more than Davidson could do.

And now this Malvern. With his stupid easy smile and relaxed demeanor, captivating Bunny’s attention. Before, Davidson would have been relieved to have Bunny’s eye drawn elsewhere, but he could still feel how her body felt in his arms or how soft her lips were or what the cherry lip gloss she used tasted like.

He almost wished he could go back to the days when he was completely emotionally cut off. Back to when he didn’t care about romance or girls. Back when he had a single-minded purpose. Of course that single-minded purpose was bent toward evil.

Davidson sighed. Life, it was a no-win situation.

They popped over a ridge to find a team of eight men, all wearing camo and face paint waiting for them. All of their guns were pointed at the SUV until Lopez killed the engine and they piled out.

The leader of the team, a captain by the stripes on his shoulder came over, extending his hand to Malvern. “Colonel.”

Malvern shook the man’s hand. “Captain, I’m so sorry to divert you from your mission to babysit us.”

“No problem, sir. Trust me there will be another Al Qaeda camp to raid next week,” the man said with a smile. “May I ask what got you here?”

“Sorry, classified,” Malvern stated.

The Ranger captain didn’t press the matter. He was used to compartmentalized information.

“Well, we have a surprise for you,” the captain said, waving his arm behind him.

Davidson tensed. Surprises out in the field were seldom welcome.

A tall man with a mop of blond hair walked out from a tent.

“Vanderwalt!” Lopez exclaimed running up and giving the MI-5 officer a big bro hug. “What are you doing here you, limey?” 

Vanderwalt smiled that huge, wide, crooked grin of his. “Cleaning up your mess, of course. Is it impossible for you to go into the field without creating a massive international incident?”

“Apparently,” Lopez responded, slapping Vanderwalt’s arm. “It’s a gift, really.”

Lopez let Vanderwalt go so that he could shake hands all the way around.

“You know the team,” Lopez said.

“And the lovely Bunny,” Vanderwalt stated, bowing over, kissing the back of her hand.

“And the lovely Bunny,” Lopez confirmed. “She’s really the problem, always wanting to follow clues and crap.”

Bunny laughed, blushing slightly as Vanderwalt kissed her hand one more time then released it.

“And you must be the new addition,” Vanderwalt said as he shook the colonel’s hand. “You aren’t dead or shipped home yet, so you must be a keeper.”

“I hope so,” Malvern said smiling, shaking the MI-5 officer’s hand. 

Davidson envied them all their ease of relationships, even as they were being born. Still to this day, he didn’t feel comfortable with Vanderwalt, even after the man had saved their lives ten times over and was probably about to do so again.

“What brings you to this lovely neighborhood?” Malvern asked.

“A little bird named Stark told me you guys, for some unfathomable reason, want to head to China after poking the great red panda in the eye. Genius really.”

“We’re following up on some intel,” Malvern responded tactfully.

“Which of course you aren’t going to tell me about,” Vanderwalt countered, but before Malvern could respond, the MI-5 agent put his hand up to stop any response. “I get it, you don’t have to lie to me.”

The Ranger captain stepped forward. “I believe we are supposed to relieve you of some Sarin gas?” the man asked indicating his head to a hazmat tent.

Lopez grabbed the canister out from his jacket, tossing it in the air, then catching it. Both the Captain and Vanderwalt’s faces blanched.

“Oh this?”

The captain gulped. “Yes, that.”

He reached both hands out tentatively, but Lopez went to toss it instead.

“You do realize that is real, don’t you?” Vanderwalt asked.

“This? No way.”

“Yes, way,” Vanderwalt said, taking a step back, like that would help if the seal broke. “That isn’t steel. That is a titanium alloy and the thing is nearly solid except for a two ounce reservoir of pure Sarin gas. The Japanese developed it for safer transport.”

Now it was Lopez’s turn to blanch. He suddenly got a far better grip on the canister and gave it over two-handed.

The captain accepted it, walking very slowly over to the tent and placed the canister in a double-doored hazmat sealed box.

The prisoner took a swipe at Lopez. “I told you it was real.”

“My bad,” Lopez said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Which I believe is the Japanese’s point,” Vanderwalt explained. “But no harm, no foul. I assume that you want me to take this man off your hands?”

Lopez nodded. “He only knows that the Righteous have a back-up plan. Dozens of suicide bombers with Sarin gas scattered around the world, looking to detonate at the same time tomorrow.”

“Where?” Vanderwalt asked.

“That’s where Innocent here gets useless. He only knows the general plan. He’s never been to the Righteous headquarters. And he keeps insisting that he doesn’t know anything about Badaling. Like I said useless.”

“Which of course confirms the fact that you want to go to Badaling?” Vanderwalt asked.

“You know it. I haven’t been to China in forever. I want to get Ricky Jr. a souvenir.”

Vanderwalt nodded. “We figured you’d probably like to go in under British papers rather than American.”

“It might be helpful,” Malvern answered.

Davidson watched as Vanderwalt turned over all of their travel papers. From Kabul they would head by private jet to Beijing, then hit the road to Badaling.

“A little thank you for saving our bacon from the nuke satellite,” Vanderwalt laughed as he distributed their new passports. “We’d just like a little reassurance that you aren’t going to cause a stir in Beijing.”

Lopez snorted. “No promises, my man. No promises.”

“That’s what I told my supervisor,” Vanderwalt stated. 

Davidson looked down at his passport. He was now an Ishmael Knot. Very funny.  Vanderwalt and his sense of humor. Or lack thereof.

* * *

“Oh, stop your pouting,” Stark’s mother scolded which didn’t exactly help raise his spirits. “I didn’t even know the Japanese had developed a new Sarin container either.”

It wasn’t just that though. It was the entire mission. They had messed up over and over again. This latest one could have wiped out several hundred people’s lives. Lopez had been tossing that container around like it was a football. Had he bobbled it at all, it could have killed the entire team a hundred times over.

“You’ve got to learn to let things go,” his mother implored.

“Right. Like you still aren’t mad at the neighbors for accidently cutting down your cherry tree ten years ago.”

His mother leaned back, a frown on her face. “It was finally fruit-bearing.”

“Like I said,” Stark said, turning away from his mother. She could give him advice on a lot of things, but forgiveness was not one of them.

“No one’s perfect,” his mother stated.

“Tell that to Davidson,” Stark shot back then immediately regretted it.

“Oh my God, this foul mood of yours isn’t over existential angst, it’s over Bunny? Really?”

Stark wouldn’t look at his mother, which only confirmed her accusation. What could he say? Almost killing the team wasn’t going to bolster his chances of getting a “yes” answer when he asked Bunny out. They had botched so much on this mission that he feared he’d get a well-deserved slap in the face instead.

His mother shoved his chair, making him roll past the two screens he was monitoring. He had to catch the desk to stop from rolling into the wall.

“Get over it. If she can’t see you for the amazing man that you are, she doesn’t deserve you.”

Wasn’t that the same thing she’d said about that Xena-costumed girl at the Comic-con booth? Or the green Orion girl at the DragonCon party? Or the… oh, why list them all. How come every woman he liked was never good enough for him?

He was starting to believe his mother might be a bit biased and misinformed.

“We live a life in the shadows, son. You can’t expect to catch stars that way.”

That was perhaps the most realistic romantic advice she’d ever given him.

“But she finds a way to sparkle in the darkness,” Stark stated.

“And yet she is still alone,” His mother responded. “If it is meant to be, it will happen.”

Stark waited for the next line but it never came. Usually his mother finished off romantic advice by using his father and her marriage. Funny, why didn’t she this time?

“They are boarding the plane,” his mother reported. “They should be in Beijing by dinner.”

“According to Lopez, by late afternoon.”

His mother smiled. “Then I will revise the timetable.”

Because Lopez might mistakenly toss around a Sarin canister, but come in late? Never.

* * *

Bunny’s brain didn’t even register the protesting whine of the jet’s engines. Lopez was at the helm, so what other sound could they make?

No, instead she was raking her brain for why the Righteous were in China. She’d broken down and called Rebecca, but had just gotten her voicemail.

Stark had come back empty as well with his internet search for references to Christ going as far east as China proper. And now to know the Righteous had a super compact Sarin canister that for all the world looked like a thermos? Not just one but dozens? Sent all over the world for a timed attack. That would create nearly as much chaos and damage as the satellite would have.

So what gave? Baasha had a reason for heading to China and Stark had confirmed that the Righteous leader had exited the train four hours ago. They had lost him in the chaos of the Chinese train terminal, but at least it confirmed the priest’s dying declaration. Baasha was heading to the frontier city, Badaling.

But why?

They should have been heading to Jerusalem or Bethlehem or Mecca for that matter, but instead they were jetting east. Far East. Far beyond any proto-Christian travels. Christianity didn’t come to China from the west, but from the east by missionaries’ millennia later.

From what Baasha said, the satellite strike was only an opening salvo. It was to prepare the world for the Righteous’ true mission. But what end game?

“I was thinking,” Davidson stated as he sat down across from her, brushing her leg with his.

Bunny looked up. No matter their complicated relationship, they were teammates.

“Maybe we are looking at this all wrong and should be looking further back than Christ.”

Bunny cocked her head. She had no idea where he was going with this, but she would follow. Davidson didn’t waste words. He was as economical with his speech as he was his shots.

“Go on.”

“I was letting my mind drift as I fell asleep and it came to me. Mozi.”

“Mozi?” Bunny asked. The name sounded familiar but not familiar enough for her to remember what it was.

“He was a Chinese scholar around 500 BC who preached much of what Christ went on to champion. Some felt that Mozi’s writings were at the Library of Alexandria and may have been read by Christ in his visits there.”

“Whoa, whoa,” Bunny said, holding up her hand, trying to give her brain a moment to take in everything. The name now clicked. Lochum had spoken of Mozi several times when discussing universal truths amongst cultures.

Mozi had been a pacifist with a million-man army that he never used. He espoused equal birthright. He believed in turning the other cheek. Most of the attributes assigned to Christ, Mozi had preached first in China.

She frowned, even though she hated to. She knew she’d pay for those frowns later with fine lines. “But what does Mozi have to do with Baasha and his grand scheme?” 

“Gi,” Davidson said. Again, Bunny was glad he was around. He had possibly an even more detailed knowledge of ancient religions than she did. 

“The righteous?” Bunny translated.

Davidson nodded. “I think they might be a part of the Triad.”

“The Chinese mafia?” Levont piped up, turning in his chair to join the conversation.

Davidson shook his head. “No. When Mozi’s followers were exiled from China, they scattered over Asia, breaking into three sects. That’s the triad we’re talking about.”

“So say the Yakuza were originally religious leaders who then lost their way?” Bunny added.

“So they are a gang?” 

Bunny sighed. “No one knows really. The cult kind of disappeared in 2 BC.”

“So I hate to be a hater, but does this help us with Baasha at all?” Levont asked.

“You’re not a hater,” Davidson stated. “It’s just that Mozi’s hometown was Badaling. It doesn’t seem like it was a coincidence.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Bunny confirmed. “Stark, can you pull up everything about Mozi, especially any reference to the ‘Gi’ or the Righteous?”

“Of course,” Stark stated. “And I’m so sorry I didn’t find the connection.”

“Don’t be. It is obscure at best. We just have to thank Davidson’s hardwired brain for finding it for us.”

She smiled at Davidson. If only he was twenty years older.

 


CHAPTER 19

Davidson stretched out his aching joints as Prenner and Levont finished loading all of their gear into the Chinese SUV, a Zunxing. The largest SUV on the market in China. The thing was a beast, so of course Lopez was happy.

He promised to test the SUV’s impressive 2.7L specs. The SUV had been built for actual off-road use, unlike most American SUVs which were really built for the suburban housewife.

It had on the fly four-wheel drive and a reported zero to sixty in twenty seconds’ record.

Lopez was definitely going to improve on that.

Supposedly it was an hour drive from Beijing to Badaling, but Lopez would probably cut that time in half, if in fact the Zunxing topped out at one hundred and sixty.

No one turned a single head at their private jet and SUV. The airport workers were used to international flights coming and going. No one had blinked an eye at their passports either. Vanderwalt had done a perfect job on their documents. They were indebted to the MI-5 agent yet again.

The air was thick with smog. Beijing was reportedly the most polluted city in the world. Davidson would believe it. He was glad that he didn’t have to take a shot in this weather. The haze was a sniper’s worst enemy.

Lopez cracked his knuckles. “Oh this is going to be fun. I heard the last twenty miles are dirt roads.”

Apparently only Lopez was invigorated by that knowledge. Even Levont frowned. Perhaps he had finally gotten an appreciation for his kidneys or something.

“Do we know what we are looking for once we get there?” Malvern asked.

“I think we are just going to head in the direction of the bullets,” Prenner commented.

That sounded about right. Malvern didn’t seem any too happy about it, but didn’t ask for further details, probably because he didn’t want to hear about them. In this he was showing what a smart man he was.

Which was probably why Bunny was looking at the older man with such admiration. He’d seen that look before on her face. Lochum. He’d never understood her attraction to the professor, but now he was sort of getting it.

She apparently liked confidence that could only come from decades of experience.

Maybe he should ring her up in 2030. Maybe then they’d have a shot. Or maybe by then he’d untangle his own complicated feelings.

Lopez walked by, punching Davidson in the arm. “Why the long face?”

“Nothing,” Davidson said. He wasn’t about to share his confusion with Lopez. Talk about getting laughed at. The man had allowed Brandt to marry the woman carrying his child, then had Brandt forgive him. That was some kind of graduate level womanizing there.

“Get your head into the game,” Lopez said. “Leave the brooding to Prenner. He is way better at it than you are.”

Jeez, he couldn’t even brood properly.

“Head, officially in the game,” Davidson reassured Lopez.

It wasn’t just their lives on the line this time. It was the worlds. Fretting would have to take a back seat.

* * *

Stark rolled back and forth in front of five screens, checking and double checking all of the readings. He was not going to be caught with his techie pants down. 

Not again.

“You are grinding a rut into the floor,” his mother complained.

Too bad. He wasn’t going to let anything slip past them. Whatever Baasha and his clone buddies threw at them, they would be ready for.

Like his mother could read his mind, she asked, “Did you find anything more on where they grew their clone army?”

While the team was in transit to Badaling, Stark and his mother had been working every angle they could think of. Like where in the hell the Righteous had gotten so many human clones.

“Not too surprisingly, China is probably the most likely country. They have the laxest rules around cloning and have a plethora of scientists proficient in it.”

“Do you think they have a facility at Badaling?” His mother asked.

Stark shook his head. “No, any cloning farm would be in Gaungzhou,” he explained. “All the labs are there. I’m not sure why they would be heading to Badaling. Whatever the reason, it isn’t for their cloning facility.”

“I’ve searched the history of Badaling and with the exception of tourism to the Great Wall for the Ming tombs, it’s pretty boring… in terms of religious sociopaths, I mean. Historically it is gang busters.”

Stark wanted to slam his head down on his desk. He couldn’t let Bunny down again. And they were in trouble. Badaling wasn’t exactly a terrorist hot spot. It was more a tourist attraction so there weren’t very many satellites above the area. They had some very sketchy, tangential views from units orbiting above Beijing, but they were highly unreliable due to the angle.

There could be an army of Righteous in Badaling, and they wouldn’t know about it.

“They know we aren’t magicians,” his mother stated. “She knows we aren’t magicians.”

Stark was not going to concede that to his mother. “But isn’t that what we got into this for? It certainly wasn’t for the health benefits of sitting for sixteen hours straight…”

His mother didn’t argue.

“We got this good to blow people’s minds. We got into this to be the modern day magicians. Right?”

There was that deep sigh his mother got when she realized that there was no arguing. Instead she bent her head to one side, popped it, then bent it to the other side. “Well then, let’s get our ‘A’ game on.”

Stark felt better already. His mom in competitive mode was something to see.

“If the Righteous do have a presence in the Badaling area, then they have got to have a way to monitor it. We just have to find it and piggyback on it.”

His mother nodded. “All over it.”

* * *

Bunny watched as the Great Wall of China came into view. The smog was lifting the further they got away from Beijing. Their British diplomatic plates had helped smooth the way out of the city. 

Now they were in the land of low rolling hills and farmland. Rural China. Quite the difference from the bustling, overcrowded, boisterous metropolitan they had just left behind.

The SUV was still filled with the smells of Beijing. They had stopped at a food cart and bought just about everything the vendor had for sale. She had avoided the chicken feet, but she had embraced the Jing cuisine, the food of the capital.

Fermented tofu and the beggar’s chicken were exceptional. Surprisingly there was very little rice since the area around Beijing was too dry to grow the grain. Instead there were noodles of every type. Soy, fried, fermented in sweetened vinegar.

Some of them made her mouth pucker, but it was food so she didn’t complain. How long had it been since they’d all eaten a full meal? They had been subsisting off of protein bars the men had in their packs.

Now they had a belly full of Peking duck. 

She shouldn’t have been surprised, however Lopez was completely proficient at eating instant-boiled mutton with chopsticks and driving like a maniac at the same time. They hadn’t lost a second off their time for him to eat.

“Is there any moo shoo pork left?” Bunny asked Prenner.

“Sorry,” the man said patting his belly. “I smashed on the last of it.”

“I do have a little five spice fish left,” Prenner offered her the container.

It wasn’t her favorite, but who knew the next time they were going to get hot food, so she took it, along with the last piece of sea cucumber with quail egg. She poured it all over the remainder of the lo mien she had stashed away from the guys. If she’d put it into the mix, it would have been gone a half an hour ago.

“So do we have a plan yet besides a nap once we get there?” Lopez asked, rubbing his rather stuffed belly.

Bunny wished. “Stark?”

“Yes, still working on it.”

“Dude,” Lopez retorted. “I’m starting to see Badaling exits, that or some suggestions of sex positions, I’m not quite sure, my Chinese is rusty.”

“Take the exit to the Number 8 North Tower,” Stark’s mother instructed.

“Why?” Bunny asked.

“If nothing else it will give you a good vantage of the entire area.”

“North Tower Number 8 it is,” Lopez said, putting on the SUV’s clicker.

* * *

Davidson stared at the road ahead. It was nearly vertical. Nowhere but China would this be a legal road. They were climbing and climbing to a nearby peak.

“I am loving this,” Lopez blurted. “And no speed limits.”

It was like a little slice of heaven for the corporal. As for Davidson he was getting a little concerned. There weren’t any guardrails and the road was steep and curvy and of course Lopez was punching it. 

They skidded around another corner, their left rear tire teetering off the edge. Lopez downshifted and stepped on the accelerator. The engine complained, but it worked, they popped back onto the road.

Finally they reached the top where a cable car station sat. They were the only ones up here. It was off-season for the tourism so Badaling was practically a ghost town laid out before them. There were only a few scattered tourists along the sprawling park.

The Great Wall here formed a near cul de sac. Contrary to popular belief, the Great Wall was anything but straight. The huge monument, like the Great Pyramids of Egypt were made by hand. They didn’t have bulldozers or TNT to go through mountains and such. They had to build around the terrain.

So this area of the Great Wall was built around a small mountain and then snaked north from here in an almost serpentine pattern. From up here you could really appreciate the grandeur of the Wall. To think it had been built by peasants. It would be a feat for a super power, let alone villagers who were also still farming their own land.

But back then, this was the only way to protect their homes from the marauding Khan hordes on horseback. It was their only defense against having their village trampled and their women either raped or abducted.

This wall saved countless lives and suffering.

From this high vantage point you could look down on the wall as it rode the ridge tops of the rolling hills and appreciate its incredible length. The thing stretched out for as far as you could see. The entire stone wall was over five thousand miles long. It was like walling in the Eastern Seaboard up through Canada.

And the entire structure was about six feet high of stacked stone with another two to three feet of topping stones. Then of course there was the stone walkway. The rampage was at least twenty feet across. Impressive. It was said you could walk the entire length of the wall if you wished, in your bare feet. Punctuating the wall were gates and guard towers. 

Back in the Ming dynasty the entire length of the wall was manned by its own special army. 

Now tucked against the stone wall was the small town of Badaling. Most of the town served the tourists. Hotels, restaurants, museums, ATV rentals for off-road exploring the countryside, stuff like that. On their drive up the mountain, they had passed a bed and breakfast, only the sign said in English, Food and Sleep place. Close enough.

He knew during tourist season the walkways were packed side to side with tourists. Now they were so bare that you could see the cracks in the stone.

The cable car was at the base of the mountain, down by the Great Wall museum. Lopez glanced at his watch, then looked at the schedule posted on the board.

“Looks like it runs on the half hour,” he stated, tapping his toe. The corporal wasn’t known as a big fan of waiting. 

“Take a picture for Little Ricky,” Lopez stated to Levont then leaned back against the wall.

Levont snapped several pictures. Then Lopez, of course had to get up onto the top of the wall. “Now! Switch to video for an action shot.”

He jumped up into the air, then slipped on landing. He fell off the side. He would have plummeted the forty or fifty feet down the hill if Prenner hadn’t caught his wrist. 

After climbing back up onto the wall, he smiled. “Did it look like I really fell off?”

“You know it, bro!” Levont replied, all smiles.

Those two had an epic bromance going. They seemed far more gay then Prenner ever did.

“Perhaps more surveillance and less playing for the camera?” Malvern suggested.

“Who said I can’t do both?” Lopez said with a chuckle. “Check out those supposed German tourists over there,” the corporal said nodding at the blond couple down the wall about a hundred meters.

“Come on, that braid style went out with Heidi, who are they trying to fool? They are lookouts.”

“How can you be sure?” Malvern asked.

“And look to the north. That family was walking toward the museum when we got here and now they are practically half way down the slope? We’re being monitored,” Lopez stated.

“So perhaps that’s another reason to keep our presence on the down low?” Malvern suggested.

Lopez snorted. “But we want to flush them out, don’t we, or this is going to be a really, really long day.”

“Am I seeing things?” Bunny asked as she lowered her binoculars, pointing downslope to the restaurant just to the side of the Great wall museum and the terra cotta display. One of the Ming Dynasty’s largest underground tombs was at the base of the Wall.

“Is that one of the clones?”

Even without looking, Lopez stated, “Told ya.”

Davidson grabbed the binoculars from her and searched the tourist complex that included a stadium seating movie theater. Though he didn’t expect to find anything, there was a clone, sure enough. His bright blue eyes a stark contrast to the Chinese workers’ dark, almond shaped eyes.

He wore a baseball cap and heavy jacket despite the temperate conditions.

“I think he’s armed,” Davidson stated.

“There’s another one,” Levont stated, indicating toward the Terra Cotta museum.

“We’ve got to get down there,” Prenner said, heading to the SUV. Everyone trotted behind until they realized that Lopez wasn’t following.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” the corporal said, nodding his head to the cable car rigging. “When we’ve got this.”

“It’ll be another twenty minutes until the cable car gets here,” Malvern stated, clearly not understanding what Lopez meant. He wasn’t talking about the car, he was talking about the rigging.

Lopez ran over to the SUV popping the back door, searching for rappelling equipment. 

“No,” Malvern stated, backing away. “That’s over two hundred feet high. The fall... The drop…”

“Then don’t come,” Lopez said. “But I’m catching me some clones.”

* * *

Bunny watched in horror as Lopez set up their riggings. Well, they weren’t exactly riggings as they were short pieces of chain with rope handles for each of them. Not a whole lot of safety features there. 

“Let’s just take the SUV down. We can be there in minutes,” Malvern pleaded.

Lopez shook his head. “We’ll be down there in forty-eight seconds versus another seven minutes to make it down the hill and around to the museum.” Lopez pointed to the restaurant. “They are right there, right now.”

Malvern was still trying to talk the corporal out of it, but Bunny knew the sooner that he and she accepted the reality that this was happening, the better it would be for everyone all around.

She put a hand on Malvern’s arm. “Take the SUV down then.”

“Are you coming with me?” the colonel asked.

Bunny shook her head.

The concern was plain on his face. She hated to worry him, but she oddly trusted Lopez.

Taking a step away from the colonel, she tried to smile. “See you down there.”

Whether I’ll be there in one piece or not is another question entirely.

“Fine,” Malvern said. “I’m in.”

Guess he couldn’t let a redhead show him up.

Even though it was Lopez’s idea and he was clearly itching to try it out, Levont was the first one down as always. Point men were point men.

Levont whooped as he slid down the steep cabling. “Off the hook!!”

He zipped down that mountain, his legs straight out in front of him. His exuberant hollering filling the air. Lopez, who in theory should have been last, hopped on next, shouting some kind of adrenaline junkie’s anthem.

Bunny was supposed to be next. She stood teetering on the edge of the wall, doing exactly what she wasn’t supposed to be doing, looking down. Imagining what it would feel like to free-fall to the bottom of the slope.

Davidson wrapped his arms around her, putting his strap over hers. “We’ll go down together.”

She wanted to argue. She wanted to assert that she wasn’t a scared little woman who needed protecting. Only she was a woman and for the love of God she did want some protecting right about now. She turned to face him, burying her face in his jacket.

Davidson counted down. “Three. Two. One.”

They both leapt off at the same time, hurtling down the cable line. She didn’t open her eyes. Instead she clung to Davidson’s slight but strong frame.

“Almost there,” Davidson reassured her, talking over the wind that was whipping past them.

She could hear Prenner’s shout as he followed. She didn’t hear Malvern, but assumed that he had come as well.

“Tuck your legs up,” Davidson said.

Bunny complied as the sniper took the full weight of the landing on his feet, then slowed them to a stop.

“You can let go now,” Davidson said.

But she didn’t want to let go. Not ever. She felt safer than she had in weeks. However, as Lopez would remind her, there were clones to catch.

On wobbly legs she let go of Davidson and took a step back. He helped steady her before unslinging his rifle and heading to the closest guard pavilion. She was sorry to see him go.

Soon Prenner and Malvern were on the ground too.

“That was…” Malvern stuttered. “Absolutely incredible.”

So the legion of Lopez fans had just grown by one. Was there any doubt?

Security guards, shouting a variety of curses in Chinese were running up to them, but once they noticed the guns in the men’s hands, they scattered.

“You realize they are going to call for an armed response,” Malvern stated.

“At this point, we’re probably going to need the guns against the Righteous,” Lopez said. “If it’s the Chinese, then so be it.”

Levont headed down the wall’s rampart at a trot. Everyone else fell in behind. Bunny started getting that lightheaded feeling each time they went into a possible battle. Was it courage that blanketed out the fear or just a lack of oxygen? She tried to breathe but always found it so difficult in situations like this.

Bunny also did what the soldiers said was “borrowing confidence.” She didn’t have the skill set to survive whatever was about to happen, but the men did and she had to take comfort in that. She also had to be proud that none of the men, not even Malvern tried to talk her out of coming.

They knew whatever they found out about the Righteous, they were going to need her. She was at the hub of the intel circle.

So she trotted along in formation, waiting for the bullets to start to fly.

* * *

Stark could breathe again. He couldn’t believe they had just zip lined the cable car wires. Levont hadn’t been correct. It wasn’t off the hook. It was insane. 

Okay, that confirmed that he was never, ever going out into the field. If that meant never having a shot with Bunny, so be it. He’d seen Davidson’s gallant gesture. He saw how Bunny sank into him. Stark wished it had been him, but he knew if he’d actually been in China, he would have been hiding out in the trunk of the SUV.

And the fact he felt no shame in that, told him fieldwork wasn’t for him. Sorry Bunny.

“I can’t tell where they went,” his mother sighed. “There just isn’t enough coverage to tell for sure.”

Stark was busy trying to retask a South Korean satellite that normally watched over the DMZ. Like they didn’t have a gazillion of those. They could spare one for the team.

“Give me a half an hour and I should have better coverage,” Stark said into the mic.

“A half an hour?” Lopez snorted. “You really are funny.”

All Stark could do was watch as the team advanced on the Terra Cotta warrior museum. They had chased off the guards and most of the meager tourists had fled as well. Cars were pulling out of the parking lot at an alarming rate.

The team was moving at a fast trot, moving directly to the entrance. There were no more signs of the clones.

“Any chance this is a trap?” Malvern asked.

“Oh, only about one hundred percent,” Lopez replied. 

And if only Stark could tell what that trap was. But alas, they were blind.

 


CHAPTER 20

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

Davidson watched from the highest perch of the gate pavilion. He probably should have stayed up at the top of the cable car line, but he couldn’t take Bunny’s horrified expression.

That shouldn’t matter, but it did. He justified coming down to this level by the fact he had limited visibility of the museum from the top height. Here he might not have the sky view, but he did have far better lateral coverage.

He scanned the area. It was cleared of all non-combatants. He still had to be careful though. An innocent civilian could rush out of any of the buildings at any time. Plus where had the German couple gone? And the older Asian couple? Had they fled with the rest or were they waiting in the wings?

Glancing to his watch, he cringed. They had less than forty minutes to stop the worldwide suicide attack. And given the fact they still didn’t have an actionable plan to stop the attack, forty minutes wasn’t a whole heck of a lot of time.

There. On the other side of the museum complex. Movement. Davidson pushed his face against the scope’s optic. Willing the figure into view.

It was Baasha. He could tell by the man’s stooped posture and oversized glasses.

His finger rested next to the trigger. Take the shot? Or wait and hopefully have Baasha lead them to the true conspiracy?

Davidson didn’t bother to contact Lopez or even Malvern. It was his call and his call alone. They didn’t pay him the big bucks to be indecisive.

The man hobbled across a garden area and reentered the building near the restaurant. Two clones followed, carrying large crates. Davidson could see the glint of gold through the slates. Not Sarin then.  More than likely the artifacts from the church in Kashmir.

Now those two he could take out without worry. They were more pack mules than orchestrators.

Two poofs and two men down. There was a slight sound as the containers clanked to the ground, then nothing.

“Baasha has headed into the restaurant, now unguarded.”

Davidson watched as Levont paused, looking like he might change direction, but Lopez urged him forward.

“We are going to sweep and clear the area before we take on Baasha,” Lopez said.

A solid strategy. The worst enemy was the one at your back.

* * *

Even given the circumstances, Bunny wished she could stop and take in the museum around them. There had to be at least a hundred life-sized terra cotta warriors lining the walls of the museum. The detail on each was simply amazing.

Perfect statues meant to keep their emperor safe in the afterlife. Some were standing. Others were kneeling in supplication. There was a chariot being drawn by two terra cotta horses. She reached out and stroked the nose of one of them to be sure they weren’t real.

The men were, of course, scanning between the terra cotta soldiers for real-life clones.

In the meanwhile, Bunny studied the still life forms. Unlike Egyptians who mummified actual soldiers, wives, dogs, cats and priests to protect the pharaohs in the next world, the Chinese had opted for these clay proxies. A much more compassionate choice.

She knew that thousands of these terra cotta figures had been found between the three main Ming tombs that had been discovered in the area. These emperors weren’t joking around. They wanted to dominate in the afterlife as they had in their lives.

So much for not being able to take it with you.

An unusual form was next. That of an acrobat. The lithe figure was leaned back, caught half way in a backbend. She was a snapshot of pure beauty.

“Clear,” Levont announced.

“Is there another way out of here?” Lopez asked into his mic.

“Yes, there is a back door to the right that leads out into a courtyard.”

“Davidson, any movement?” Lopez asked.

“None,” was the answer, then a pause, “Wait. I’ve got a clone with a backpack.”

Lopez frowned. That backpack probably carried Sarin gas.

“Can you safely take a shot?” Lopez asked.

“Not without the danger of him falling backward and smashing that backpack.”

“Copy that,” Lopez replied.

Prenner turned to him. “Plan?”

“Go find out what’s in that backpack,” Lopez said with a smile. Bunny was glad to know someone was happy about this.

* * *

Stark monitored the team’s progress on the screen. Their figures were distorted due to the angle of the Beijing satellite. It was like looking through a house of mirrors as the team burst into the courtyard, startling the clone who then went into fullblown parkour ninja clone mode. Leaping onto a table, then onto a ledge, then onto the lower parapet of the wall, then over the wall itself. He ran along the walkway, heading north.

The team charged after him, more conventionally climbing up the wall, with the exception of Lopez who disappeared back into the museum. Where the heck was the corporal going?

There was no time to fret over Lopez’s strange actions as the team gave chase to the lone clone. But the guy was fast and the team was hesitant to fire with the risk of Sarin gas in that backpack. 

It seemed inconceivable, but the guy might actually get away.

Then an ATV flew over the side of the wall, racing down the walkway. Stark didn’t need audio to know that Lopez was revving the hell out of the engine. He could see the black smoke of the exhaust pouring from the vehicle unlucky enough to be picked by Lopez.

The team jumped out of the way as Lopez came up behind them, then burst past them. Lopez waved his hand to his team streaking away from them.

Again, another reason Stark would never go into the field.

“We’ve got a problem,” his mother said, pulling Stark’s eyes away from the foot/ATV chase under way.

“What now?”

“Those crates don’t just have artifacts in them,” his mother stated.

“Sarin gas?” Davidson asked sounding a bit apprehensive.

“No,” his mother replied. “C4. A lot of it.”

“Thank God,” Davidson whispered. Stark doubted the man even realized he’d said it out loud.

“So I guess they were planning on blowing something up,” Stark stated. “But what and why?”

“Why even bother to use Sarin gas on this tourist attraction? They would barely have taken out a few hundred people. It doesn’t seem worth the trouble. Compared to way bigger targets in China.”

“Guys, something else is going on here,” Stark announced over the comm.

“Like?” Lopez said, barely audible over the scream of his ATV as it climbed the slope up the wall.

“Not sure, but something is seriously off.”

* * *

Davidson would certainly say so.  Although right now it was Lopez who was off. Off his rocker. As he bore down on the clone with the backpack, the corporal must have put a stick wedge on the gas pedal at full acceleration, because that was the only speed Lopez traveled at, then climbed up onto the dash of the ATV just as the vehicle was about to strike the man. The clone tried to leap out of the way, but Lopez had anticipated that and jerked the steering wheel over.

The ATV struck the man, but not before Lopez grabbed the pack, pulling it right off the clone’s back. The corporal then proceeded to run over the clone. Gently tossing the pack into the backseat of the ATV, Lopez sat down again, slowing the vehicle to turn back to his teammates.

He was about to make the turn when five gunmen burst from the guard tower, firing away.

Well, at least one of the traps had been sprung. Fortunately they clearly hadn’t planned on Lopez stealing one of the rental ATVs. Ducking under the steering wheel, Lopez plowed into the cluster of clones. 

They also didn’t expect a sniper perch either as Davidson took several shots, felling the remaining clones. Fish in a barrel.

Lopez waved to Davidson as he turned the ATV around and headed back to the rest of the team.

Despite the easy dispatch of the clones, or perhaps because of the ease, Davidson felt uncertain. How could they properly combat the Righteous if they didn’t know what their end game was here?

Bunny was right. Shouldn’t this all be playing out in the Holy Land or at the least the UK or America where there was a large Christian audience? Why at some remote Chinese tourist attraction?

This was the hometown of Mozi, but what did that have to do with a Christian’s Machiavellian plot to conquer the world? It seemed impossible, yet here the Righteous were. Bunny had guided them directly to the Righteous last stand. Where they planned to unveil the world’s next leader.

Sweeping his scope over the area, he watched for more clones, but none raised their heads. Apparently they were trying to lure the team inside the buildings. Inside where Davidson’s rifle wouldn’t do much good.

The ATV, now loaded down with the entire team, raced back down the wall to the restaurant. The group jumped off the vehicle and climbed down into the courtyard, then headed inside the restaurant where Baasha had disappeared.

Now the game of cat and mouse was fully on.

Too bad Davidson didn’t know which of them was the cat and which the mouse.

* * *

Bunny hung tightly to Prenner who was just ahead of her as they made their way through the abandoned restaurant. People had left their sandwiches half eaten. Soda pop still fizzed in plastic cups.

Upon Levont’s signal, the group fanned out between the tables, heading for the kitchen.

Okay, the Sarin gas made a little sense. It was the Righteous’ master play. But the C-4? What in the hell were the Righteous hoping to break into? That made no sense. But to the Righteous it must have made perfect sense and until she understood it, her team would be at a disadvantage.

“Oh my god, Thomas,” Bunny blurted out. She’d known there was some proto Christian history in China. Not Jesus per se but his apostles. A recent article in Archeology Today had covered an early era church which had been found not two hundred miles from here.

There was even some evidence that Christ’s words via Thomas had reached the Emperor’s ears. It was all very speculative and Lochum would have been astonished that such a poorly researched piece could have made it through the peer review process, but it did prove that China had been exposed to Christianity far earlier than the seventh century when it was more traditionally believed.

“There were even rumors that the Emperor Kang Shi was a secret Christian,” Davidson added.

Now the strands were all starting to come together. It had long been rumored that when one of the Terra Cotta tombs had originally been opened, they had found a silver cross amongst the tributes. Of course once the items were cataloged it had gone missing. There were a whole lot of conspiracy theories about who took it and why, but now Bunny had a pretty good idea.

The Righteous.

“Oh no,” Davidson groaned in her ear. “I know why they are here.”

Bunny strained to hear his answer, but gunfire exploded all around.

* * *

Baasha hobbled his way around the boiler and its web-like pipe tendrils. They had to make it to the west most wall. If the legends were true. If Thomas had actually visited here, then the greatest of riches lay beyond the stone wall that shored up the base of the wall.

The sound of gunfire above threatened to ruin the moment. And they had lost half of their explosives, but Baasha had planned far better than his beautiful but dim brothers. They had fought this team as they would themselves, not realizing that the American team had no shame. They would in fact steal an ATV and use it to mow down their enemy. Baasha’s brothers simply could not understand such a feat of anti-bravery.

“There,” Baasha said, pointing to the wall with the faintest of scratch marks that created a cross. Just as the notes in the Bible from Kashmir had promised.

 His faith burned in his chest. For all that God had put him through, He had also blessed him. To think it would be he, Baasha, the Righteous’ greatest disappointment, to find his religion’s greatest artifact. That he would be here to see their savior ascend his birthright.

That would be Baasha’s legacy. 

He who heralded in the second coming. Baasha checked his watch even though he really didn’t need to. The countdown to the reign of death beat like a metronome in his brain. Under thirty minutes now. A mere half hour before the Righteous would reshape the world in their image.

The world would know hope again. 

The world would have its savior back. 

The Righteous would be on all tongues, included in every prayer. How he longed to see that day.

His brothers finished placing the C4 on the wall.

They urged him back, away from the blast, but he knew that God was protecting him even now. He would allow no harm to come to him.

Therefore Baasha didn’t hide like his brothers as his malformed thumb came down on the red detonator. The wall blew, hurling shrapnel across the room, yet not a single chunk of brick hit him. He stood in the center of the maelstrom without a single injury.

If that was not proof of God’s approval of their mission, nothing else ever would be.

* * *

Davidson climbed down from his perch. He had to lash a hand out to steady himself. Something had happened deep under the wall. Something that shook it to its foundation. 

Even more reason to rejoin the team. The fight had shifted underground. Even though Lopez hadn’t asked him to, Davidson abandoned his nest. It sounded like they could use every gun down there.

There was no way to know what was actually happening in the restaurant. Between the blaze of gunfire and shouts, it sounded like hell down there.

Davidson hit the stone walkway running. 

“Anything Stark?”

“The satellite is still ten minutes out of position,” Stark replied.

Davidson might have cursed if he ever cursed. His friends were down there. Bunny was down there.

He kicked the door open ahead of him. Bursting in the room, low and crouched, Davidson assessed the situation in a single blink of an eye. Prenner and Bunny were pinned down behind the cafeteria-style food line. Lopez and Levont had turned over tables to create a barricade at the north corner and Malvern was holed up behind the soda machine at the south.

Davidson fired straight ahead, taking out the lead clone. The man slumped to the floor, revealing three behind him. Davidson didn’t stop. He strode across the floor, firing. He winged the second man, sending him spinning off to the side. Lopez took care of that one.

The third man tried to dive behind a table, but Davidson was quicker, shooting him in his exposed gut. The fourth didn’t fare much better. It was like the clones couldn’t conceive of the fact that Davidson refused to hide. He had the advantage and he knew it and was going to play it out as far as it would allow him.

He might have wiped them all out in a single pass down the center of the room, then another explosion rocked the ground, knocking Davidson off his feet. That didn’t stop the bullets from flying. Someone grabbed him by the back of his vest, pulling him to safety.

Malvern.

“You can stop playing hero,” the colonel mumbled as he got Davidson upright.

“I wasn’t playing,” Davidson countered.

“You did your part. We aren’t outnumbered three to one anymore.”

That still left about six clones blocking the way down the staircase at the back of the restaurant.

Davidson pulled out a flash bang.

“Fore!” he yelled.

Everyone ducked their heads, placing their arms over their ears and squeezing their eyes shut.

He tossed the grenade to the back of the room and it went off in all its glory. Men screamed, flailing about blindly. It didn’t take Davidson’s skill to down those men.

Levont and Lopez aggressively approached, firing at anything that moved. Prenner left Bunny in the hideout and joined his teammates. Malvern and Davidson were a little late to the party as the last of the clones went down.

“I think they’re just running out the clock,” Lopez said with a frown. “Time is on their side.”

Bunny trotted up. “Davidson you thought you knew what they were doing here?”

Davidson took a deep breath. These theories always sounded so much better in your head than they did once you started talking about them. He knew his idea was going to sound incredulous, but it was the only theory that explained what the Righteous were doing here.

“You know the theories about the Throne of God?”

Everyone else looked a little sketchy on the details, but Bunny nodded her head. “The current historical consensus is that the Throne is in Heaven. Actually there are between two and twelve thrones depending on which part of the Bible you look to. One each for God and Christ or one for each tribe of Israel.”

“Well, we know first hand how inaccurate the current historical consensus can be,” Davidson stated. “Heaven and China in ancient Greek are only a few letters apart.”

“No,” Bunny said stepping back. “You aren’t suggesting…”

“We know that Thomas was a skilled carpenter…” Davidson stated, not wanting to say the words.

“Jesus did tell him to prepare for his return,” Bunny added, she knew where he was going with this. “And no one in the world would suspect to look for the throne here…”

“Spit it out,” Lopez said, pointing to his watch. “We are on the freaking clock.”

“The Throne of God,” Davidson stated as matter-of-factly as he could.

Lopez burst out in laughter, covering his mouth. “You have got to be kidding me.”

“No,” Bunny stated. “He isn’t. Think it through. The Righteous want to create the Apocalypse, thereby forcing the second coming and where better to introduce this Christ figure than on the Throne of God.”

“It is well described in the Bible,” Davidson stated. “It would be recognized easily around the world.”

Lopez shook his head. “Come on, these guys are fanatics, but the Throne of God, really?”

“Really,” Bunny stated. “And I think I know where they are looking for it.”

“Do tell,” Lopez replied.

“In the lost tomb of the Dragon Emperor.”

 

 


CHAPTER 21

Stark’s fingers flew, researching as Bunny spoke. Damn the woman knew her ancient history. Pulling together all of these bits and pieces of history to suss out the Righteous’ plan. Davidson wasn’t too shabby either.

“They are punching through the wall downstairs,” Davidson said. “There has long been rumors there was another tomb under the wall, however due to concerns about the structural integrity, no one had been allowed to dig down there or even conduct research.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” Lopez asked, gripping his gun.

Oh how he wished the satellite was in position. Only another few minutes and he’d be able to see under there and not have to rely on the soldier’s helmet cams.

The group snapped back into formation as they made their way past all of the downed clones and headed for the door that led down a short staircase to the lower level that housed the boiler room. Steam obscured part of the view. It looked like they had entered a sauna.

As they slowly made their way through the room, it gave Stark time to digest everything that Bunny had said.

“They are going to want to broadcast this second coming,” Stark stated.

“Already on it,” his mother said. “That signal isn’t getting out of that tomb, that is for sure.”

Stark looked at their countdown clock. They were less than twenty minutes away from the suicide bombers.

This much facial recognition was straining even their servers. To be looking for a clone in each of the world’s major airports was worse than finding a needle in a haystack. It was like finding a grain of sand on a beach that was actively trying to avoid you.

“We’ve got one,” Stark’s mother announced, pointing to the screen in front of her. It was from security footage from Heathrow airport. No surprise there. London would of course make the Righteous’ list.

“Get security on it.”

“It’s from twelve minutes ago. I’ll follow him,” his mother stated.

“And another,” Stark blurted, finding a clone’s picture in Rome’s international airport. Of course that picture was a few minutes old as well.

A sense of dread washed over Stark. It was happening. It really was happening. The suicide bombers were rolling out, spreading like the locust. Unlike locust the Righteous clones were about to explode their Sarin payload. 

Hurling the world into chaos just to fulfill their grandiose scheme.

No, a scheme they were going to stop.

Within twenty-seven minutes.

They’d better get to work.

* * *

The tomb was even more spectacular than the legends. Baasha’s feet actually shuffled to a stop as he entered the tomb. Forget terra cotta warriors. These were gilded warriors. With diamond studded spear tips. All protecting their emperor.

But this emperor was guarding something even more important than his eternal soul. The Chinese leader had agreed to allow Thomas to hide the throne in his tomb.

None of the Righteous’ enemies would think to look here. None ever had.

Where better to bury Christ’s ultimate throne when he returned to earth than in Mozi’s hometown? The two were kindred spirits. They felt confident that Christ would want to reemerge in such a place. Plus the East needed Christ’s light. It would bring an entire new population to his feet.

Baasha’s brothers brought the equipment they would need to broadcast this amazing event just a few minutes after the simultaneous Sarin attacks. Despair followed by hope. The righteous had studied the world around Christ and why his message was so well received. Suffering. They must bring people to their knees before they could see the true potential of Christ. The world would be transformed today.

And it wasn’t his bright-eyed and bushy-tailed brothers that brought it to bear. It would be him. He would be the first baptized by their new savior. Christ would look past his visage and see his true soul. He would sit at the right hand of Jesus as he should.

Baasha walked down the long aisle of gold warriors until he came to the inner tomb’s door. He stepped aside to allow his brothers to shove open the heavy stone door.

The Emperor’s tomb was as spectacular as one would expect of the Dragon Emperor. The entire sarcophagus was gilded with elaborate carvings in the precious metal. Precious gems glistened in the flashlight illumination. Lining the walls were the tributes from the emperor’s citizens. More gold and gems.

But nothing compared to the large throne at the far end of the room.

This was a throne for God.

Before the throne was a slab of crystalline floor that looked truly like a sea of glass. Flanking the great throne were statutes of a lion, an ox, a man, and an eagle. They each had a pair of wings. Baasha could swear that he heard the fluttering of wings. And a murmuring of the most sacred words…

“Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord almighty, who was, is, and is to come.”

A rumbling came from the other side of the room. A great sound. The sound of God’s approval.

“Turn off your lights,” Baasha ordered.

Instead of the room being plunged into darkness, its illumination only grew. The Throne glowed in all of its glory. There were five steps up to the gilded throne, with its solid ivory base, shining through.

A seat truly to hold a God. It made all else in the tomb pale by comparison.

“Bring him,” Baasha whispered into the tomb. 

The throne bloomed brighter as if awaiting its true master.

* * *

There was gunfire again. Kind of the norm on these quests.

Malvern pointed to his watch. “Thirteen minutes,” he mouthed.

Didn’t she know it? Not much time to break through the army of clones that guarded the hole the Righteous had blown into the side of the wall. She could only imagine it was the Dragon Emperor’s tomb on the other side. A Chinese tomb that held the Christian Throne of God.

Funny how things worked out.

“I’ve got something,” Stark stated. “There is another way into the tomb. It will take some C4, but should deliver you to the back of the tomb.”

“Where?” Bunny asked, ducking her head as bullets flew. She could barely hear Stark over the commotion.

“Behind you, down a service shaft,” Stark reported.

She tugged on Malvern’s sleeve. He must have heard because he nodded. “Davidson take her.”

Bunny might have preferred Levont or Lopez. Okay, maybe not Lopez, but Prenner.

Before she could argue, Malvern continued, “His rifle is useless here.”

That was true. Not that Davidson was all that shabby with a semi-automatic weapon, but his skills truly were being wasted in this close space.

Davidson didn’t hesitate once the order was given. He backed away from the firefight, crooking his finger at her, telling her to follow him.

Crouched low to keep her head beneath the meager cover of some rubble, Bunny followed the sniper. Feeling the seconds counting down, Bunny hurried to catch up as Davidson disappeared behind a corner.

The sound of the firefight faded as she turned the corner and down the long boiler room hallway until they made it halfway through the room. Davidson pointed to a floor to ceiling electrical panel.

“Pry the panel back and there is a tight access way behind there,” Stark reported.

Davidson pulled out a knife, flipping it open and got the metal to separate from the concrete and sure enough behind a tangle of wires there was a narrow passage. Good thing she did her Pilates.

Davidson shone his light down the passage and it seemed clear. 

“Stay behind me.”

Between her fear and the narrow access tunnel, that wasn’t going to be a problem.

Davidson slung his rifle and shoved the wires out of the way as he stepped over the threshold into the passage. Bunny followed suit, having to take deep breaths. She normally wasn’t claustrophobic, seeing that most of her work was in small tombs and caves, however there was something onerous about this passageway. A heaviness. The raw earth walls seemed to bleed. A dark red fluid glistened on the damp earth.

Even Davidson’s nose turned up at the foul smell. Shouldn’t an electrical conduit be lined? Why did it seem like they were descending into hell rather than following some cabling?

The sounds of the world disappeared as they walked deeper into the tunnel. It was like the firefight above was happening in another realm. Not theirs.

Stark’s transmission began to break up. “Ten more… To the right… About sixteen inches.”

Davidson’s eyebrow went up. “Well I hope he meant the right wall about ten feet ahead and the wall depth of sixteen inches or we’re screwed.”

They arrived at the point they thought Stark was guiding them towards. It looked like any other spot along the wall. There was no great big red X to indicate this was the place they were to put their explosives.

Davidson worked quickly smearing the C4 on the rough wall. “That should be enough,” he said guiding her back down the hallway. Once they were far enough, Davidson pulled out the detonator and pushed the red button down.

A loud boom filled the hallway, the shockwave pushing Bunny back even this far away.

Davidson shook his head, putting a finger in his ear. “That should have been more than enough.”

As dust rained down upon them, they crept their way forward, Davidson’s gun ready as filtered light streamed in from the other side of the hole.

“Come, come,” a voice called out. “You should be the first to see this.”

Bunny noticed that Davidson didn’t let his guard down as they climbed in through the ragged hole in the wall.

The reflection of so much gold nearly blinded Bunny. It glistened and sparkled and glowed.

It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust to realize they had entered the tomb near a large throne. The Throne of God apparently, given its ivory base and golden seat. Plus the gilded lion escort kind of gave her a clue.

To her surprise there was a man seated upon the throne. He was dressed simply in a wool tunic. His long brown hair fell to his shoulders and his full beard was neatly trimmed. He looked for all the world like every Jesus painting she’d ever seen.

“I give you, your savior, Jesus Christ,” Baasha stated as he motioned to the man in the throne like he was Vanna White on a game show.

“How?” Davidson asked.

Baasha’s misformed lips widened, making a mockery of a smile. “We used the cells from the Shroud of Turin,” he gloated then continued. “My Y chromosome along with all of my brothers is from that legendary cloth, but back then we did not have the technology to extract all of the DNA so our maternal contribution was from one of our founders.”

Bunny was starting to see where this was going. Boy was Baasha and that “Christ” up there in for a big, big surprise.

“But with recent advancements, we were able to extract a full DNA profile of Christ and clone him,” Baasha said, bowing his head toward the throne. “He is ready for his second coming.”

“Um…” Davidson said, glancing to Bunny. “About that…”

Baasha turned and frowned. Clearly this was not the response he was expecting.

“That isn’t Christ’s DNA on the shroud,” Bunny explained.

“What are you talking about? Of course it is,” Baasha refuted. 

“No, no, it’s not,” Davidson stated.

“I am Christ reborn,” the man said as he stepped down from the throne. “This is my second coming.”

Bunny shook her head. “You are a clone, that I’ll give you, but not of Christ.”

Baasha’s ragged cheeks flushed a deep unhealthy burgundy. “You speak nonsense. Christ died on the cross and was covered by the linen that picked up his skin cells, which we cloned.”

“Not so much,” Bunny said. Baasha really wasn’t going to like what came next.

Baasha’s lips trembled. “You speak nonsense.”

“I’m sorry, but it was Judas up on the cross. You have cloned Judas.”

“The betrayer?” Baasha hissed. “Never.”

The man who thought he was the sole child of God, shook his head violently. “I am Christ. Your redeemer.”

Rebecca had finally broken down and told Bunny the full story over a bottle of Merlot one night. Rebecca had sworn her to secrecy, which Bunny had held up, until now. And if there was ever a time to break that silence, it was now.

“On that fateful night before the arrest, Jesus had a crisis of faith and with Mary’s encouragement, Judas offered to go in Christ’s place.”

“Lies. Blasphemy,” Baasha sputtered, backing away from them.

“I was a member of the Knot, I’m sure you are familiar with them.”

Baasha didn’t seem to want to acknowledge that fact, but in the end he nodded.

“We held our secret from the foot of the cross that it was Judas who died upon the crucifix, not Jesus. That shroud had Judas’ DNA, not Christ’s.”

You could see Baasha start to take in the knowledge yet equally hard trying to repel the information.

“It cannot be,” the wannabe Christ said.

“But it is,” Davidson noted. “I’ve got samples from both Christ and Judas in a secret archive. We could test them to prove my point.”

Bunny looked to Davidson. Was he bluffing or had he been lying all this time and knew of another hidden Knot stash? She knew the deep shame he felt about being a member of that cult. She feared it might be the reason they had never crossed the threshold into a true relationship.

Baasha seemed to take him at his word though as he blanched a near white. “There is no need.”

The sorta savior went to step across the moat of glass when the floor gave out and he cut his leg on the sharp shards. Screaming, he fell to his knees, holding his bleeding leg. Red ran bright across the crystalline surface.

“Help me.”

Baasha’s features screwed up into a grimace. “You are polluted. Cloned from the betrayer.”

“As are you,” the man spat.

“You do not think that I know that?” Baasha said, indicating his ruined features. “You do not think I know the burden of carrying his DNA?”

“But, if Judas died upon the cross, then he was the savior,” the man tried to reason, but Baasha would have none of it.

“That is not how the world will see it.”

“So you can stop the suicide bombers,” Bunny stated stepping forward. “There is no reason to have the apocalypse.”

“The world will burn,” Baasha growled, pulling a small detonator from his pocket. “It will burn.”

“But what of Hope?” the almost Christ begged. “Where will they find their hope?”

Baasha smiled that strange, haunting smile again. “God will provide.”

“No!” Bunny screamed running at Baasha as his finger clicked the detonator.

But instead of any kind of explosion in the tomb, it was the back of the Judas clone’s head that blew off. The man crumpled to the ground, dead before he hit the glass.

Bunny backed away, shocked and horrified.

* * *

A cloud of smoke billowed from the tomb, obscuring Baasha. The man was probably already long gone.

Davidson knew the revulsion Bunny was feeling, but that act of cruelty might have just saved the world.

“Come on,” Davidson stated, tugging Bunny back to the hole they had created. He checked his watch. Just under six minutes before the coordinated worldwide Sarin attack.

He leapt over the ledge and landed in the hallway. “Stark did you get that?”

“What?”

“That high frequency signal that went off about ten seconds ago.”

* * *

Stark had been so busy trying to get the audio back that he really hadn’t been monitoring any other frequencies. But there it was. A recorded blip. It had only lasted for a fraction of a second, but it was there.

“Got it.”

“Start broadcasting it worldwide, especially at airports and other high value targets.”

“Why?” There were a thousand reasons not to do so. That kind of wide broadcasting could interfere with other important functions like pacemakers and such.

“Baasha just used that frequency to set off a kill switch in a clone. We can only hope that every clone has one.”

“Okay, okay, okay,” Stark said trying to figure out the logistics of doing such a thing. 

“I’m on it,” his mother said. “You cover the Americas and Europe and I’ll handle the rest.”

Stark glanced at the countdown clock. They had a little over two minutes to figure out some way to shut down the clones. 

“I’ve hacked into the emergency broadcasting network,” his mother stated, “At least in the countries that have them.”

“Radio stations,” Stark said. His mother understood immediately. In more rural countries they may not have as organized a system as the emergency broadcast, but they all had radio stations. Even Ghana. 

They got to work. The room fell into a silence only broken by their rapid typing. It was like an asynchronized symphony. A melody to save the world.

Over his headset he could still hear the battle being fought under the Great Wall. Lopez was shouting something about pulling back. Davidson must have given the order while Stark was distracted by his task.

There were a number of responding shouts, but Stark ignored them and kept focused on his task. His mother had done the hard hack. Now it was just up to him to transmit the signal to every corner of America and Europe where most of the targets were probably located. He amplified the signal until it was audible. He needed to reach into the depths of any subway station or national monument which were far from any transmitter.

“Use the cellphone bandwidth,” His mother suggested.

Of course. He could amplify the signal by transmitting through cell phones microphones. He could make each person’s phone its own little emergency broadcast system.

Stark watched the monitors of JFK and Rome. He watched as people started to stare at their phones, hitting buttons to make the weird sound stop, but Stark couldn’t allow that.

Then the first clone’s head exploded, then the other. They dropped harmlessly to the ground. TSA agents rushed to the bodies, shoving people back. Emergency protocols were engaged. The Sarin should be contained.

“I’ve got at least five clones down,” Stark’s mother stated.

It wasn’t for a moment until Stark realized the clatter of gunfire had died over the comm as well.

* * *

Davidson ran up to his team. Lopez threw his thumb in the direction of the downed clones.

“What the hell was that?”

“They had a self-destruct built in. We hacked into their frequency and triggered it world-wide.”

Bunny caught up, a little winded, her cheeks a blushing pink. “The Sarin threat is contained.”

“Damn,” Lopez said. “We need all of our enemies to have those chips. Can we make that a requirement?” he mockingly asked Malvern.

“We wish.”

“We’ve still got a problem though,” Davidson said. “I don’t think Baasha had one.”

“The Righteous probably didn’t think he even needed one,” Levont stated.

“I agree. And he may have a close guard that didn’t either,” Davidson said. “But he escaped.”

“Where do you think he is headed?” Prenner asked.

“My guess?” Bunny answered. “Beijing. If he sets off his Sarin and makes it look like the Russians or worse the South Koreans, Baasha could still spark a deadly international incident.”

“Hey, isn’t that our job?” Lopez joked even as he was gathering his gear to leave.

“How are we going to get there?” Levont asked. “Our SUV is at the top of the mountain.”

“Oh please,” Lopez moaned. “Ye of little faith.”

 


CHAPTER 22

Baasha brushed off the spider webs from the long forgotten passage out of the tomb. It was the path the builders had used to seal the tomb from the inside. It led to a small hillside far from the wall.

He turned and watched the American team pour out of the Terra Cotta museum and head toward the ATV rental shop. He could already tell the team’s plans. They were going to head south along the wall, then dismount once the wall turned west. There they could catch the train into Beijing in a doomed attempt to stop him.

It was a smart plan. Inventive and bold.

They must have realized that neither he nor his personal guards had the tiny tube of C4 implanted in the base of their skulls. Well, his guard once had them, but he made sure that his closest brothers were spared that self-destruct mechanism.

Never in a thousand lifetimes would he have guessed their grand scheme, to resurrect Christ would be thwarted before it even began. That the shroud did not have Christ’s DNA had never occurred to any of the Righteous. To think they had cloned Judas all these years.

If it wasn’t a tragedy of Biblical proportions, it would be almost funny.

“They are leaving,” his brother stated.

And that they were. So predictable.

Just because the Righteous’ plan had been gutted, didn’t mean that Baasha wouldn’t see it to the end. And to ensure his success, those Americans had to die. Now.

Baasha pulled out another detonator. He felt its smooth round button with the edge of his thumb. He had promised worldwide destruction and worldwide destruction he would have.

With a great deal of savor, Baasha pressed the button. At first nothing happened, then a loud “boom” shook the entire area. The explosives his brothers had planted had set off a chain reaction.

First the tomb collapsed upon itself. He could image all of those gold warriors being crushed under the weight of earth above them. Protected for millennia, now nothing more than gold leaf.

The first crack in the wall showed next to the restaurant. Then the guard tower to the north collapsed which set off a chain reaction. The walkway split in half, cracking the wall down the middle. The sides fell over like Legos kicked by a cranky five year old. Once the second tower went down, the wall’s failure became a long line of dominos being knocked over.

A line heading straight for the Americans.

* * *

Bunny was hugging tightly to Davidson as they raced down the great wall. Lopez and Levont were, of course in the lead. But not far off. It turned out Davidson was a natural at this whole ATV thing. They were in front of Prenner and Malvern.

“Uh oh,” Stark stated in her ear.

That was never good.

“What?”

“Don’t look behind you,” Stark told her so of course she looked behind her. Prenner and Malvern weren’t far back. However there was no wall back there. It was gone. Tumbled over, now just a pile of rubble behind them.

“Lopez!” Bunny screamed, pointing behind them.

The crack in the wall was already under Prenner’s ATV. There was a gap that was nearly as wide and their tires. 

The corporal’s response was nearly instantaneous. Lopez’s brain worked as fast as his machines. “Gun it!”

Gun it? Weren’t they already gunning it? But Bunny had to hold on tighter as Davidson punched it. 

Lopez and Levont flew up the side of the wall, then over it. Dear God, Davidson was going to follow.

Bunny shut her eyes as she felt the ATV lift off, then they were airborne. 

She opened her eyes as they landed, hard on the far side of the wall. They bounced and spun and careened, but finally Davidson was able to get them straightened out.

Prenner wasn’t so lucky. The wall crumbled before he was over the side. His ATV never got air under it. Instead, he was coursing down the rubble, trying to out-chase the worst of it. Huge boulders rumbled down the pile, the shattered side of the wall, racing straight toward Prenner and Malvern.

“Jump!” Lopez screamed.

They must have been as crazy as Lopez because both men flung themselves from the ATV just before it was crushed under a huge boulder.

Prenner landed just south of the debris while Malvern landed on the harder rock then slid down beneath two rocks as more boulders roared down the debris.

“Malvern!” Bunny yelled, getting off her ATV and racing toward the pile of rubble.

The men were hot on her heel. 

The chorus being, “Malvern!”

“Shh. Shh.” Lopez said holding up his hands. “We’ve got to listen for the response.”

But there was no response. Nothing. Just the distant rumble as the Great Wall of China that had stood for millennia, was falling into a pile of debris.

Levont began digging rocks out, throwing them off to the side. “He went down here, right?”

Bunny, tears streaming down her face, nodded. “Right here.”

Dear God, she could see the whole thing play out in her head over and over again. The colonel’s look of realization he was going down. The look of horror as he slid off the slab. His final outreach of his hand, that Bunny felt certain was just for her.

Then he was gone. Buried under a pile of stone.

“I can’t get this one,” Levont said, shoving as hard as he could. His already large biceps bulging. “Bro, get a crowbar from the ATV,” he said to Lopez.

The corporal dashed back to the vehicles, grabbed the bar and was back before Bunny could blink. 

“Make sure we don’t create another rockslide,” Davidson said, positioning her so that she was holding back the upper rocks. At the least she felt like she was doing something to help. 

As the men moved the large boulder, she began to worry what they would find under there. Once in college she had gone rock climbing. One of the girls hadn’t secured herself properly and fell to her death hundreds of feet below. It was like she didn’t have any bones. 

Bunny shivered. The thought made her stomach turn and she hadn’t even known the girl. Malvern had been there for her every step of the way on this mission. To see him broken like that? She might break herself.

“I’ve got a foot!” Levont yelled out. Prenner jumped down to help him move another large stone.

“Sir! Move your toes if you can,” Lopez yelled. The boot sat unmoved though.

“Here, here, here,” Davidson yelled out, pointing to a trio of rocks that were perched precariously.

The men rallied around the sniper, carefully removing the stones to reveal a crevice. Malvern had fallen deep into the gap. His ankle was wedged between two huge slabs of stone from the wall.

Prenner forced his arm into the crevice. “Sir, grab my hand if you can!”

Bunny sucked in a breath waiting for the response.

Levont frowned. “I don’t know if we can move these slabs without heavy equipment.”

“The ATVs?” Lopez asked.

Levont shook his head. “The suspension isn’t built for it. The wishbone will snap if we try to pull this much weight.”

The two shared a look.

“No,” Bunny said before anyone said anything else. She knew that Baasha was fleeing with the Sarin gas, but they were not going to leave Malvern behind. “We are not abandoning him.”

Lopez smiled. “Girlfriend, we weren’t even considering it. What we were considering was what mechanical device was used to pulling this much weight.”

Bunny looked at the corporal as if he was speaking another language. “What are you talking about?”

Levont shoved a thumb toward the cable car engine.

“Then go!” Bunny ordered. The two men rushed off, grabbing a towing hitch from the ATV on their way.

“He’s alive,” Prenner said. “I can reach his chest, he’s breathing.”

With such good news, Prenner didn’t look all that happy.

“What’s wrong?” Bunny asked.

Prenner brought his hand out of the crevice, it was blood stained. “There’s a lot of blood.”

Bunny’s heart sank. Every moment they delayed here gave Baasha more of a lead. Perhaps too much of a lead for even Lopez to close. And what if Malvern was already too far gone?

Prenner squeezed Bunny’s shoulder. “We can’t give up. He’s still alive. There’s hope.”

Bunny didn’t even try to hide the tears that streamed down her face. She couldn’t stem the tide even if she wanted to.

Lopez came back, winded, but determined. 

“Who’s got a drill?” Lopez asked.

Prenner pulled one out of his pack.

“We’ve got to sink a few anchors. Everyone be on the watch for dislodged rocks.”

Bunny knew that everything that they were doing was dangerous. To try and evacuate a rockslide could easily trigger another, larger rockslide. There was still a huge amount of broken wall above them. Enough that it could take them all down. No one even flinched staying in the danger zone.

Prenner quickly drilled the holes they needed to hammer in the tow hooks. Lopez threaded the tow cable through them, then ran back up the hill to the cable car motor.

“Watch out!”

Davidson jumped down from the slab of rock as it inched its way off the pile.

“Stop!” Prenner yelled. The motor groaned to a stop. He waved Davidson over. “We’ve got to clear these first.”

The sniper leapt over the gap and helped Prenner throw huge boulders down off the pile. What adrenaline could do for you. Bunny heard a rumbling above her. The boulders above her had been dislodged. A tiny pebble bounced its way down the rubble. Then a larger rock, then a boulder.

Bunny covered her head as more and more rocks flowed down the side. 

“My hand!” Davidson shouted. Bunny grabbed it and the sniper pulled her over the gap to safety as a boulder the size of a refrigerator tumbled down, right past the spot she had been standing.

The sniper smiled, squeezing her hand. “Don’t need another one to dig out.”

Bunny laughed the nervous titter that someone just saved laughed.

“I’ve got movement!” Prenner yelled. “He’s moving!”

She felt her heart soar. Movement was good. Bleeding was bad, but moving was good.

“Take my hand!” Prenner shouted into the gap. “He’s got it. He’s got my hand.”

Bunny couldn’t help the tears of joy that now flowed any better than she could the tears of sorrow.

* * *

Davidson jumped down to be at the edge of the gap. “Do we need to move the slab anymore?”

Prenner shook his head. “I wouldn’t want to risk another slide. If he can help, I think we can get him out from here.”

Davidson shoved his hand in the gap, fishing around. Finally he found a hand. Malvern gripped it, not as tightly as Davidson would like, but it was enough to get the colonel sitting upright. His head cleared the gap. He had a nasty gash over his eyebrow that was streaming blood down the side of his face.

He wasn’t too worried about that. Head wounds always bleed profusely, but seldom bled enough to be dangerous. They just looked bad.

Davidson shifted his grip to support the colonel’s elbow. Prenner did the same.

“Can you push off, sir?” Prenner asked.

“Not with my ankle wedged,” Malvern said, grimacing.

Davidson leaned over and shoved the offending rock out of the way. Malvern’s foot was freed. He tried to bend his ankle, but cried out.

“Don’t move it,” Prenner said. “We can lift you.”

Well, Davidson wasn’t so sure, at least about his half. Malvern was a big man. Then Lopez was at his side, helping lift the colonel out of the gap.

They half-carried, half-slung Malvern down the pile, finally laying him down on the grassy meadow.

Lopez handed Bunny a large square gauze. “Keep that on his wound.”

The corporal then quickly felt over Malvern’s body for other injuries. “Do you hurt anywhere in particular, sir?”

“Besides my ankle and splitting headache, I’m pretty good.”

“Were you unconscious under there?” Lopez asked, now moving down to the colonel’s ankle.

Malvern yipped, wincing as Lopez tried to move the offending joint. “I think so. All of the sudden I felt Prenner’s hand so I think there was some gap between getting hit and your rescue.”

Lopez nodded. “Concussion. You can’t sleep for a day. Don’t think that’s going to be a problem.”

Malvern smiled for the first time. Davidson felt better now that the colonel’s affable nature was coming back. “No, I doubt it. I take it that Baasha is in the wind?” 

They all nodded. 

“Okay, then what’s the plan? We need to get moving.”

“Not with that ankle of yours,” Lopez stated.

“Splint it and let’s go,” Malvern said.

“Sir, it is most likely broken in several spots and at the best, a bad sprain. If we don’t get it stabilized properly, there could be permanent damage.”

“Really?” Malvern asked, his eyebrow raised. “Now you develop caution?”

“When it is somebody else’s body, yes,” Lopez stated. His own safety? Never mind, throw caution to the wind, but surprisingly the corporal was very diligent about everyone else’s.

“Just get it so that I can limp around, then we’ve got to get in pursuit.”

Lopez’s lips pulled back into a smile. “I’m liking you more and more.”

Then the corporal hit Malvern on the back, hard. The colonel coughed then said, “Glad to hear it.”

As Lopez bent over to splint Malvern’s ankle, Prenner straightened up. “So what is the plan? We’re down an ATV.”

Davidson nodded. “Stark, he’s right. We can’t make it at any speed to Beijing with three to an ATV.”

* * *

Stark was watching Baasha. He’d been prepared and had a get away car. He was already half way back to Beijing. His vehicle was easy to spot. Not a lot of other cars in China had tinted windows.

Doing a few quick calculations, Stark tried to figure out the best options for the team. All of the cars in the parking lot had been taken during the evacuation. The only land vehicles were the ATVs which weren’t hardly going to make the grade.

Prenner was right.

“Outside the box,” his mother urged.

Which sounded like great advice but how to implement it?

Already emergency vehicles were being dispatched to the area. Even if they had a car, Stark seriously doubted that they could make their way back to Beijing due to traffic. Plus the Chinese were going to have to put up roadblocks and such, trapping the team in Badaling.

He extended his search. Badaling was basically just a tourist town. It had very little other than restaurants and hotels. It didn’t even have its own airport. Not even a regional one.

There just weren’t any options. The train wasn’t scheduled to leave for another twenty minutes, if it would even be allowed to leave the station. And there weren’t any rivers in the area so no water travel.

“Extend your perimeters,” his mother suggested.

“Mom, if you have an idea, just spit it out.”

Sometimes his mother’s desire to help Stark “learn his way out of a problem” got annoying.

She pointed to the north.

“No,” Stark said, but his mother cocked her head and smiled. 

“It’s Lopez, he’s going to love it.”

* * *

“Yah, guys,” Stark said into their earpieces. “We might have a transportation alternative.”

Bunny waited, but Stark didn’t continue. 

“We’re all ears,” Malvern stated.

“Well, about ten minutes north is an experimental aircraft plant.”

“So we’re stealing a plane?” Davidson asked.

“Well, not exactly,” Stark replied.

“Spit it,” Lopez barked.

“They are the research and development arm of Terrafugia.”

For some unknown reason, Lopez clapped his hands, jumping up and down. “Oh no, you didn’t.”

“I’m afraid I did,” Stark answered.

“What?” Bunny asked the question that seemed to be on everyone’s mind. “Who is Terrafugia?”

“Oh, only the foremost leader in flying cars!” Lopez said pumping his fist up and down. “Though Stark you had me at secret experimental aircraft. I’m in!”

The corporal dashed to the ATV, revving the engine. “Come on! What are you waiting for?”

Probably for another plan that didn’t involve flying cars.

Bunny followed Davidson to their ATV as Prenner helped Malvern to his feet.

“You’re going to have to stand on the back axel,” Davidson instructed as Lopez spun the back tires of his SUV, apparently to hurry them up.

Malvern, whose face was a bit pale, shook his head. “I’ll do it.”

Davidson frowned at the older man. “Not on that ankle you aren’t. You’ve got to take the seat.”

Malvern waved Prenner off. “You better get on Lopez’s ride before he leaves without you.”

“Good idea,” Prenner said, setting off at a run.

Davidson turned to Bunny. “Either this or you trade places with Levont on Lopez’s ATV.”

Bunny watched as Prenner had to jump on the back of Lopez’s ATV at a run since the corporal had already skidded off.

She gulped. “No, I’ll take the back, thanks.”

Malvern had a hard enough time just getting on the backseat, let alone standing on the rear axel. Bunny got up on the metal struts and grabbed a hold of Malvern’s jacket to stabilize herself as Davidson ramped up the engine, then took off.

Bunny nearly fell on her butt, however she somehow managed to stay on the ATV as they set off into the rolling hills. 

Just in time as sirens sounded on the wind. What looked like a thousand flashing yellow and white lights descended on the previous location of the Great Wall.

 


CHAPTER 23

Davidson could only imagine how both Malvern and Bunny felt after the wild ride through the Chinese countryside on their ATV. Davidson felt as if he’d been rattled down to his marrow. Lopez had set a brutal pace and hadn’t let up the entire way.

They had only pulled to a stop once they arrived at the back fence to the research facility. It looked on high alert after the attack on the Great Wall of China. They hid the ATVs behind some brush while they snuck up on the compound.

There were still a few planes out on the runway that hadn’t been brought in yet. They must have been testing them when the alarm sounded.

Davidson could spot at least five gunmen on patrol, however they weren’t very well organized and everyone’s attention seemed to be on the front gate. They should be able to build a window of opportunity here.

Not a hundred yards in was one of the “flying cars.” It really did look like something out of the Jetsons. It looked like a high-end sedan, only with wings and two jet engines. Right now it was in car mode, meaning it was sitting on the tarmac, looking like it was getting ready to go for a drive on a Sunday afternoon, with wings of course.

“You are sure you can fly one of those?” Malvern asked.

“Please, I just flew a space shuttle.”

“Into the Parthenon,” Malvern reminded him. “So let me rephrase. Do you think you can land one of those?”

Lopez’s eyebrows went up and down like Groucho Marx. “We’ll see won’t we?”

“I was hoping for a slightly more definitive answer,” Malvern mumbled. It was useless with Lopez.

The corporal clapped his hands together. “Just add one more thing to cross off my bucket list.”

Davidson looked to Bunny who rolled her eyes. “It couldn’t be worse than the space shuttle, could it?”

Davidson really didn’t want to find out.

* * *

Baasha had told the driver to go the speed limit, but he found himself getting frustrated as rickshaws passed them by. Most of the traffic was emergency vehicles heading out of the capital city. The roads in were sparse with vehicles. They had arrived after the mass emigration from the Wall.

It wasn’t the traffic he was frustrated with though, it was his present circumstance. The elders of the Righteous had not been pleased that he had killed their savior clone. They felt he had acted rashly, jumping to conclusions that should have been deliberated over for weeks or even months.

Baasha knew people though. That is how he learned to survive even with his deformities. He knew when someone was lying. Davidson had been telling the truth. Judas had died upon the cross, not Christ, which meant Baasha, all of his brothers and even their savior were copies of a mere mortal. A mortal besmirched by history.

He would hold his head in shame, however his head was already bent there since his birth. He could not feel any more shame than he already did.

With the coordinated Sarin attack dismantled by the Americans, it was up to him and him alone to begin mankind’s next chapter. That is why he was heading straight into the heart of Beijing.

The city that couldn’t decide who it was. Steel and glass sky scrapers soared above one story squat family owned shops. A new Mercedes slid past, driving next to a bicycle that was probably manufactured before the Second World War. A city of great dichotomy. Rich and poor ate side by side at small food carts.

Many would suspect he would head to the most densely populated portions of the city, but Baasha’s intent was not a high body count but maximum disruption to the largest economy on the planet.

So instead of heading to the Tiananmen Square with all of its tourists. Or Wangfujing Street that routinely had 100,000 people shopping, or even the capital buildings, Baasha headed slightly south to the Financial Street. It was like Wall Street only three times the size. It was all glistening steel and reflective glass. As decadent as any Western institution. 

To bring down these CEOs and CFOs would cripple the Chinese state. And if he could make them believe it was the Russians? The retaliation would be swift and fierce, bringing about exactly the type of calamity he desired.

To think, it would be the crippled, deformed boy no one wanted to reshape the world. Baasha would be its savior.

* * *

Bunny felt weird hooking on her seat belt. It was just like the one in your car. Over the shoulder and everything. She’d often wondered why planes only had the lap belt.

Seriously, was a plane crash less dangerous than a car crash? She didn’t think so.

Unfortunately the car was built for four and they had six, so Bunny was sitting on Davidson’s lap while Prenner was sitting over the gearshift in the front seat. It was he who made the joke that he was the best qualified. No one else would have dared.

“Easy peasy,” Lopez stated as he turned the ignition on in the flying car. It revved up just like a normal motor.

Davidson rolled down his window manually, because apparently there just wasn’t enough power to go around to the windows. He had to wrap his arms around Bunny to grip his rifle. Not long ago the contact would have been welcomed and familiar. Now she felt like a little girl stuck on Santa’s lap even though he smelled like a brewery. Not that that had even happened in her life.

No wonder she had Daddy issues.

Guards rushed down the tarmac as Lopez eased them forward, Davidson took a few shots. They weren’t his most accurate, however it did get the guards to slow down and forget about a full out frontal assault.

Soon they were racing down the runway, heading straight for the guards. The closer they got, the more accurate Davidson became, dropping the Chinese version of rent-a-cops one by one.

“Here goes nothing!” Lopez shouted, hitting several buttons and pulling up on the steering wheel.

Just as promised, they lifted off. The jet engines roaring to life, providing the uplift.

“Wahoo!” Lopez shouted even as they were being shot at from below. “This is the only thing on my Christmas list from now on!”

About twenty feet off the ground, they skimmed over the research offices, then out over the fence, heading toward Beijing.

While Lopez was all smiles, Bunny noticed that the other men were holding onto something so tightly their knuckles were white. Bunny was glad she wasn’t the only one.

* * *

Stark shook his head. This wasn’t good.  “Guys, they are scrambling jets to intercept.”

“I thought I was staying under the radar?” Lopez asked,

“You are,” Stark explained, “But visual sightings are being broadcast all over Sina Weibo, China’s Twitter.”

Again, Lopez showed his mettle. There was no whining. No angst, just a simple question, “How long?”

Stark switched back and forth between several screens. “They are flying out of Shahezhen so ten, fifteen, minutes at most.”

There was a silence that was only filled with the sound of the mini-jet engines. From the helmet cam footage, it looked to be the ride of a lifetime, even if it might be cut short.

“Did we lose the feed?” Stark’s mother asked.

Stark shook his head. He knew Lopez. This delay was just him concocting another ridiculous, yet highly successful plan.

“Did you find them yet?” Lopez asked.

“Sorry, we lost them in central Beijing. They must have switched cars,” Stark explained. “We are monitoring the airports and tourist attractions carefully.”

“He isn’t going there,” Davidson stated with certainty. “I don’t know China well, but what would be the equivalent of bombing the White House?”

“The Emperor’s Palace?” Stark ventured a guess, but that’s on the tourist’s list.”

“No, China is a communist country, it wouldn’t be destabilized by damaging a building, I meant more figuratively.”

Stark looked to his mother. This kind of tangential thinking wasn’t his strong suit. He’d failed the allegory portion of his SATs.

“Especially if they want to blame the Russians, Baasha is going to want to hit something that really kicks them in… excuse my language, but the nuts.”

Stark nodded, but where was China’s greatest vulnerability? What would frighten them enough to make a knee-jerk reaction to go to war with Russia?

* * *

“Money,” Bunny blurted. All heads in the flying car turned to her. “I mean, China holds most of our debt as well as the rest of the world’s. It is their new claim to fame and to prove that communism is the best way to run a society. If Baasha were able to knock that out…”

“Their stock market is in Shanghai though, not Beijing,” Stark explained over the comm. 

“What is Beijing’s equivalent?” Malvern asked.

“They have a financial district, and strangely, we spotted a car that might be the one Baasha switched into heading that way.”

“I’ll take it,” Lopez said, turning the steering wheel as they banked to the south. “Get me coordinates to that famous outdoors bizarre.”

Bunny frowned, “Do you mean Wangfujing Street?” 

“Sure, whatever, I just need a wide boulevard to land,” Lopez stated.

“Sending them now, but it is going to be close,” Stark stated.

“What is that?” Levont asked, pointing out the window to a huge billowing cloud of sand. 

“Our salvation,” Lopez answered.

Bunny knew about China’s sandstorm problem but had never thought she’d see it in person. When you thought sandstorms, you usually thought of the Sahara or the Arab states, however, China had more frequent and worse sandstorms than Iraq, Kuwait and Dubai, combined.

It was one of those natural disasters that had held China back from becoming a world power for the millennia. Technically they were dust storms from the surrounding dry lands. For decades, China had been cloud seeding and were the leading experts in forcing rain to help control the dust levels, which only accentuated the smog problems in Beijing. The capital city wasn’t proud of the fact it spent a good third of the year with dangerous air pollution levels.

The billowing cloud blocked the sun, making it seem like it was twilight rather than early afternoon. Tink, tink, tink, sounded as tiny dust particles hit the windshield of the car.

“They aren’t going to be able to fly in this.”

“Then how are we?”

“Our engine’s air-to-thrust ratio is much lower, their jet’s high performance engines are very susceptible to particles like this. Just wait,” Lopez said.

Bunny cocked her head, waiting for Stark’s report.

“They are breaking off!” Stark yelled. “They have been called back to base.”

Lopez smiled that fierce smile of his. “Told ya.”

Then the car’s jets starting knocking.

“Okay, so maybe we might have a bit of trouble,” Lopez said, still heading straight for the center of the storm. “But I’d like to see them try to catch us now.”

* * *

Davidson couldn’t see anything out the windshield, so he wasn’t quite sure how Lopez was “steering” their flying car. Lopez kept saying he was doing it by “memory.” However this was the first time he’d ever been to Beijing and unless the corporal had gone off on a guided tour without the rest of them, they’d barely gotten a glimpse of the city.

Wind screamed all around them as dust pelleted their vehicle. Lopez had kept the engines running, but just barely. Visibility was at zero. The windshield wipers were just a blur.

And every once in a while, Stark would scream, “Turn left!” barely in time as they would swerve to miss a random high-rise.

“Turn right!” Stark screeched. They narrowly missed a tall pagoda this time. They could see the intricate carvings on the mahogany wood structure. Their “tail” hit, but bounced off.

“We should be there soon,” Lopez said, straining forward as if the few inches he got could give him some insight into the dust storm.

“You’d better cut speed for your descent,” Stark stated.

Lopez just laughed along with the rest of the team. Right. Lopez slowing down before the last possible second.

“There!” Prenner yelled, pointing ahead. Luckily the outdoor mall’s lining buildings were painted in bright colors. So bright you could actually see them through the dust.

“Hang on!” Lopez yelled, reminding them all that he was way better taking off than landing. Way, way better.

Luckily the streets were fairly empty as the bustling marketplace was cleared by the dust storm. The few remaining pedestrians fled at the sight of their flying car descending from above.

Prenner and Levont were making large waving motions with their hands, like that was going to help get the people out of their way.

“Hope your insurance premiums are up to date,” Lopez joked as he brought them in for a landing.

The flying car tilted right to left as he fought the crosswinds. This long line of buildings flanking the marketplace was like a huge wind tunnel. 

Davidson gripped Bunny as the wheels hit the ground. They skidded as Lopez applied the brakes. 

“That’s not the Japanese Drift!” Lopez yelled as he struggled with the steering wheel. “That is the Chinese Careen!”

A wheel flew off. Suddenly they were driving on metal. Sparks flew up behind them. Then another wheel flew off. Apparently this vehicle was still in the research phase of development.

Lopez never flinched, clinging to the steering wheel, keeping them pretty much in the center of the lane. Then finally they came to a halt. Impossibly they had landed. Sans two tires, but they were safely down from the sky.

“And look, I didn’t even destroy any World Heritage structures.”

“No, it’s just the Great Wall of China is down,” Levont shot back.

“Oh, you can’t blame me for that one! That wasn’t even us!”

“True, true,” Levont stated as he opened his door.

“Hurry up,” Lopez said. “We’ve got some shopping to get done!”

Now Lopez was talking her language.

* * *

“I can’t see anything,” Stark moaned. The dust storm was wreaking havoc with nearly every bit of telemetry. Forget traffic cams. And visual sighting even from the closest satellite was just a blur of brown.

“Don’t be so dramatic,” his mother replied. “We’ve still got thermal.”

Which didn’t do you a whole hell of a lot of good in a city with over eleven million people. Although Stark didn’t say any of that out loud. They’d lost track of the team once they’d left their flying car. At the least that vehicle had a unique thermal signature, now the team was just six people lost amongst the throng.

“And the storm is blowing itself out,” his mother added. 

Not nearly quickly enough for Stark. They also had no luck in pinpointing Baasha’s location. The car they thought might contain the Righteous leader went into an underground parking lot and never came out. The lot was a few miles from the financial district. Had they guessed wrong? Was Baasha targeting another part of Beijing?

If he was, the city and the team were doomed.

“Have you developed an exit strategy?” his mother asked.

“Working on it,” Stark replied even though he really hadn’t thought that far ahead. Stopping Baasha was the only thing on his mind, but his mother was right. First off he needed to think positively. He needed to believe the team would survive this last assault. And if they survived they would probably like to high tail it out of China as soon as possible since every one of those eleven million citizens was going to want their heads, even if the team had just saved their country. 

Right now the red sky was seeing only red. The loss of the Great Wall was cutting the country to the bone. It had been their heritage. Their identity for millennia. Social media was exploding with anger over the destruction of the Wall. No one was going to notice the minor detail it wasn’t their team that did it, but instead the Righteous.

Far easier to believe the evil capitalist America had done it.

Unfortunately the nearest American base was in South Korea. They couldn’t have the team head to the embassy in Beijing. That thing could be taken over in a New York hot minute. No, they needed to evacuate the team to another country, even if that country was right next to the world’s greatest nuclear threat.

His mother glanced over to Stark’s screen. “You better alert the fleet as well. This could get ugly.”

In that, his mother was 100 percent correct.

 


CHAPTER 24

Davidson looked skeptically at the pair of roller blades that Lopez handed him. “Really?”

“Really,” Lopez countered, handing out the rest of the team’s skates.

“We go from flying car to roller blades?” Davidson questioned.

“How else are we going to get there in time?” Lopez asked, indicating the street where the cars were packed due to the dust storm. The entire city was in gridlock, which in one way made their lives easier. The police were going to have a hard time tracking them down, but on the other hand it meant they too were stymied.

Unless of course you counted the roller blades.

“This is the most efficient way to get to the financial district. Seriously, man up,” Lopez snorted.

Davidson laced up along with the rest since he had no better plan and that was going to be Lopez’s next tactic. “Give me a better idea and we’ll go with it.” Everyone knew there wasn’t a better plan. There were just these skates.

Bunny helped Malvern put his skate on over his splint. “This is going to hurt.”

The colonel bit his lip then nodded, grimacing as she got the boot over his damaged ankle.

“Let’s hit it,” Lopez said, tapping his skates on the ground, testing them.

“We’ll help Malvern,” Davidson said as Levont got ready to lead the pack. Lopez didn’t even respond, he just rushed off, overtaking their lead man. 

The corporal had perfect Apollo speed skating form. One arm tucked behind his back, the other swinging in motion with his stride. Soon Lopez disappeared into the dust. Levont did his best to keep up, taking short choppy, thrusting strides, but Lopez was out of there.

“You sure you don’t want me to help?” Prenner asked Bunny as she draped Malvern’s arm over her shoulder. 

“No, we’ve got this,” she said. “Go catch up with Lopez.”

“Yah, right,” Prenner snorted before he took off.

Then it was time to get Malvern on his feet. Even with two good ankles, Davidson wasn’t sure the man could have stayed upright on his blades. 

“Sorry, in my day they were roller skates. Never got into blading,” Malvern explained.

As part of his cover, Davidson had grown up in a small Mid-West town. He could remember those clunky skates down at the roller rink. It felt like a lifetime ago.

“Just lean into us. Keep your bad foot up and balance on your good one.”

“Easier said then done,” Malvern chuckled as Davidson and Bunny shoved off, trying to gain some speed. They were never going to catch up with Lopez, that was a mathematical impossibility, even if they didn’t have Malvern, but they did need to get over to the financial district as quickly as possible.

Bunny was a pretty fine skater herself, providing as much stability and power as he was. Soon they were making their way down the deserted sidewalk. Another bonus of the storm. The pedestrians had cleared out, waiting out the storm in nearby buildings. The path ahead was clear, if not a little bumpy.

* * *

Baasha reveled in the strong winds that buffeted the car. His brother was having trouble keeping the vehicle on the road. But to Baasha it was another sign from God that he was on the right path. 

The world was ready for a good cleansing fire. Or gas as the case may have it. 

God would provide for what happened next as he should.

Sky scrapers soared above them. This steel and glass shrine to money. Just as Jesus dashed the temple and their money lenders. A perfect place to start the next evolution of man’s faith.

His brother pulled up to the curb and Baasha’s other three brothers exited the car and held open his door, a hand outstretched to help him out. He no longer took shame in requiring such assistance. 

The elders may still look down upon him, but he knew. He knew his lineage. He knew that his brothers were no better than him now. They were all the same mutts. They all sprang from the same unholy DNA.

Just as Judas bore the suffering for Christ, Baasha would bring about the apocalypse for the Righteous.

Only he had the steel and the nerve to see this through.

His brother rushed ahead to open the large glass doors that led inside the banking building. Once past the doors the whine of the wind abruptly stopped and was replaced by the whir of the air conditioner. Several other people had sought shelter in the lobby. They were all dust covered and clustered together in the corner where the high end, luxury sofas were assembled.

Baasha limped past them. He could not take time to rest, nor find shelter.

No, he had set his sights much higher than that.

* * *

Bunny’s calf was cramping and her shoulder felt like it might dislocate at any moment, but they were here, and the wind was much calmer amongst the high rises. She pulled down the handkerchief she’d had over her mouth and coughed as Davidson pulled them to a stop.

“Took you long enough,” Lopez said, shaking his head.

Neither Bunny nor Davidson bothered to defend themselves. Lopez would never accept any excuse for being late.

“Davidson you are going up to a perch,” Lopez continued. “I’m going to find us a ride and the rest of you will take a building each.”

“In this wind, I might need a spotter,” Davidson stated.

Lopez nodded. “Take whom you like.”

“Malvern,” Davidson replied. 

Bunny tried to keep her hurt feelings to herself. Usually she was his spotter, but that was before. 

“You don’t have to baby me,” the colonel said.

“I’m not,” Davidson replied while he took off his skates. “I need a spotter.”

With that Lopez took off, disappearing around the corner. Levont and Prenner turned toward the line of tall buildings. 

“I’ll take the far right,” Levont said.

“I’ll take the far left and we’ll work toward the center?”

There were seven buildings that lined the street. Each one a major financial institution. How long was it going to be to clear them all?

“And what about me?” Bunny asked.

Prenner was the one to answer. “You stay safe, here.”

Bunny shook her head as she reached her hand out. “Give me a gun. I can help.”

Prenner’s eyebrow went up. “You sure?”

“I’m positive,” Bunny stated accepting the gun he put into her hand.

“The safety is off,” Prenner informed her.

“I’ve got this,” Bunny said.

The men didn’t give it any more thought. They just trotted off across the street to their assigned buildings. Bunny took a little longer, sucking in a breath, trying to calm her nerves. The gun felt heavy in her hand. It was a compact semi-automatic. She’d trained on one with Davidson.

She could do this. Couldn’t she?

* * *

As Davidson helped lug Malvern to the elevator, he wondered if he shouldn’t have brought Bunny. They could have stashed Malvern somewhere safe until this was over.

The lobby of the office building was practically empty as everyone else was gathered around the guard station’s TV. The broadcast regarding the destruction of the Great Wall was playing loudly.

None of the guards even took a second look at the two of them as they made their way to the elevator or even when they loaded into it. This was a low security mortgage firm. No one suspected that an American Black Ops team would be trying to breach it. 

They were whisked up to the eighteenth floor within moments. Malvern pushed off of Davidson and leaned heavily on the elevator wall. 

“I can take it from here,” the colonel said breathing harder than a man who could take it anywhere.

As the elevator dinged, Davidson forced Malvern’s arm around his shoulder. “You don’t have anything to prove.”

The colonel didn’t argue as they made their way down the long hallway to the corner office. A lone secretary sat behind an oversized desk.

“My friend isn’t feeling well,” Davidson explained in perfect Mandarin. “The restroom?”

Trained to be helpful, the woman popped up from her chair and pointed down the long hallway, not asking a single question of their presence.

Davidson looked into each office, avoiding any that had workers in them. Finally they found an empty office, facing directly at the financial buildings. He shimmed the lock open and helped Malvern inside. Pulling the blinds closed, Davidson set Malvern down next to the outer window then grabbed his pack, getting out his glasscutter. 

Pushing the suction cup against the glass, he then used the diamond point to cut through the window, creating a perfect hole. He handed Malvern the spotter’s scope as he assembled his rifle. In truth, he really didn’t need a spotter. Sure there were factors like the dust and the wind, however the buildings were so close, he could make the shots with his eyes closed. But being a spotter gave Malvern purpose and when you were injured in enemy territory you needed purpose.

“You have a plan, right?” the colonel asked.

“Not a very elegant one, but a plan, yes,” Davidson replied. “Stark, anything on Baasha?”

“Sorry, no. He is still in the wind.”

“Do you have your telemetry back?” Davidson asked as he scanned the windows across the street.

“Only thermal, which isn’t helping with a bunch of full offices.”

“Well,” Davidson said, “Let me see if I can’t help with that.”

He pulled the trigger, shooting high up on the top window. He figured if Baasha was going to launch the Sarin he would do so from a top floor. The Righteous leader might go to the roof, but he would not risk being spotted by satellite. He would have no way of knowing that they were cut off at the moment, so upper floor offices were probably his best bet at spreading the Sarin as far as possible on the wind.

The window across the way shattered, startling the office workers, but none seemed panicked. China hadn’t had its 9/11 yet. They still felt invincible. The workers probably thought it was from the dust storm. 

Davidson fired again, this time hitting a phone, kicking it high into the air. There was no mistake that shot wasn’t the dust storm. He didn’t need to hear the screams to know the room was now properly panicked. The workers ran out of the office, fleeing down the hallway.

He took several more shots in various offices, rousting those workers. Davidson watched as panic spread through the building, causing a full-scale evacuation.

“Thermal should be clearing up soon,” Davidson informed Stark.

“I’ve got one figure climbing the stairs,” Stark stated.

“That would be Levont. Baasha doesn’t move so quickly and probably has an armed guard or three.”

“I’ll be looking for it,” Stark said as Davidson moved on to the next building. His goal was to clear out the entire seven within the next ten minutes. At the least it would give Stark a chance to try and identify Baasha and where he was holed up.

Then and only then could they take him down for good.

* * *

Bunny held her gun up, her finger laying next to the trigger against the cool metal. Several workers had run past her. Clearly Davidson had created some kind of diversion to clear the buildings. She took another step up, approaching the twelfth floor landing. 

Channeling every ounce of training that Davidson had provided her, she checked through the glass window, then snapped the door open, bursting through, checking her corners. Nothing. Another empty floor.

Thank goodness. While she was painstakingly checking each floor her mind was spinning like crazy. How would Baasha choose his building?

“Stark?” Bunny asked into her mic.

“At your disposal,” Stark answered promptly.

“What are the names of the buildings?” Baasha was a religious zealot and religious zealots put a lot of meaning into everything. Especially names. 

“Most are named for the corporation that built them, others have been named for the architect. A few by public sentiment.”

“Run through a few,” Bunny asked, going back out into the stairwell and heading to the thirteenth floor.

“Sinochem, COFOC limited, China National Bank,” Stark listed off. Then came the one that stopped Bunny’s heart. “Beipan Zhi.”

“Are you sure about that?” she asked, her heart now racing.

“Yes,” Stark said. “Why?”

“Because the translation of Beipan Zhi is betrayer,” Bunny explained.

“Why would a company name themselves that?” Stark asked.

“It is probably an old family name, besides we’ve got an American company named Janus. Based off an old Roman god who is half logical and good, the other half chaotic and evil. What’s up with that?”

“No idea,” Stark responded as sirens sounded in the distance. Beijing’s response to a flying car landing downtown Bunny supposed.

“Which building is Beipan?” she asked as the sirens got louder and louder.

* * *

Stark gulped before he answered. “The one you are in.”

Why did it have to be Bunny? Why not Levont or Prenner?

“Heading over,” Levont announced, but he was way up on the twentieth floor and the elevators were shut down.

“On my way,” Prenner stated, but again the man was at least ten minutes away from backing Bunny up.

“You should wait for them,” Stark instructed Bunny.

“Negative. If anything I need to head straight to the top floor,” Bunny stated. To be so beautiful and so brave at the same time. And here he was shaking in his boots half a world away.

“Bunny, you don’t have to do this. I can shoot out all the windows and find him,” Davidson said.

Yes, that sounded like a great idea, only Bunny shot it down.

“Negative. Heading up now,” Bunny replied.

Stark stared at the thermal imaging. Sure enough in the Beipan building there was one slow moving thermal image surrounded by three others. They were on the nineteenth floor, northeast corner. He almost didn’t want to say anything, but in the end he knew he needed to.

“Baasha looks like he is on the twentieth floor. Take the stairwell to your right.”

He watched Bunny’s thermal image move in the direction he instructed, then head up, faster and with more assurance than she had previously moved.

Stark’s mother patted his hand. “She’s a smart girl. She’ll get through this.”

Stark could only pray so.

* * *

Davidson shot again. He’d knocked out every window along the side facing him. No luck.

He switched to thermal. Baasha was set up on the other side of the building.

He abandoned the rifle that he had been shooting the windows out with and pulled out his “bunker buster” rocket launcher. He only had three shells so he had to make them count.

The first hit the wall, exploding into a thousand shades of red and orange, but didn’t punch through. What was up with that? It was supposed to punch through a cement reinforced bunker. And it couldn’t go through a flimsy office building wall. He was going to have to complain to R&D about that. 

Which made the second round all the more important. He had to hit the wall in exactly the same spot as the first round to take advantage of the structural weakness.

This time when the explosion cleared, he could see through into the hallway. Luckily the other wall was glass. He could see through to find Baasha and the others down on their knees.

“I think they are putting together some kind of launcher.”

“Probably to aerosolize the Sarin,” Stark reported. 

Davidson glanced between the bunker buster and his regular long-range rifle. Which to use? He had a lousy angle on the men. Plus at this distance, his shot might be thrown off by passing through the glass.

The smart call was to use the bunker buster’s last round to clear out the glass wall on the other side and then try to find a precision shot.

“We’ve got police coming your way,” Stark announced. 

Davidson looked down. The storm was letting up, allowing for an armed response. They didn’t have much time. The police were bearing down on their location.

He couldn’t doubt himself any longer. He picked up the bunker buster and fired his third and final round. The glass shattered, scattering the men. At the least he’d bought Bunny a little more time.

* * *

She was panting and she couldn’t help it. She knew she had to get her breath under control. Bunny gulped, holding in the air. Then she let it out controlled.

“I don’t have a shot,” Davidson reported in her ear. She was only a few doors down from the office Baasha was hiding in. 

Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. 

The echo of Davidson’s training repeated in her head over and over again. That hike up the stairs had really winded her. But this was it. She was going to make the entry. No Levont to shock and awe. No Prenner to back her up.

Just Bunny, a semi-automatic weapon and her fear. Oh, and the police were starting to search each building, swarming the lobbies, searching for the gunmen that had invaded the financial district.

Gripping the metal tightly she prepared to make the breach.

“Don’t hesitate when you go in,” Levont said in her ear.

“Keep moving forward, but don’t hesitate to move laterally to keep your profile lean,” Prenner advised.

“Breathe, babe, breathe,” Davidson told her. Of course giving her the best advice, as always.

She steadied her breathing, counting off in her head.

Three.

Two. 

One.

Taking in all the advice, she burst into the room. Was it her gun firing or theirs? She wasn’t sure, but she kept going forward, ducking behind a partition, then moving out from the cover to advance.

She’d seen the men do it a thousand times. Usually she was inside the pocket, protected from enemy fire. But this time she was right in harm’s way.

Before she knew it, all three guards were down. She’d taken a bullet to the arm, it grazed her, but she barely noticed. This adrenaline high was all consuming.

She could see her pulse in her vision her heart was hammering so hard.

Then it was over. She took her finger off the trigger and the world fell quiet.

It was just her and Baasha and of course the Sarin container he held in his hand.

She wasn’t Davidson or even Prenner. There was no way she could take the shot without risking hitting that canister.

Her hands began to shake. This wasn’t the first time she had shot a gun or killed someone, but this was the first time she was staring down someone, thinking about shooting them in cold blood. Then there was that whole Sarin gas thing.

Bunny felt like she had every reason to be shaking.

“What are you going to do, child?” Baasha asked, his damaged lips not allowing him to form the words properly. They sounded slurred like Baasha was sleepy, probably not the tone he wanted to take.

She had an idea, taking a step forward she asked him, “You really don’t have any faith, do you?”

Even with his mismatched eyes and squished nose, Baasha’s expression looked confused.

“I am the Righteous. I am faith.”

“Really?” Bunny said taking another step forward, backing Baasha up a step. “Because I have faith. I have faith if God wanted an apocalypse and second coming, he could do it without missing a beat.”

“I am God’s sword,” Baasha said, trying to sound all sure of himself. However Bunny could see the corner of his lip quiver. Maybe in the heat of the moment Baasha thought he was God’s sword, but some doubt must have crept in, didn’t it?

She had to believe it had and that she could use it.

Bunny took another step forward. “You thought you’d cloned Christ but got that wrong, doesn’t that seem like a little bit of God’s stop sign for your plan?”

“No,” Baasha hissed, clutching the Sarin gas canister to his chest. She hadn’t even noticed before that his fingers were webbed. What this guy had lived through.

“I know and now you’ve doubled down on the crazy,” Bunny stated, edging forward again. “This won’t even start Armageddon. My people know about the Righteous. This story that the Russians did this isn’t going to hold up.”

Baasha’s big eye rotated in his head. It was freaky, but Bunny couldn’t get distracted. She focused on his small cloudy eye.

Another step forward. “This is over.”

Her words had the opposite effect however as he raised the Sarin canister above his head. “It is only beginning.”

Then Baasha’s big eye exploded, spraying hot sticky blood across Bunny’s face. Davidson must have finally had his shot. Bunny dove forward, catching the Sarin canister before it hit the floor. She fell, the metal cylinder pressed against her breast.

Had it cracked? Was the seal broken?

Laying on the floor in the fetal position, she ignored the cries of her name from Davidson, Stark, Levont and Prenner. She took a breath, then another, than a third. No burning. No bleeding from the eyes. No skin rash.

It must have held.

“We are good,” Bunny announced amongst the tears. “The canister is intact.”

 


CHAPTER 25

Davidson snapped his rifle down. That had been close. That had not been his best shot, not by far. The wind had kicked up and he could only make out Baasha’s head tangentially. 

Bunny had done a good job of backing him up into the kill zone, but even at that he’d had to send a prayer along with the bullet.

Banging at the door reminded him that while the world might be safe, they were not yet. The police had made it to the upper floors.

“Lopez, a little extraction would be nice.”

A helicopter rose up in front of them.

“You rang?” Lopez said with a chuckle.

Thank God the corporal was every bit as good as he thought he was. Davidson helped Malvern up as the police beat down the door. Bullets flew as he helped the colonel into the awaiting helicopter, which wasn’t necessarily easy.  The craft bucked in the wind as Lopez wrestled with the stick.

He had to give it to Malvern. Even with a potentially busted ankle, the guy launched fearlessly off the ledge and threw himself into the chopper. Davidson slung his rifle and followed suit as the police made their approach.

As soon as he hit the deck Lopez took them up, straight up. The police’s bullets surged beneath them. Then he cranked the stick over, laying them out nearly horizontal as they sped over to the building.

“Get up on the roof,” Lopez barked. “Can’t do that again.”

“Copy that,” both Prenner and Levont replied.

“Bunny?” Davidson asked when she didn’t respond. “Bunny!”

“Yah,” she answered sounding way far off. “I’m… I’m going.”

Delayed shock. He’d seen it a hundred times. But now was not the time to get your feet stuck in mud.

“Run!” he shouted. He didn’t want to be mean at a time when she was so vulnerable, but her life depended on it.

“Copy that,” she responded, much more crisply. She seemed to be regrouping.

They swept over the left most building to find Levont waving them down. Lopez brought them in, but didn’t stop. He trusted Levont to make the jump and then they were out over the street, which was beginning to fill with police and even a SWAT unit. They gathered Prenner in the same way, then headed to ground zero, Bunny’s building.

She burst out of the door and raced to the center of the roof as Lopez sped over. Davidson put his hand out, grabbing hers, dragging her in as Lopez took off again. Sometimes he had faith in things that perhaps he shouldn’t.

Bunny was in his arms, sobbing softly as he urged her deeper into the chopper so Levont could close the door, cutting their wind resistance. Lopez took advantage of every bit of power the chopper had to spare as they flew out and over Beijing that was now blanketed in a dull brown. 

“They’re putting everything up!” Stark shouted.

“What do you mean by everything?” Lopez asked.

“Everything. Fighter jets, helicopters. They are emptying both Beijing bases.”

Davidson held onto Bunny even tighter as Lopez tipped the nose forward, really pushing the engines.

They had to get to South Korea, like now.

* * *

Stark had to turn away from the monitors. It was too much to watch. Nearly the entirety of China’s Beijing Air Force was up in the sky, hunting the team. He couldn’t even count the enemy, that’s how bad it was and every second another plane or chopper was taking off. 

Lopez had a slim lead ahead of the choppers, but the jet fighters? They would intercept within minutes. The team was barely out of the city, let alone to the coast, let alone across the Yellow Sea to South Korea. 

Their only solace, if you could call it that was that the dust storm had moved out over the water. While they weren’t scrambling the jets back to base this time, they were having to be cautious, which of course, Lopez never was.

It was surprisingly not much distance between China and North Korea. Some felt, especially those in South Korea, not enough distance.

Lopez was already out over the Yellow Sea, streaking toward his goal. There were at least two dozen helicopters in pursuit, right on his tail. Several jets made passes but didn’t even bother to fire their missiles into the intense dust storm.

It looked like not only was Lopez embracing the storm, but actually mirroring the storms trajectory, keeping him and his team, right in the center of it.

“Weird, right?” His mother asked, pointing to the screen.

Lopez and the storm were heading over several large cruise ships. If you weren’t familiar with the Far East, you wouldn’t know that the Yellow Sea was home to the largest density of cruise ships. There might be political tension between China and South Korea, however the tourist business was booming.

Another reason why the fighter jets weren’t letting their missiles rip. If one missed the team’s helicopter then locked onto the heat of the cruise ship’s engines? Disaster. Or at the least a bigger disaster than the day had been for China. Shooting up their own cruise ship was not going to look good on CNN.

Then one of the cruise ships lit up. 

“Sea to Air!” Stark yelled out. Guess those cruise ships weren’t just carrying passengers.

* * *

Davidson grabbed a metal strut and held on for dear life as Lopez swooped in and between missiles. Some from the sea, some from the jets overhead. It was like a missile slalom. Explosions rang out all around them, but so far none had hit.

Lopez was up there whooping and cursing. You know, the norm for a life and death situation.

Bunny clung tight within Davidon’s arms, burying her head against his chest. She’d had a rough day and this stomach churning ride probably wasn’t helping anything. At the least Prenner had taken the Sarin canister from her and secured it in their Hazmat box.

However if the chopper got hit by one of those missiles, all bets were off on containment.

“Stark, you’ve got to convince the Chinese that we’ve got Sarin. Not ours but the Righteous’. It must be all over the news about the thwarted worldwide attack.”

“What do think I’ve been trying to do? Mom’s got Biden on the other line, but communication channels are clogged.”

As the wind shoved them over a good ten feet, Davidson wasn’t surprised that even the Vice President couldn’t get through to China. They were on their own. But when weren’t they?

“Uh oh,” Lopez said so low Davidson almost didn’t hear him over the wind and the missiles exploding.

He’d rather have Lopez cursing up a blue streak than saying “uh oh.” Lopez’s “uh oh” was the equivalent to Australian’s “no worries,” which always meant there was something to worry about.

“We’re losing hydraulic fluid!” Levont announced.

Uh oh was right. Without that fluid, Lopez wasn’t going to be able to steer the helicopter and between the storm and the missiles, steering was kind of important.

“What do you need?” Davidson asked, pretty much knowing the answer.

“Someone’s got to manually turn off the valve to stop the leak.”

Davidson shed his rifle and ammo, urging Bunny over to Malvern. He then picked up a rope and secured it to a metal bracing.

“I should go,” Prenner said.

Davidson shook his head. “I’ve got the leaner profile,” he explained. “You keep that line secure.”

“Copy that,” Prenner responded.

Davidson put on some goggles, the dust was still flying out there and opened the door. Dirt and wind blasted him in the face like some kind of “dust” peel. He gripped hold of the side of the helicopter and swung out onto the struts. Prenner, true to his word, kept the line taut.

He baby-stepped his way down the length of the chopper. Unfortunately the valve he needed to get to was further down the tail, he would have to leave the relative safety of the struts and climb onto the tail to make the repair.

Davidson heard the missile before he saw it, coming straight at them.

He dug his fingernails into the seam of two metal panels as Lopez arced them away from the danger. The missile passed so close by that Davidson’s ear got singed. No time to dally though. He had a valve to shut.

Leaping up, he grabbed hold of a handle, allowing his feet to dangle. He then threw a leg over the tail of the helicopter, keeping his head low so that his head didn’t get sliced off by the rotors churning overhead.

Finally he stretched out and opened the maintenance panel door. There were a series of dials. He found the third one over, the one that was registering wild swings in pressure and shut it off. This would stop the leak, but also stop the flow of the fluid.

They had ten minutes max fly time now.

South Korea couldn’t be that far away could it?

Then an explosion bloomed underneath of them, suddenly lifting the chopper high in the sky. Davidson clung to the chopper, but Lopez banked sharply to avoid another missile, flinging Davidson off the side of the chopper.

Only that thin strand of rope kept him from plummeting into the Yellow Sea. Dangling from the rope, Davidson tucked his legs up as a jet screamed past beneath them. 

Prenner, God love him, pulled him back up into the chopper.

Bunny and Malvern helped haul him all the way in.

“Told you it was going to be fun,” Lopez said with a wide smile.

* * *

Fun this was not, Bunny thought.

Her nerves were frayed down to the last nub. Their ducking and diving and otherwise insane flight path weren’t helping anything. She still had sticky blood on her face, plus possibly brain matter. She needed out of this chopper, now.

But every time Lopez had to change course to avoid a missile it took them further and further from their goal.

Then the worst thing that could have happened, happened. 

They flew out in front of the storm. There was nothing but clear skies. Which meant nothing but perfect targeting for the jets and the fleet of helicopters that were on their tail.

“Look!” Prenner yelled.

Far in the distance was the glimmer of land. And a strange shadow in the sky. Was South Korea having a storm as well?

Lopez stopped rolling and pitching and instead just punched it. They streaked over the water’s surface toward their sanctuary. Missiles still exploded.

“Stark, I thought were we in South Korean air space?” Lopez demanded. 

“You are in disputed South Korean air space, apparently the Chinese have decided today is the day to reclaim it.”

There was nothing Lopez could do but speed on ahead.

As they approached the eastern shore of South Korea, Bunny began to realize that the cloud was not cloud but a veritable wall of helicopters. Apparently Biden had gotten through to someone and the American Air Force had shown up in force.

Lopez headed straight for the middle of the hovering craft. 

The explosions stopped. Apparently the Chinese weren’t ready to take on the entire South Korean contingent of the Air Force. 

The corporal banked them so they slipped through the grid and into South Korean air space.

“You don’t feel bad about hiding behind Papa Bear?” Levont teased Lopez.

“With the entirety of China on my ass, no way!”

Lopez swung them around on their axis to watch as the Chinese juggernaut, finally broke formation and banked around and away from the wall of helicopters.

“Just another international incident you incited today,” Stark said over the comm.

“Three of them in a day, not bad, not bad,” Lopez joked up in the pilot’s seat.

Only after the Chinese had all turned back did the American formation loosen, guiding their little chopper back to base.

Bunny burst out into tears. She wanted to be brave in front of her team, but too bad.

They were alive.

They had survived another religious zealot, the Great Wall coming down, a Sarin gas attack and a full out military assault from the Chinese.

If you couldn’t cry at a moment like this, when could you?

 


EPILOGUE

Davidson walked down the hallway of the military hospital. Unlike most of the hospitals he’d been in, this one was fairly empty and most of the men here were sick, not injured.

He took a left to the orthopedic wing that was practically deserted. The only room occupied was the colonel’s. Malvern was up, balancing on some crutches, trying to get his shoe on.

“Sir,” Davidson said, rushing over to help him keep his balance. “I thought they were keeping you for another day?”

“Posh,” Malvern sneered. “It’s not even broken, just a bad sprain.”

“I thought the doctors said you had severe ligament ruptures?”

“Potato, patatoe,” Malvern said, shrugging off Davidson’s help. “I’ll be fine. Just need some rest and physical therapy,” Malvern explained as he sat down on the bed, then looked past Davidson. “Is Bunny with you? She said she was coming by.”

“Ya, about that,” he said, reluctant to say anything, but feeling like he must. “Sir, you performed admirably out in the field and kept your word to only support us, but…”

“But?” Malvern asked, his bushy white eyebrow going up.

“But this thing with Bunny. I get where she is coming from, sort of, but you, you I don’t get.”

“What thing with Bunny?”

“Oh come on, sir, you know what I mean. It’s not just me, the rest of the team wants to know your intentions?”

“Intentions? For Bunny, son, what are you talking about?”

Davidson could feel his cheeks flush. This was a mortifying conversation. He should have let Prenner have it like he wanted to. “The flirtation, sir.”

“With Bunny?” Malvern stated again.

“Yes, with Bunny.”

“The girl half my age?” Malvern chuckled. “Son, I don’t know where you got that idea, but I have absolutely no intentions on the girl. I am a happily married man for over forty seven years.”

Davidson backed up a step. “Then why all the attention…”

“For the love of God, she reminds me of my granddaughter,” Malvern said, chuckling again. “It just felt like she could use some fatherly energy. Does she think otherwise?”

“Your granddaughter?” Davidson was still was having a hard time grasping the concept.

“Yes, but Bunny thought I was somehow coming onto her? And the rest of the team?”

Davidson nodded, still slightly dazed. This conversation had taken a turn he hadn’t expected. He had been all ready for Malvern’s denial, defensiveness, and general surliness, but this? That he wasn’t interested at all. That all of them had their minds in the gutter, that had been unexpected.

“Why in the world would everyone jump to that conclusion?”

“Well, Bunny kind of has a history of it…” Davidson explained.

“Oh, I didn’t know. Should I talk to her?” Malvern asked.

“No, no, I’ll take care of it.”

* * *

“That won’t be necessary,” Bunny said as she walked into the room. She’d heard the tail end of the conversation. Even though her cheeks were on fire, she had to own up to her part.

“I’m sorry, Malvern,” she said to the colonel then turned to Davidson, “He has been nothing but a gentleman. It was me that interpreted it all wrong.”

Davidson looked like he felt a combination of relief and anger. She probably deserved that.

Shame that she had misconstrued Malvern’s attention burned hot in her chest. Her daddy issues really were coming to the surface.

“Don’t sweat it,” Malvern stated, shoving something into his bag. “I should have made it more clear.”

“No, this was me, all me,” Bunny stated.

This was all so awkward.

Then Lopez came barreling around the corner. “So is this a ménage or can anyone join in?”

His infectious good mood turned the room right around. Davidson punched Lopez in the arm and the corporal pretended that it actually hurt. “Ouch!”

Levont laughed as he came in followed by Prenner who actually broke out a rare smile for the occasion.

“So me and the boys were talking and you didn’t suck out there,” Lopez stated.

“Good to hear,” Malvern answered with a grin of his own.

“So we’re thinking instead of trying to train another hump, you might be a keeper, if you want to keep us,” Lopez said, sounding just a touch vulnerable at the end.

Malvern thrust his hand out. “As long as you’ll have me, I’m here for you.”

The two shook hands, then Lopez clapped Malvern on the shoulder. “Cool, then you’ve got to see some of these.”

Lopez sat down on the bed as the men all gathered around. “And this one of you flying off that wall, right before you crashed! Look at that expression, priceless!” Lopez whooped. “If these weren’t classified, we’d own YouTube!”

Bunny watched as the men flipped through photos of their harrowing experience. Now they could laugh, back then, not so much.

“Do you want to talk?” Davidson asked. She hadn’t even noticed him coming up behind her.

No, she really didn’t. She was embarrassed enough already. She really didn’t want some kind of pep talk from Davidson, but he at the least deserved a few moments of her time.

She followed him out of the room as the men belly laughed. Once in the hallway, Davidson closed the door to the room. The laughter did sound a little out of place in a hospital.

“I don’t know what happened,” Davidson said. “But I think we need to clear the air so that we can move on.”

Bunny nodded. She couldn’t agree more. “Davidson, you are perfect and I mean that. You are kind and sweet and gentle yet one of the strongest men I know. You should be perfect for me.”

“But?”

“But, obviously this thing with Malvern shows there’s something wrong with me.”

“Bunny, don’t say that.”

“No, there is. You are right here, perfect. I should be in love with you… but... I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but I’m not.”

Davidson frowned, but not in a hurt feeling kind of way. “I know how you feel. Trust me, if my feelings were clear, I would have acted on them. You’ve got your Daddy issues, I’ve got my Knot issues.”

Bunny gave a weak smile. The two of them. Quite the pair that weren’t a pair.

“I’m sorry, I really am. I wish we could find a way to work through this, but I just don’t see it.”

Davidson nodded. “I agree. So friends?”

He put his hand out, but that didn’t seem to honor the bond they had formed over the past few years.

Bunny put her hand on Davidson’s cheek, outlining one of the scars that ran down his face. She didn’t touch the scar, she knew that was still too sensitive, but stroked the skin around it.

“More than friends, but less than lovers,” Bunny said. “How’s that?”

She leaned in and meant to give him a peck on the cheek, but Davidson turned at the last second so that there lips met. 

There was a crackle to the air as she leaned into him. All doubt. All worry evaporated under that kiss. His lips were warm and inviting. She parted hers effortlessly. It was like they had been meant to be together but had some kind of spell put on them to not be able to see it.

Well, his hands coursing over her back certainly dispelled that problem.

Whatever semi-permeable membrane that had kept them apart was shattered.

There was no more world than their kiss.

* * *

Davidson felt light headed, like he was walking in a dream. The world had a Gaussian filter over it as he pulled back from Bunny’s lips, which had tasted like peaches and cream.

Her eyes were at half-mast as she licked her lips. “About everything I just said…”

“Forget it?” Davidson replied. “Me too.”

How in a single instant over a year’s worth of tribulation could be cleared away. Like a cleansing rain. He saw her through different eyes. She wasn’t just beautiful, she was his.

“We’ve been idiots,” he whispered kissing up her neck. Her hand lay on his chest as her other hand landed on his hip.

“Complete and total morons,” she answered.

He smiled at her and leaned in for another kiss but Lopez burst out of Malvern’s room. 

“Jesus, you two, we can’t leave you alone for a minute! Geez, get a room already,” Lopez said as he walked past. The rest of the team followed suit, laughing. “We’re taking Malvern out for whatever passes for a drink in South Korea. You two joining us?”

In truth, he’d rather spend some time alone with Bunny to explore this new development, but the team came first. If anyone would understand it would be Bunny.

Which she seemed to as she grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze. “We’d be honored to.”

With that they brought up the rear of the party. Lopez was still flipping through the pictures on his phone. “Stark, we’ve got to blow this one up!”

Davidson didn’t even want to know which one it was. 

They’d saved the world and he’d gotten the girl. 

What else did he need?
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CHAPTER 1

“This is our stupidest mission ever,” Levont stated.

“What just because we are back in Pakistan after last year’s debacle in Kashmir? Or the fact we are raiding a terrorist safe house across the street from Pakistan’s largest air force base? Or the fact we have no idea what the package is or looks like?” Lopez asked.

Davidson smiled at the men’s banter. They were making their way through the back roads of the Pakistani city of Karachi, the Muslim world’s largest city. The streets in this older region of town were packed tight together. They couldn’t even get the SUV into the alley, hence why they were on foot.

“Hey, I didn’t say I was complaining,” Levont responded. “I just thought I would mention it for posterity.”

That sounded more like Levont. 

“That’s better,” Lopez said, slapping his teammate on the back.

Prenner just rolled his eyes and kept walking. 

“Probably time for radio silence,” Malvern stated. “Stark, we will be off line until we are outside of the safe house.”

“Roger that,” Bunny responded. It was weird not to have the redhead here. After their last mission, Bunny had decided to stay stateside for a while. Just as they had reconnected, they were separated. Probably for the best as things had heated up, quite a bit. Maybe a bit too much. 

Davidson had liked their take-it-slow plan, but their bodies had put the accelerator on that. If romance had freaked him out, physical intimacy threatened to blow a fuse. Every card in the deck was stacked against it. His scars, his training, his lack of experience.

So in some ways it was a relief to have Bunny stateside, especially on such on odd mission.

Davidson tapped Malvern on the shoulder then pointed up with his thumb. He needed to find his perch.

The CIA had identified the best spot to observe the take down and given him a map to the spot. Normally he didn’t agree with the CIA’s assessment, but there weren’t a whole lot of options in the area. Beggars couldn’t be choosers.

Down the alley, just down the alley, was the chain link fence of the Masoor Air Force base. Davidson could make out military personnel moving around a bunch of armed vehicles. The Pakistani President was coming later in the week to tour the base and they were pulling out all the stops so even though it was an air force base they had tanks, armored SUVs and even an amphibious vessel on display since the base was on the Arabian Sea.

The rest of the buildings in this neighborhood were squat and square. The building he was heading to was the only three-story building for blocks around. He could see why. It looked like the houses were plastered over mud. The walls couldn’t support a second story. Davidson wasn’t even sure how the current roofs were holding up.

The three-story looked stick built and a whole heck of a lot sturdier than the rest of the neighborhood. So Davidson headed there. It was an apartment building. No doorman though Davidson guessed.

As he passed the homes he kept his head down, allowing his shalwar kameez clothing to sell that he was a local. When Lopez had called it a pajama suit, Bunny had nearly lost it. She went into an extremely long and pointed discussion of how apparel was an important part of any culture. Lopez had finally just given in rather than listen to another half an hour discussion of the differences in clothing of the four regions of Pakistan and that of India, Iran and Afghanistan.

Needless to say, no one commented further on their attire. Davidson had just accepted his lightweight cotton pants and long shirt. The materials were undyed. Even though it wasn’t uncommon to have silk or even chiffon shalwar kameez, Bunny had chosen the natural cotton ones to denote the team was of the lower class. They should blend right in with the neighborhood they were infiltrating.

Therefore Davidson also wore a Balochi turban. This was not plain. Not at all. Even the poorest of men in Pakistan spent money on their turban. Some wore their family’s colors, others spent nearly a week’s wage on elaborate embroidery. Bunny had chosen a stripped fabric of black and grey. Enough embellishment to pass as a native but not too flashy.

His shoes were kind of an odd loafer. The smooth leather felt strange against his skin. He was used to thick wool socks and combat boots. However, those would have been a complete give away, so he wore the traditional Jutti shoes, no socks.

They were whisper quiet though on the packed dirt street.

He cut across the road and headed into the apartment building. Funny how apartment buildings were pretty much all the same across the world. He could hear the sounds of dinner being made, children being called in from play.

Only the scents were distinctly different in each country. The Pakistani Karachian aromas were like a split between traditional Middle Eastern and Mediterranean. There were lamb kabobs and yogurt, influences from sea trade with Greece and other Mediterranean countries. Then there was the strong scent of lentils and roti, a pasta-like dish. Roasted pine nuts also flavored the air.

Davidson’s mouth watered as he made his way to the far end of the hall to take the stairs up to the roof. Even though the sun was setting, he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. Bunny promised them a full meal when they got onto the submarine that was their extraction vessel. 

And what Bunny promised, Bunny usually delivered.

Davidson walked up the steps at a nice casual pace. He couldn’t draw attention to himself, trotting up them, but how did one do that in these Jutti shoes? They flopped at the heel if he even walked a little fast.

Finally he made it to the roof. 

He opened the door to find goats. Yes, goats on the roof, oh and some chickens too. Davidson found his mic pack and clicked it twice, which was their signal for Stark and the rest back home to pay attention.

Apparently the CIA had only done a cursory sweep over the roof, probably mid-day when the goats and chickens weren’t here and called the roof “clean.”

Not so much. Really wishing for his boots now, Davidson carefully made his way across the poopy minefield to the far edge of the roof when he heard a sound. He hadn’t removed his rifle from his duffle bag yet, but it was still going to be awkward.

His hand went to the back of his pants to his sidearm as the door opened on a youth. The boy had on a traditional Kurta purple shirt worn over blue jeans. He had on tennis shoes instead of Juttis.

The boy at first was cooing to the animals, bringing them an evening snack until he spotted Davidson and stopped, stiffening, the child’s eyes dilating.

“Man ny ap kw kw'ea nqsan nhan mtlb,” Davidson said, taking his hand from behind his back and spreading his hands wide. “I mean you no harm.”

The boy backed a step, looking like he might run back down the stairs. And what was Davidson going to do about it? He certainly wasn’t going to shoot a boy in the back that was for sure.

The boy’s eyes narrowed. “GI Joe?” the boy asked in broken English.

Whether the boy was talking about the historical nickname for American forces or the movie, Davidson wasn’t sure. But did it matter? He could try to lie his way out of this but it didn’t feel like the move here.

Davidson nodded. “GI Joe.”

The boy nodded enthusiastically and took several steps closer to Davidson.

“You fight Al Qaeda?” the boy asked.

It was easy to forget that the terrorist organization wasn’t just hurting America, but anyone who interacted with America. Pakistan was nearly in as much danger from suicide bombers as Israel. While there was some support for the terrorist organization in the tribal lands and eastern provinces, this far south, Al Qaeda were as feared and resented as the terrorists were in America.

Again, Davidson nodded. 

The boy’s lips widened into a smile showing off his white teeth. “Good,” he added.

Davidson reached into his pocket and pulled out all the change he had. About seven rupee or five American dollars. They were mixture of gold and aluminum coins. He tossed them to the boy.

The child caught them mid-air. His smile, somehow spread even further. “Thanks, Joe!” the boy said then ran back inside.

That had been a calculated risk. Would the boy tell? Would he blow Davidson’s cover?

* * *

Bunny paced behind Stark and his mother, chewing the edge of her thumbnail. 

“That was risky…” Stark said what everyone was thinking.

At first it had been almost comical about the goats and chickens. She’d already fired off a rather terse note to their CIA liaison. She would never trust them again. They would run their own satellite coverage of prospective mission. Then the rooftop took a very dangerous turn.

In theory Davidson should have neutralized the boy. Either killed or at the least knocked him out. Davidson had broken protocol and let the boy go, trusting that he wouldn’t blow their entire mission.

They all strained to hear any shouts and evidence that an angry crowd was coming Davidson’s way, but all they heard was the occasional bleat of a goat and the cluck of the chickens. 

Davidson’s face wasn’t viewable from the angle of his helmet cam, however it bobbed a bit more than it usually did with Davidson. Usually his breaths were so measured and shallow, not the sharp, too fast ones he was having now.

Then the sniper turned sharply away from the door and looked out over the street to the target building. He must have felt confident the child wouldn’t talk.

Even though Davidson was a trained killer. Razor sharp reaction times and an unflinching loyalty to his team and his country, shooting an innocent child just wasn’t in his constitution. Not even the Knot’s brainwashing had broken that.

And there was an even greater concept at play here. 

They needed each and every ally they could get in Pakistan. Davidson didn’t want in any way to reinforce the Middle East’s perception of the arrogant, brutal American image. He wanted to show that even while on a vital mission, America could be merciful.

Making things worse, they didn’t even know how vital this mission was. Davidson certainly wasn’t going to injure a child without knowing what to weigh against the boy’s life.

“Anything?” Bunny asked at Stark.

The techie shook his head. “Nothing. No one seems to know what we are going in for.”

“Don’t know or won’t tell us?” Bunny questioned.

“I really don’t think our liaisons even know. I think three people at Langley know and they aren’t talking.”

Bunny couldn’t get too mad at Stark. She was getting the same response from her contacts at the agency. Everyone was shrugging their shoulders. Apparently not a lot of people had been let in on the Hoover operation.

She stared at the satellite image on the screen. They had like ten different angles on the place. They were blessed with thermal, ground-penetrating radar, and a whole host of other specialty lens.

They knew for instance that there were two guards in the front room. Another three between the door and the back room and another five in the back room. They were assuming that is where the mystery item was being held.

It must have been valuable if they had all that muscle in there.

Normally the team would have attacked at 3am which was the true witching hour. Forget about midnight. Even people accustomed to the night shift had a hard time focusing at three am. It was like the human body knew it shouldn’t be awake at that time of the day.

If you ever needed emergency surgery you should just hold off until five am which increased reaction times and alertness by over sixty percent. 

However they didn’t have that luxury since the CIA had credible information that the item was being moved at eight pm tonight to parts unknown. This was their window and they had to use it.

Even though she was relieved to be in a nice safe IT room, there was still a part of her that longed to be out with the team. Fieldwork was certainly an acquired taste, but it looked like she had developed an appetite for it.

Sitting here, having absolutely no power over the situation was actually more stressful than being inside the dangerous situation itself. But it had made no sense to go with the team. There was no historical mystery. Just straight up terrorists. So why not stay stateside?

That was before she had worn her thumbnail down to the nub. 

She was never staying home again. It was simply costing her too much in manicure fills.

* * *

Davidson ignored the goat nibbling at his pant hem. And the chicken that had decided to roost on his hip. He had to ignore everything else that wasn’t in his scope’s sight.

The rest of the team had made it across the street then split up. Lopez and Levont on the front door. Prenner and Malvern on the side door. They were going in nice and quiet. No blowing up doors or other such nonsense. Stealth was their only advantage really.

They really needed to avoid a firefight here. The last thing they wanted was the Pakistani military alerted to a problem in their backyard.

In some ways it was a comfort to be on a “normal” mission. Funny how Al Qaeda seemed far less ominous after having to deal with true religious fanatics like the Righteous. They would have to go back to digging those freaks out, but for now they had a “break” to go after some regular terrorists. Run of the mill really. Almost pedestrian.

However not harmless. Davidson needed to respect the danger that lay ahead.

He watched as Levont used a “silent” pneumonic expander to lift the hinges right off the door. Prenner was doing the same to the side door.

Soundlessly the men counted down. Davidson gripped his rifle. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to fire a single shot, or so was the plan.

He watched as Lopez ripped the door off and Levont charged into the front room. Everyone was equipped with silencers. The bad guys, not so much. Which meant the team had to hit and hit hard, before any shots were fired.

The only thing he could make out were several muzzle flashes. On the thermal sensors, the enemy went down, their bodies cooling quickly. Only five more in the back room who didn’t even seem alerted to the breach.

This mission couldn’t be going any smoother.

* * *

Stark studied the screens. So far so good.

“What is it?” Bunny asked, pointing to another screen.

He pulled his attention back to the screen that was trying to determine what the package was. They had excellent coverage of the room.

The object was circular in shape. About a foot in diameter.

“Flying saucer?” his mother suggested. Bunny frowned. She just didn’t get his mother’s sense of humor.

Bunny huffed as only Bunny could and still look completely cute. “There’s no explosives? Can’t you sniff out what it is made of?”

Now it was his mother’s turn to frown. She really didn’t like being questioned.

“Of course I have and no explosives are present. The object’s shell is made of aluminum with electronic components underneath.”

“What kind of electronic components?” Bunny asked.

“Don’t know,” his mother said, “Until we can get a look under that hood.”

A bright explosion of muzzle flashes drew them all back to the other monitors. The team had breached the back room and strode up to the object.

Stark changed over to the helmet cams to get a better, real time look at it.

Lopez laughed. “Seriously? Really? No. Just no.”

Stark didn’t understand what Lopez was talking about until he switched to the corporal’s helmet cam.

“A Roomba?” Lopez chuckled.

But that was exactly what it was. One of those little robotic vacuum cleaners.

“This is ridiculous,” Levont said. “To risk our lives for a Roomba.”

Stark slid his chair down the line of keyboards and screens. “Not so ridiculous.”

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” his mother said with a wicked grin.

“I think so,” Stark said. “Lopez carefully turn over the Roomba, we need to see the underside to be sure.”

“Um, okay,” the corporal stated, moving forward, flipping the Roomba over.

“Brilliant, just brilliant,” Stark breathed out.

* * *

“What are you guys talking about?” Bunny asked hating that she felt so left behind.

“They have turned the innocent and ubiquitous Roomba into a mobile spying station.”

Bunny wasn’t quite sure how that could be true, but she studied the unit on the screen. Stark and his mother were identifying components like microphones and micro cameras, and motion detectors. Even a bomb sniffing “nose.”

“You see the biggest problem with bugs is that they are stationary,” Stark explained. “We have to hope that our subject is in the room, in range of our bugs. Now the bug can come to you, and do a good dusting of the floor while it is at it. This, this thing is freaking genius.”

“So…” Bunny took in a breath before continuing. “The Roomba, detects motion, then gets itself into the room, going around the floor at the subject’s feet, both video and audio recording what is happening?”

Stark nodded vigorously. “I mean, I wish I’d thought of it. This is totally next gen stuff.”

“What did it record?” Bunny asked.

“We’re packing up,” Lopez said.

“Copy that,” Bunny responded then looked to Stark to answer her.

“Not sure, but I can bet it was either the American Embassy in Islamabad or the Pakistani military headquarters. They could have all of our joint plans to fight extremism in the country.”

“How much would that be worth?” 

Stark shrugged. “I don’t know. Five hundred million? Maybe more.”

Bunny looked back to the screen. Five hundred million? That was a lot of money. No wonder the CIA wanted it. She watched as the men made their egress out the side door.

This looked to be a clean mission.

That’s about when the screen bloomed a bright red and orange.

* * *

Davidson shielded his eyes and the missile exploded against the building next to the one his team had just been in. A drone whisked by, flying west but banking toward the north.

“Drone coming around for another pass,” Davidson announced. “Get the hell out of there.”

From the shouts and Spanish cursing, Davidson knew the men were on the move. He took aim at the drone, but was too late to stop the second launch. The building the men were just in, blew up into a thousand tiny pieces of rubble.

Davidson was glad to see the men pour out of the alley and into the main street.

“Stark, is there a second operation in play? Is the CIA double dipping?” Davidson asked.

“Not that we can tell,” Bunny replied. “But I am sure as hell going to make sure.”

“Hell, no,” Lopez said. “Someone is trying to kill us!”

The street erupted into chaos as families tried to evacuate. Unfortunately for this part of the country it was a way too often event. He could also see activity over at the military base. Not good.

So much for stealthy…

Another drone came from the east. Davidson swung around to fire, but the missile went off, streaking through the air, heading straight for the men as they ran down the road.

There was no doubt now. Lopez had been right. Someone in their own government was trying to kill their team. His men jumped out of the way as the missile hit the dirt and exploded into a shower of sparks and fire.

Davidson leveled out his breathing, ignoring the chaos around him and focusing on the one part of the drone that would really send a message to whoever was targeting them back home. As the second missile spun up, Davidson pulled the trigger.

He wasn’t aiming at the missile, that would be too easy. Instead he took out the sensor hub under the nose of the drone. Suddenly the drone didn’t seem too sure of itself. The pilot back at base was now blind and deaf.

The delay in launching the missile caused it to go off while still attached to the drone. It exploded mid-air.

“Thank you,” Lopez panted as he ran. Only he wasn’t running toward Davidson, he was running straight for the military base. 

“Lopez, what are you doing?” Bunny asked over the comm.

“What do you think?” Lopez sneered as Levont joined him. Now all four men were heading to the chain link fence.

“I don’t know!” Bunny answered shrilly.

“Duh, stealing a tank,” Lopez responded.

“A tank?” Davidson asked.

“Um, no offense, Davidson but they are going to send more than one drone next time and I, for one, want to be ready before that happens.”

Davidson couldn’t argue that logic. If someone wanted the team dead, they weren’t going to mess around this second time, but a tank?

“Lopez, maybe a quick evac might be the more efficient use of our time,” Malvern stated.

* * *

Bunny’s heart was in her throat watching the men rush toward the military base. She could get a bird’s eye view from Davidson’s helmet cam. The neighborhood was in total shambles. No one seemed to even notice the team on their mad quest.

“Come on,” Lopez implored. “Admit it, everyone wants to see a drone versus tank match. It’s pay per view quality. Godzilla versus Mothera caliber.”

Was the man insane?

“If you stay, you’re endangering your extraction window,” Stark reminded the team.

“Oh please, the tank is also our evac vehicle.”

“Instead of the sub?” Malvern asked.

“Dear Lord, no, to the sub,” Lopez sighed. “Guys, is now the time to really doubt me?” 

“No,” Davidson said. “Let me help you.”

Then several shots went off and Davidson was just good enough to shoot the chain link and dislodge the fence from its railings. By the time the men got to the base they had a hole ready made.

“Incoming!” Stark yelled. “Three drones en route.”

Bunny watched Lopez rub his hands together on the screen. “Finally a challenge!”

Even though the Pakistani guards were rushing to the area, Lopez and the team made a beeline to the tank.

“Everybody in!” Lopez yelled as he opened the top hatch of the tank.

Davidson provided cover fire, holding the guards back until all of the team were safely in the tank.

The helmet cams gave her a good sense of how claustrophobic the interior of a tank was. Especially four men in a three-man tank.

“Wahoo! Another bucket list item crossed off!” Lopez bellowed as he swung the tank around to face the drone threat.

* * *

Davidson knew how badly Lopez wanted the tank to win the day, but he couldn’t ignore the shot. He took it, knocking the lead drone out of the sky.

“Hey! No fair!” Lopez yelled, then aligned on the second drone. He fired his guns, missing the drone by inches. The corporal fired again, this time hitting the drone.

The third drone however was able to get a shot off, only it wasn’t aimed at Lopez, it was aimed at Davidson’s roof.

Scurrying the animals out of the way, Davidson ran for the door which flew open to reveal the young boy. 

“Come, come!” the child urged.

Davidson didn’t need to be encouraged. They hit the stairs running when the missile hit, taking off the corner of the building. Davidson and the boy kept running until they hit the ground floor, then joined the rest of the residents who were fleeing the apartments.

Unlike the rest who were heading toward the center of town, Davidson pushed through the throng, heading toward the base. Lopez launched another missile at the drone, but the drone fired first. The missile exploding against the tank.

“Lopez!” Davidson screamed, running full tilt.

There was no answer then Davidson realized the boy was running alongside him. “No, go with your family,” Davidson said, urging the boy back.

“But I want to help,” the boy said, looking pretty determined.

There was no time to argue. “Fine, then keep the people moving north. We’re going to need a path south.”

The boy gave one nod, then took off.

Still nothing from Lopez. “Levont? Prenner?”

Then a cough.

“We’re good,” Lopez said, wheezing and coughing again.

“Yah, we might need to redefine ‘good,’” Levont joked. Yep, joking in a tank that just got hit by a missile. That was his team. He’d perhaps never been prouder.

The drone cruised overhead. Even though it had used both of its missiles, Davidson still stopped and took aim, shooting out just the camera. Effers. Take that.

The tank roared toward him. Davidson ran straight for it.

“Grab those oxygen tanks by the amphibious,” Lopez yelled.

Davidson didn’t question the request he just fulfilled it. Snagging five of the scuba gears yet never breaking stride, jumping onto the side of the tank as it rumbled past. By now the guards had regrouped and were heading towards them in an organized fashion firing as they ran. They were probably in as much shock as Davidson was that they had stolen a Pakistani tank.

Ducking, Davidson swiveled on his heels, firing into the approaching forces, but aiming high. These troops were just doing their job. While not hitting any of them, it still slowed them a bit as Jeeps revved in the background getting ready to give chase.

“What exactly is the plan?” Davidson asked not really expecting to get a reasonable answer.

“Um, meet the sub?” Lopez replied.

Again, not all that informative.

Then Davidson realized their trajectory. They were heading straight for the docks. “Lopez…”

“What?” the corporal barked. “Jeez, people, keep your panties on.”

“Um, I don’t mean to be questioning but how exactly are we going to meet the sub?”

“Levont open the hatch,” Lopez ordered, “Davidson throw four tanks down.”

Davidson did as requested, then put his own scuba gear on, ignoring the bullets that were flying from the Pakistanis as Lopez sped toward the dock. 

Dear god, he was really going to do this.

* * *

“No, no, no, no,” Bunny mumbled, her hand over her mouth. Lopez couldn’t possibly be thinking what she thought he was thinking. 

“If this was his plan, why didn’t he just take the amphibious, it was sitting right there?”

Stark’s mom answered. “Because that amphibious couldn’t have taken that missile hit, that’s why.”

Lopez always was genius in the most bizarre way possible.

There wasn’t a lot to see from the helmet cams inside the tank. Just smoke, red flashing lights and of course Lopez’s mouth moving a mile a minute in a flurry of Spanish cussing.

Davidson’s helmet cam gave a much better image of the tank barreling down the dock, then tipping over the end. They hit the water with a giant splash, then the view cleared and she could see the bubbles from Davidson’s scuba gear along the side of the screen. 

The tank was sinking fast as bullets pierced the water, striking all around them and a few hitting the top of the tank. Davidson tucked down as far as he could, taking shelter against the tank.

“Can we get the sub any closer?” Bunny asked.

“They can’t come in because of the shelf. They are going to have to get out to the sub.”

Bunny chewed on her artificial nail. “How water tight is the tank?”

“Well, to protect against gas attack, it should be air tight,” Stark said, just about when the men’s helmet cams showed multiple leaks and the tank filling with water. “Or not very tight at all.”

“How long?” Bunny asked.

“They’ve got scuba gear, so they should be good on oxygen.”

Dear god, Lopez had this planned from the start. That’s why he had Davidson grab the oxygen tanks.

“People, the Russians do it all the time,” Lopez remarked not making anyone feel any better.

* * *

Davidson held onto the metal handle as the tank lumbered along the seafloor. They were making pretty good time all told. The tank was filling with water, but they kind of needed that to happen to equilibrate the pressure so they could get the tank hatch open.

So far getting attacked by their own government with drones and being chased by an entire Pakistani military base, and driving a tank into the water, things weren’t going too badly. 

They had the Roomba after all.

Then they suddenly weren’t traveling level. They were heading straight down in free fall, without the ability to stop themselves. If Davidson’s memory served him correctly, there was a sheer two thousand foot drop from this shelf.

He banged on the tank. They’d best get out now while the getting was good.

Davidson was nearly thrown off the tank as it clanged into something. More precisely they clanged into the submarine.

“Sorry,” Lopez announced, sounding slightly contrite for once. 

A bloom of bubbles from above indicated the men had opened the tank hatch and poured from the tank. Davidson let go of the handle and allowed the tank to sink out of view. He struck for the submarine, grabbing hold of one of the metal rungs that acted as steps.

They of course couldn’t get into the sub until they surfaced and they certainly weren’t going to do that inside Pakistani waters.

“What’s going on?” Lopez asked. “Why aren’t we moving?”

* * *

“Because they want to be sure you are secure,” Stark answered. It did seem pretty obvious though.

“Tell them to hit the thrust and get us out of here.”

Lopez wasn’t wrong. The Pakistani air force had put up several birds already and were coming around for an air to sea strike. 

Stark hit the comm button. “Dive. Now.”

Okay, he wasn’t an admiral or anything but the sub’s captain took him seriously and the sub lurched forward, pointing down. 

Stark could hear Bunny pace behind him, her jasmine perfume floating in the air. If the scene before them wasn’t so spellbinding, he would have been totally distracted.

But that ship had sailed. Bunny and him. He’d been monitoring Malvern’s hotel room and the hallway outside of it during his stay. Imagine his surprise when he found Davidson and Bunny out in the hallway. At first he had been stoked. It looked like the classic. Let’s be friends talk that ended in well…not friend status. He really wished he could wipe that memory from his mind. They had gotten close, fast.

It was crazy. It was like a switch had flicked or something. And it seemed to be for the long haul. Even Bunny’s almost inappropriate flirting had stopped. Cold.

She treated Stark like Prenner, which was never a good thing. 

So together yet apart they watched the screen as the sub made its dive. Avoiding air to sea missiles coming its way. They skimmed by with minimal damage as the team clung to the sub’s side, however it could only go so deep. If they really wanted to get out of the Arabic sea, they were going to have to do something quickly to get the men inside so they could dive properly. 

Ships were moving in rapidly. All armed with anti-sub mortars. They couldn’t run away with the team still attached and have any hope of avoiding those.

He glanced over to Bunny who was chewing on her nail. She must really be worried to destroy such an expensive manicure. 

Perhaps it was best that she and Davidson had gotten together. She clearly needed a man who liked adventure as much as herself. Stark wouldn’t be clinging to the side of a submarine any time soon.

“Captain, you are going to have to take them on while underwater,” Stark instructed the sub. It was unusual but doable. They would just have to rotate the water in and out of the chamber. The sub was built for it even though it wasn’t normal protocol.

“Then tell them to make it quick,” the Captain snapped back.

“Guys, haul ass to the hatch, they are letting you in,” Stark stated. This was their window. If they didn’t get inside before the mortars started rolling off those ships, no counter measures in the world were going to save them.

On the helmet cam screen they watched the men, hand over hand make their way up to the hatch. Lopez knocked on the metal, because Lopez was Lopez.

As the men piled into the submarine, Bunny let out a huge breath and put her hands onto the back of Stark’s chair. “Oh thank god.”

“They still aren’t out of the woods yet,” his mother reminded Bunny.

* * *

Davidson shivered as he pulled off his soaking wet clothes. His boots were waterlogged and he feared his socks would never be the same. The rest of the men were stripping and toweling off before putting on the underwater camo the submarine had “kindly” let them borrow. “Kindly” because Davidson’s outfit was two sizes too large. He was swimming in the pants. If he didn’t have a belt, everyone would have gotten a good look at his tighty whiteys. 

And Levont’s tee shirt was three sizes too small. His biceps were threatening to rip the fabric. As a matter of fact Levont was the first one dressed, as tightly as it was, despite the fact he had taken the time out to check the Roomba in its waterproof sack. The little spy vacuum was as dry as the Sahara in there.

A seaman burst into the room. “The CIA liaison wants to see you ASAP.”

“Too bad,” Lopez said, pushing his way out the hatch as he shoved his tee shirt into his pants. “We’re going to the bridge.”

“You can’t, sir,” the seaman replied. “You must be invited onto the bridge, you can’t just barge onto it.”

“Watch me,” Lopez grunted just as two explosions, only second apart rocked the ship.”

“The Pakistani war ships must be in position,” Levont added.

“Ya think?” Lopez said with a snort then ran down the long metal hallway. Levont handed over the Roomba to Prenner then hauled ass after the corporal.

Malvern patted the seaman on the back. “Trust me, after a moment, a long moment, your Captain will be happy to have him on the bridge.”

* * *

Bunny leaned forward between Stark and his mother. “Ask him for a wireless USB adapter.”

She looked to Stark who nodded. They wanted that information before the CIA got their hands on it.

Listening to the back and forth, Bunny’s lips finally broke into a smile as the seaman took them to an electronics room and grabbed the adapter. When the seaman wasn’t looking, Prenner plugged the USB into the Roomba. A red light blinked. Prenner then put it back into its sack and continued on with the rest.

It sounded like Davidson was making small talk with the seaman, trying to put him at ease as they hurried to the bridge. The seaman seemed pretty concerned about how the Captain was going to take Lopez’s intrusion.

“Right up here,” the seaman said, “But Mr. Trapp was pretty insistent that I deliver you to his quarters.”

Malvern again patted the seaman on the shoulder. “Let me worry about Mr. Trapp.”

The seaman seemed the most comforted by the older man. Like if that high ranking a man said it, it must be true.

Finally they were on the bridge to find Lopez and Levont under arrest. Two security specialists had guns on the two men and another two guards were handcuffing Lopez and Levont.

Another two explosions knocked the sub at least six feet to the left.

“If you don’t let me drive the sub, we’re all going to die,” Lopez pleaded. Although not a stretch, Lopez had been talking about how steering a sub was on his bucket list.

Malvern stepped forward. “Captain Peel, I understand the breach of protocol here, but Corporal Lopez is not --”

Another two explosions. 

“Are we putting up counter measures or not?” The Captain barked.

Malvern took another step forward. “I do believe Lopez is our only hope of surviving this.”

The Captain looked to Lopez. “You’ve steered a submarine?”

“Define steered and submarine?”

The Captain looked aghast. “No. Just No.”

Lopez lost that devil-may-care attitude and jutted his chin toward the topographical maps. “Look twenty feet down there is a shelf overhanging the seafloor.”

Peel was pissed, but also curious. He glanced over to the map. “That’s way too tight to fit into.”

Despite being summarily dismissed, Davidson watched Lopez continue. “Seriously you are going to let us all die because you are worried I can’t parallel park?”

“What harm would it do?” Malvern asked.

Peel’s jaw muscles worked overtime. “He could scrape a hole in the hull.”

Malvern pointed up to another two explosions, this time so close the submarine quaked all around them. “And those won’t?”

Everyone’s eyes were on the Captain as his gaze flittered between his own helmsmen, Lopez and Malvern.

“Do it,” the captain finally barked. The crew looked shocked. The helmsmen didn’t even move until Lopez bumped him with his hip, still holding his hands behind his back for the guards to unlock him.

“Come on, come on, come on,” Lopez urged, then finally got his hands back and plopped into the helmsman’s chair.

“Full stop. Right rudder twenty degrees, route the impulse power to this station,” Lopez ordered.

The crew looked to Peel first. After he gave his nod, the crew related the message onto the engineering room. Davidson grabbed hold of a railing as the submarine came to an abrupt stop. 

Then he watched with fascination, along with the rest of the crew as Lopez inched the sub under the low hanging rock, then moved them forward slowly.

“See?” Lopez said. He could never just let it go. 

“Alright, helmsman, relieve the corporal.”

There was another set of explosions, but they felt further away. The sound was loud and clear but the sub didn’t shake the way it had.

“Yah, um…” Lopez said. “I’m going to take us in there.”

The corporal pointed to the dark entrance to what looked like a sea cave.

“Oh no you aren’t,” the Captain replied.

“Come on, look at your map. This tunnel cuts west all the way out to international waters,” Lopez explained.

The captain and helmsmen checked the map again. “It is tight.”

“My middle name is tight,” Lopez said.

Peel looked to Malvern.

The older man nodded. “He’s as good as he says. And I hate to admit perhaps better.”

The Captain didn’t seem to believe that but gave Lopez the nod.

* * *

Stark watched as Davidson turned to observe the CIA liaison burst onto the bridge.

“I demand my hardware!” the man cried out, sounding pretty darned shrill. 

Without hesitation, Prenner pulled the Roomba out of its bag and with a sleight of hand, removed the USB out of the object before handing it over to the CIA liaison.

“You paid for the party,” Prenner said. “You get all the party favors.” 

The CIA guy jerked the Roomba from Prenner’s hands and stalked off the bridge without another word.

“Hope you got everything you needed,” Davidson whispered.

Oh, Stark got everything he needed plus was able to upload some nice surprises for the CIA when they went to access the main hard drive.

Malvern stepped forward. “Captain, if it is alright with you I’ll take my men to their bunks. I think we all need some rack time.”

Peel nodded but Levont didn’t budge. “And your man?”

Waving off the concern, Malvern answered. “They’re attached at the hip,” he explained. “Levont will come off duty when Lopez does.”

“Very well then,” the Captain stated and turned back to his tasks.

The team followed Malvern off the bridge and into one of the long tunnels that led to the back of the sub.

“I think we are about to lose --”

Just then all feeds cut off and they lost the submarine on radar. Lopez must have fit them into that tunnel after all.

“Well, nothing for another forty five minutes,” his mother said, pushing back from her desk. “Then we’ll see if they made it to international waters.”

Bunny however didn’t seem ready to take a break. “Any word on who authorized those drones?”

“Not yet, but I’ve gotten a few nibbles from the Pentagon.”

Crossing her arms, Bunny frowned. “I want to know and know before the guys get home.”

“Aye, aye,” Stark said chuckling, only Bunny didn’t chuckle back.

Yah, they never would have made it as a couple

Stark noticed his mother give a slight grin at Bunny’s snub. She had her son all to herself again and that seemed to make his mom extremely happy.

 


EPILOGUE

Davidson put his hand up to shield his eyes from the Washington DC sun. Once out of the undersea tunnel they had rendezvoused with an American ship which they rode over to Oman, then a military transport all the way stateside. 

He hadn’t really seen the sun for eighteen hours.

If Davidson had thought he was tired he could only imagine how exhausted Lopez was. He’d helmed the ship until they reached the boat. The journey though the tunnel had been harrowing according to Levont. Back in the bunks you couldn’t tell though, it had felt seamless. Like the submarine equivalent of red velvet cupcakes.

That was Lopez for you.

“Samuel!” a scream came from the left. He turned just in time to catch Bunny up into his arms.

She showered his face with kisses. No more tentative, awkward, “are we in or are we out” kind of stuff anymore.

“I am never staying home again,” she announced, then kissed him full on the lips. 

Davidson didn’t mind at all. Not at all.

The kiss was slow and lingering, like she didn’t want to break off the contact. Finally they both had to breathe and the kiss ended for medicinal purposes.

He smoothed down her hair. “I’m glad. I missed you.”

“Okay, I didn’t miss the whole tank into the sea thing, but I can’t just watch anymore. I have to be there with you guys whether it is a routine mission or not.”

Davidson smiled. “Not sure if you noticed but we never seem to have a routine mission any more.”

Bunny’s face clouded over as she backed away and spoke to the entire team as they assembled at the base of the jet stairs.

“We followed the trail for the orders to launch the drones and it led back to a lieutenant, who turned out to be a clone.”

“Effers,” Lopez muttered under his breath.

“So the Righteous were behind the attack?” Prenner asked.

“Not just behind the Karachi drone offensive,” Bunny said, wrapping her arm around Davidson’s waist. It shouldn’t have made such a difference, but it did. He felt that warmth again, spreading from his chest to his belly to south of that. He had to stay focused on her words.

“Not just that but we picked up definitive proof that some factions of the Pakistani government were working and assisting the Righteous.”

“But why? How?” Malvern asked.

Davidson leaned into Bunny as she explained. “Money. Lots and lots of money, certainly not ideological. And that money paid for satellite coverage that was routed to the Righteous, mobilization of the army, stuff like that.”

This was crazy. They’d known the Righteous had some pull, but this was way beyond what they had guessed. 

“Any upside?” Davidson asked.

Bunny’s grin was back. “As a matter of fact the clone we captured wasn’t very hardy. He gave up several American safe houses so hopefully we can gather some intel on a headquarter of some sort.”

“Are we authorized?” Malvern asked.

Bunny nodded. “As soon as we have a location, we are ready to rock.”

Malvern nodded. “Well until then, who wants to go for a drink? I’m buying.”

Davidson moved Bunny back a step. “Sorry, colonel but we’ve got some catching up to do. Next time.”

Malvern turned to the corporal. “Lopez?”

“You know I’d normally be in, but tonight is the first night of Project Baby Girl if you know what I mean.”

“Levont I supposed you are heading out with Lopez?” Malvern asked.

“For Project Baby Girl, no offense bro, but I’m going for the drink.”

Lopez hit his buddy on the shoulder. “No offense taken, besides this is one of the few missions I can run solo.”

The rest joined Malvern as he walked off the tarmac.

Davidson turned to Bunny. “Any plans?”

“Definitely not Project Baby Girl,” Bunny chuckled.

He put his arm around his girl and walked toward the terminal. “No, definitely not.”

She grabbed his hand. “But maybe some day?” Bunny asked tentatively.

Davidson kissed the top of Bunny’s head. “Definitely some day.”

She smiled back at him and gave him a kiss. “Well, then I’m thinking we head to your place.”

Davidson had to admit that looking down his sniper scope at an active, armed drone had not caused his stomach to bunch up the way that it did now. There wasn’t a whole heck of a lot to do at his apartment that didn’t involve the bed.

“I’m starving,” Davidson said, lying through his teeth. “How about the George Town at the Thai food restaurant you like?”

“Plying me with chicken satay to lessen the blow?” Bunny asked. “You realize that we are going to have to cross that bridge at some point?”  

Davidson was well aware of that bridge. He just didn’t have it in him to cross it tonight. He kissed Bunny on the head again. “Some day. Some day.”

Bunny chuckled. “Before or after we get wiped out by the Righteous?”

“Definitely before.”

Bunny held his hand, swinging it back and forth. “I’m holding you to it.”

Davidson felt panic as he never had on the battlefield. He was ready to go take on the Righteous in a heartbeat. But cross that bridge with Bunny? 

Yikes.

He could only hope the Righteous kicked up some dirt before Bunny insisted on crossing that bridge.

 


HIGH CALIBER – the sequel to Crosshairs
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CHAPTER 1

Davidson was aloft. Not on purpose and definitely not of his own accord. No, he was riding a blast wave up and out. It all felt beyond reality, like it was happening to someone else, in slow motion. So slow, he could watch the scene unfold frame-by-frame.

He reached a hand out to Bunny, but she was too far away. Her beautiful red hair billowed out around her, creating an auburn halo. The explosion had blown the butterfly barrettes right out of her hair. 

On his other side was Lopez. Even over the ring of the explosion, Davidson could hear the corporal’s whooping. He rode the wave like a pro, controlling his body so that he was in proper ninja position. Lopez flashed a smile and gave a thumbs up. 

Only Lopez.

They probably should have seen this coming. The Jihadists weren’t going to just let them walk into their ultra-secret new training camp just outside of Tunisia’s capital, Tunis. But a blast this large? By the large billowing red and orange fireball, the explosion had taken out the entire camp.

It made no sense, but Jihadists seldom made sense, even to Davidson who had been raised into a fanatical religious sect. 

And Tunisia was the new hot bed of extremists these days. The Pentagon had an enormous amount of intel and satellite coverage of this area but after so much bad press about drone strikes, they wanted boots-on-the-ground confirmation that this was a terrorist training facility before they struck the camp which had set up in an old, abandoned oil refinery.

Which was why Davidson and the rest were sailing through the air right now. On the other side of the billowing orange globe of fire were Levont, Prenner and Malvern. They had been tackling the periphery, so hopefully they were far enough away to sustain much damage.

Davidson’s sniper brain was trying to figure out force versus trajectory versus mass to determine the blast’s metrics. His reptilian brain was trying to figure out if he was only going to be crippled once he was smashed back down to the ground or if the force would kill him outright.

He looked over to Bunny as they reached the apex of their journey and began to fall back to earth. 

A smile flickered on her lips. She didn’t seem to regret anything.

For a once pampered and spoiled civilian, she’d grown pretty tough. 

Lopez of course was taking a “selfie,” mid-air.

Davidson could feel his fall accelerate as gravity took hold. That hot air from the blast only went so far. He was coming down, hard.

* * *

Bunny felt the oddest sensation. Peace. Above her the sky was such a sapphire blue. White puffy clouds lazily made their way past. 

The scene could be a Hallmark commercial, except for the fact that she was about to die. She’d seen it in Davidson’s eyes. There was nothing left to say. This was the end.

What had she really been so scared of before? She had been a child most of her life. She’d only started to grow up once she met Davidson and his team. She had balked and rebelled at joining them, but they had given her, her life.

And now it was coming to an end. At least she had done something meaningful. Hopefully her parents would understand that.

She squeezed her eyes shut. She was falling practically straight down. It wouldn’t be long now.

Instinctively she curled up into a ball. How that would help she seriously didn’t know, but she couldn’t override her muscles.

What should have been a bone-cracking impact was a splash. Bunny was so startled she didn’t even have a chance to take in a breath before she plunged twenty feet underwater.

Tunis was on the coast. The blast had carried her over the sandy beach and dunked her in the Mediterranean Sea.

Fully clothed, Bunny struggled to swim upward to the glistening surface. How could she be saved from being crushed to death to drowning? It really wasn’t fair.

Then a hand was at the back of her vest, tugging her up. Strength flowed through her legs as she aided her rescuer.

She broke the surface, sputtering, gasping for air. Her wet hair coated her face.

Pushing aside the tangle mess. She found her rescuer to be Lopez.

“I want to do that again so bad,” he exclaimed, dog paddling with one arm, keeping her afloat with the other.

“Thanks, but no thanks,” Bunny stated as Davidson swam over.

“You guys alright?”

“Alright?” Lopez asked. “I’m profoundly ecstatic!”

Bunny couldn’t help but smile even as she choked on a bit of seawater. “I’m about a quarter as good as Lopez.”

Davidson grinned as he guided them into shore.

“Stark, where are the others?” the sniper asked into his mic.

* * *

Good question. Stark rolled back and forth in his chair, checking the variety of real time satellite feeds of the area. Most of the thermal images were still whited out by the blast.

He accidently ran into his mother’s chair. Their wheels got locked together. Stark was glad Bunny couldn’t see them as they tried to push off one another to get untangled.

Finally with a crack of plastic, his chair rolled away.

“Stark?” Davidson asked again.

“Right, on it,” Stark said, leaning way over to hit the comm button. He still hadn’t found where Levont and Malvern had landed. 

“There,” his mother said, still a little winded from their chair debacle. 

She pointed to an area to the east of the camp. Levont was rising, dusting himself off, giving Malvern a hand up.

“Looks like they are good and to the east of you,” Stark reported because his mother wasn’t all that fond of talking, at least on the radio. She said it made her voice sound scratchy. Otherwise she was a veritable Chatty Cathy, especially when he was trying to watch Almost Human.

“What the hell was that about?” Malvern asked into Stark’s ear.

“Working on that now.”

It was crazy. The camp was all normal one second. The team was moving in, avoiding patrols and security measures and then boom! The place was evaporated.

“You are sure that wasn’t a drone strike?” Davidson asked.

“I am absolutely positive that was not us or anyone else firing on the camp,” Stark stated.

His mother nodded, sliding down her set of satellite feeds. “That was a natural gas-base explosion,” she said. “That originated from the center of the camp.”

That was what Stark had suspected. There weren’t a lot of explosives that could produce the blast wave of that magnitude. Natural gas, propane and helium could create that kind of spectacular explosion.

“It must have been a fail-safe,” Stark announced, working it out as he went. “A self-destruct in case of a security breach.”

“But why?” Bunny asked, her voice an always welcome sound. “I mean, there were what, close to a hundred trainees in there, plus a couple dozen trainers?”

The redhead was not wrong. A lot of people had just blown themselves up.

That was hard-core, more than even normal for these extremists. That was a hundred suicide bombers that all went off at once. For what? They didn’t damage any foreign powers and were too far away from Tunisia’s capital building to even damage the local government.

Tunisia was really giving Pakistan a run for its money in the Jihadist arena. The country had swung fundamental over the last decade or so. From a country that welcomed tourists from all around the world, to now a port that turned away a cruise ship filled with Jewish passengers. 

Nearly all the cruise ship lines had stopped calling into the Tunis port any more. It used to be a favorite port of call since Tunisia was an interesting mix of African and Islamic cultures. From having seventy-six percent of their GDP coming from tourism, the number had dipped to thirty-nine percent. And they hadn’t added any industry to replace all of those millions, so the economy was in free fall.

Talk about cutting off your nose to spite your face.

Stark shook his head. And the worst thing about poverty? It bred extremism. Tunisia was a hotbed of unemployed, radicalized youth, just looking for something to unleash their pent up frustration upon. 

Unfortunately that was usually the Americans.

“Clearly they are hiding something, right?” Bunny asked. No one answered because no one knew for sure about anything.

“We’re going in,” Davidson said.

“Be careful. There could be secondary booby-traps,” Stark warned.

Lopez snorted over the line. “Aren’t there always?”

* * *

Davidson slogged up the beach, his camouflage soaked, weighing heavily on him, but they didn’t have time to change, even if they’d had dry clothes.

Bunny stumbled but righted herself, her hands coming away coated in sand. She grimaced as she wiped them off on Lopez’s back.

“Hey!” the corporal said, but didn’t reprimand her in any other way. Like Lopez cared if he had sand on his back. “Chica, you getting a little handsy on me?” he joked as she pulled up next to him. Prenner just frowned.

“You keep bragging, Lopez,” Bunny chuckled back.

“Um? ‘One Shot’ Lopez is what they are calling me,” Lopez said as they crested the beach. 

“And who exactly is calling you that?” Davidson said as he raised his rifle, scanning the rubble. This place had been an oil refinery. Back when Tunisia actually had a viable economy.

Now the place was about as ruined as their GDP. The tall steel structures looked like a giant toddler had stepped on them. They were laid out flat. That was how powerful the explosion had been. Now it was just a jumble of twisted metal and flattened struts.

“Yah, how about everyone?” Lopez responded. “First try, banged up Maria!”

“So basically Maria and your mom are calling you ‘One Shot’ Lopez?”

Lopez pulled up in faux insult. “No, there’s Levont and the guys at the bar and on my bowling league.”

Davidson threw his fist up and all chatter stopped as they pulled to a halt. There was movement on the other side of the explosion. 

He dropped to one knee, steadying his rifle, ready to fire.

“It’s Levont, Prenner, and Malvern!” Stark announced in his ear.

Tipping his rifle forward, Davidson was glad to hear it. His hands were still pretty shaky from the near miss a few minutes ago. And a dip in that cold, cold water? His scars were really acting up.

He could only imagine how bad the recoil would have felt against his injured hands. Just another reminder of the life he had once led then abandoned to work on the side of the angels.

As they drew closer, Levont trotted and greeted Lopez with a bro hug. “Dude, I am so jealous!”

The two clapped each other’s back. “I know. Look at this!”

Levont oohed and ahhed over Lopez’ selfies. Those two were a match made in heaven.

Malvern joined the group. His silver hair glistening in the late afternoon sun. The CIA had been so hopped up on getting the confirmation that the refinery was a terrorist training camp that they had Davidson and his team head out before the sun even set.

“So did you guys trip a wire or was it us?” Malvern asked.

Davidson shook his head. “I certainly didn’t feel or see one.”

He looked to Bunny and Lopez who shook their heads.

“We didn’t either. So why the self-destruct?” Malvern asked.

When no one answered, Davidson went to their encyclopedia in the sky. “Stark? Are you going to weigh in and earn the big bucks the United States government pays you?”

“Right,” Stark answered. “Our pay can’t even keep us in flash drives, dude.”

 “Anything?” Davidson countered.

“Sorry, we are as clueless as you are. There was a brief flash of heat in one of the buildings right before the explosion. It must have been the trigger.”

“Where?” Malvern asked.

“The center of the compound.”

Malvern looked to Davidson. He nodded. They had to go in, no matter the risk. Usually the bigger the explosion. The bigger the secret. The bigger the danger.

Since there were no good perches left, having all been blasted down to ground level, Davidson struck out with the others, climbing over rubble and body parts.

He wished he could shield Bunny from this part of their job, but there was no way. Not in a massacre like this. She was a trooper though. Bunny had gotten her wild curls back under control as she scrunched up her nose, picking her way through the debris.

You could see when she stepped in something soft, she raised her eyes, like she just didn’t want to see it and kept moving forward until she ran into something hard that she had to climb over.

Which was a lot. The refinery had practically been a steel fortress. It might take a while to get to the center of the compound.

“You okay?” Davidson asked Bunny as she pulled to a halt.

“I think I just stepped into a guy’s skull,” she said, wincing.

* * *

No, she didn’t think she’d stepped into a skull, she knew it for a fact and now her boot was stuck. Field work. How she wished she could just stay home with Stark and his mother, but Bunny had learned the hard way that not being in the field wasn’t any easier. Where the fear and disgust got you out in the field. Worry and guilt consumed you back home. 

She’d rather risk it out in the field than sit on the sidelines again.

Davidson helped her pull her foot out and head forward.

He was always so kind. So gentle. Almost too much of a nice guy for her. Of course he did have that deep dark secret that he used to be a cult member, but that didn’t seem to be enough for Bunny’s bad boy attraction.

Malvern’s fist went up. “Stop,” he growled.

Bunny, mid-stride froze. They all knew the risk of secondary explosives. Mortars, IEDs, switch plates.

“What is it?” Davidson whispered after Malvern didn’t inform them of the problem.

“Snakes,” Malvern whispered. 

“Did you just say, snakes?” Levont asked.

“Listen.”

Levont cocked his head and nearly spoke when a loud hiss filled the air. 

Bunny gulped. Snakes weren’t her best suit. Neither were spiders or alligators. Who actually liked those creepy crawly sneaky things? 

She held her breath as a brightly striped snake slithered over her boot.

“Samuel…”

Davidson’s hand worked its way into hers. “Just stay still.”

Oh, he didn’t have to worry about that.

“Okay, how are there snakes?” Levont asked.

Stark was the one to answer over their comm. “I think they were being held below ground. There is a huge underground infrastructure down there and the blast was intentionally directed upward.”

“Does that mean there might be other hostiles underground?” Malvern asked. 

“Negative,” Stark reported as Bunny gently set her foot down as far away from the snake as possible. The techie went on. “Thermals scans are just coming on line now. No humans, just a bunch of snakes.”

“And how many would a ‘bunch’ be?” Levont asked his voice a few octaves higher than normal. Glad to see someone else was about as thrilled with the snake situation as she was.

“I’d say several dozen. And by your web cams, they are all poisonous so be careful.”

Yes, great advice, Stark. You really nailed that one.

“So no evidence of hidden assailants?” Malvern queried, again.

Bunny didn’t blame him. Stark sometimes buried the lead.

“No, except…”

Yep, there it was. A classic Stark non-informative statement.

“Except?” Malvern growled. 

Bunny might have felt embarrassed by her missing the signals with Malvern last year, but when he was this intense, this ‘silverback,’ Bunny wasn’t embarrassed at all. He was rocking his Sean Connery vibe. And no one, but no one could ever be embarrassed by finding Connery hot.

“Well, there is a dead patch in the middle of the compound. It is underground and looks like it is lined in lead or some other heavy metal. It appears to be a room approximately twelve by twelve.”

Malvern frowned. “And you have absolutely no idea what’s inside there.”

“Nope, an actual literal black box, sir,” Stark responded.

That brought frowns all around. 

There was practically nothing more a military man hated than the unknown. Anything or nothing could be down there. It could be a trap, or the answer to all the questions that had been raised might be in that sealed room.

“Oh and by the way,” Stark stated, rushing with his words. “The CIA is pissed off. You were supposed to be recon only.”

Davidson’s frown deepened. “Yes, because it was my plan today to sail through the air and get dumped into the ocean.”

Lopez raised a finger, “Um, it kind of was mine.”

Bunny grinned but Davidson just gave the corporal that look at that said “Stow it.”

Lopez shrugged and went back to checking to make sure no snakes were underfoot.

Malvern looked to Davidson. Even though the old man had far more seniority and rank than Davidson, Malvern always co-managed the team with Davidson. It was how they made it work after so many loser commanding officers.

“We’ve got to go in,” Davidson stated. It wasn’t a question. Everyone knew there hadn’t been a question about their next move.

With the possible exception of Levont who still looked very concerned. “So we are going toward the snakes? Really?”

Lopez clapped his hands together rubbing his palms against one another. “Daddy’s been wanting a new set of boots.”

 


CHAPTER 2

Stark tried to keep from shivering each time he watched a “phantom” snake slither past the group. Snakes were cold blooded, which meant they were pretty much the same temperature as the ambient air.  So their thermal image was more phantom-like than a solid image. 

They moved like tiny whips, throwing their bodies to one side then the other. Snaking their way, literally, through the debris.

“We should go up,” Davidson said after a near miss with an asp.

“You always want to go up,” Lopez grumbled. 

“Because it is better than this,” Davidsons said, jumping to the side as another snake slithered past.

“We climb the debris and let the snakes have ground level.”

“Like monkey bars?” Lopez asked, sounding way too excited to Stark’s ear.

Malvern sounded equally concerned. “Adult monkey bars, Lopez. For work, not for fun.”

But it was like his commanding officer hadn’t even spoken.

“Last one to the room has to call me ‘One Shot’ Lopez!”

It appeared that no one wanted to be last as they set off after Lopez. There was no doubt who would win this little race of theirs, but who would come in last? That was up for grabs.

Seldom did Stark wish to be out in the field. However today, this looked almost fun. If only there weren’t any snakes, of course. The men and Bunny ran along metal beams, flinging themselves across bare patches to another scaffolding. 

Stark’s mother patted his back. “You were more of a four-square kind of boy.”

He had to admit his mother was right. Monkey bars were for children. Much more agile children than him. No, four square was a thinking man’s game. Strategy rather than brawn ruled the day there.

Just ask all the elementary school “jocks.” Many had been humiliated over at the four square playground. Now kick ball. Kick ball he wasn’t too good at.

“If you are done reminiscing about your glory days, how about trying to help me recreate the enemy’s locations at the time of the explosion?”

“Sure, sure,” Stark said, getting his head back into the game.

“Lopez, it looks like you are just above the room.”

Stark watched as Lopez, in true monkey style, dangled from an upper bar, then dropped down to stand on the exact spot. “You mean here?”

“Yes.”

“Um, dude, here is just a huge metal plate. No door. No hatch,” Lopez said then shouted the group that was still heading over. “Come on Levont! You already drank the Kool Aid!”

Stark watched as the rest raced over, each trying not to be the last. Davidson was in the lead. Darn him. At every turn the sniper proved why he was a better match for Bunny. Despite his scars and injuries, he was not that far behind Lopez.

That left Bunny, Levont and Malvern who were all pretty equal. Then Bunny shouted, “Oh no, you don’t!” and hurled herself onto a long beam, racing down then jumping alongside Davidson.

That left Levont and Malvern bringing up the rear. Okay, maybe Stark was glad he wasn’t there. The last thing he needed to be doing was calling the corporal ‘One Shot’ Lopez for the rest of his life.

Neither did Malvern apparently as he surged ahead. He, however did not count on Levont’s jumping ability. The corporal literally leapt over Malvern, clanged against a metal strut and landed next to Lopez who gave his friend a high five.

Once he realized that he lost, Malvern slowed to a walk, carefully climbing over the last metal debris.

“I am not calling you ‘One Shot’ Lopez.”

“You already have, my dear, you already have,” Lopez chuckled.

Malvern hung his head in defeat.

Stark’s mother cleared her throat and indicated to the screen.

Right, back to the black box.

“Guys, look for some way in. You are right over it.”

* * *

Davidson joined Lopez, walking the perimeter of the large metal sheet that covered the “black box.” The corporal had been correct. It was a seamless piece of steel. There was no way through it.  

Except for burning their way, but that was dangerous not knowing what was underneath it. They could damage important information in their effort to breach the structure.

Levont was at the eastern corner of the large slab. “I don’t think it’s secured down.”

Davidson frowned. “There’s no way even all of us could pick this up.”

“No, but how about some leverage?” Bunny asked hanging onto a large pipe that was taller than she was.

With no other real option, Davidson joined the rest and they lifted the heavy pipe and positioned it under the edge of the metal. They strained and barely lifted the slab a few inches.

“Okay, this is going to take a while,” Lopez said, putting a small chunk of metal under the slab to hold it up.

Inch by inch they lifted the metal until they could peer underneath it. Sure enough, under the center of the slab was a hatch that led down. 

“There is no way I’m getting under there,” Levont stated. 

The man wasn’t wrong. His biceps were practically wider than the opening they had created.

“No, but I can,” Bunny said.

Davidson shook his head. “Not without me.”

* * *

She smiled at the sniper. Bunny wasn’t the kind of chick that got all snickered up that a man was treating her differently than he would another man. Duh. She was a woman. She should be treated differently, better than a man. Again, duh.

And Davidson, as her boyfriend should be protective over her. Feminism be damned.

“Ready?” Bunny asked.

Davidson nodded.

Bunny got down on her belly and crawled forward. The metal band in her lone hair tie that had escaped the explosion scraped along the metal as she moved along. It wasn’t quite as bad as fingernails along a chalkboard, but pretty dang close. She grimaced even as she made progress. 

She looked behind her. Davidson wasn’t far behind. He was having a little harder time given that he had his sniper pack on his back. 

He flashed a smile. “Don’t wait up on me.”

Bunny didn’t. She reached the hatch and tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge. 

Davidson caught up and helped her, but still it wouldn’t budge.

“Do you think it’s locked?” Bunny asked.

“No,” the sniper answered. “There’s some play here, I think the impact jammed it.” 

Bunny looked back at the rest of the team. Lopez was the closest to try and crawl through, but he was pretty buff as well. Not like her scrawny but sexy Davidson.

“Here,” Davidson said, handing her a short metal pipe. He lodged it into the spokes and they both pulled, bracing their feet against the hatch. 

With a pop, the wheel spun hard, flinging the pipe out, nearly hitting Bunny in the head.

“You okay?”

She waved off his concern. It had been a close call, but the metal hadn’t touched her.

“Ready?” she asked.

Who knew what was down there. More than likely whatever it was, wasn’t good.

“Once you are inside,” Malvern shouted. “We’re going to try and slide the metal off. Join you as soon as we can.”

* * *

As he opened the hatch, Davidson wished that Bunny wasn’t here, but he never could have gotten the wheel unjammed without her.

Still…

The metal groaned as he opened the hatch. Foul air whooshed out. How long had this thing been closed? Maybe it was just an old storage locker.

Yah, right. Because terrorists built secret vaults for canned beans. A sniper could always dream.

He wasn’t all that happy to be this close to the action himself. He was used to being up high in a perch, looking out over everything. The sensation was like going from driving a semi-truck in traffic to a mini-Coop. He felt vulnerable and hating that he felt vulnerable. 

But vulnerable or not, he had a job to do.

Bunny put her hand on the hatch to keep it open as his foot fished for a rung. He found it and used his infrared scope to peer down the long tunnel.

All clear. 

For now.

He gave Bunny a grin before he headed down. His boots clanged off the metal rungs. So much for a stealthy entry. The tunnel was long, but not excessive. He hit the cement floor within a few moments. He turned. 

Sweeping the hallway with his infrared scope, there was no one, or snake, there. “We’re good.”

Bunny didn’t hesitate to follow suit. She trusted him. It had been a difficult path, but he finally felt like they had reached an even keel. Outside the bedroom of course. Inside? Let’s just say he wasn’t “One Shot” anything.

He had to shove all of that aside as she joined him.

“Stay behind me.”

“Don’t have to tell me twice,” Bunny replied.

How unlike Rebecca she was. Don’t get him wrong, he loved Rebecca for saving his life and getting him back to the life he loved, but that woman did like to take charge.

Together Bunny and he cautiously made their way down the hall. It wasn’t long. The black box just wasn’t that big. Quickly they came to a steel door. It had a lever handle. It didn’t appear to have a lock.

Funny, for something so hidden, it wasn’t all that well secured.

Which only made Davidson more concerned. He checked around the doorframe making sure that there were no wires or riggings. It looked clear.

He looked to Bunny, asking the obvious question with his eyes. Bunny gave a grave nod. She was ready.

Prepared though? That was something altogether different.

Davidson gently tilted the handle and felt the click as the door opened. No explosion, so all was clear on that front. He pushed the door forward, the metal creaking.

A moan came from the interior. 

Gun up, Davidson stepped forward. Bunny turned on her flashlight, illuminating the small room. Perhaps too much. 

There was a man on the floor and he had five or six snakes attached to him, still pumping him full of venom. His breaths were shallow, barely raising his chest as foam frothed at the edge of his lips.

 After checking his corners, confirming that there were no other combatants, human or snake, Davidson rushed over to the man.

He was dying, that was clear.

* * *

Thankfully the snakes were on the far side of the man, so Bunny knelt down, ready to pop right back up again if the situation warranted it. She put a finger to the man’s swollen neck. His pulse was weak and erratic. How he had survived this long was a miracle.

By his high forehead, dark skin and narrow nose, she determined that he was of Persian descent. But more than that she couldn’t tell.

He mumbled in Farsi, making no sense. 

“What is he saying?” Davidson asked from a few steps away. He was aiming at the snakes, God bless his heart.

“Nothing cognizant,” Bunny said. The words all made sense but not together. “Stark are you having any better luck?”

“No,” the voice came over the comm. “Something about a shroud, Teharis and the Sahara.”

That was about what she had gotten as well.

“Hang on,” Bunny encouraged although she doubted if he could really make that happen. She spoke into her mic, “Lopez, how long until that sheet is off?”

“Probably another five to ten minutes, Chica. You in trouble?”

“No,” Bunny responded. “But our only survivor is.”

“Sorry, I can’t hurry physics,” Lopez said. “We’ll get there as quickly as we can.”

Bunny didn’t know what else to do so she sat there holding the man’s hand, staying close enough so that Stark could record every last word of the man’s ramblings.

Even terrorists shouldn’t die this kind of death. The man took one last shuddering gasp, then died. His eyes wide open, staring up to the ceiling. 

The snakes seemed to know their prey was gone and unlatched. Davidson danced back. “Be careful.”

The snakes however seemed calm, slithering off into the darkened corners of the room. That only slightly decreased Bunny’s concern.

Davidson turned on his gun’s light and checked out the walls. There were maps and diagrams everywhere. However these were of obscure places around the globe. Madagascar, Zurich. Not the hot bed of “hard” targets like NY or London.

What was this sect going after?

“Help me,” Davidson said, pulling the papers down, carefully folding them into his pack. They would be taken for analysis of all kinds, trying to determine exactly who was involved in this and what their objective had been.

“Any hardware sitting around?” Stark asked.

Bunny scanned the room, but it was all pretty old school. There didn’t even seem to be a power outlet in the room. “Sorry. Pen and paper only.”

“What kind of terrorists are these?” Stark asked. “They don’t seem the usual ‘death to America’ kind.”

Bunny was wondering the same thing. Most terrorist organizations had embraced new technology. Even using social media to propagate their cause.

But there was none of that here. Just a wooden table and chair. It actually was a little creepy, especially since she knew there were snakes in the corner.

“Can we get out of here?” she asked.

Davidson grabbed the last of the maps from the wall. “I think so.”

But when he removed the paper, there was a large etching underneath it.

“Oh no…” Bunny moaned. It couldn’t be. “The Knot.”

The super religious, Christian cult, should have been eliminated several years ago. Although this knot wasn’t nearly as intricate or braided as the usual symbol.

“I don’t think it’s the Knot,” Davidson said. “Look there are snake heads on the ends.”

And Davidson should know. He used to belong to that cult.




 


CHAPTER 3

Stark watched as his computer program turned the symbols that Bunny and Davidson had found into a three-D image, turning on its axis. The only thing he knew for certain was, this symbol did not represent the old organization known as the Knot. As a matter of fact there was a light inscription at the bottom.

“Ghazi al Thuban.” Stark whispered.

“What was that?” Malvern asked as Davidson and Bunny crawled out from the under the metal.

“It means Warrior of the Snake,” Stark informed them. “Mom and I are doing a search, but having a hard time coming up with any meaningful historical reference.”

Bunny was all over it though. “I think that it is a Muslim organization,” she stated. “The Koran states that most snakes are evil. They put their membership through a coming of age ritual where they must kill a poisonous snake with their bare hands.”

Okay, Stark would never have made it through that trial.

“Your references?” his mother asked.

There was a slight pause. 

“Crap, I remember the legend,” Bunny said, “but I can’t remember which journal I read it in. I think it was like seven years ago.”

Stark nodded. “I will do a search for that time frame. Thanks, Bunny.”

His mother frowned at him, but what? He couldn’t be nice to a co-worker?

His fingers rapidly typed in the search perimeters and he came up with an article in a journal named “The Chronicles of Secret Societies Across the Ages.”

That Bunny. She really took her reading seriously. He didn’t even know such a journal existed, but he probably should have, knowing their track record.

“Did you make any sense of out the man’s mumblings?” Bunny asked.

“Not yet,” Stark admitted. “But I’m running it through a bunch of filters to see if there was some kind of code.”

“Great. Thanks,” Bunny answered.

Ah, how he loved to hear that tone in her voice, even if it was just work related.

Before his mother could chap his hide, Stark moved on. “So are you heading to the extraction point?”

They would be about four hours early, but better early than late.

* * *

Davidson frowned. Evac was probably the most logical step, but something about it didn’t sit right with him. He looked to Malvern.

“Well?”

“Stark,” Malvern said. “Where did the CIA get their intel about this camp?”

Stark snorted over the comm. “Like they are going to tell me.”

“Tell them I am the one asking and I have their director on speed dial.”

There was a gulp on the other side of the line then silence.

Davidson turned to Bunny. “Anything else from the article that you can remember?”

Bunny shook her head. “The only reason I remembered it at all is because it reminded me of those crazy Texas churches that handle rattlesnakes.”

“The sect didn’t have a purpose or a mission of any kind?” Davidson asked.

Shrugging her shoulders, Bunny sounded defeated. “I don’t think so.”

“Why were they secret then?” Lopez asked. When everyone turned to him he grimaced. “What? I’m jus’ askin’.”

Bunny chewed her bottom lip, tugging on the tender flesh. Davidson sometimes wondered how she didn’t injure herself when she was concentrating so hard.

“It was weird. I remember thinking it was odd, but I can’t remember the details. Sorry.”

Stark jumped in over the comm. “The journal is so small and antiquated they don’t have an online presence so we are going to have to send someone over to get one. Luckily they are in DC and associated with the Smithsonian so I should have it in hand by this afternoon.

“Any luck on the source of the tip?” Malvern asked.

“Yah, I’m going up the food chain now. I should have an answer in the next few minutes.”

Malvern turned to Davidson. “I say we head into Tunis. We can either investigate a lead once we have it or head out to the airport for our evac.”

Davidson nodded. It was a reasonable course of action.

It wasn’t far. Just a few miles out.

“Hey,” Levont said. “Why aren’t there any emergency responders?”

Davidson looked around. There wasn’t much fire left. Most of the plant had been made of metal, but still you would expect someone to care that a large refinery had just blown up. They had given themselves eleven minutes to get in and get out in case someone from Tunis showed up.

He glanced to his watch. It had been fourteen minutes now and not a peep from Tunis.

“The Warriors must have been paying for secrecy,” Malvern stated.

Another oddity in an already odd mission. Why all this protection and self-destruction? For what? A bunch of snakes and a room with old, withered maps of odd places?

* * *

Sheywa cocked her head, looking at the destruction that the Americans had wrought. She felt no anger. No sorrow, just concern. The prophecy was at hand. To have guarded the secret for so long then have the moment slip through their fingers was simply unacceptable.

Her men had done right though. Far better for the camp to be destroyed than to have the Americans informed of their intent.

Lokli stepped up next to her. “High Priestess, the helicopter is ready.”

Sheywa hesitated. So seldom was it safe for her to be above ground. Normally as High Priestess of the Snake, it was her duty to stay secreted away, shielded from unholy eyes.

The wind gently caressed her body. Her one exposed breast quickened to the wind’s touch, hardening and growing darker. She noticed that Lokli’s gaze kept wandering to her form.

Did he like it? Did he desire it?

Not that either of them would ever be able to act on any such thoughts.

She was a creature of prophecy. Bred for millennia to fulfill this one action. Sheywa could not give herself to just anyone. The prophecy was clear. She would know the time and the man.

Until then she held herself above the Warriors. Ministering to their spiritual needs, but never allowing herself to become entangled in their mortal desires.

She was Sheywa, High Priestess of the Snake. 

She would see the world burn.

* * *

This is what Bunny hated the most about fieldwork. The hiking. They were only half way back to Tunis when Stark broke in, all bubbly and happy. Clearly he did not have pebbles inside of his shoes.

“Got it. I am uploading the address of the informant to you now. And let me tell you, it was like pulling teeth. So be careful. The CIA is super worried you are going to blow his cover.”

“We’ll be gentle,” Lopez said with a chuckle.

“Lopez,” Malvern warned the corporal.

“Aught, aught. ‘One Shot’, to you.”

Their commanding officer just gave him that look that meant he wasn’t in the mood for Lopez’ stand-up routine.

“Um, did anyone notice that this address is the Capital Building?” Levont asked.

Davidson doubled checked. Levont was right.

“My bad,” Stark said. “I just transcribed over the addy without checking it first.”

“And what is this suite 2234?” Bunny asked.

She cocked her head waiting for the information. How long could it take anyway to find out who occupied a room in the Capital Building?

“Um, that would be… it would be…” Stark stammered. “The First Lady’s offices.”

Lopez’ eyebrow went up as everyone else frowned.

“Now wait a minute,” Davidson said. “It could be a secretary or something, it doesn’t mean it is the First Lady of Tunisia.”

“Well, it might,” Bunny said, looking at the translations that Stark sent over from the room under the refinery. One of them mentioned the Madame of the Sahara.

A common euphemism for the first lady of a very French-influenced country. And the man had mentioned the Sahara as well.

“Well, we certainly can’t go in dressed like this,” Davidson stated.

Bunny smiled. Davidson may complain but he kind of was a wizard at costumes. She could hardly wait to see what hers was to be.

* * *

Stark was running a full background check on the First Lady of Tunisia, Nicole Amadula. By constitution, the President had to be of the Islamic faith. The constitution though did not in any way mention the First Lady’s religious preference. Which was good since she was a French Catholic. Dark haired and dark eyed enough to pass for an Arabic woman, but born and bred in Western culture.

He flipped through a few pictures. While Nicole dressed modestly, most of her attire was from the high fashion circles. Even her Hijab was made of fine silk with bold modern patterns.

During her first few years in office with her husband she had created several scandals already. Mainly by inviting Jewish leaders to State dinners. Reading what were considered “banned” books in the Islamic world. Her husband had stood by her at every turn, stating that Tunisia had to come into the modern age.

It was hurting him politically though. The main populace had turned more fundamental over the past decade. Stark seriously doubted if he could win in the next election in four years. He’d barely squeaked by in the last election.

This First Lady did seem to be the sort to perhaps be a CIA mole. But what was her connection to the Ghazi al Thuban?

“We’re ready,” Davidson said.

Stark watched through the men’s helmet cams. Davidson was dressed fairly casually in tan, course Punjabi pants and a cream-colored muslin thawb. A top that went down to his knees. He clearly was not going into the Capital Building. The sniper was dressed in the lower class garb. 

No, knowing Davidson, he was going to set up a perch somewhere. 

Bunny was another story all together.

She was swathed in silk. Her shalawar kameez was made of the deepest burgundy with gold trim. While similar to Davidson’s outfit, loose trousers and a long shirt, no one would mistake the two. Bunny looked like she just walked out of a sultan’s oasis.

She had on matching gold sandals and a long black wool abaya, or cloak. It would conceal her curves in public. Tunisia had indeed become a much more fundamentalist country, frowning on women walking in public without a thick cloak.

“I don’t see why I can’t get all gussied up and go in with her,” Lopez complained. He too was in lower class attire.

Only Malvern was decked out in a white thobe, or long robe. The classic Lawrence of Arabia kind. To denote he was higher society, Malvern also wore a bisht, a more colorful, silk overcoat. On his head he wore a white turban with a black rope to secure it in place. Again, another upper class touch. 

For a straight guy, Davidson certainly did know his regional dress wear.

“Probably because your Arabic is better suited to taverns than to the Capital Building, ‘One Shot.’” Malvern remarked to Lopez.

The corporal didn’t argue. The man knew a smattering of nearly every language, but Malvern was right. The corporal’s glossary usually did contain the more bawdy phrases.

Malvern lifted his arm for Bunny to take. Davidson fastened her niqab over her face, leaving only her eyes exposed.  

She looked beautiful, and more importantly, like a young woman being chaperoned by a father or uncle into the city. The perfect disguise for Tunis.

Why did Davidson have to be so freaking awesome all the time? Even in fashion. It just wasn’t fair. If the guy picked up computer skills, Stark would just throw in the towel.

* * *

Davidson walked out onto the roof of the tallest building in Tunis. The city wasn’t all that large, but boy was it compact. Every square inch of it was developed.

The old town was walled in and sat at the squat center of the city. Beyond its low stone walls was the “modern” part of the city, however Davidson felt like that was a term loosely used. Modern maybe back in the 50’s when Tunis gained its independence from France. But now?

There was only this sole skyscraper. The rest of the “modern” buildings were three stories and maybe a few four stories sprinkled in. Most of the mosques in the city had higher spires than these “modern” office buildings.

And the inner city was one good earthquake from tumbling down on itself. Most of the streets were covered with ramshackle awnings making it nearly impossible to see the road beneath them. 

Most of the old city was one large bizarre, selling everything from exotic perfumes to illegal wild pets. Davidson could smell the cooking from the open pit stalls down here. Lamb and curry comingled, making him hungry even though he couldn’t see the food itself.

Luckily the Capital Building was on the “modern” side of the ancient city. There was a large stone gate that reminded Davidson of the Arc de Triomphe at the top of Paris’ Champs-Élysées, the large monument that attested to Napoleon’s victory. Davidson shouldn’t be surprised at the French colonial look of the modern city. Tunisia had been a colony of France until the 1950’s.

The Capital Building itself looked like it had been modeled after Les Invalides. 

It was only three stories, but wide, and compared to the other small buildings that surrounded it, the building looked huge. There was a certain grandeur to it all. 

Davidson flattened himself out on his belly, settling into shooting position. He had set up on the northeast corner, prepping to cover Bunny and Malvern on their travels to the Capitol Building and then once inside. 

He watched through his scope as the First Lady received visitors in her office. It seemed like a normal day. Very quickly, Nicole was going to realize it wasn’t.

Stark had tuned them into the local radio. While there had been a passing mention of an explosion on the outskirts of town, there wasn’t a whole lot else reported. Certainly no one was up in arms about it. 

This was an Arab country, concerned with suicide bombers and such, yet not a peep that the oil refinery was a terrorist act?

Again, weird.

Hopefully the First Lady could shed some light on this mystery they had walked into.

 


CHAPTER 4

Bunny felt like she was walking around in some kind of perverse Disney film. Right now, dressed as she was with her gold filigree and bejeweled shoes, Bunny felt like a Princess. Whereas an hour ago she had been in a pit with snakes. Funny how field work went.

Don’t like your assignment, just give it a few minutes.

Bunny grinned as Lopez, carrying a large bushel of sticks walked past. Only in Africa could you find a Mercedes driving past an ox cart. The corporal gave her a wink as he went by. As soon as she was inside, Lopez was going to secure them a get-away vehicle, which as always should be interesting. 

Levont was off covering the back and Davidson was, of course, somewhere high watching over all of them.

Malvern seemed completely comfortable in his role, but then again he thought of her like he did his granddaughter, so he had some practice being a guardian. He nodded to passers-by, and set a very leisurely pace. 

No one gave them a second look as they went up the dozen or so steps to the Capital Building. Most of the pedestrians were men. There were a few women, each escorted by a man. Bunny couldn’t imagine a life where to step outside she would need not only a man’s permission but his presence. Clearly these women didn’t get mani-pedis every week.

She didn’t know a single man who would volunteer to sit around while she got her acrylics filed on a Saturday, not even Davidson.

There were two guards flanking the large double doors that led into the Capital Building. They seemed more for show though, rather than an actual military force. 

Their uniforms were stark white with blue and red tassels at the shoulders. 

They didn’t glance to Malvern and Bunny, their eyes were straight forward.

Bunny didn’t want to stare at the men, so she studied the architecture. 

No great surprise. It was very French influenced. 

Unlike many British colonies that had to fight their way to independence and resented their previous colonizers, Tunisia had a good, actually friendly relationship with its former master.

The French still invested heavily in the region and the two governments were engaged in many multi-national ventures to improve the African nation’s economy. Things had become strained over the last few years as Tunisia descended into fundamentalism though

To their credit, the French had done as much as they could to reverse this trend, but other wars in the region inched Tunisia to Jihadism. The number of training camps had exploded from a handful to dozens across the country.

Which all made sense. Sort of.

Until they got to the First Lady. Had she been the CIA asset who warned them about an ancient sect with a very modern camp in the refinery?

Bunny had gotten used to curve balls though. They always got the weird ones.

It’s why she’d joined this team.

What need would a regular commando team have for an ancient religious history major?

She and Malvern walked through the lobby with its ornate walls and ceiling. Wooden scrollwork, Islamic calligraphy, and French murals combined to adorn the Capital Building. No one stopped them as they climbed the staircase to the second floor.

Bunny had memorized the buildings layout. Once they stepped onto the second floor, they made a sharp right, heading down a long hallway. There was a fraction of people on this floor. They only passed the occasional visitor and, once in a great while, a guard.

They headed straight back to suite #2234. Again there were two rather ornamental guards at the door. However, they did pay attention as Malvern and Bunny walked up.

“Your business?” the guard asked in Arabic.

Bunny pronounced the Arabic phrase exactly as the CIA had given them to gain entry. “We are here to see the Madam of the Sahara.”

The guards frowned. 

“I will be right back,” one said, heading inside.

The other guard put his hand on the hilt of his sword. 

Bunny kept her grip on Malvern. He wasn’t carrying any weapons. They had been concerned about what security inside the building would be. Little did they know they could have trotted in here with a nuclear weapon and no one would have paid any heed.

She wasn’t worried though. Malvern was a weapon all to himself. A “silverback” one-man death machine. No one should be fooled by his white hair. Bunny had seen him in action. Like she said. She wasn’t worried.

Finally the other guard came out. “The Madame is in with a minister. As soon as her meeting is done, she will send for you.”

The man indicated to a rather overly stuffed settee along the opposite wall. 

Without argument Malvern and she went over and sat down on the silk-lined seat.

Minutes passed as they waited.  

Malvern looked to her. Were they being played? 

Bunny worried that if they sat without complaint that would look weird. Push-over. They were damned if they did, damned if they didn’t.

Malvern made a decision, gently taking her hand off his arm, he rose and went over and in flawless Arabic asked what the delay was.

One guard frowned basically answering that they would be seen when they would be seen. The equivalent of we’ll call you, don’t call us.

Acting as an elderly statesman, Malvern bowed his head in supplication and came back over to sit down next to Bunny. At least now they didn’t look like total pushovers.

An older, rather round woman came down the hallway and approached the guards.

She explained quickly that she had an appointment, but the guards gave her the same answer, insisting that she sit down and wait.

With a smile she turned and walked over to the settee. Bunny scooted over to make room for the matron.

“What a fine day,” the woman said in Arabic. Bunny nodded, giving a vague but kind smile to the older woman. 

The woman then proceeded to tell Bunny her entire life story. How her husband had died young and left her with four sons to raise on her own. And after all these years she still needed permission to remarry to a nice retired army man.

Bunny tried to be polite and seem engaged, but this was not her thing. Small talk was stupid in any situation. But outside the Tunisian First Lady’s office suite? It was ludicrous.

The doors opened and a woman in full burka stepped out and spoke with the guards. One of them turned and signaled that Bunny and Malvern could enter.

Malvern rose, offering his arm to her. Before she could take it and stand up, the older woman grabbed Bunny’s hand, holding it down.

She hissed in perfect English. “Do not go in there.”

Bunny tried not to let her surprise register on her face. She replied in Arabic. “You must wait your turn.”

“It is a trap,” the woman whispered harshly in Bunny’s ear. Once again in perfect English with a crisp British accent. “You’ve been made.”

By whom? Bunny wanted to ask but she really needed to get away from the woman. She rose, pulling her arm out of the old woman’s grasp. With a speed an older, rotund woman shouldn’t have, the woman hopped to her feet. 

The old woman took her in an embrace as if they had known each other for years. As she kissed Bunny’s cheeks she whispered, “By the ring of the clock you will be dead.”

Still uncertain if by someone else or by the woman herself.

“Are you coming?” the guard asked in brusque Arabic.

“Naam, Naam,” Malvern answered hurrying Bunny away from the woman. 

Bunny allowed herself to be swept away, giving a wave to the older woman who was now making her excuses to the guard. Something about a grandson needing to be picked up from school.

Malvern and Bunny were whisked into an interior office. They were told to wait there and then the guard closed the door.

Bunny spun on her heel away from the day. “Did you guys hear that?”

* * *

“Um, hell yes,” Stark answered, looking to his mother. 

Something bigger than a terrorist training camp was going on. The government had already given the standard gas leak explanation for the oil refinery explosion. A clear lie. The government’s sluggish response excused away by worry for toxic fumes, but the public was reassured that there was no reason for concern.

Right. Like poisonous snakes and such.

The local news had sent a unit out, but they were simply parroting the government’s story.

And now this old woman and her cryptic message?

They were already running facial recognition and cross referencing any CIA assets in the region with a Whitehall accent.

“Was she bluffing?” Levont asked over the comm.

Stark’s mother was running the old woman’s voice through a stress analyzer. “At the least, the woman thought she was telling the truth.”

“So what the hell does that mean?” Lopez weighed in. “Do we abort or what?”

“Davidson?” Stark asked.

“Everything looks quiet from here, but it’s Malvern’s call.”

Through a pin-camera’s feed, Stark watched Malvern frown as he was thinking.

They were so far outside the parameters of their orders it wasn’t even funny. It should have been a simple decision. Get the hell out of there. It was only a few hours until their evac.

But that was why Stark was sitting in this chair and Malvern was out there.

“Even if we have to spring a trap, “Malvern stated. “We need to see where this goes. I don’t like question marks.”

No one argued with their commanding officer. In the time that Stark had known him, Malvern had truly grown into the team. He knew this was what they did.

Look danger straight in the eye, then punch it in the face.

Heading into an ambush meant it must be Tuesday.

“I don’t like it,” his mother muttered.

He couldn’t agree with her more, especially since Bunny was right in the middle of it, but he also knew once Malvern made his decision there was no going back.

“I’ve got the back covered,” Levont stated. “Just in case, you know, you have to make a quick exit.”

Have to make a quick exit? How about definitely make a quick exit?

* * *

Bunny stood next to Malvern as they waited for the guards to come back in. Would they just open fire? Was the old woman right?

There had been something about the look in her eyes. The grip on Bunny’s arm. Her fluent English. No matter what the stress analyzer had said, Bunny believed the woman wholeheartedly. 

So why hadn’t she spoken up? She was probably one of the few people who could have changed Malvern’s mind. Like she’d said, the commanding officer thought of her as his granddaughter.

But Bunny too was curious. This was supposed to be a straight up, go in, check out the terrorists and get the hell out mission. Clearly there was nothing straight up about any of this.

The door opened suddenly. Bunny couldn’t help but jump back just a bit. Malvern stepped in front of her. Luckily they were both overreacting as the guard just looked as annoyed as he had before.

“The First Lady will see you now,” he stated in Arabic.

Malvern recovered smoothly, putting Bunny’s hand on his arm and moving out without looking like he had been about to go all ninja on the guard’s ass.

They walked down the hall. With each step, Bunny was nonchalantly trying to check out down the various hallways they passed. No army seemed ready to descend upon them.

Finally they reached the First Lady’s suite. Bunny took in a deep breath as the guard opened the door.

Again, nothing untoward. Just a nicely appointed office with plenty of French flourishes. The First Lady rose from her chair and cross the room to shake their hands.

She was dressed in a simpler dress than Bunny. It was a burnt cinnamon color, making her look like she walked in the petals of fire. Indoors, Nicole did not wear her hijab. 

“I am so pleased to meet you,” she said in Arabic with a warm tone.

Was this chick a CIA asset or not?

“As well for you,” Malvern answered in English.

“You speak the language of the west?’ the First Lady asked.

“Yes,” Malvern replied, “And we are here regarding the Ghazi al Thuban.”

Bunny had to give the woman credit. Her beautiful eyelids only fluttered a few times and she took an unconscious step back, but then recovered quickly.

“I know very little of snakes,” she chuckled. “Unless of course we are talking about using them to keep the rats out of our grain stores.”

“No,” Bunny said. “Definitely not for that purpose.”

The First Lady turned on heel, a bit too sharply in Bunny’s opinion and sat back down at her desk. “I have a full schedule so unless you have other concerns I believe we are done here.”

Malvern took a step forward. “We know, Madame. And will make more of a fuss than you would like if you don’t tell us what you know.”

The First Lady smiled, but there was no joy in it. How can you smile and hiss at the same time? But the First Lady managed to pull it off. “Not here.”

“Then where?” Bunny asked.

The woman’s eyes flickered to a small trinket on a bookshelf. More than likely a camera. “If you are new to Tunis, then I would recommend you head to the Tunis Café, it is only a few blocks but has the best French roast coffee in the city.”

Was this really a meet up or was the First Lady blowing them off?

Malvern made his decision. “That sounds delicious. We will have to give it a try.”

Just as they were about to leave the office, a clock chimed as Stark yelled in their ears. “Guys! I’ve got a heat flash!”

Malvern didn’t wait for the RPG to hit, he jerked Bunny down then launched over the desk, tackling the First Lady to the floor.




 


CHAPTER 5

Davidson pulled the trigger. He didn’t have the shooter in his sights, but in his mind’s eye, he knew the RPG had come from one of the spires of the mosque across town.

No blood splatter so he probably missed the shooter, but hopefully he had backed the guy off.

Unlike the refinery, the explosion at the Capitol Building had gotten everyone’s attention. Fire shot out the windows, curtains aflame flapping in the wind.

“Bunny? Malvern?” Davidson called out.

No response. Davidson had heard the explosion, then their comms had gone down.

“Lopez, where are we at on an evac vehicle?”

“You aren’t going to like it,” Lopez said. “But I’m ready whenever you are.”

“Bunny and Malvern, if you can hear me, meet Levont at the back entrance, Lopez will rendezvous with you there.”

How Davidson wanted to run down the stairs and across the street to Bunny, but he was much better use to her here. If they survived, Malvern would do everything he could to keep her safe. Davidson had to trust in the team and put his personal feelings aside.

Instead he watched the emergency response. It was organized and on point. Fire trucks were roaring up the Avenue Habib Bourgubia. Uniformed police flooded into the Capital Building as workers rushed out.

The President was quickly evacuated out the side door. His limousine streaking down the road toward the upper class suburbs just to the north. 

Davidson had to remain focused on the whole combat theater, however that was a little difficult as he spotted small arms fire inside the First Lady’s antechamber. So the terrorists weren’t just leaving their deaths to chance. They had a team on the inside as well.

“Bunny!” Davidson shouted. “Malvern! Status update!”

But no one answered. Were they dead or just playing possum?

* * *

Bunny could hear the fear in Davidson’s voice, but Malvern had given the “all quiet” signal and she wasn’t arguing.

Next to her, the First Lady moaned. Despite Malvern’s actions, Nicole had gotten a bit singed around the edges by the RPG. She’d be dead if it hadn’t been for Malvern though.

Since the blast, they had been playing hide and go seek with the palace guards. At least on this level, they seemed pretty intent on taking out their First Lady.

Malvern gave the signal to move out. They were working in reverse order. As the attackers “cleared” rooms, Malvern was taking them into those rooms, trying to give the real guards time to get to their floor and help neutralize the enemy.

“This way,” the First Lady whispered, pushing a statue back, opening a secret panel.

This mission just got weirder the longer it went on.

They slipped through the opening and found themselves in a passage that went in between the rooms. 

Holding her arm to her chest, the First Lady guided them straight, then left, then right. Bunny was having a hard time understanding where they were going. Then they came to a staircase. Without hesitation Nicole took them down it. 

All the better. The second floor hadn’t been very kind to them.

As they reached the first floor landing, Malvern caught the First Lady’s good arm and pulled her back. “I’ll go first.”

“This leads directly out to the back door,” Nicole stated.

Malvern nodded, put his hand on the doorknob and slowly turned it. Bunny pushed the First Lady behind her. She knew protocol.

Malvern jerked the door open, slamming it into someone on the other side. The man was knocked back. He couldn’t get his gun up in time as Malvern rushed him, hitting the weapon away, tackling the guard by the waist, slamming him into the opposite wall.

Bunny darted forward and snatched up the gun. “Stop or I will shoot.”

The attacker’s eyes dilated and he put his hands up. “My Lady,” the man said, lowering his eyes. “I am at your service.”

Once Malvern let up, the man dropped to his knees, laying prostrate at the woman’s feet.

“Rise, Mahal,” the First Lady stated in English. “He is one of my guards. He is loyal.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Malvern growled, pulling another weapon from the man’s belt.

“Is the President safe?” the First Lady asked in Arabic.

“Yes, my lady, he was evacuated.”

You could see the relief in Nicole’s eyes. Apparently the presidential couple were truly in love.

“Then let us fly like the hawk across the Sahara,” the First Lady stated.

“Bunny!” Davidson shouted in her ear. 

She hit the ground, but the First Lady wasn’t fast enough as the guard pulled another gun from his uniform and shot.

Hot blood sprayed across Bunny’s face.

* * *

“Was that Bunny’s blood?” Stark asked like his mother would know.

So much for loyalty. Then Bunny moved, looking down at the First Lady. She had been shot in the chest. You didn’t have to be a medic to know it was a mortal wound.

“Guys, I hate to be the one to say it, but you can’t linger,” Stark warned them. A veritable army was descending on the capital building. To have two Americans with a fatally wounded First Lady? They would not be getting out of Tunisia.

Bunny knelt next to the woman as Malvern beat the crap out of the guard. 

 “Madame, what do you know of the Warriors of the Snake?’ Bunny asked.

Normally one would encourage the patient to stay silent, to conserve their breath, but there was nothing normal about his situation.

“Shroud,” the woman said, tightly clinging to Bunny’s hand. “Madagascar.”

The First Lady was talking about as much mumbo jumbo as the man in the hidden room. “Can’t,” she said, choking on her own blood. “Stop no one.”

“This is making no sense,” Stark’s mother stated as she searched the internet for any combination of the words to see if there was an actual correlation. 

“Madame, what are they protecting?” Bunny asked.

“Snow and fire,” the First Lady stated.

* * *

“This isn’t just me, right?” Bunny asked into her mic. “She’s not making any sense, right?”

“None that we can find,” Stark answered into her ear.

Bunny pulled the First Lady to her chest, hugging her tightly as the life ebbed from the woman’s eyes. “Please, help me,” Bunny begged.

A faint smile flickered across the woman’s pale lips. “No, help them.”

Then the First Lady coughed and gagged up a fistful of blood, collapsing into Bunny’s arms.

The woman was dead. Bunny had seen it too many times. She gently reached out and closed the woman’s eyelids to cover her glassy gaze.

When she looked up, Malvern had his hand out to help her up. The guard lay unconscious on the floor.

Bunny cocked her head. She’d expected to find him dead.

“I figure I’ll let the Tunisians handle him.”

With that said, Malvern took her hand and dragged her toward the back door. 

It burst open. Bunny raised her gun, but it was just Levont.

“Come on, they’re setting up roadblocks,” Levont said, waving them through the door.

Gunfire met them on the street, but the loud crack of a sniper’s rifle shut that down.

Davidson. Always having their back.

It wasn’t until she was to the curb that Bunny realized what Lopez had brought as a “get away” “car.” It looked like it was a small roadster Fiat. There was barely enough room for two let alone five.

“Get in!” Lopez yelled.

“Where?” Bunny exclaimed.

“Oh come on,” Lopez snorted. “Grab hold of something and let’s go!”

And Lopez wasn’t kidding. He was revving the engine. Malvern crammed half of his frame into the car, hanging out his top half. Bunny followed suit as Levont jumped into the shotgun position. Literally. He fired as they pulled away from the curve, taking down a guard that was blocking their path.

“I’ve got you covered until the airport,” Davidson said. 

* * *

“Um, we’re not going to the airport,” Lopez replied.

What the heck? They certainly weren’t getting out of Tunisia in that little car.

“Then what is the plan?” Davidson asked, not really wanting to hear the answer. Lopez seemed to be on a roll and that was never good.

“The docks. The airport was too tightly guarded to steal a plane, but I’ve got our backs.”

Okay, a boat. A boat wasn’t that bad. Maybe Lopez was going to make a routine extraction. 

For once.

Davidson scanned ahead of the car. Several police cars were coming down the road, straight for Lopez. He didn’t even bother to warn the corporal. Davidson knew that Lopez already had a plan.

He was going to play chicken. And no one beat Lopez at chicken, apparently, according to Lopez, not even sharks.

The police weren’t up to Lopez’ standards. They broke off, swerving onto the sidewalk a good two hundred feet from crashing into him. Lopez, of course never took his foot off the gas and streaked right past them.

A flare blew up Davidson’s scope on the far side of town. An RPG.

“Incoming!” Davidson yelled, but the RPG wasn’t aimed at the getaway car. It was aimed at him. He was just glad it wasn’t going for Bunny.

Davidson watched the missile streak in his direction. It was a good shot. Spot on, as a matter of fact. He didn’t know if it was heat seeking or not, so he had to stay rooted in place until the last second.

Every instinct he had told him to get up and run. To do anything but lay there unmoving. But stillness was the sniper’s friend. Stillness did not mean inactivity though. It meant preparation.

Once the missile arrived, he simply stayed on his belly and rolled. The missile overshot, hitting one of the radio towers, creating a huge fireball. 

The heat blasted into Davidson like a fist. He held his breath so that he didn’t take the super-heated air into his lungs. He’d get a bit of a sunburn, but that was okay. 

It was time to head out anyway. 

He had a Fiat to meet.

* * *

Stark bit his nail down to the cuticle.

“How is getting an infection in your nail bed going to help Bunny?”

He didn’t know, but he couldn’t stop. Not with the way Lopez was driving and not the way Bunny was hanging out of that car. Good thing Bunny did Pilates and had a strong core, because, boy was she using it right about now. 

Plus Davidson was on the move. After abandoning the high rise, the sniper had taken to the rooftops, jumping from one to the other, cutting across town to catch up with Lopez. But would he make it?

Lopez was under strict orders to not stop. If Davidson didn’t meet him at the rally point, the corporal was to drive on.

It was going to be close. Too close.

The car was taking random gunfire, but nothing that Levont couldn’t handle. Plus the Fiat was small enough to squeeze through the narrowest alleyways and even between parked cars.

There were times when Lopez’ genius took a few minutes to understand. He had picked the perfect car to drive around the crowded, narrow streets of Tunis, especially as he dove into the Old City section of the capital.

“I think I’ve got it,” Stark’s mother announced.

“What? A way to make Lopez drive straight?”

“No.” His mother snorted. “That would be impossible,” she stated. “However there is a legend of the Shroud of Turin traveling through Madagascar.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me?” 

The island of Madagascar was not exactly on the Biblical pilgrimage.

“Again, no,” his mother retorted. “It’s a local legend, not exactly canonical Bible.”

“Not even Gnostic,” Stark added. “And the Shroud is about the only thing the man’s ramblings and the First Lady’s dying declaration have in common.”

“I’ll dig a little deeper,” his mother said, turning back to her keyboard.

Now it was up to Stark to discover a deeper mystery.

How was Lopez going to get them out of Tunisia? Sure he said by boat, but which boat? Stark scanned the waterfront. There were a lot of boats in the harbor, but big enough for all of them and ready to set sail? Not very many according to Stark’s records.

He glanced over to the screen. Davidson was closing the gap, but Lopez was on one, darting and dodging through the huge bazaar that made up the Old City.

Hopefully somewhere under the canopy Bunny was safe.

* * *

Bunny had never felt more unsafe in her life as Lopez streaked through the bazaar. 

She’d already taken a packet of saffron to the face. It wasn’t nearly as delicious as one would think. And silk? She’d been slapped with enough of the fabric to be considered an expert by now. And the bowl of soup she’d taken to the chest? She thought there might have been a hoof in it.

She really didn’t want to know.

Several merchants had tried to block the road ahead of Lopez, however there might as well have been a sign on their hood. Lopez doesn’t stop for anything.

Anything.

Not even for a cute trained monkey dressed in an accordionist’s suit. The thing had held its ground until the last second, then screamed as it flung its little body out of the way.

And now they were headed straight for a brick wall. Bunny dug her fingernails into the rubber of the window jam as Lopez jerked up the parking brake, sending them into a full-blown spin.

Centrifugal force nearly flung Bunny from the car. Only a hand lashing out, grabbing hold of her ankle kept her from falling.

She looked back to find it was Lopez. 

“No!” Bunny yelled as they spun. “Both hands on the wheel! Both hands on the wheel.”

In typical Lopez fashion he just laughed, along with Levont. Which was easy if you had a windshield between you and the horsehair whip that had just whacked her in the head.

Lopez straightened out the car and darted down another alley. This one she could see had light at the end of the brick buildings.

Were they finally going to leave the Old City and get to the rally point?

Would Davidson make it in time?

* * *

Even though Davidson couldn’t see the car, he knew exactly where it was. All you had to do was listen for the screaming.

He knew he was close, but maybe not close enough.

Jumping over an alleyway, Davidson kicked into high gear. He’d been conserving his muscles, fearing this long a run at too high a speed would cramp them. His thigh’s scarring went deep into the tissue. He simply didn’t have the muscle fibers he’d had before that fateful fire.

Now though? They were just going to have to gut it out.

He flew through the air again, landing hard on an adobe roof. He rolled and got right back up. Lord knew, even without orders, Lopez wasn’t going to wait around for him.

So Davidson did the only thing he could. He sped up.

Another scream. This time close, too close.

He could see the end of the bazaar. He was almost there.

The Fiat dashed out into the street. Davidson hadn’t made it.

His legs nearly gave out, but if the car was in sight, he still had a chance.

The Fiat was pulling away. Even at his best, Davidson never could have made that leap.

Then the car started doing donuts in the road.

Lopez kept true to his word. He didn’t stop the vehicle, he just made it go around in circles.

Heartened, Davidson kicked it into another gear and launched himself, splatting on the roof of the car. Grabbing hold of anything he could as Lopez came out of the turn and sped away down the road.

That had been way too close.

* * *

Sheywa, barefoot, picked her way through the debris that was the Presidential offices. Such destruction.

That was America…a large fist, smashing into anything that it found troublesome.

Whereas the Warriors had existed for millennia and only had one building destroyed to their name.

Guards swarmed around her, but she was immune to their authority. She was Sheywa. Looking down at the First Lady’s body, Sheywa felt something stir in her chest. Nicole had been the closest thing to a friend Sheywa had ever had. Nicole was a distant cousin. They had been raised together. Nicole didn’t have the inner secrets of the Warriors, but she knew enough to jeopardize the prophecy.

There had been concerns that Nicole was being used by the CIA, but Sheywa had stayed the Warriors’ hand. Nicole was family.

But once she had crossed the line, Sheywa had no other choice but to call for her death. 

Had she made it to heaven? Was Nicole’s soul looking down upon Sheywa? Encouraging her on to the prophecy’s glory?

Sheywa could only hope. She would hate to think Nicole had not reached their God. She needed to see the world transformed in their God’s fiery image.

 


CHAPTER 6

Bunny finally was able to take a deep breath as Lopez stopped the car at the docks. Police had tried to give chase, but Lopez had either lost them in a series of hair-raising turns or flat out just out sped them.

Sirens still rang in the air. It wouldn’t be long before the police arrived. 

She scanned the harbor. Where was their boat? Bunny assumed that Lopez had picked a fast one.

“Hurry up!” Lopez yelled. “Suit up!”

Suit up for what? 

On the dock were water skis and some kind of backpacks. Lopez didn’t bother to explain as he hopped onto a small, but obviously fast boat. It was all sharp angles but only had two seats.

Seriously again? Levont hopped down into the seat next to Lopez. They didn’t even bother to call shot-gun any more. Levont had permanent shot-gun privileges.

“Um,” Davidson said, “Exactly what are we doing?”

“I’d gear up, no time to explain,” Lopez said as he revved the engine. It was so loud, they couldn’t discuss anything. Anyway.

Good thing she’d learned to water ski on the lake in the summers.

She barely had on her pack as she snapped into her skis, when Lopez started pulling away from the dock. Levont threw lines off as she scrambled to get ready.

Lopez didn’t hesitate as he pulled them out of the slip and into the water. Bunny awkwardly shimmied her way to the edge then jumped in.

The boat had enough speed that she was pulled gracefully from the water onto her skis. They made their way out of the harbor at a reasonable speed, but as soon as Lopez found open water, he really cranked it.

Bunny feared her arms were going to be ripped out of their sockets. She had to keep her weight back and feet up to keep on her skis. Davidson, Prenner and Malvern did the same on either side.

Then Lopez bumped it up another notch. How was she expected to stay on her skis? Were they going to water ski all the way across the Mediterranean?

“Pull!” Lopez yelled over the engine noise. 

Pull what?

Then Davidson pulled the handle at his side and a parachute billowed open, jerking him into the sky. Malvern and Prenner did the same.

Okay, not exactly what she planned this morning, but what the heck. Who didn’t like a little parasailing? She too pulled her handle and rode the wind into the sky.

Funny up here, everything seemed all nice and calm. Looking back she watched the police arrive at the edge of the dock and try to shoot at them, but they were already too far out.

It looked like the coast guard was going to get into the action, but they would never catch them. Not with Lopez at the helm.

* * *

Stark knew that he probably should go take a shower. After that little adventure in Tunisia, he was covered in fop sweat.

His mother had eyed him a couple of times, but didn’t say anything. Mainly because she wasn’t much better.

He watched on the screen as a submarine rose from the water. Okay, that Lopez would stop for. The others floated down then cut their chutes, swimming over to their extraction point. 

Okay, so this part of the evac was going as planned. The Tunisian Coast Guard gave up the chase once they hit the international line in the Mediterranean Sea. They had turned back to Tunis.

Ragged and soaking wet, the team boarded the submarine. As soon as the hatch was closed, the huge vessel sank back under the waves.

Thankfully the sub had been on maneuvers just this side of Gibraltar so diverting had been a simple task. 

The phone rang. It was a landline. And only one person called that line. The director of the CIA. They must not have been too happy when the Tunisian Capital Building went up in smoke, killing their asset.

Stark gulped and picked up the phone. “Go for Stark.”

“This is the President of the United States.”

Okay, gulping wasn’t going to do it for this.

“Don’t bother trying to justify your team’s actions. When my Director of the CIA tells you not to compromise an asset, don’t kill them.”

Then the phone sounded like it was slammed down. 

“I think we’ll tell them after the mission,” Stark said, putting the phone back into its cradle.

It wasn’t every day you got your ear chewed off by the President of the United States.

Funny, Stark didn’t think it was going to be the last time.

* * *

Davidson stretched out his shoulder. That parasailing had done a number on his joints, but he wasn’t complaining. It had saved his life. All their lives. Lopez might be crazy, but exactly the right amount of crazy to get them out of a country about to implode.

They were sitting in some kind of briefing room on the sub. Room however was a bit meager. It was more like a low ceiling, metal briefing closet. There was barely enough room around the table for the five of them.

For a moment Davidson thought that Bunny might have to sit in his lap. Not that he would have minded. On the other side of the table, Lopez and Levont joked, giving each other high fives and tens. Those two might as well be joined at the hip.

Malvern cleared his throat. “Okay, time to regroup and figure out what in the hell just happened.”

Lopez and Levont settled down, turning to their commanding officer. Davidson scanned everyone’s features. Prenner, as always was impossible to read. The other two looked ready for more action.

“Well, first, don’t we need to figure out who the Warriors of the Snake are? Right?” Levont asked.

“Yes,” Stark stated over the comm. “We are waiting on the journal to get more information.”

Lopez laughed, hard. “Seriously in this day and age we are waiting on a magazine? We are in deep trou….ble!”

Everyone ignored Lopez’ outburst. It was just best that way.

Malvern turned to Bunny. “And you don’t have a clue what the hints about the Shroud mean?”

* * *

Bunny shrugged. “I’m fairly well versed in Shroud lore,” she stated. As a student of Lochum’s, she’d best be. “But it all starts around the 1300’s and there is absolutely no mention of Madagascar in the legend.”

“The 1300’s? Malvern asked. “What about before then?

It was Davidson that answered. Given that he had grown up in a religious cult, he had a pretty good handle on all things ancient history.

“No one knows,” the sniper stated. “It‘s rumored that Geoffroi De Charny, the knight that first brought the Shroud to the Church’s attention obtained it in Constantinople when he was stationed there. But no concrete proof.”

 “And the Madagascar connection?” Malvern asked.

Again, Bunny had to shrug. “The island wasn’t sent a mission until the late 1900’s. I mean, I have no idea how they are related.”

“However there does seem to be a French lineage. Turin to Tunis,” Davidson suggested. “Stark? Are the French connected in any way to Madagascar?” 

There was no immediate answer, just the clicking and clacking of keys on the other end of the line.

Finally Stark spoke up. “Yes, Madagascar was a French colony about the time the Pope sent Catholic emissaries to the islands.”

“That’s pretty thin, even for us,” Lopez commented.

Malvern frowned but didn’t correct the corporal because the fact was Lopez wasn’t wrong.

Davidson leaned forward. “How I see it is that either we go to Madagascar or take that long slow walk down the halls of Langley. I’d rather go hit the Southern hemisphere personally.”

“Here, here,” Prenner chimed in. That was about as much as she usually heard from him in two days.

Malvern nodded. “I agree. If we don’t have a damn good reason for blowing up Tunisia, we are going to catch some grief even I can’t shield us from.”

* * *

Stark was only half listening to the men’s discussion. He let their words roll over him. Only when Bunny spoke did he really tune in, and even then he was more focused on getting their transportation arrangements made to Madagascar. 

There had never been a doubt in his mind that the team would head to the island republic. These men were not used to leaving things unfinished. And to take the heat for a failed operation that wasn’t their fault?

Um, no. Just no.

So he only partially listened to the discussion. Why pay full attention when he knew what the end result would be? It just seemed like a waste of resources. 

His mother was bent over her keyboard trying to find the link between Madagascar and the Shroud. She was coming up nearly as empty as Bunny had. There was that one local rumor that the Shroud had been there in the seventeenth century but nothing to confirm that fact. He was loathe to say it, but they really needed that magazine.

“I hate to be the Devil’s advocate,” Bunny said, “But none of this is making any sense. Even if the Warriors are behind all of this, what is their ultimate purpose? To protect the Shroud? It’s hanging in Turin, Italy.”

Okay, now he had to pay attention. 

“There must be a reason,” Malvern stated.

“But why?” Bunny pressed. “The Shroud is nothing more than a curiosity. The Catholic world wasn’t rocked even when it was determined to be a fake. Scientific study after study has concluded that it is a medieval hoax, and yet the faithful still pilgrim to Turin.”

“And what of the origin?” Davidson asked. “If the one in Turin is a fake, where is the real one?  Madagascar, like the legend says? And if it is, how did it get there?”

Bunny frowned.  “A legend we can’t confirm about a real shroud that probably doesn’t exist? This feels like a non-starter.”

“That explosion was pretty much a starter and the First Lady’s death kind of proves this is important,” Davidson stated over the line.

That had been a very sophisticated, pre-planned attack on the capital building. Someone had been watching and waiting for quite a long time. Ready to spring if their secret got out. Just because they didn’t know what the Warriors’ secret was, didn’t mean they didn’t have one.

* * *

Bunny tossed up her hands. It was useless. The men wanted to go to Madagascar, so they were going to Madagascar. “I just don’t see what we are going to find on the island,” she said leaning back in her chair.

“Welcome to my world, Chica,” Lopez laughed. “I never have a clue what’s going on, but it doesn’t stop me from hopping on the ride!”

Yes, but that was Lopez. Bunny liked to have at the least a vague idea of what was going on before leaping.

A knock came at the door. Malvern rose and opened it. A number of men, dressed in blue camouflage crammed their way into the room.

SEALs. They had to be.

Lopez greeted their leader with a bro-hug and slap on the back. “Master Chief Petty Officer Nassar! You old dog! What are you doing here?”

The tall man gave what appeared to be a rare smile. The expression seemed uncomfortable to him. Nassar’s facial features and name indicated he was of Middle Eastern heritage. 

His tone was proper as was his body language. “I’ve been assigned to help you.”

“Really?” Lopez said. “We didn’t request any back-up, did we?”

The team looked to one another then Malvern. “Not that I know of.”

“Um,” a voice came over the comm. “That would be me.”

“Explanation please,” Malvern asked Stark.

“Well, not so much me,” Stark admitted, “But the President of the United States kind of insisted that you were to be kept on a short leash. And the sub was carrying some SEALs without a mission, so….”

Bunny could tell that Malvern was none too happy, however a little hard to argue with the President’s orders. Not that they hadn’t before, but this time it just didn’t seem to be worth the effort. 

As the introductions began around the table, Nassar, his Senior Chief Petty Officer Skyman, Chief Petty Officer Kettler, and Petty Officer 1st Class Chizan, Bunny heard her name called.

“Bunny!’ one of the men exclaimed, dodging between the teams. “Bunny!”

The guy was handsome. Like chiseled features handsome. Square jaw, just a bit of stubble gracing his cheeks. Crystal blue eyes and a strong forehead, yet soft inviting eyes. 

She knew those eyes.

“Teddy!” she cried out, rushing into his open arms.

* * *

Teddy? Davidson thought. He’d never heard her mention a guy named Teddy. And certainly not a hunk of meat like this. 

The man picked up Bunny like she weighed nothing and spun her around, planting a kiss on her cheek.

Say what?

Bunny kissed his neck back.

Um, this was getting awkward pretty darned fast.

“Bunny?” he asked, trying for all the world to not sound as jealous as he felt.

“Oh, yah, sorry,” Bunny said, extracting herself from the man’s embrace, however she did put a hand on his broad and well defined chest. “This is Teddy.”

Yes, he’d gotten that much. Bunny must have read the discontented look on his face.

“We were high school sweethearts.”

The man frowned. “We were slightly more than that. We were engaged in college.” 

Davidson couldn’t help his eyebrow going up on that one. He looked to Bunny. 

“Funny, you’d never mentioned being engaged,” he stated flatly.

Bunny turned about five shades of red. “I know… It was just…”

“What?” Teddy said. “She didn’t tell you how she broke up with me in the most epic way possible?”

“No, she certainly didn’t,” Davidson answered.

“Well, let’s just say we’d just won the state championship and I suggested that we get married on the field if we won conference. Then she handed me back the ring and ran off.”

Bunny blushed some more. “You can see why that maybe wasn’t my finest moment.”

* * *

Sheywa pet her favorite snake. He was a king cobra. She had raised him from an egg. He had never known the wild. He had only known her.

He slithered up her arm, coming to nestle at the base of her neck. She knew enough not to confuse the action with love. He was simply finding the warmest spot to curl up.

He had never known prey or predators. He had never known hunger or fear.

King was purely hers. The only being that could ever be worthy enough to be her companion.

She confided everything to King. Doubts and concerns that she seldom expressed to anyone. King kept her confidence. Only flickering his tongue every once in a while to see if she had a live rat or mouse for him.

Now was not time for treats. The Americans had escaped. 

Sheywa had hoped they would head home to lick their wounds, but instead her source indicated they were headed to Madagascar. 

Nicole must have spilled at least a few secrets for them to know about Madagascar.

How could the prophecy be so close, within a few days and the greatest threat to the Warriors was on the move? And the bulk of her fine warriors were now dead in the sand of Tunisia.

How could she recover the Shroud? 

Though the prophecy did not mention she needed to be in possession of it, Sheywa wanted it in her hand when she gave the order to break the world.

 


CHAPTER 7

Stark ate another warm chocolate chip cookie. His mom really got him. It was bad enough Davidson was Mr. Perfection, all with his wounded soul and everything. 

But now Teddy? Humph. The guy was Mr. America without an ounce of extra body fat.

How would Stark ever compete with that? As Bunny and Teddy talked long into the night, it didn’t even look like Davidson could keep up with her old lover either.

Not even changing venues from the sub to a plane stopped their all night banter.

The two were so chummy. Bunny sat cross-legged in her chair, leaning forward, soaking up each and every one of Teddy’s words. The SEAL wasn’t a slouch, he too leaned forward so closely that the two could kiss.

And trust Stark. He was watching for it.

“Stark,” his mother admonished. “We have an island to set up surveillance on.”

Stark grunted in response. 

Yeah, yeah, yeah, the mission and all. But couldn’t she see that there was something even more important?

“Stark,” his mother barked. Apparently she did not think trying to lip read everything the two were saying was more important than the mission.

Taking one last bite out of his cookie, and getting an ooey, gooey bite of melted chocolate right on his tongue, Stark turned away from the monitor. He did not however turn it off.

There was being responsible and then there was just being stupid.

His last glance was of Bunny putting her hand on Teddy’s arm and laughing into the night.

Poor, poor Davidson.

* * *

Davidson tossed in his “chair to bed” apparatus on the plane. Nothing could ever substitute for a real bed though. But as much as he tried to blame the accommodations, he knew exactly why he wasn’t sleeping.

Teddy. 

Because, Lord knows, Davidson had gotten more rest in a hammock overhanging a five hundred foot drop before. No, the scratchy sheets had nothing to do with his malaise.

It was the look in Bunny’s eyes when she saw Teddy. The way she leapt into his arms with abandon. It was the smile on his face when she did so.

There was a connection there, deeper than the one he and Bunny had. Davidson couldn’t fool himself to think otherwise. Their relationship had been tentative for so long that energy seemed to have seeped out of how they interacted with one another.

Yet just a few hours ago, Davidson would have sworn that their relationship was moving forward. In some ways too quickly for him. 

But now this? This Teddy threatened to derail Bunny and just as the wheels were sitting comfortably on the tracks.

“We could go beat him up,” Lopez announced from the bed next to him.

Davidson smiled. The bro-code in full operation.

“Nah, I don’t think it would help.”

Lopez snorted, “Are you kidding me? It would feel great. I mean, that guy’s chin has got to be an implant, am I right?”

“Word, brother,” Levont comment from the bed behind Davidson.

“Pipe down, nobody is getting beat-up today,” Malvern grumbled from the forward bunk.

The only one that didn’t speak up was Prenner, but that was par for the course. It didn’t mean that Prenner wasn’t 100% on his team though. 

Slightly heartened by the men’s solidarity, Davidson rolled over and tried to go to sleep.

The only problem with that, the image of Bunny giving Teddy a kiss on the cheek was permanently, it appeared, seared onto his retinas.

Why hadn’t she told him about her college engagement? 

How could he have not known she had been engaged?

And just a few weeks since he’d started to think of what ring to give her. He was sure Teddy had given her the perfect one.

As much as Davidson tried to deny it, there was no way around it. He was screwed.

* * *

“Flight attendants please prepare for landing,” a voice came over the loud speaker.

No way, Bunny thought. There was no way they had talked the entire four-hour submarine ride to Spain, then the complete ten-hour flight to Madagascar.

But as she looked out the window the sun was rising behind the large island. Right now it was a huge slash of green in a blue ocean, but soon the colors of Madagascar would come out. Reds, yellows and bright oranges.

“Looks like we’re almost there,” Teddy stated. “Hopefully we’ll get some breakfast in before we head out.”

Typical Teddy. That man could eat his way through the breakfast buffet in the meal room back at college and not miss a beat. If she ate a quarter of what he did, she would be a balloon. A not very attractive balloon. 

It was so strange, it had been over seven years and yet it felt like only days since they had last spoken and somehow all that pain and confusion over the break up seemed to evaporate as they spoke.

And speak they did. Teddy had seven brothers and sisters. No, make that eight. His mom had a “surprise” baby a few years ago so they were not short on conversation topics. The intricacies of all the boyfriends, fiancées, husbands and wives of his extended family filled up most of the submarine trip.

Then it was her turn. Teddy had the clearance to talk about her exploits so she bent his ear regarding her life since college. Funny, she kind of omitted Lochum and her relationship. And the priest. That would have been awkward to say the least.

But the rest, the rest she let flow freely. There were so few people she could talk to about all that stuff. Mainly it was just her team and they had lived through it so talking to them was more like commiserating rather than having the feeling of discovery.

And Teddy ate up every last word. He looked ready to lick the spoon.

Bunny gulped. She had tried to ignore it, but there did feel like there was still a spark deep down. 

She was with Davidson, there was no doubt about that, but Teddy stirred something inside of her. She felt younger, without her scars, without her penance for older men.

Had Teddy done that to her? Had she turned to older men to avoid the heartbreak of Teddy? Not that older men had done all that well by her either. It seemed heartbreak could find its way into any relationship.  

Before she could reflect more on what Teddy’s arrival meant to her, a flight attendant came by. “I’m going to have to ask you to sit upright and fasten your seat belt.

“Of course,” Bunny answered, getting ready for their landing.

Teddy reached out, gave her arm a squeeze. “I am so glad we are on this mission together.”

A wave of guilt stifled her enthusiasm. She kind of phoned in a, “Me too.”

Once reunited with Davidson, she knew there was going to be a lot of explaining to do.

* * *

Nassar stretched as he exited the plane onto the still damp tarmac. They had just missed the storm that had drenched the island the day before.

Those “beds” were not made for someone of his height. The pretzel he had turned his body into did not want to come untangled. 

Walking down the gangplank he noticed a significant amount of tension in the group. He vaguely remembered that the Special Forces team’s civilian consultant was dating their sniper. And Nassar’s rear-guard specialist had been engaged to her.

He was hoping everyone would remain professional about the situation. However with the frown painted on the sniper, Davidson, he feared that would not be the case.

Ah, matters of the heart, how he did not miss them. 

Nassar had made the decision once he put on his stripes that a relationship would interfere with his career. He knew other men could balance family and the job, but he was honest with himself. He could not.

He needed laser focus, which he would not achieve if he had anyone else on his mind. When he’d first enlisted, Nassar had a girlfriend, if that is what you could call a woman you were set up on dates with by your mother. It had not gone well. He thought he had broken three hearts. His, his girl’s and his mother’s.

He had three other brothers. They would produce the grandchildren his mother so desperately wanted.

Until then though he would have to tolerate the “have you met someone?” emails from his mother.

But looking at the drawn faces of Teddy, Bunny and Davidson, he had chosen the correct course.

* * *

Bunny breathed in the Madagascar air. The experts always said it smelled like nothing else and the experts were right. 

There was the smell of earth. Not dirt or dust or smog. But earth. Rich and fertile. And then the sweetness. To the south of the airport was Lac Anosy, the island’s largest lake.

It was early enough in the morning to see the white cattle egrets perched in the huge purple flowered trees. With the fog coming off the water the scene looked like an impressionist painting come to life.

A painting that swayed with the breeze, with swirling fog and rousing birds. Some fluttered their wings, pulling their beaks out from under their wings. 

Bunny felt like she needed to play some classical music to fulfill the setting.

Davidson hustled past her on the steps.

“Samuel, let me explain…”

He didn’t stop though. “After the mission.”

She knew what that meant. Bunny also knew that she should have talked to him as soon as Teddy showed up…but it was Teddy. Which was kind of the problem, wasn’t it?

Her feet stalled just as she got to the bottom of the steps. The men hurried past her, as Master Chief Nassar led the rest into the tiny airport. Bunny dreaded going inside. Because no matter where they were, airports pretty much smelled the same. 

Stale air, burnt coffee and caustic cleaning chemicals. She wanted to stay out here with the cranes and the beautiful blooming trees.

Lopez was the last one past. He held open the airport door. “You coming, Chica, or giving up on us?”

Bunny gave a grin. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”

* * *

Stark had emailed like a dozen documents to the team. They would be briefing in the car. Or in this case van. Lopez had grumbled, but it was the only vehicle that could hold them all on the island. 

The corporal had kicked the tires, literally, saying it didn’t have the suspension they needed, but for right now they just needed to go to a few museums so Stark thought it would be fine.

Since Lopez was driving, that gave Nassar and Malvern an opportunity to brief everyone. 

Malvern let Nassar take the lead since the guy really seemed to like his briefings.

“We are first going to head to the Senate building,” the master chief explained.

“Of course we are,” Levont stated. Nassar frowned. He clearly was not used to the dynamic of this team.

“There should be official documents of the first Islamic settlements in the area.”

“Seriously, dude,” Lopez stated. “We kind of like the mission to be a surprise.”

Stark watched Nassar frown on the main screen. “That is not how my team operates.”

Malvern stepped in. “We would be happy to hear the assignment, Nassar.”

Lopez grimaced but didn’t retort. Surprising, since he didn’t seem to be in the greatest mood driving an off-the-assembly-line transport van.

Nassar cleared his throat and started again. “We are looking for any indication that the Ghazi al Thuban arrived here on the island.”

“And any sign that the Shroud took a detour through Madagascar,” Bunny added. Her voice certainly seemed to lighten the mood for everyone except Davidson. The sniper looked to have a permanent frown on his face since Mr. Perfect Teddy had arrived.

At last, Davidson and Stark had something in common.

The enemy of your enemy was your friend, right?

Maybe Davidson and he could go out for a beer now. Or at least a root beer and commiserate.

Nassar pulled up one of the files Stark had sent. At least this master chief appreciated all of the hard research that Stark and his mother had done. 

“The island of Madagascar was created by a tectonic shift which split the islands from the continent of India.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Lopez chimed in. “I do draw the line at ancient geological lessons.”

Nassar frowned. “An in-depth knowledge of our--”

Lopez took both hands off the wheel, waving them at the Captain. “Look, I’ve seen the Madagascar movies like ten times with Ricky Jr., including the penguin’s Christmas. Okay, so I’m good.”

Stark waited just as the rest of the van waited for Nassar’s response. Stark knew that Lopez and the master chief had crossed paths, however they only had Lopez’ side of things which made it sound all hunky dory. From the look of pure exasperation, it did not seem like that had been Nassar’s experience.  

Malvern spoke into the uncomfortable silence. “While I do appreciate your thoroughness, Nassar, perhaps we can all enjoy the beautiful scenery on our way to the Senate and go over important points along the way.”

That was perhaps the kindest put-down that Stark had ever heard.

Nassar’s jaw worked up and down, up and down. Finally he took in a deep breath and nodded to Malvern. “You are the senior officer here.”

Clearly Nassar didn’t necessarily believe the better one.

 Malvern though didn’t acknowledge the slight. As a matter of fact he seemed relieved that Nassar didn’t push it.

“Great! Who wants to listen to some island rap?” Lopez asked, then without waiting to hear anyone’s wishes, cranked up the radio.




 


CHAPTER 8

Bunny was crammed between Teddy and Prenner in the far back seat of the van. If she didn’t know better, even Malvern seemed to be punishing her for her all-nighter with Teddy.

“He’s really not that bad,” Teddy whispered, nodding to his commanding officer, Nassar.

Okay, she was pretty much for anything historical, but when you went back into Epochs, Bunny kind of drew the line. Although the loud country music was getting to be nearly as grating. At least with a briefing, Bunny would be learning something. Other than how misogynistic men were an international phenomenon.

Lopez however was car dancing to the max as they drove up the hill to the capital city of the island state, Antananarivo. The streets were narrow and the entire city was situated along a series of cliffs formed at the center of the island.

Although, unlike most other nation’s capitals, Antananarivo was more forest than city. The brightly painted buildings seemed crammed together as the trees and fronds seemed to be pressing in on civilization. Green peeked out of nearly every corner of the city. Black and white banded lemurs lounged lazily in the branches. Barely opening their eyes as the van passed by.

Luckily it was still early morning, so they moved quite easily through the city. Bunny could only imagine how crowded the streets got once the capital woke up.

They were striking for the Senate building, which was where the island’s archives were kept. Nassar was probably going to have an aneurysm of joy, there would be so many historical records. 

Being an island, the Madagascar government had done a fairly meticulous job of recording immigration. Whether it was during the Kingdom phase, French colonization or modern era. Everyone that had stepped foot on the island had been recorded. 

They were hoping for something to kick loose in those records. Bunny hoped that perhaps during an Islamic wave of immigration they would find evidence of the Warriors. 

The real Shroud, not so much. 

But they wouldn’t know until they dug in.

* * *

Davidson hopped out of the van, probably more quickly then he normally would have, but he really didn’t want to bump into Bunny… or worse, her Prince Teddy. 

Lopez chuckled next to him. “I’m telling you, we could beat him up.”

Davidson shook his head, although secretly the thought of popping Teddy right in his perfectly straight nose did sound appealing, but it wouldn’t solve anything. It wasn’t Teddy’s fault he had dated Bunny back in college and she didn’t mention it, or the fact she had spent the night reminiscing with him. 

Those were all on Bunny. It was Bunny he was upset with, but he just couldn’t bring himself to think any bad thoughts about her. He still loved her too much. Even if he was losing her, he wouldn’t be that guy. You know, like Lopez. No wonder his longest relationship with a woman was his baby’s momma. Now his two babies’ momma.

Following Malvern they headed toward the Senate building that stood out.  Not like a sore thumb. That would imply it wasn’t a beautiful building, but it definitely stuck out as an oddity.

Most of the lower city was a combination of clapboard tenement apartments. Some were perched on twenty foot struts to keep them on the hillside. As you mounted the crest of the cliffs though, the buildings became more similar. All in the late colonial style. Their association with France still stamped in their collective architecture. 

The rest of the government buildings had columns and scroll work and small cherubs in the façades.

This Senate building though was a modern structure. The front was curved and all glass. It looked like it would feel more at home in New York or downtown Helsinki than here. A large blue pane of glass blazed across the upper left side of the building.

That would be to acknowledge that the capital used to be called the Blue Forest, Davidson guessed. There were also sheets of glass poking out of the blue. They looked a little like red and orange bird feathers.

Honestly, it was a little odd.

Then the lower floors mimicked the Roman Coliseum. 

And what looked like a transformer’s shield was the centerpiece that hung above the main entrance.

Well, if they were going for memorable, the Madagascar legislature had hit it on the nail.

He knew that the building went down a few floors. The island’s official archives were located here. Bunny was going to be in heaven. Digging through musty old documents…with Teddy now, it appeared as they walked side by side, still talking, always talking. What in the hell did they have to talk about so much?

Davidson was no Prenner, but he didn’t think he’d ever talked as much as Bunny and Teddy had in the last twenty-four hours. For two people who were supposedly up all night talking, they didn’t look worse for the wear. 

They both seemed bright eyed and bushy tailed.

Yah, this was going to be a long-ass mission.

* * *

Stark watched as the group entered the Madagascar Senate building and made their way to the basement. For such a modern exterior, the basement looked like most basements did. Dark and dank. This one had been built into the cliff side so one of the walls was exposed rock. It was stunning actually.

The rock was a warm burnt orange with flecks of gold. Fool’s Gold. He had checked.

Bunny got right to work, checking on the immigration records starting in the mid-1600s.

It was as far back as the written records went.

She passed out books to each of the men to go through. Otherwise they were going to be here for a week. Even though Madagascar was no Ellis Island, the country did have a twenty-two million population, about 95% of who were immigrants, so the files were pretty darned thick.

Lopez sneezed. “And what exactly are we looking for?”

“Don’t know,” Bunny said. “But you’ll know it when you see it.”

Lopez smiled though. “God, I love this job.”

Stark was working the other angle. The Shroud angle. 

The legend was some pretty heady stuff.

“Guys, I think I may have our link,” Stark announced.

“All ears,” Bunny replied. Even after her consort with Teddy, he couldn’t help but thrill a little at the sound of her voice.

“The Shroud disappeared during the French Revolution and didn’t turn up again until the 1600s in Rome, and many people speculate the shroud hanging in Turin is a fake.”

“I think we need a little more than that,” Malvern said, then continued. Apparently he had been paying attention to all the other briefings. “We get it. The French had it and Madagascar was under French rule three hundred years later.”

Stark smiled, oh Malvern, when will you learn? 

“Yes, but it might be interesting that the name of the curator of the Sainte-Chapelle museum’s last name was du Castel de la Riviera. And guess who the French Protectorate was when Madagascar became a colony?”

“Du Castel de la Riviera?” Prenner guessed.

That was a mouthful for the point man.

“Yes. And not just that, but the Rivieras were known to be collectors of ancient religious artifacts. They boasted of the world’s largest collection of devotional art, rivaling the Vatican’s. 

“So the Shroud could actually have been here in Madagascar?” Bunny asked.

“I’m going to dig further to try and see where the Rivieras kept their stash, but yes, I think it could have. Which validates the 1700 legend of the Shroud coming to the island.”

“Good work, Stark,” Malvern stated.

Ah, Stark breathed in the air of victory. There were seldom times when researching got its rightful due. Now was one of those times.

“What? Do you want another cookie?” his mother asked.

“Well, now that you mention it…”

* * *

Bunny sat cross-legged on the floor of the archives. She had six books opened around her. She long ago learned when it came to mind-numbing research it was better to make a little game of it. So she would hop from one book to another. One era to another.

That way it was interesting to see the waves of immigrants. The French. The Islamic. The African. 

It was also fascinating to tell what names came into favor and which went out. All of this passed beneath her eyes.

Plus it was a nice respite from the daggers that Davidson was shooting out of his eyes at Teddy. 

There was going to be a discussion there, but Bunny was glad it wouldn’t be until later. She needed time to sort everything out.

 “Here!” Prenner stated, pointing at his book. “Wasn’t Teharis one of the names the First Lady gave you, Bunny?”

That it was. Bunny rose, straightening out her legs. She wasn’t quite as young as she once had been. Even a few hours of this position made her muscles cramp. She hobbled over to Prenner, who showed her the book. His finger at the line in question.

“A one Teharis ab Shamoun Tahan had entered the country in 1908,” Prenner stated apparently using up all his words for the week.

“Stark, how common is the name Teharis?” Bunny asked.

“Only one in twelve million, four hundred eighty thousand, nine hundred one,” Stark replied. Mr. Precision.

So the chances this Teharis and the First Lady’s Teharis were a coincidence were pretty slim. 

“Okay, switch gears. We need to check the birth records to see if the Teharises stayed on this island and where.”

“That could take a while,” Stark said in her ear.

“Yes, and?” Bunny shot back.

“Just that I have a mention from an eighteenth century monk who might have seen the Shroud in the royal palace.”

“I thought it was just a ruins now?” Bunny reflected back.

“It is, but there might be some clue left if it had been there.”

Bunny looked up. Stark was right. And honestly, she wasn’t sure if her eyes and knees could take another few hours sitting on the floor here.

She turned to Malvern. “Maybe we should head up the hill to the Palace and scout around while the others comb through the live birth records.”

Lopez hopped up. “I so volunteer.”

Heck everyone looked ready to get out of the basement, but they only needed a few men.

“Lopez, I mean ‘One Shot,’ and Davidson come with us,” Malvern ordered.

The rest of the men groaned, digging back into their ledgers.

* * *

Davidson was so glad Malvern had called his name. Besides being dingy, he was finding it hard to sit so close to Teddy. It might not be the guy’s fault his love life was crumbling, but looking at the man’s cleft chin wasn’t helping matters any.

It was nice to see the sun come out from behind the clouds as the Madagascar day marched on. The city seemed to awaken as people poured into the streets. 

The fog had lifted and far down below, in the low lands, the rice paddies glistened in the sun.

What did one famous explorer say? That the island of Madagascar was as much a chameleon as the chameleons that occupied its forest.

Look in one direction, like down in the rice paddies, with its pagodas sprinkled amongst the rice and you could have sworn you were in the Far East. Yet to the south of the paddies lay sand so red you would have sworn it was stolen right from the African plains. And yet look to your left to find French colonial buildings right next to traditional palm roofed huts.

This is why Davidson loved to travel the world. For sights such as these. And not so much for the dank basements.

“Should we drive?” Lopez asked as they approached the car.

“Stark, how far away is the palace?” Malvern asked.

“Not far. About a twenty-minute hike up the cliff side.”

Malvern looked to them. Davidson nodded. A stroll sounded like an amazing idea after that dank basement.

Once they were past the government buildings, it was like walking through an unexplored forest. You could still hear the cars tooting their horns in the distance, but green tried to entangle its way into your clothes.

The way up ahead was a leafy wall. Birds chirped overhead, jumping from branch to branch, raining down leaves and sticks.

A lemur, Davidson wasn’t quite sure of which type, he knew there were like a hundred different species on the island, hung upside down from a branch. It was watching them with its huge eyes which never seemed to blink.

It had golden hair with black markings like eyeliner. Its little paws had pads at the end, for good suction to tree trunks Davidson supposed. He wasn’t a huge animal person, but even he wanted to hug it. Probably not the best thing to do to the wildlife.

Bunny nearly walked into a tree as she was hiking while looking straight up. He followed her gaze and found the reason she was so mesmerized. Higher up in the trees were about fifty of the lemurs. 

For some reason they reminded him of the aliens in Toy Story. The lemurs were a little creepy. All that staring and no moving. He half expected them to start saying “The claw, the claw.” 

But they didn’t. They just all hung there in silence.

Walking past the troop of lemurs, Davidson felt not only judged, but found wanting.

* * *

The trees ahead broke their solidarity and she could see the ancient palace peeking out at her.

The thing had been made out of eggshells of all things. This Rova, was the palace to kings for centuries. It was placed on the highest peak amongst some pretty high peaks. 

Half of the palace had been restored after a fire while the other half, the spiritual half of the palace had been left to ruins.

The restored half was of no real use to them so they avoided the “Queen’s” Palace and instead hiked east to the Ambohimanga. This place had been left to the elements.

The walls must have been glaringly white when it was built and after all these years, they were still a milky white.

Vines grew over the walls as saplings tried to grow through the cracks in the floor. 

There was an eerie silence. For all the hustle and bustle down in the capital, the trees buffered the noise so they couldn’t even hear the honking of the agitated taxis any more.

No, here you lived and breathed the forest. There weren’t even any tourists. Apparently this place was a bit off the beaten path.

Just where Bunny liked to hike. “Stark, do you have any idea where the priest might have seen the Shroud?” Researching religious history was all about following ancient breadcrumbs left accidently by your ancestors. It took patience and a whole heck of a lot of research.

“Yes, second level, western corner,” he stated. “The priest described a window facing the setting sun that spread across the savior’s face, giving him a heavenly glow.”

Okay, thank goodness for poetic priests then.

Malvern went first, then Bunny, then Lopez brought up the rear. Davidson had already peeled off to find his vantage point. Somewhere along the hike, he simply vanished into the forest. The sniper was there, and then he wasn’t.

Bunny was used to it. Or was she? Did she want a man that could disappear at a moment’s notice? As she walked up the palace’s broken steps, she pushed thoughts like that aside. She wouldn’t be thinking them if it hadn’t been for Teddy’s startling reappearance.

No matter how much fun it had been to catch up with him last night, there was a reason they had broken up in the first place. She had to keep reminding herself of that.

Malvern pushed a broken lattice door open with his hand. The old wood creaked loudly. If anyone was around, they’d just heard that.

The three of them were all dressed in casual American tourist attire. So even if they were discovered it shouldn’t look too weird. She knew that Malvern was carrying a weapon, however he didn’t have it out. Not yet. 

A little hard to sell that they were just tourists if the men were displaying their guns.

And right now, with the smell of moss thick in her nose, Bunny truly felt like a tourist. She was soaking up the faded majesty of the place. This had been the spiritual center of Madagascar for longer than the current independent republic. Far longer, like five hundred years longer.

Yet here it languished. Forgotten by its own people.

Her heels ticked against white stone floor as they made their way through the palace to the room in question.

“Found the address for the descendant of Teharis,” Nassar announced over the comm. “Rendezvous at the van?”

“We have to check on something, then will head straight back,” Malvern stated.

The older man picked up the pace and they arrived at the corner room with the westerly facing window.

Bunny turned to inspect the opposite wall. The glass in the westerly facing windows was intact, unlike the rest of the palace, so this room had been spared much of the weather damage evident everywhere else.

Still, there was just general grime that accumulated on the walls. Plus, while there wasn’t much tourism, during the warm months people’s body oils evaporated along with sweat, which then became deposited on the walls.

Tourists were the greatest threat to tour destinations. Ironic, but true.

Studying the wall she found a faint, old outline of an object that used to hang here. It was the right size and shape to be the Shroud, but she couldn’t really tell much else.

“You should take samples,” Malvern stated behind her.

The man wasn’t wrong. Just because she couldn’t see anything with her naked eye, didn’t mean there wasn’t important information left behind.

First she took a gazillion pictures from every angle and every zoom level, then Malvern pulled out a tiny spatula and several plastic bags.

She shoved minuscule amounts of the wall into the bags and sealed each one, labeling from where she took the sample. Lochum would have approved of her technique. Bunny hoped that he was watching over her from somewhere.

He was her own patron saint of archeological discovery.

Now it was time to head back to the van and put it all together. 

* * *

Sheywa forced herself to lower her body into the nearly boiling water. It stung, but she needed to be purified before the ceremony that would set the prophecy into motion. 

Each detail must be adhered to. Frankincense and Myrrh must be rubbed into her hair. There were a thousand other details, but Sheywa would allow her ladies-in-waiting to handle the ceremonial preparation.

No, it was time for Sheywa to spiritually cleanse. A snake rippled by, swimming around her naked body. King. Despite the hot water, he could not be parted from her.

Such was their bond.

Sheywa had been informed that the Americans were in Madagascar and were searching for evidence the Shroud had been on the island.

Of course the Shroud had been there. The Americans were busy chasing down insignificant information.

She almost felt like cutting off the informant. The Warriors were paying dearly to keep tabs on the team. Yet, what did it matter what the Americans did?

If God wished the prophecy fulfilled, he could fulfill it, Americans or not.

As the water cooled to the point it wasn’t shockingly hot, Sheywa leaned back and floated on the surface.

King swam up and coiled on her belly.

Now it was time to reflect on God’s greatness and all that he had planned for her.

 


CHAPTER 9

Davidson watched as Bunny, Malvern and Lopez exited the jungle and headed to the van. The rest of the team was already there. He noted each person’s body language. 

Teddy tensed as Bunny approached. Odd. Bunny relaxed when she saw Teddy. The man covered it up, opening his arms for a hug. Was that a scowl on the man’s face as he pulled her in?

Was the man toying with Bunny’s affections?

If Davidson hadn’t already been kind of pissed at the guy, now he really was mad. What were these mixed signals that Teddy was putting out? Bunny didn’t seem to notice, and honesty neither had Davidson until he saw it through the scope. 

The scope brought things into clarity. Even entangled romantic issues.

As he expected, no one got into the van. Lopez had not yet had his breakfast. Davidson doubted if anyone was going anywhere until the corporal’s belly was satisfied. 

Nassar tried to argue. Davidson didn’t bother lip reading, he just watched the entire argument play out. Lopez was saying something like if he was going to walk into an ambush, he’d rather do it on a full belly or something like that.

The master chief seemed to have other ideas and the two argued for a few moments until Malvern stepped in. Since the older man was primary, what he decided stuck. It seemed that their commanding officer was hungry as well.

Davidson snapped his rifle up. He didn’t need to know where they were going to eat. Davidson had already noted the restaurant in question. It would be right up Lopez’ alley. It had a huge sign that stated “Authentic Madagascar Food. Homemade.”

Davidson was certain that was music to Lopez’ ears.

If Davidson enjoyed his job because it took him to some of the world’s most gorgeous sites, Lopez did it for the international cuisine. Sure enough the group walked down the road then hung a right, heading directly to the Café de la Savannah.

Just as Davidson had predicted.

* * *

Nassar fell behind as they entered the café. Malvern did everything exactly the opposite of what Nassar had been taught. First off he shared his command decisions with the sniper. 

Malvern tolerated Lopez’ outbursts even ceding to call the man “One Shot.” The lack of respect and discipline in this unit was disturbing. Yet they were the go-to team for the Pentagon. It made absolutely no sense.

And now a stop for brunch? Nassar would have just grabbed some food off of the nearest vending cart and been done with it. But apparently it was tradition for Malvern’s team to have a sit down meal before a big mission.

What a waste of time.

Teddy looked to Nassar. His expression a mixture of what appeared to be surprise and revolt. They didn’t have time for this.

But there was no arguing with Malvern. The team was eating breakfast.

It took a moment for a waitress to assemble a large enough table for them to sit down by rearranging several smaller tables.

Perhaps Nassar should just exit with his team and grab some food and meet them back at the van?

However Lopez was holding out a chair. “Master Chief?”

Who knew how long this mission would take? Better to be on good terms. Nassar accepted the chair and sat down at the table. 

The waitress couldn’t even give Lopez a menu.

“Just give us one of everything then we’ll decide what we want for seconds.”

Seconds?

The bell rang at the front door. Nassar twisted to see who was entering. It was Davidson looking for all the world like an American tourist with a large backpack. The guy really did have that Mid-West charm thing down.

Bunny patted a seat next to her but he ignored her and pulled up next to Lopez.

Nassar certainly hoped that their romantic drama didn’t spill over into the mission. Another thing he would never allow on his team. Fraternization.

Malvern though seemed oblivious to it all. He pulled out his reading glasses, checking out the menu.

Again, how did this team rank better than his?

* * *

Davidson had never been so glad to see grub before in his life. The waitress came over with plates lining her arms. Each dish looking even better than the last.

Malvern identified them as they came out for those not quite adventurous enough to just eat whatever was put in front of them.

Of course you could hear Lopez and Levont chowing down already. Prenner also ate, although without the loud grunting and slurping. Davidson grabbed a bit off each plate and began sampling as Malvern explained the dishes.

“The first is romazava, it is similar to beef stew with rice. Next is the Kapitan, a reef fish, seared and broiled with garlic.” Malvern went to continue but Lopez dug his spoon into a condiment and went to put it on his chicken dish when Malvern grabbed his arm. “That is Piri-Piri. It is hot. I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

Lopez snorted. “Please, I’m Mexican.”

Malvern released the corporal’s arm. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

With a humph, Lopez sprinkled the dark red sauce all over his plate. Then with a big Cheshire cat grin, dug in. The first bite seemed to go down fine, but the second made him choke. By the third Lopez’ cheeks were as red as the sauce. 

Tears rolled down his face as he opened his mouth in a silent scream. Levont patted his friend on the back, offering him a glass of water.

“Milk would be better,” Malvern said as he flagged down the waitress. All he said was Piri-Piri to her and she rushed off, coming back immediately with a large pitcher of goat’s milk.

Lopez coughed and sputtered as he downed glass after glass of the milk. Finally Levont gave up. “Here, just drink from the pitcher.”

Davidson chuckled as Lopez chugged the entire pitcher down. Only once he was done with the last drop did he wipe his mouth with his sleeve. “Damn. Death by condiment.”

Malvern shrugged. “I tried to warn you, ‘One Shot’.”

Lopez looked down at his food which was slathered with the Piri-Piri then raised his hand. “Waitress, I think I need a new plate.”

Davidson’s eyes slid over to Bunny who seemed to be watching with amusement. Teddy on the other hand had a frown that made the cleft in his chin nearly collapse on itself. 

The man stared over at Prenner, who put his finger out and dipped it into the Piri-Piri. “Come on. It can’t be that bad.”

Prenner, however, was a much more sensible and cautious man than Lopez and took care to only take the tiniest lick from his finger.

Even that got him sputtering. He downed his water, then reached for Teddy’s and gulped it as well. “Okay, maybe it is.”

Davidson dug into his beef stew with gusto. He had enough excitement in his life, he didn’t need to add any with his food.

* * *

Stark watched the screen as the teams headed away from the restaurant and toward the van. Lopez still looked a little worse for wear and was carrying a large gallon jug of milk with him.

After seeing the corporal’s reaction, Stark looked up Piri-Piri, it turned out that a student had done his science fair project on the condiment. It turned out to be as corrosive to metal as battery acid. How the stuff was on every table of Madagascar, Stark didn’t know. However the natives scooped it onto their food like salsa. Funny, because otherwise the food was reported to be a little bland. Well, when you were going to add Piri-Piri to it, no wonder.

Again, Stark, with his food allergies and sensitivity to cold foods, was glad he was not out in the field. Out in the field your mom couldn’t make you brownies with peanut butter frosting, now could she?

He nibbled on his as the team walked up to the van. Lopez frowned, downed another gallon of milk and headed off. What was going on?

“Where does he think he’s going to?” Nassar asked, clearly frustrated with the corporal.

His mother pointed on the screen. The sole car rental station was just down the hill. Stark did not want to watch what happened next. Just suffice it to say that Lopez was revving down the road with a top-of-the-line Land Cruiser moments later.

“That only seats eight…”

However Lopez seemed undeterred as he drove up to the curb. The others piled in. The last two, Prenner and Teddy, climbed into the SUV’s “trunk.” Stark guessed that worked, after a fashion.

Once that little drama was over with, Lopez sped away from the curb, heading down to the address the other team had obtained.

The house was in one of the outlying towns of Mahitsy. As far as Stark could tell there was nothing really significant about the town. It was on the dry side of the island. So no forests. Which meant no lemurs. Which meant no tourists. It was a sleepy town dependent on surprisingly… the cattle trade. It was dusty and reminded Stark of an old western town. Most of the homes didn’t even have electricity. Indoor plumbing was a luxury not easily afforded by the poverty-stricken population.

It wasn’t far. About an hour’s drive, which meant that Lopez would get them there in half that time.

Teharis Badua, their current person of interest, certainly did not seem to be the master-mind of any kind of organization. Let alone a centuries old secret cult that had managed to stay pretty much under the radar.

The man lived in a small mud hut with his family. From cached satellite images, since there was no current satellite over the small island nation, Stark counted a wife and three children. The eldest seemed to have left home last year, or at least that was what Stark pieced together. The only satellite images were taken while an Australian satellite crossed over once every few weeks, so it was like watching a really slow stop-animation movie of the family.

It appeared that Badua worked on the large cattle ranch outside of town. His family lived a modest and quiet life.

How any of this related to the Shroud, Stark wasn’t quite sure.

* * *

Bunny sat and read everything she had downloaded from Stark. Once outside the capital they had to say goodbye to phone and internet service. They had their satellite phones of course, but would only pull those bad boys out if they had an emergency.

They still had sporadic communication with Stark over the comm, but it was getting pretty spotty as Lopez flung them over another small hill. They were coming down from the forest-lined highlands into the lowland basin. This valley in the shadow of the peaks didn’t get a whole lot of rain. As a matter of fact they were kicking up quite a bit of dust as they drove down the narrow, one car-width road.

This certainly was not what Bunny thought of when she thought of Madagascar, but essentially the entire interior of the island was dry. It was only the peaks and the coastlines that were graced with the abundant forests.

Ahead there was a smudge on the horizon. That must have been the town. As they neared, quickly because Lopez was at the helm, Bunny could make out more details.

Really, it didn’t classify as a town. It really was a village. A pretty sad village. The only buildings taller than a single story were the church and the mosque at the center of town. All the rest of the buildings, shops, and homes were squat, flat, made of clapboard construction. Shirtless boys played in the streets. 

This was the cattle production hub for Madagascar, but what cows she noticed wandering the streets looked awfully lean. There seemed to be meager forage on the flat plain.

The scene struck Bunny as something she would witness in Ethiopia or Darfur, not Madagascar.

And so much for a stealthy entrance into the town. As they drove down the sole road, everyone stopped what they were doing, even nursing babies, to watch them drive down the street.

“The house is at the end, yes?” Lopez asked.

“Yes, on the right hand side of the road.”

Quickly, not because Lopez was driving all that fast, he had to slow down due to pedestrians, but because the street was so short, they arrived at the house. Back in the Midwest they called these small towns “One Blink,” because if you blinked twice, you’d miss it.

Lopez pulled to a stop in front of the house that was supposedly occupied by Badua and his family.

This should be quick. Go in, ask a few questions and get out.

Because that was how her life usually went.

Yah, right.

* * *

Stark watched the scratchy helmet cams. He was getting about every eighth word and about every tenth frame. Now you see it, now you don’t.

Malvern had knocked at Badua’s door. Then it was blank. Then they were inside with what appeared to be Badua’s wife. Then she was over the central fire in the middle of their hut, smoke streaming out a hole in the ceiling. 

Welcome to the third world. Then the static was back. Then suddenly everyone was in attack formation and the wife was nowhere to be seen.

“What the…”

His mother shrugged. They were both glued to the screen. Shouts came over the line, but were they delayed?

“Come on, come on,” Stark begged the screen, but all it delivered was static.

Colors flickered on. The woman was gone and the men were searching the home. Smoke clogged the room. It was nearly as bad as the static.

“Bunny?” Stark asked. He saw her cock her head to the side.

Did she hear him?

Words came over but they were so broken up, Stark couldn’t tell what was being said.

“Let me give it a try,” his mother said.

He knew that she had been working on an algorithm for a scenario just like this one. It took the fragmented parts of speech and tried to intelligently guess what was attempted to be said. It wasn’t perfect, but right about now Stark would take anything.

On the smoky screen, the men were clearly searching for something. Bunny was at the back of the room, directing them. They seemed to be performing a grid search of the room.

Why, Stark had no idea.

Was the woman dead? It was nearly impossible to see the floor for all the smoke and the herky-jerky movements of the men. 

What in the heck had happened in those few seconds?

“I’ve got something…” his mother announced.

The resulting audio was quite a mess. He feared the program took fragments of several people’s speech and cobbled them together. About the only thing he could hear for sure was, “Hands up! Stop her! Where did she go?”

Stark had pretty much gotten that from the visuals. 

“Davidson can you see anything?”

* * *

Davidson had heard the kerfuffle, but didn’t know anything more than Stark. “Sorry, I’ve got nothing. Normal village activity at this level.”

He hated it when he was out of communication with his team. It was like a string from his gut to theirs had been unceremoniously cut. It left a worrisome void at his core.

And he was always presented with a difficult choice. Abandon his perch to go check on them or stay high to be of the greatest assist? 

“Stark?” 

Only a garbled high-itched shriek came through. Davidson had given up on trying to call out to his team. If and when they could contact him, they would.

To stay or to go?

He hadn’t heard any gunshots and he was close enough that he should have if the room had gone to hell in a handbasket. Davidson had to trust his team. If they had needed help they would have reached out.

Right?

Wiping his brow, the plains were about twenty degrees warmer than the cliff tops. He scanned the village again from the church spire.

Everything seemed completely normal. The kids and dogs were playing. The cattle were wandering around. Women were getting water from the well, and in African-style were carrying it on the tops of their heads. 

This area of Madagascar was the opposite of the wet rice paddy fields. This smelled and felt like savannah Africa. The women’s dresses were bright yellows and oranges. You wouldn’t know a rainforest lay just a few kilometers away.

The village looked so average and unassuming. What could have happened in that twenty-by-twenty foot room?

 

 


CHAPTER 10

Bunny choked and sputtered, waving the smoke away from her face. 

Everything had been going fine. They were talking to Badua’s wife. She’d calmly told them that Badua was at work, their eldest son had moved to the capital to find work and her two youngest were out playing.

A nice, normal conversation, then the smoke bomb. Boom! Zero visibility. Once the smoke had cleared enough the wife was gone. Just gone.

 

What the hell?

It was like a Vegas magic trick in the middle of nowhere, Madagascar-style. 

“There must be a trap door,” Prenner stated. 

Well, no duh. The question was how to find it.

The men had been over the room again and again. They could find no lever or trigger anywhere.

Worse, communications were cut off. Not that it would matter much. Stark had no satellite imagery anyway. There was no way to track the woman’s heat signature.

“Coincidence, huh?” Lopez chuckled, then coughed. His face was etched with soot.

Teddy stepped up to the small fire in the center of the room. “This is the only place we haven’t looked.”

But it was a fire. What could be hiding in there?

Teddy used the tip of his rifle to dig through what looked like dung chips. 

“There it is,” Teddy announced. Sure enough, at the heart of the fire was a metal latch.

The woman must have pulled it while they were blinded by the smoke. How had she grabbed the white hot metal with her bare hand? And not screamed? It seemed impossible.

Yet, how else had the woman disappeared?

Teddy used his rifle to push the lever. The fire slid on a hidden mechanism to reveal a darkened staircase.

“Gotta love this job,” Lopez said, his teeth white against his smoke colored lips.

“Malvern?” Nassar asked.

“We’ll go down. You guys stay here in case we need an exit strategy.”

The SEAL nodded. 

Bunny got in the line-up. She knew her place. Right in the middle of the men and their guns.

Prenner went first as the point man. His gun’s light illuminated the stairwell. It wasn’t long. Between the men’s bodies, Bunny could see the tunnel that appeared to run west, back into town.

Why?

The men set out and Bunny stayed on Levont’s heels. Her hand was against his back just as Lopez’ was on hers. They needed to stay in physical contact as they explored this new wrinkle in their little mystery.

Step by step, they descended the stairs. Nothing happened. The only sound was that of their footfalls.

Prenner headed down the narrow tunnel. Bunny reached out and touched the earthen wall. This had been hand-carved. There wasn’t a power tool’s mark anywhere. How long had it taken to build this tunnel from an unassuming hut at the edge of the village into town? 

And why?

Perhaps for a moment just like this one. 

When someone came knocking at their door asking about the Warriors of the Snake.

Bunny tried to count off her steps, but she was hopeless at it. She glanced over her shoulder to Lopez. “How far?”

He tilted his head. “We should be right at the center of town.”

That seemed about right as they came to another earthen staircase. Prenner looked over his shoulder to Malvern who was bringing up the back. The older man gave the nod so Prenner took the first step.

There was a loud click. Everyone froze. They must have missed a pass code or another lever or something.

But there was no explosion, no hiss of toxic gas. There was just the silence and their heavy breathing.

Then the faintest sound permeated the air. It sounded like silk rubbed against leather. She’d heard the sound before as her belly clenched. Who needed to do crunches, when fear was so effective at tightening your abs?

“Snakes,” Lopez whispered.

No, it couldn’t be. But then she felt something slide over her boot. 

“Snakes!” she yelled. Why was she surprised? The stupid cult was based on serpents.

Prenner didn’t need much more encouragement as he bolted forward up the steps. At the top of the steps was a door. Only it had no handle, no lock and no hinges to shoot out.

There was no going back.

The point man slammed into it with his shoulder, again and again. It didn’t seem to want to budge. And the sound seemed to be agitating the snakes.

They had to get out of here like now.

* * *

Stark banged on his monitor, even though he knew the problem wasn’t on his end, but still he had to do something.

The last clear image had been of a cobra raising up, ready to strike.

There had been a lot of incoherent shouting and the sound of Prenner banging into the door. 

Apparently the man had broken the door down because after a few moments of static, suddenly the team was inside the mosque. Of course, there were snakes everywhere, but at least they were out of the tunnel.

Again with the shouts. His mother’s program didn’t give them too much more details than “Holy crap!” and “We need to get out of here.”

This wasn’t happening. The only screams Stark could make out were Bunny’s. He knew her dislike of snakes in general, and in particular those that attacked her. How he wished he could teleport her out of there.

The sounds of gunfire filled the room. Guess there was no point any longer acting like tourists. Clearly they had been made.

Stark tore his eyes away from the mosque screens to find Nassar’s group backing away as snakes climbed up the steps from the hidden tunnel.

He had to give it to the SEALs. They backed out of the hut nice and orderly.

“Anyone who…hear…” Davidson’s voice crackled on the line. “Need…Army…Now.”

Stark didn’t need to hear any more. He got on the horn to the Pentagon to get an armed response by the Madagascar army to the village.

He only hoped his team could hold on long enough for them to show up.

* * *

Davidson watched the village’s lethal transformation through his scope. The town went from a sleepy rural agrarian village to a town armed to the teeth. Everyone had a semi-automatic rifle. Well, everyone but the toddlers. They were carrying around extra clips.

“Guys, I know you are busy in there, but we’ve got a situation out here.”

That was right about when Nassar and his team backed out of the hut.

“Get back inside!” Davidson shouted.

But it was no good. Snakes slithered out of the hut after the team. It appeared to be no safer in there than out here.

A villager raised his rifle to shoot at the SEALs.

Davidson had been trying to keep his position concealed, but he couldn’t let even Teddy take a bullet to the back.

Squeezing the trigger, Davidson fired. The man dropped before getting his shot off. The SEALs turned, realized the danger they were in and backed behind the hut, out of Davidson’s view.

A few of the villagers took pot shots at Davidson, but none of them even came close. 

He kept his gaze and aim steady. His team was still inside the apparently snake-infested mosque. Gunfire rang out from the structure.

The SEALs were on their own since they were out of line-of-sight. Now it was Davidson’s job to keep the mosque area clear of hostiles. Three more shots and three more down. 

That wasn’t going to be good enough though. The entire village was armed and that meant the odds were like one to twenty. He was good, but not that good.

He had to find another way to even the playing field. His team was going to burst out of that mosque any moment and he couldn’t let them walk into a slaughter.

Calming himself, taking even, regular breaths, Davidson let the tension flow out of him as he scanned the village with his scope.

Then he found it. A large propane tank behind a store at the center of town. 

He fired, putting a hole in the tank. Davidson could see the gas creating a wavering, flickering leak. Another shot, this time tangential to get a nice spark, caught the gas on fire. 

The flame was sucked back into the tank and then a huge explosion rocked the village. That was not the extent of it. Fire landed on the roofs of the buildings, catching them on fire as well.

Davidson knew from experience how devastating a fire could be with buildings like this. The flames spread like wildfire, leaping between buildings, catching anything nearby on fire.

The diversion did the trick, turning the village’s attention from the mosque to the fire. After his team left, these people still needed to live here. Some of the men stood guard by the mosque, but most of the villagers turned to fight the fire.

Now Davidson had to look ahead. With the fighters thinned, it was time to think about their egress. They couldn’t allow the villagers to follow them. The men would know these roads and ambush spots far better than Davidson’s team.

Occasionally he would shoot at any armed villager, however his focus was on shooting out all the village’s tires. Not just one per car, but two if possible. He needed to be certain the villagers gave no chase.

There was movement at the mosque. Lopez burst out a door, and without pause, grabbed a hold of a drain spout, swinging himself up onto the side of the mosque. He climbed up the side of the building, pausing only momentarily to raise his rifle, ready to defend himself.

Davidson shot at the corporal’s feet. Lopez danced back, but realized it was only his teammate. Lopez raised his hand to his eyes to shield the afternoon sun. Davidson waved, then indicated where the SEALs had gone. Lopez gave a thumb’s up as gunfire still rattled in the mosque.

“One Shot” leapt from rooftop to rooftop. Davidson covered him in case any of the villagers got gusty enough to try to fire on the corporal.

Funny, after the first two villagers went down, the gunfire stopped. These people may be Warriors of the Snake, however Davidson didn’t think they’d seen any serious combat for generations.

Even the dogs had gone into hiding.

There was a roar of a powerful engine starting. That had to be Lopez. Within moments, the vehicle was barreling around the corner. Lopez swerved, hitting the first man on the street. After that everyone scattered as the Land Cruiser sped down the main drag.

Lopez turned sharply, running straight toward the mosque.

Guess it was time to go.

* * *

Bunny teetered on top of some kind of dry fountain. She didn’t know what exactly it was, nor did she care. It was off the ground and that was fine by her. The rest of the men had taken vantage points around the room, firing at any snake that came close.

The floor was littered with the bodies of the serpents.

One was at the base of the fountain. It had wrapped its body around the marble and was up, hood open, fangs at the ready. Bunny tried to press herself into the marble to no avail.

The snake hissed. Its tongue rattled up and down at the action. Bunny sucked in a breath. This could not be how it ended. 

Then their SUV slammed into the mosque, breaking open the wall. 

The cobra had the wind sucked out of it sails. The serpent compressed back into form and slunk away.

“Take that!” Bunny yelled at the retreating snake. Okay, so it hadn’t been her that scared it off, but she needed to do something with all of this pent up anxiety.

The men were climbing into the SUV.

It was all the way on the other side of the mosque though. A literal carpet of snakes was between her and the car.

No need to worry though. Lopez gunned the engine and ran over the slithering carpet. The bones of the snakes cracked as he made his way over.

“Jump!” Lopez yelled.

Right, she wasn’t Davidson. However she didn’t have a lot of choices. She went for the roof of the car, figuring it was the largest surface area. With the fountain at her back, Bunny leapt.

She landed on the roof, but couldn’t stick the landing. Why did this particular Land Cruiser not have a luggage rack? Her foot slipped on the slick surface and she careened off the other side of the roof, falling toward the floor, which was still filed with some pretty pissed-off snakes.

Then a hand caught her ankle, yanking her back up.

Teddy. She’d know that grip anywhere. 

“I’ve got you!”

Yes, yes he did.

* * *

Davidson watched as the SUV came back out of the mosque, through another wall. Bunny was dangling from the roof but not for long. Teddy pulled her into the SUV, his hands all over her.

A surge of jealousy threatened Davidson’s sniper calm, but he shoved it back down. He could punch the guy later. For now Bunny was safe. Everyone else was in the SUV, ready to head out of town.

Davidson let off one more shot, then packed up his gear, getting his sidearm out. Lopez sped across the street. Davidson had to time this perfectly.  Otherwise he would be the sole causality of the mission. Not counting a handful of villagers and a whole mess of snakes.

He waited as the SUV approached. At the exact right moment, he jumped from the spire, hit the church roof, slipping and sliding down it until he was airborne. He hit the SUV’s roof hard but was able to grab hold of a door jam and hang on as Lopez fishtailed it out of the village.

Davidson didn’t need any help as he clamored his way into the SUV. 

He found Bunny sitting in Teddy’s lap. Again, not the time or place to resolve this little drama. 

Turning his back on them, Davidson climbed up between the two front seats.

“Snakes, eh?”

Lopez grunted. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I should have brought some of that Piri-Piri along. That would have stopped them dead in their tracks.”

“We’re going to need medical attention,” Nassar said from the back seat.

Davidson peered over his shoulder. One of the SEALs must have been bitten back here. He was lying across his teammate’s legs. He looked barely conscious. Someone had ripped the man’s pant to reveal two bright red bites in his calf.

“You’ve got to get a tourniquet above the bite.”

“He could lose his leg that way,” Nassar stated.

“Either that or his life,” Davidson countered as he climbed over the rest of the men to get to the injured SEAL. His breast patch announced he was Kettler.

“Tourniquet,” Davidson stated, taking the medical pack from Prenner. Lopez was usually the medic, but right now they needed him at the wheel of the car.

Davidson grabbed an injection of steroids, antihistamines and painkillers.

“You are doing everything the experts say not to do,” Nassar complained as he put a hand on Davidson’s arm.

“How many snake bites have you treated in the field?” Davidson commented as he cracked a pack, creating an instant cold pack.

Given Nassar’s non-answer, Davidson assumed none.

“Let me get this done,” Davidson said. “Kettler’s life depends on it.”

The captain didn’t seem any too happy about it, but took his hand off of Davidson’s arm.

“This better work,” the master chief grumbled.

“Stark?” Davidson said into his mic. “Doesn’t the CIA have a safe house in the capital?”

“Getting the credentials as we speak.”

“Pedal to the metal, buddy,” Lopez announced, like it wasn’t already there.

“But our lead is over in one of the outer islands. Badua’s son,” Bunny stated.

Davidson knew she didn’t mean it that way, but it came off a little callous to the downed man’s situation.

Lopez was there though, as always. “Oh darlin’, you have no idea what I have planned. Trust me, the capital is just where we need to be. I can’t wait to show you.”

Of that Davidson was just a little bit worried.

 


CHAPTER 11

King popped his head up, stretching his hood out, waving side-to-side to sense the danger.

Only it was no danger. It was only Lokli.

“I thought I said I did not wish to be disturbed,” Sheywa said, paddling over to the side of the bath. King was none too happy, having to swim himself.

“I know, priestess, however Mahitsy has been compromised.”

Sheywa sighed. The Americans. Always the Americans. Did she not have enough on her plate that now she had to deal with a rogue Special Forces team?

“And?” Sheywa stated.

Lokli cocked his head and looked at her as he had done when she was first learning how to write Sanskrit. Like she was missing something important.

“There is a man of Middle Eastern descent with them. A Master Chief Petty Officer.”

Sheywa thought, hard, but still could not understand what Lokli meant.

“The prophecy,” he prompted.

No, it could not be.

It was foretold that she would give herself to a foreigner who was not a foreigner.  That he would prove himself worthy to form a union with her. After all of these years it had seemed like gibberish. Yet the prophecy could not be enacted until she had found her mate.

Sheywa had hoped that the prophecy had meant metaphysically, not carnally.

“You must prepare yourself,” Lokli stated.

Sheywa tensed, making King fan out his hood again. He would protect her against anything except for this one task.

* * *

Stark watched as the men carried the downed SEAL, Kettler, into the safe house. It looked like any of the other ramshackle buildings, however inside it was all steel and glass. 

Inside was a full-scale surgical suite with a doctor on call 24/7.

It was a regional safe house so it was tricked out to the max.

Kettler would be in good hands.

Lopez hadn’t even bothered to turn off the car. It sat idling as Kettler was transferred into CIA care. Then Teddy, Nassar and Prenner trotted back down the steps, getting into the SUV.

And then they were driving. The delay? A grand total of sixty-seven seconds. 

Then they were off, to parts unknown. Lopez hadn’t exactly shared with them his destination.

Par for the course.

Stark and his mother were a bit too busy to worry about Lopez though. They were doing facial recognition scanning on anyone in that village. How could an entire town be Warriors of the Snake? Even the babies were in on it.

“I think I might have something…” His mother said, however she sounded a whole heck of a lot more tentative than she normally did.

“What?”

His mother pointed to the screen. “See that man?”

Stark nodded. The guy was older with shoulder-length hair, tied back in a rat tail. He didn’t exactly look like he came from Madagascar, however many on the island were nationality mutts. A little bit French, a little bit native and a whole lot of the rest of the world.

“Who is he?”

“Well, for one he is a du Castel de la Riviera.”

Stark’s head jerked around to his mother. This was the connection they had been looking for. A tangible tie between the Shroud and the Warriors.

“But?” Stark asked. Something was off the way his mother was acting.

“He is dead.”

His mother brought up his French death certificate. “Supposedly François died in a boating accident ten years ago.”

Stark grabbed another cookie. He needed it to get through this next mystery.

“Why fake his own death?”

“I don’t know, but Badua’s son, Kabbaa might.”

Stark looked back at the screen. Lopez was taking the group on a road that lead straight up the cliffs. There was only one place that road went to and Stark seriously doubted if anyone was going to be happy about it.

* * *

Bunny had to hang onto the handle to keep herself from being thrown into Prenner. Despite the steep slope and switchback turns, Lopez hadn’t really slowed the car any. Hence the “granny bar” clutching.

How this was going to get them any closer to the southern coast, Bunny didn’t know. They were headed in exactly the wrong direction.

But there was no sense in asking Lopez. He would just get that cat-that-ate-the-canary grin and chuckle malevolently. She could do without that again.

“No, no, no,” Davidson mumbled from the seat in front of her.

She had no idea what he was talking about until she looked up. Above them was a huge zip line apparatus.

Forget Divergent. This metal scaffolding was huge. Which meant the zip line went quite a ways.

Lopez couldn’t contain his excitement any longer. “This is the world’s longest, steepest zip line!”

Her eyes followed the thick metal wires as far as she could see and it appeared the line terminated all the way down at the docks. Dear God.

Yes, they could get there in a few minutes rather than a few hours, but dear God. Even Davidson, their sniper looked skeptical of the height. And he loved heights. He lived for heights.

 “Come on, guys, tourists do this every day,” Lopez chided them. “This is going to be fun!” He turned to his partner in crime, Levont. “Right?”

This was insane. Who did this for fun?

“Damn straight!” Levont answered giving Lopez a high five.

Lopez jerked them to a stop. “I won’t even bet who is going to get down there first. Let’s just say I am not buying the drinks.”

And that was it. Levont and Lopez were out of the car. The rest of them emerged more slowly. 

“Are we really going to do this?” Nassar asked.

Malvern shrugged. “Do you know of any faster way to get down to the coast?”

Apparently Nassar did not, as they all assembled at the entrance to the zip line.

Lopez was up ahead haggling on the cost of the venture, because Lord knew if you were going to risk your life on a couple of wires, you wanted to do it cheaply.

Bunny closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She felt a hand on her back. It was too wide to be Davidson’s. She opened her eyes to find Teddy at her side.

Funny it had been decades since they had been together, but seeing him there made all the sense in the world.

“I’ll be right beside you,” her former fiance stated.

* * *

Davidson had to look away as Bunny looked up into Teddy’s eyes. A warmth was there that he seldom saw. He had to remind himself that he didn’t want to talk until after the mission. Now he wasn’t so sure about that.

It felt like every hour that ticked by, Bunny was growing further and further away from him.

But could talking change that course? Davidson didn’t think so.

Instead he turned his attention to Lopez’ safety briefing as they all got strapped into their harnesses.

“Okay, so the most important thing is not to fall to your death. Any questions?”

Davidson just shook his head, because basically Lopez was correct. Right now their survival was dependent on those metal wires. If they broke, you were dead. There was nothing else to be done.

He eyed the metal contraption over their heads. It looked a bit home-built. Like a carny ride rather than an OSHA compliant professional facility.

But given how little money exchanged hands between Lopez and the owner, what could they expect?

The harnesses seemed sturdy though. No fraying of the mesh and the clasps were double locked. So there was that.

Lopez hooked onto the line. “You gonna tape this for Ricky Junior?” the corporal asked Levont.

“Um, I’m gonna tape this for the future Leroy Junior.”

Lopez laughed. “Now you just have to find a baby Momma!”

And Davidson thought he had relationship issues.

Nassar was also strapped in. “Are we going to do this?”

Lopez put his hand on the release bar. “You know it!”

Then with possibly the loudest whoop in the history of whooping, Lopez headed down. Then Skyman and Chizan. Malvern and Davidson. Prenner went next. The whistle of metal against metal filled the area. Nassar released his handle.

It wasn’t quite a whoop, but neither was it a scream that came from the master chief’s lips.

* * *

Bunny’s last hope headed down the hill. She had hoped that perhaps Nassar could stop this insanity, but apparently not.

Teddy was hooking her into her harness. 

“If you have to, just close your eyes and imagine a beautiful waterfall.”

Yah that was way easier said than done. 

But Teddy was always supportive in that way.

“If I survive this, you totally owe me a chicken dance,” Bunny teased.

Teddy’s full lips spread into smile. This was pretty much how they got through most of college. To encourage Bunny to do anything she was afraid to, Teddy would do a full-on chicken dance in front of the entire cafeteria as her reward.

How many times had she belly laughed to his antics? Sometimes she had pretended to be afraid of a task just to see that dance.

Not here of course. Here, she was terrified out of her mind. That chicken dance was going to be well earned.

“You got it,” Teddy said, giving her a kiss on her forehead.

The flood of memories that brought on threatened to unsteady her further.

She felt her cheeks flush. It had just been an innocent gesture. Something to calm her. It meant nothing more.

Before she could process the kiss any more, Teddy helped her up onto the jump platform.

“Together,” Teddy said, holding her hand. “Three. Two. One.”

They jumped and were airborne. 

It was a rush, impending death and weightlessness wrapped all together. 

The wind ripped through her hair, pulling her curls from their bobby pins. A fiery streak flowed behind her. That was going to take a couple of hours of combing to get untangled, but who cared as the world streaked by beneath you?

The capital was a blur of bright colors. Then they were past the city and over the lush forest. A few birds cawed at their passing.

Then they were headed for the crystal blue ocean. It sparkled in the not-so-distant. Green abutted white sandy beaches with low, bluish-white slow surf that lapped at the sand. Beyond that were lagoons so shallow you could see to the bottom through pure blue water. The smaller islands lay not far off. Tiny replicas of the cliff regions of the main island.

As they skimmed over the water, it was so clear they could see sunken pirate ships all along the coast. It was like a creepy, underwater Disneyland ride. A mermaid statue, half her body buried in the sand, gazed up at them. 

A remarkable sight. A once in a lifetime sight. The ride was worth every dollar Lopez had paid for it. 

Despite the wonder, Bunny still held onto Teddy’s hand with a vice grip. If she was going down, so was he. Looking over, it seemed that Teddy wouldn’t have it any other way.

* * *

Stark was getting nauseated just watching the team zip down the line. A more appropriate name had never been given to a contraption.

Lopez and Levont were already down at the base, reviewing their footage. Nassar and a few others were busy unhooking their harnesses. 

Bunny and Teddy were next down. The two sudden BFFs. Stark hit a button and brought up the SEALs record. Exemplary. Damn him and his perfection.

Once the two hit the landing pad, Teddy helped Bunny out of her harness. Perhaps taking a few liberties as he wrapped his arms around her.

For once, Stark felt sorry for Davidson. This must have been hard on him. Stark didn’t even have a chance with her and he still felt gut-punched on how the two were acting.

Then everyone was down. Everyone was safe. Some seemed a little more shaken than exhilarated, but they were down. 

And they were ready to get unsafe very quickly. 

Stark hated that they had no real satellite coverage. If they had, the snake ambush wouldn’t have been an ambush at all. And now they were headed to one of the many straw shacks that were positioned along the beautiful shore.

What could be inside that tiny shack?

At least being built on the sand, there was very little chance in having a snake basement. However, there was a rickety looking pier that went out to an even smaller shack out over the water.

God he wished he had thermal imaging. Did Badua’s son even know about the raid on Mahitsy?

And what exactly was he going to do about it?

* * *

It wasn’t hard to pick a perch here. The tree line came right to the water’s edge. And the coastline curved convex so Davidson had the entire area covered by sitting in one tall tree.

He could feel the thick bark between his legs as his feet dangled down. Davidson was just now coming off the high of the zip line. He hated to admit it, but he wished that there had been a shooting component to the ride. Could you imagine hitting a square meter target at that height and speed? He worried slightly that Lopez was rubbing off on him.

He scanned the beach as the rest of the team headed over to the shack that Badua’s son rented. Unlike Mahitsy with its dusty roads and wandering cattle. So unlike was this island called Nosy Iranja Kely.

If there were a picture beside the word, idyllic, this would be it. The beach had sand so fine that it was almost like a powder. And white? It looked like a dentist had taken peroxide to it. And the palm trees? A landscape designer couldn’t have positioned the trees any better.

They lazily hung over the beach, creating a band of shade along the white slash of beach. Ghost crabs scuttled this way and that along the surf’s edge. Much larger, red coconut crabs hunted along the forest’s edge. 

And the birds? Davidson was no birder, but there must have been over a dozen different species flying along the coast. Most seemed to be skimming the surface for fish.

The island was alive with wildlife and the air was filled with the birds’ cries.

Despite the place seeing a lot of tourists, the beaches were pristine. The people of Madagascar took their natural resources very seriously. On the other side of the island was a turtle preserve. One of the most comprehensive and modern conservatories in the world. 

But they weren’t here for the natural beauty and island lifestyle. And the monsoons would be coming soon. Due to it being offseason, there were very few staff around. There was a groundskeeper down the beach and one bartender at a palm-roofed bar along the shoreline. The bar extended out over the water. 

Davidson could only imagine the place at night. How romantic. Not that he would ever get to share that with someone. He was sure Teddy would scoop Bunny up before that.

Shaking off his lingering annoyance, Davidson focused on Prenner, who was in the lead of the rest of the team. This was a long shot, but the whole mission was a crazy wild goose chase that had found an enclave of a snake cult in Madagascar. So they couldn’t get much more afield.

At least after the snake ambush, they knew they were on the right track. According to Stark, the Madagascar army had finally arrived on the scene. They were used to more natural disasters, which they could prepare for days in advance. Apparently a huge snake cult blowing up in their faces had taken the government by surprise.

Davidson was certain the CIA had their own plants in the army. How much information they could gather was probably minimal though.

Which was why they needed Badua’s son, Kabbaa. Had the teenager left the cult? As Davidson would know, cults usually liked to keep their young close by. A cult member leaving was usually not just frowned upon, but more often than not a death sentence.

Kabbaa had only been gone a few weeks. Was Badua hoping his son would come back or was Kabbaa spreading the cult’s influence to this pristine beach resort?

As Prenner neared the door to the shack, they would know soon enough.

* * *

Bunny stood behind Teddy as Prenner went up to the door when it suddenly swung open. Everyone backed a step as a dark-haired teen walked out of his shack.

He looked as shocked as they did at his presence. His pupils dilated at all the guns. His hands flew up.

“I am no tortoise mafia,” the boy stated, his voice shaking.

He was referring to the smugglers that poached the island’s prized tortoises. Kabbaa didn’t seem to have a clue as to why they were here. The boy seemed unarmed, so Bunny stepped forward, speaking in French, the island’s second official language.

“We are here for snakes, Kabbaa, not tortoises.”

This made his eyes dilate even further. You could barely see the brown iris. His eyes seemed completely black. “No snake. No Warrior. Just cabana boy,” Kabbaa answered in broken English.

“But you know of the Warriors?” Bunny asked.

The teen looked down at the sand. Shame and fear mingled in his features.

“We aren’t going to hurt you, Kabbaa. We just need to know what their plans are.”

“I was just a youngster,” Kabbaa stated as Prenner and the rest checked out his shack. “I knew nothing except I wanted nothing to do with them. Secrets end up killing.”

Yes, yes they did.

“You must know the tenets of your sect,” Bunny pressed. “Why was this cult formed?”

The boy’s face clouded. He might not want to be a part of the sect, but turning on it didn’t seem to come easily to him either. 

The men came out of the shack. Teddy shook his head. “It was clean, however I would recommend he wash his clothes a little more frequently.”

Kabbaa spread his hands. “Please do not make me betray my family.”

Bunny felt for him. She really did. “I’m sorry, but this is too big. I need to know what Muslims are doing with the Shroud.”

“Muslims?” Kabbaa asked, pulling a cross out from under his shirt. “We are Christians.”

What the….

* * *

Christians? Wait. What? Bunny had said they were Muslims. Stark was trying to assimilate that knowledge as quickly as he could, but his brain was stuck in spin mode.

This information made the Shroud slightly more probable, but the Warriors of the Snake, not so much.

The location of the sect, the facial features of the followers, everything had pointed to an Arab, and therefore an Islamic descent. 

“Coptic Christian?” His mother asked into the comm. Bunny repeated the question. 

Kabbaa shook his head. “We descend from Maronites.”

It was going to take some research on Stark’s part to figure out what that meant. Or he could just listen to Bunny to explain, because of course she knew what the boy was talking about. 

“I don’t think it’s a coincidence that the Maronites came into being in the 13th century, when the Arab world was conquered by Muslims,” Bunny stated. “The Maronites lived along the coastlines and were allowed to keep their religion and ethnic customs.”

She went on, “They are usually from the Lebanon area, but missionaries reached out to other Arab states. So Maronites can be from anywhere in the Arab world.”

Kabbaa nodded. 

Bunny turned to the teen. “France, especially Paris, has a large Maronite community. Some consider it the center of Maronite culture.

The boy wouldn’t look at her.

Time to stir the pot.

“Bunny, my mom found that a member of the Riviera family is at the Mahitsy village.”

Bunny’s eyebrows shot up. Stark knew because Teddy’s helmet cam was pointed directly at her.

“And you knew the Rivieras?” Bunny asked.

“Oh and by the way, François was reported dead in France,” Stark added. Kind of important information for her to have

Bunny stepped closer to the teen. “This is an important time in your cult’s history isn’t?”

Again, the boy wouldn’t look at her.

Stark was leaning forward so close to the monitors that he count the pores on Bunny’s face as she leaned into the teen.

* * *

Bunny put her hand on the boy’s shoulders. “I don’t understand the association but I believe it started in the 13th century. Your cult was charged with keeping the real Shroud safe?”

The boy still wouldn’t look at her.

“Stop me if I make a mistake…” Bunny said as Lopez took off. More than likely to get them some transportation off the island. Malvern gave her a nod to continue. “The real Shroud was looted from France and taken to Lebanon and given to the cult and a forgery was manufactured and passed off as the real Shroud.”

Kabbaa looked up, locking eyes with Bunny. He gave a single nod.

“And the Warriors have been protecting it ever since.”

Another nod.

“But something happened?”

The boy looked away again.

“Something that made your cult get militarized?”

Again Kabbaa stared at the sand at his feet.

Some of this was starting to make sense. It wasn’t uncommon for a priceless artifact to be stolen and a reasonable duplicate of the item be put out as a decoy. It happened with more frequency than most realized.

That was why the Shroud of Turin had failed each and every test done on it. Because it was a fake. However the real one was floating around out there.

“What is the importance of the Shroud?” Bunny asked hoping it was a general enough question that Kabbaa didn’t feel it compromised his family’s guardianship.

“You do not know?” the teen asked, looking suspicious.

“I understand it is a symbol of the Christian faith and symbolizes the enduring quality of the religion, but beyond that no.”

Kabbaa’s eyes narrowed. “Your science has not made it clear?”

Science?

“Stark, do you know what he is talking about?”

* * *

Rolling between screens, Stark went into overdrive. “No. No idea, but give me a minute…Okay, it might take more than a minute…” 

He flipped through journal articles like a fashionista flew through dresses before an awards show. 

There were lots of references to the Shroud being a medieval forgery. Carbon dating and such, but nothing new or exciting until…

Stark skidded to a stop reading an article that proposed the image may have been burned into the fabric by a neutrino blast from a nearby earthquake. The grinding rocks released the particles into the atmosphere and they could travel hundreds of miles. Such an earthquake had been recorded. An over 8.0 magnitude quake had struck the region at about the time of Jesus’ death.

As farfetched as it sounded, earthquakes did form large quantities of neutrinos, which did in fact leave an x-ray-like image. Why hadn’t he seen that before? That was exactly what the Shroud looked like. An x-ray image, only on cloth.

“Ask him about neutrinos,” Stark urged Bunny.

 


CHAPTER 12

“Neutrinos?” Bunny asked although she seemed less than sure of herself.

Nassar frowned. This mission was going from weird to absurd. All this trouble for a tiny bit of cloth. How could thread make or break someone’s faith. Because this was what all of this was about. Faith, correct?

Kabbaa grinned. “You know nothing.”

Bunny backed up, her eyes narrowing. Nassar had seen that look before. The woman could be quite determined when she wanted to be. Bunny cocked her head, listening to Stark’s explanation over the comm. It made very little sense to Nassar, but Bunny seemed to soak it all in then take a leap of logic to figure something out that none of the rest of them had.

“Do you know what scientists have found during a large nuclear blast or a linear accelerator’s run?”

Kabbaa looked up, shaking his head. Where was Bunny going with this?

“In Hiroshima, after the first nuclear explosion, people were reduced to ash. Many bodies were never found. Only the faint outline of soot on a wall remained. They are called the Gōsuto no hitobito, the ghost people.”

Kabbaa nodded, this was all fairly common knowledge for anyone who knew about the end of World War II. His English was improving with the conversation. Nassar still had no idea what it had to do with the Shroud.

“Did you know that when scientist looked at the neutrinos within the outlines, they found patterns? Some even say haikus? Poetry in the victim’s outlines?”

This got a deep frown from Kabbaa. Apparently Bunny was onto something.

She cocked her head, a sure tell she was going for the jugular.

“That’s what this is about isn’t?” Bunny asked. “It isn’t about the Shroud itself but the message encoded in it by the neutrinos?”

Kabbaa broke down sobbing, falling to his knees in the sand. Wailing an unintelligible sorrow. “The prophecy, the prophecy,” was all the sobbing boy could say.

Bunny knelt next to the boy. “What is the message?”

“Je ne sais pas,” the boy cried in French. “I don’t know.”

* * *

Bunny hugged the boy. “Tell me.”

Kabbaa shook his head though. “I really don’t know. Only the initiates know. I left just before my coming of age ceremony. I am only a boy of the snake, not a Warrior.”

Still Bunny held him. To force such secrets onto someone so young. To force him to leave his home to avoid getting sucked into the conspiracy any further.

“You may not know the specifics, but is it time sensitive?” Bunny asked.

The boy nodded still blubbering. She couldn’t understand a word he said, French or not.

“Was whatever was hidden in the pattern going to happen soon?”

“Yes, yes, a biblical catastrophe… within the next few days.”

“Within the week?” Bunny asked her voice squeaking. “What else did it say?”

Again, Kabbaa coughed, then hiccupped a few times. “Then the Shroud was gone. It had been in a secret vault in Palestine, then it was just gone.”

It was Bunny’s turn to nod. “Did the Warriors think the Rivieras had taken it back?”

It would have made sense. The Rivieras had been the first to steal it.

Gulping, Kabbaa tried to get hold of himself. “Yes.”

“That is why the man in your village faked his own death?” she asked.

“He did not have anything to do with it, but there were so many death threats, he took advantage of them. Then he came to live with us.”

“Clearly the Warriors were gearing up for a paramilitary mission in Tunisia,” Bunny stated. “Why?”

Kabbaa became somber again. “They think Riveria’s son is the one who took it. He has a fortress in the Switzerland. The leaders of the Warriors wanted proof he did not have the Shroud.”

Bunny hugged the boy again. She felt awful for him. And to think that Davidson had grown up so indoctrinated. Bunny looked out into the forest, scanning the trees for the sniper, but he was too good for that. He knew how to blend into the environment. No glint of steel to give him away.

“Don’t worry, Kabbaa. We will make sure you are safe.”

“Guys we’ve got a couple approaching,” Davidson said over the comm.

Bunny hoped she could keep her promise to Kabbaa.

* * *

Davidson watched the couple closely. They had come out of one of the larger shacks at the curve of the beach. They wore nametags marking them as employees of the “resort.”

They headed toward Kabbaa’s shack. 

“I’d stow the weapons,” Davidson stated. 

There was the possibility these were innocent bystanders, and Kabbaa had proven himself a non-threat.

“Lopez, how are we coming with that getaway vehicle?” Davidson asked. They may have to get out of here in a hurry.

“Um, working on it.”

That was very un-assured of Lopez, which made Davidson concerned. He scanned the area. Being off-season, the parking lot was empty and he didn’t even see any employee cars around. It was slim pickings for Lopez and they couldn’t exactly go back up the zip line.

But he had to leave their transportation to Lopez as the couple neared Kabbaa’s shack. They seemed concerned, but not overly so.

They arrived at the group. “Is everything alright, Kabbaa?” the older man asked.

Bunny was the one that stepped in to answer. “We just had to bring him bad news,” she said. “His village was destroyed and we are not sure if his family made it out okay.”

Davidson could remember why he loved Bunny. She could finesse the truth just so. There wasn’t a drop of lie in what she said.

The woman moved forward, touching Kabbaa’s arm. “I am so sorry. What can we do?”

Bunny shrugged. “We will be taking him to the capital, so I think we’re good.”

Had Bunny noticed that slight flinch of Kabbaa’s arm? The fact that his frown was even more set since the couple arrived.

Davidson leaned forward, steadying his rifle on the tree branch. Trees were great for perches unless there was wind, then there was sway. But Davidson could compensate for it.

“No, no,” the elderly woman said. “We will take him.”

That was a definite scowl on Kabbaa’s face and his feet were pointed away from the couple. This was not good. Not good at all. Davidson could read on the men’s faces that they knew something wasn’t right either.

Tension crackled on that idyllic beach.

“You know what, thanks so much for the offer, but like I said, we’re good,” Bunny stated firmly.

Suddenly there was a flash of metal. A knife. 

Davidson didn’t think. He just shot. 

* * *

Bunny screamed, not that she was hit, but due to the shock of it all. The man sprang into action. The woman was already disarmed, Davidson’s shot going through her hand. The couple was face down in the sand in seconds.

Kabbaa held his side though. Davidson hadn’t been quite quick enough. The teen had been stabbed in the side. Blood oozed between his fingers. His expression was one of surprise. His mouth slightly opened like he was going to ask a question.

She caught him in her arms as he sagged to his knees. “Guys!”

Teddy turned and helped her lay the boy out on the white sand, now stained a dark red.

“Looks like a flesh wound,” Teddy said, quickly assessing Kabbaa’s condition. “I doubt if the blade even made it into the abdominal cavity. We just need to get the bleeding stopped.”

He took off his jacket, rolled it up and put it over the wound, “Press down here. Don’t let up.”

Bunny did as instructed. She could feel the hot blood under her palm.

“Turin,” Kabbaa coughed out. “You must…Turin.”

“Shh…” Bunny encouraged.

Kabbaa shook his head weakly. “Find the docent.”

“Got it. Now rest,” Bunny stated, pushing down as hard as she could as Kabbaa’s eyelids fluttered then shut, the boy gave out a long sigh.

“No, no, no.”

Then Prenner was at her side. “He just fainted. He’s not dead.”

Oh thank God.

Prenner took over for her.

“Guys, we’ve got trouble on the horizon,” Davidson stated. “The rest of the employees are on the move toward you. Lopez, we need evac, right now.”

“Coming,” the corporal stated although he sounded winded. Weird. But wasn’t Lopez always weird?

Prenner and Teddy lifted the boy, putting a pressure wrap on his abdomen, then lifting him into Prenner’s arms. “Ready.”

Bunny looked off the shore, then to the strip-like road behind them, then to the skies. No Lopez. Usually you could hear the sound of strained engine by now. Instead it sounded a lot like splashing. What the heck was going on?

* * *

“There,” Chizan stated, pointing to the curve of the beach.

Nassar could not believe what he saw. It was the corporal alright. 

In a paddleboat. Yes, a paddleboat.

He was making pretty good time though. “Hurry!”

With the rest of the employees heading their way, the team didn’t waste a moment on questioning the odd corporal. They just wadded into the water, climbing into the tourist contraption.

It was Malvern who spoke first once they were in the vessel. “Lopez, what the hell?”

“It is ‘One Shot,’ to you and look, it was the only thing they had that could gain any speed.”

“Really? Not a sail boat?” Malvern challenged.

“In light winds like this? We would have been dead in the water.”

A bullet zipped over Nassar’s head.

“Stop whining and paddle!” Lopez yelled.

And that they did.

They paddled so hard that they lifted the front of the boat up.

“That’s what I am talking about!” Lopez shouted.

To Nassar’s shock, they were out of gun range within moments, pulling around the bend of the coastline, putting forest between them and their pursuers.

“Davidson, do you have a rendezvous point in mind?” Lopez asked into his mic.

“You know what?” Davidson said. “I think I’ll run to the restaurant on the point and get us a car.”

“Fine. Spoil sport.”

Nassar looked to Malvern who shrugged. “He got us out of there.”

Yes, but at what cost to their dignity?

* * *

Stark sat back, just reveling in Lopez’ audacity. 

The man had “it,” whatever “it” was. Cool didn’t even begin to cut it.

Davidson had done exactly as he’d stated. He’d run, flat out run, uphill and about a half mile to find a car. He then broke into and hot-wired it in two minutes flat, skidding out of the parking lot on his way to the rendezvous spot, which was five miles down the coast.

Lopez ground the paddleboat into the shore and everyone splashed as they got out. The teen was slung between Skyman and Teddy. He didn’t look so good, but he was still alive, so that was something.

“We are heading to the CIA safe house from here,” Lopez announced. 

“I’ll check with them,” Stark said.

“Who needs to check?” Lopez snorted. “They probably haven’t seen any action since the 80s. They’ll take us.”

Probably, but this might be why the CIA wasn’t all that fond of the military forces. Stark would make sure to smooth it over. They needed the CIA for way too many things to piss them off.

“I’ll start arranging transportation to Italy,” his mother stated.

Stark put up a finger. “Bunny, you are heading to Turin, right?”

“It is all we have to go on. Can you research the docents at the Cathedral of Saint John the Baptist?”

“All over it. And Mom is arranging your travel.”

His mother shoved some papers over to him. It was a list of the docents at the Cathedral.

“All the docents are nuns except three,” his mother stated. “Have fun with that.”

“I’m sure we will,” Stark responded, then turned back to Bunny’s monitor

“Acknowledged. Thanks,” Bunny said. Not nearly as chipper as usual. But he wasn’t surprised as she sat in the back seat of the SUV, stroking Kabbaa’s bloody hair.

“He’s going to make it,” Stark reassured Bunny.

“Really?” she said with a chuckle. “Because you suddenly have a doctor’s degree?”

“No,” Stark said. “Because he’s with the best.”

* * *

Sheywa sat on a cool stone bench overlooking a lagoon. The Warriors, particularly Lokli, had tried to make her subterranean quarters as much like a topside home as possible.

Such beauty. She needed it now to fortify herself.

Lokli came over and sat next to her. “Do you need instruction on how your union will be accomplished?”

Shaking her head, Sheywa patted Lokli’s knee. “I have secretly viewed enough American TV to know of seduction and pairing.”

“If it were up to me, I would never expose you to such.”

“I know,” Sheywa said. “I know. But God has other plans for me and I must accept this burden as I have all others.”

Lokli nodded his head. He was one of their most reverent Warriors. He knew what was at stake. They could not allow an impending dalliance shake their faith. They were fated to reshape the world. The prophecy’s clock was ticking down. She could feel each sweep of the second hand in her belly. It was not long now. All her life she had yearned for this moment. She had been trained for this moment, then at the eleventh hour, her dedication was tested, sorely, one last time.

“I must go milk King now,” Sheywa said, picking up the heavy body of her companion snake. “Do not fret, Lokli. This task will not undo me.”

“True, but it might me.”




 


CHAPTER 13

Bunny let the water drip off of her as she exited the shower. Stark’s mom had done a great job at arranging the transportation off of Madagascar to Italy. She had gotten them an upscale charter jet. It came with a full bathroom and everything. Which Bunny was eternally grateful for. 

She’d still had Kabbaa’s blood on her hands. Some had even soaked through her shirt. She really didn’t want to go into the Turin Cathedral with the blood of an innocent on her.

The CIA had indeed taken the boy in and patched him up. Kabbaa was on the mend, but with the amount of blood loss they didn’t expect him to wake up before tomorrow. Which wasn’t all that much help if they were going to stop a “biblical-scale” catastrophe before tomorrow night.

So they were jetting to Turin looking for a docent that may or may not have the information about the true Shroud. At least now they knew they were absolutely on the right track and that they only had less than a day before some tragedy of Biblical proportions occurred. 

Bunny had known if the Warriors had popped their heads up so high as to have a training camp in Tunisia, something was afoot. Sects survived because they remained below the radar. They stayed hidden from prying eyes. They kept their membership limited to close family units.

A training camp meant they were desperate.

And if the cult was desperate, they should all be desperate.

Toweling off, Bunny looked in the mirror. She was no longer a young perky college student. For one, she had bullet hole scars and burn marks up and down her side. She looked like someone had taken shooting practice on her, which basically the Knot had.

Then age and gravity had kicked in. She had wisdom, but she had paid a heavy physical price for it.

After Paris, she had feared that no man would want her. She’d even considered getting tattoos to cover some of the damage, but the scars would always be in her mind’s eye. They might as well be out there for anyone to see.

The photo shoot last year had helped. And Davidson of course, but still she felt separated from her body. Like it wasn’t her own any more. That was why she had been so accepting of Davidson’s take it slow and slower plan. Fine by her. The longer it took for him to see her naked body, the better.

But now Teddy had thrown a wrench in the works. He made her feel young and unmarred again. That heady sense that everything could go back to the way it was before.

Which it couldn’t, Bunny knew that. Those red puffy scars proved it. But was it so bad to fantasize about it for just a few more hours?

A knock came at the door. “Chica, we’d all like to get cleaned up.”

“Coming,” Bunny said, pulling on her jeans and new shirt.

“Of course if you need some help…” Lopez suggested, but Bunny just threw her wet hair into a ponytail and opened the door. 

“Nope. All yours.”

As they passed, Lopez whispered in an uncharacteristic somber tone, “You might want to talk to Davidson.”

The words went by so quickly that Bunny felt like they might never have been spoken in the first place. When she looked to Lopez, he had his ever present smile back as he winked at her.

Bunny had to brace herself against the wall of the plane as it bucked with some turbulence. It was then that she realized Lopez wasn’t flying the plane. What was up with that?

As she entered the main cabin she realized that Teddy must have been flying the plane since he was nowhere to be found.

That Lopez, pretty sneaky.

Bunny went over and sat across from the sniper.

“Can we talk?”

* * *

Davidson had been dreading yet longing for this moment. “Sure.”

Bunny indicated for him to follow her. 

Yes, this conversation should probably be a private one. With that in mind he turned off his comm. Bunny didn’t even appear to be wearing hers yet.

Bunny stopped just beside the rear lavatory.

“Look,” Bunny started.

Never a good start to a relationship “talk.”

Davidson put his hand up. “Let me spare you the explanation portion of this talk.” Bunny frowned but Davidson continued on. “You’re just not that into me.”

“That isn’t true,” Bunny protested.

“Really? Because by my sights, just about any guy that comes around, you are drawn to rather than wanting to be by my side.”

Her frown told him that he was angling in the correct direction. Which broke his heart, but it was better to have it out in the open. 

“So I just wanted to tell you to go for it. I’m not going to get in the way of you and Teddy.”

Bunny put her hand out and grabbed his. “But what if I don’t want you out of the way?”

“Then act like it,” Davidson said harsher than he meant to. He squeezed her hand. “Whatever this is with Teddy, you’ve got to see it through. We don’t have a chance until you get clear of him.”

“Samuel. It isn’t --”

Davidson pulled his arm gently from under her hand. “Please don’t tell me it isn’t me. Your attraction to Malvern? Teddy? I’m the common denominator.”

Bunny cocked her head to the side. “And me. I’m another one.”

Davidson chuckled. “Bunny, just let this rest.”

She sighed deeply, her hands dangling at her sides. She looked defeated. “I’m just confused.”

“Exactly what a guy wants to hear,” Davidson stated. “Get back to me once you’ve got clarity.”

He couldn’t stand looking at her seeming so wounded. Of course she also wasn’t declaring her unwavering devotion to him either. Seeing her stuck in the middle was too much. 

Davidson opened the lavatory and made an impromptu exit. He clicked the latch, trying to lock Bunny out of his heart.

* * *

Stark was dying. Really Davidson and Bunny turning off their mics? Didn’t they know that other people’s feelings hung in the balance? Like his?

Prenner’s cam caught Bunny coming into the main cabin. It didn’t look like it had gone very well. Her lips were drawn in a tight line and her chin was dropped. Bunny didn’t look this dejected often.

And where was Davidson?

Bunny went to sit off by herself, crossing her legs, leaning forward onto her table. Burying her face in her arms.

It took a few minutes before Davidson emerged from the back of the plane. Stark only knew about it as Malvern turned to watch the sniper approach. The commanding officer pulled out a chair and patted it.

Davidson sat down next to Malvern.

“It happens to the best of us,” Malvern said.

“Thanks…I guess,” Davidson answered.

“The woman I thought was the ‘one’ broke up with me in my freshmen year. I thought it was all over, then I met my wife two weeks later. Know what happened to the first ‘one?’”

Davidson shook his head.

“She’s on her third husband and fourth anti-depressant.”

Even Stark grinned at that one. The older man really did know how to make you feel better.

“Thanks,” Davidson said, this time with more conviction. 

Malvern shoved a set of blueprints over to Davidson. “Here’re some schematics to take your mind off of it. What’s your recommendation for our approach?”

Davidson took the papers and seemed slightly less depressed as he poured over the layout of the Cathedral. Stark hoped his own heart would heal so quickly.

* * *

Nassar watched as Malvern and Davidson developed the breach plan. It was of course against protocol. In theory it should be he and Malvern who would construct the mission, but Nassar had gotten over it.

Nothing about this mission was average or by the book. And it wasn’t going to be. He just needed to let it go. Which wasn’t easy. He had been raised by the book. His father had been a general in Egypt before they immigrated to the United States. His household had been run on military time and code of conduct.

Apparently Malvern had not such upbringing. Nassar had heard of the team’s difficulty in finding a new commanding officer after Brandt had retired. 

After this mission, Nassar no longer wondered why. 

Davidson rose and came over to Nassar’s table. He rolled out the schematics onto the Formica surface as he sat down, not even asking permission first. Such was this team.

“Bunny and Teddy are going in. We don’t want to spook anyone,” Davidson stated.

This team was also known for its covert entries. Working with the environment to their best advantage. Nassar had, of course, been taught the theory. But he had never seen it put to such good use as by Malvern’s team. Nothing seemed to deter them. Not even a paddleboat extraction. They just rolled with it.

Nassar didn’t understand how it worked, but it did. Their track record spoke for itself. They weren’t Mission Impossible. They were Mission Make it Work. 

Tim Gunn would be so proud.

Ugh. These miscreants really had been rubbing off onto him.

Nassar studied the perimeters of the mission. So far everything appeared to be routine.

But he had learned, the hard way, oh how quickly that could change.

* * *

Davidson leaned his head back into his headrest. They had spent most of the flight time working on the mission. They were only a few hours out from their landing. It turned out Turin was in the far northwest corner of Italy. So far northwest as a matter of fact that France was closer than Rome. The border to Switzerland was only a few hours’ drive away.

This was the Italy that was seldom portrayed. The district was more provincial yet also more modern than its more southerly cousin Rome.

Milan was to the due east, but just about every other tourist stop was deep to the south.

Davidson knew the area well. The Knot had a fairly large presence in Genoa to the southeast. Turin was a quick train ride away. 

They were losing enough altitude that beneath them you could see evidence of civilization unlike the other six hours of the flight which took them over the uninhabited portions of Africa.

Now they were flying over the “boot” of Italy with its twinkling lights. They would land in Turin late into the night. Which was fine. It would give them a few hours to decompress, fill their bellies and head over and set up at the Cathedral well before visiting hours began.

Refreshed and showered, Lopez had switched out with Teddy. The beefy SEAL sat next to Bunny. Davidson had no right to feel jealous any more, yet still he did.

He closed his eyes again and tried to get some rest. Who knew what they were going to find at the Cathedral? He hoped no more cobras, but that was not beyond the realm of possibilities. 

* * *

Bunny was not happy. She should be happy. Davidson had given her a hall pass. He wasn’t thrilled with it, you could tell, but given the circumstances it had been a gift. 

And here was Teddy, being all Teddy.

Yet something was very wrong with this scenario.

The past just didn’t seem to fit in with her present.

“Bunny?” Teddy asked.

“Yes, sorry,” Bunny said turning back to her ex-fiancé.

“I was saying we should go back to our alma mater. I’m sure a few of our professors are still there and would like to see how we turned out.”

“Yah, sure,” Bunny said. “It sounds like fun.”

Although it didn’t sound like fun at all. It sounded awkward and maybe just a little bit painful.

She patted his hand though. He meant well.

“Yah, if anyone is doing the ‘nay nay’,” Lopez said over the speakers. “You better wrap it up. We are coming in for our final approach.”

She was pretty sure that was meant for her and Teddy, but she ignored it. Lopez always did like to stir up trouble. Bunny thought it was to detract from all the trouble that he actually was responsible for.

Bunny glanced out the window. They were in fact coming in…fast. Cars went from looking like toys to real vehicles. She buckled her seat belt. 

Lopez wasn’t exactly known for his smooth landings.

* * *

Ah, Stark loved satellite coverage. He could watch the team from afar. Even though northern Italy and eastern France weren’t exactly hot beds of extremist activity, they were important strategic locations of NATO operations, so Stark had his pick of satellites.

It had been like eating at a surveillance buffet. They had German, Russian, Chinese and, strangely, Ugandan satellites to choose from.

They had picked the Germans. Just like their cars, their satellites were reliable and work horses. Stark had the Russian satellite as a backup, just in case the German’s feed was interrupted.

Stark and his mother had watched the team exit their plane after a hair-raising, high-speed, no braking landing and pile into the two Rayton-Fissore Magnums. Four-by-fours as a matter of fact.

Lopez wouldn’t be complaining much this trip. The Rayton’s had been voted Europe’s most luxurious and powerful SUVs for three years running.

He could see Lopez’ smile as he turned to Levont. The two high-fived. Guess Stark had finally lived up to Lopez’ expectations of a good vehicle.

Teddy was driving the second vehicle.  

They were traveling northeast. It was just after two a.m. so there was no traffic as they headed to the Santa Stefano. Their hotel. Even though the restaurant closed at eleven pm, it did have twenty-four hour room service and Stark had arranged for them to have a full spread ready in the team’s suite.

That way Nassar couldn’t complain they were wasting time.

Stark could hardly wait until Lopez saw the food. He was going to go ballistic.

There should be high fives all the way around.

“You’ve outdone yourself,” his mother confirmed.

Stark bathed in her praise. It came so infrequently that he had to enjoy it like a desert downpour.

And maybe a bit of Tiramisu would make Bunny feel better.

 


CHAPTER 14

Davidson was tired. Not so much from the mission, but from the stress from Bunny. He wanted to act like it was no big thing, but it was a big thing. A bigger thing than even he had thought before Bunny and he talked.

He thought he was ready to let go, but apparently a part of him was still very invested in what the redhead thought and did.

Davidson would have rather just hit the sack once he got to the hotel room. He was sure Prenner would be snoring soon, so it was always best if you bunked with the big man, to get to sleep first. 

However the smells coming from Lopez’ room, wafting through the open suite door, were too tempting.

He entered Lopez’ room to find five room service carts stacked together loaded with food.

Lopez and Levont were already digging in.

Lopez mumbled something through a full mouth of pasta. He sucked on the ends, flinging them up, splattering his chin and face with bright red marinara sauce. The corporal didn’t seem to care. That was for sure.

He was pretty sure the corporal was saying something like, “Dig in.” 

Davidson sat down between Malvern and Nassar. The Master Chief eyed the mounds of food with a certain amount of disgust. Malvern, however, had gotten the concept that when they did get to eat, you ate.

Besides those stupid peanuts on the plane, the team hadn’t had a full meal since earlier this afternoon, and who knew when they’d eat again.

Plus they were in Northern Italy for goodness sake. If they didn’t scarf up every morsel of food, it would break some kind of international law. 

There were the usual suspects of course. Spaghetti, Lasagna, stuffed shells, but there were also an entire spread of more regional dishes.

Was that Istrian stew? It was like the kitchen sink of stews. It traditionally had beans, sauerkraut of all things, bacon and spare ribs, yes spare ribs. He’d had it once and had never forgotten the experience. He filled an entire soup bowl full of it, as he grabbed some polenta and gnocchi to go with it.

“Is this ham?” Bunny asked, pointing to her plate as she cut off another bite. “This tastes too good to be ham.”

“Probably because it isn’t just any ham,” Lopez said, waving the menu over his head as he sucked down an entire string of spaghetti. “It is, and I quote ‘San Daniel del Friuli’ ham. The best in the world apparently.”

Bunny seemed to agree as she cut off another slice and downed it nearly as quickly as Lopez.

Davidson however was more fascinated by the patina, tiny meatballs made out of a variety of smoked meats. Now those he could pop into his mouth all night long.

Soon the table descended into silence punctuated only by groans of delight.

Lopez was the first to recover. “They are sending up breakfast later, right?’

The table chuckled. Right now it felt like Davidson would never need to eat again. 

* * *

Dressed and ready for the day ahead, Bunny grabbed a cream cheese croissant on her way out of the hotel room. Lopez had been correct. An entire new spread of food had been brought to his room at seven a.m. 

She couldn’t even look at the rich eggs and bacon on the plate. Bunny had overdone her rich food quota three times over last night. It was time to detox. As a matter of fact, she was going to scoop some of the cream cheese out of the croissant.

Bunny was one of the last ones out of the hotel room, but no one else had a headful of red curls to get under control. It seemed that Teddy had waited for her.

“Ready to go solve some mysteries?” he asked, his smile just as casual as ever.

“Excuse me,” Prenner said, squeezing out the door beside her. Weird, Bunny would have assumed the point man would have been one of the first up and out this morning.

She let him pass and turned to Teddy. “You know it.”

“Then let’s get to the Cathedral.” 

They walked down the hall and Teddy opened the door to the staircase.

Ugh. She’d forgotten what a fitness fanatic Teddy was. Why take an elevator when you could take the stairs? And not just take them, but run down them. 

Yes, Bunny was starting to remember why they broke up.

Being on the fourth floor, the run wasn’t too bad and it was down the stairs, so Bunny wasn’t too bent out of shape. But ask her to go up? That was a break-up all over again.

Lopez had the cars out and ready to load. Everyone knew the drill. With minimal delay they were in and Lopez was revving the lead car.

They skidded out of the valet area and out onto the street. The Cathedral was not far. Bunny had visited it multiple times with Lochum. It was on every proto-Christian archeologist’s pilgrimage.

Each time though, she wondered why they had been there. The Shroud held no real glimpse into the life of Christ or his followers. Plus, even back then the radiocarbon dating had placed it in the Middle Ages.

Did Lochum even suspect that the real Shroud was out there somewhere, in play? With a cult of Christian snake enthusiasts? 

Bunny held onto the door handle as Lopez took a turn, way, way too fast. The Cathedral loomed up a head.

The bell tower was narrow and dark, made of brown brick. The Saint John the Baptist Cathedral per se wasn’t all that large. It was built before the use of flying buttresses and such, so it was compact and fairly low to the ground.

The chapel of the Shroud though rose up behind the Cathedral a good two stories taller with a large dome. Still all and all it was pretty darn small for a major Cathedral. Especially one that greeted millions of devotees each year.

This was not the original Cathedral. The original Cathedral with its five smaller churches was destroyed by fire long ago. In the 15th century the Cathedral was rebuilt to its current specifications. With the exception of the chapel that was enlarged in the 16th century to provide a larger and more glorious seat for the Shroud itself.

All that work, for what? A dingy piece of cloth created not a few centuries before.

Lopez parked several blocks away.

The Cathedral didn’t open for a few hours. This gave the men time to organize and get into position. Who knew what they were going to find in there? 

Bunny hoped against hope that it wasn’t snakes. Anything but snakes.

* * *

Stark was like a chubby child in a candy factory. He had so many angles, from so many satellites, he kept flipping through them all just because he could.

“This one is fine,” his mother said. Of course it was fine, but why not jump between the feeds to get a holistic view of the entire area?

He had thermal imaging. Infrared imaging. Low angle views. Top hat views. He could practically tell you what the priest and nuns were eating for breakfast this morning. It certainly wasn’t the variety that the team had had. Stark could tell you that for sure.

Jealousy actually crept in. That had been a breakfast at the Turin hotel for the ages, and where was he? In the basement with his mom. Not that she hadn’t made a lovely set of chocolate chip pancakes and strawberry frittata earlier that day, but come on…

“You can drool later,” his mother stated.

Usually that was in reference to Bunny, but for once this was food-related. 

“Do you have the background on all the docents?” Stark asked.

“Seven hours ago.”

Oh, his mother was in quite the mood today. 

Stark would have to keep that in mind.

“And the docent in question?”

“There are only two who are not nuns, at least not yet. There is one young acolyte, just sixteen and another older matron that has been doing tours for over five decades.”

“Who is on today?”

“Neither,” his mother said. “The three docents working today are all nuns.”

Stark raised his eyebrow, he wasn’t exactly sure how that was going to help them.

“Like I couldn’t fake a few texts and calls to get them in today?”

Ah, now that sounded a whole lot more like his mom.

* * *

Davidson lay belly down on the roof. There weren’t a whole lot of options here, despite being in an urban setting. This was an older neighborhood where the buildings were one or two stories at the most. Also most of the buildings were peaked, which was a problem for a sniper.

Not that they didn’t provide a nice vantage for a shot, but it left him far too visible.

So he had picked a bakery shop. Beside the flat roof and excellent view of the Cathedral, Davidson could smell Italian bread all day.

The others had moved into position as well. Stark had located an old World War II tunnel beneath the Cathedral.

Lopez stayed with the cars. Nassar and Skyman were down in the tunnel. Malvern and Levont were down the block. Chizan was up the block. Prenner stood watch at the back door. Which left Bunny and Teddy to go into the Cathedral.

They had this covered. If this was some kind of trap, it was going to be epic, since there was absolutely no indication of anything untoward happening in there. 

But you just never knew.

It was getting late enough in the morning that there were pedestrians in the street and the honking of taxis had gone up exponentially. They sounded like they were trying to compete with their New York City cousins.

A line was beginning to form outside the Cathedral in anticipation of its opening. Bunny and Teddy were not there yet. They didn’t want to look too anxious. They wanted to blend in with the devout, not stand out.

Davidson swept the area again, making sure there were no snipers on the roofs. Making sure there were no hidden forces ready to spring out at them.

But the town looked sleepy and safe. 

Looks could be very deceiving though.

* * *

Nassar rocked back onto his heels, waiting. They could be down here a while. So far the area was clear. The door that led into the Cathedral was stout and wood, but showed no signs of tampering. He looked to his man, who was leaning up against the wall, conserving his energy for when he’d need it.

They were both far more full than Nassar would like. He’d had every intention of having only fruit and one piece of plain toast. However once he’d seen a blueberry crepe layered in whipped cream, even Nassar’s will power had gone out the window.

He was pretty sure Skyman had five servings of fresh waffles with caramel sauce. 

This mission better go off soon. Otherwise they were both going to be experiencing a sugar crash of epic proportions.

The chatter over the line had quieted once everyone was in position. Now it was a matter of waiting until the Cathedral opened, and Bunny and Teddy were able to make contact with the two most likely docents.

This was so different than his usual missions. His were straight up rescue and recovery. Recon and surveillance. This chasing after religious fanatics was a bit out of his wheelhouse. He liked a nice and outlined mission, to be executed to the tee.

After the Shark Station, Nassar had learned the hard way how to roll with the punches. Or bites in that case. His calf still throbbed when it was about to rain.

Not that he wasn’t used to unknown variables, but those were usually simple, like a child running out into the street. An extra set of guns stashed. An IED. Not sharks and snakes.

He liked his life a whole lot better before he’d met Lopez.

But here he was in a secret tunnel beneath the Shroud of Turin.

It certainly seemed like it was going to shape up to be an interesting morning.

And by interesting, he meant a disaster.

* * *

Bunny stood in line with Teddy. She tried not to notice their fingers were entwined. While uncomfortable, it was their cover. They were a young, Catholic couple, deeply in love, coming to visit the Shroud on vacation.

Because, you know, that’s what young couples did. Right. Not since 50 Shades of Grey.

It was better than setting Malvern and Nassar up on a homosexual retreat. Now that, Bunny would have paid money for.

But for now, Bunny leaned against Teddy’s strong shoulder. It reminded her so much of their college years, as if they were standing in line for the Foo Fighters’ concert.

“Remember you still owe me a chicken dance,” Bunny stated.

“Oh, trust me, I know,” Teddy said with a warm smile. 

Teddy was such a rock. Yet his hand in hers felt…not cold, but not warm either. She remembered this feeling of being with him but not being with him. Ever since Davidson had given her the green light, more of the reasons for why she’d broken up with Teddy were coming through rather than that giddy, lighthearted buzz she had before.

Darn, Davidson. For a guy who didn’t really date much, he kind of had it down. Why was she starting to believe the sniper had played her?

They shuffled forward as the gates were opened and people were allowed into the Cathedral. The line was strictly controlled as only a few people were allowed into the Shroud room at a time. They couldn’t allow the tourists body temperature to raise the room’s temperature, which allowed body oils to evaporate and deposit on the Shroud.

The line moved forward slowly. They were about to enter, but a man put his hand up. “Aspettare.”

Bunny didn’t know a lot of modern Italian, now ask her for ancient Latin and she would be all over it, but she did know what “wait,” meant in any language.

It looked like they missed the first cut and had to wait for the next wave of tourists to be let in. Bunny rocked back and forth on her boot heel, trying to not be too nervous. However knowing an event of “Biblical” devastation was on the way kind of made one a little anxious. 

She noticed that even Teddy’s toe tapped on the bricks underfoot.

The guard up ahead looked like any other rent-a-cop. He had on a dark grey shirt and charcoal pants and a cheap black belt. The badge on his chest looked vaguely like a police emblem, but wasn’t. He also did not have a gun on his hip.

Funny, back in college she wouldn’t have noticed that.

Ah, college. She was beginning to feel like perhaps she had romanticized that time a bit. Forgotten was all the confusion and worry about the future. Or the friends that fell away once they were no longer on campus together.

Being a student had been a magical time in her life, but would she trade her adulthood to go back? Would she go back to that spoiled, sheltered, and physically whole college girl?

Not if she had to give up everything she’d learned since then. Not if she had to give up being a consultant to a Special Forces team.

Even if it meant snakes.

* * *

Stark stared at the screen. The image wasn’t the best. Maybe he shouldn’t have gone with the German satellite. The HD thermal image made it seem as if he were looking through a glass pane. Every once in a while he would swear he saw a flickering tongue it the corner of a room.

“Stop it,” his mother admonished.

“What?” Why he bothered to fake out his mother, Stark didn’t know. It was stupid and transparent.

“You are looking for ghosts. Switch off thermal and watch the real time feed from Bunny and Teddy.”

Oh sure, that was easy for her to say.

But there was absolutely no point in trying to argue with his mom on this one, so he did as instructed. They were at the head of the line, just waiting to go inside.

“Bunny, brush your hair back if you can hear me,” Stark instructed. Oh, he could have asked her to do a lot of other things to signal that she could hear him, but this was the one he liked best.

Stark watched from Teddy’s pin camera as Bunny flipped her gorgeous red locks and brushed back the hair from her face. Did Teddy really appreciate exactly how beautiful she was? 

He’d better…or…or…Davidson would do something about it.

Then the guard waved the “couple” in. They walked past the bell tower and entered the main Cathedral.

Which even Stark had to admit was beautiful. The main dome was supported by white columns all the way down the Cathedral. The ethereal white made it seem like you were at the gates of heaven itself.

Stark assumed that had been the architect’s point. And, it worked.

There was a small devotional wall filled with candles and, of course, the font of holy water. A few tourists had stopped along the way, lighting candles for their loved ones or sitting at the pews that flanked the long hallway of columns.

Bunny and Teddy followed a nun all the way to the back of the Cathedral and out the back door.

They exited into an outdoor courtyard. It was lined in deep red brick with bright green plants hanging along the wall. A small outdoor sanctuary between the Cathedral proper and the chapel of the Shroud.

A light breeze played with the vines, making them rattle a dry rattle. Not unlike those stupid snakes. Did everything have to remind him of the serpents?

The nun looked back, tisking at Bunny and Teddy to hurry. Nuns, man. They knew how to tisk. They could give his mother a run for her money.

He glanced over to find his mother studying her own screen intently. Even though she’d encouraged him away from the thermal imagery, she was doing a grid by grid search of the surrounding buildings to make sure there was no enemy force hidden in the area.

It was meticulous work. Mind-numbing work, but she never complained. Not ever.

She was a machine, in the best way possible.

The woman had given up so much for him. She could have had her own amazing career in IT, but she’d given it up to raise him, by herself. He’d asked her why she’d never remarried after his father died, but the best answer he’d gotten was that she couldn’t risk a bad stepfather for him. He was destined to greatness.

Which if you considered being chained to a desk in the basement watching the woman you loved gallivant around the globe with another man, and in this case two men, to be great, then yep, he was doing great.

 


CHAPTER 15

Davidson watched as Bunny and Teddy entered the inner Cathedral. He opened his tablet and fired it up. Stark provided them all with a live feed of Bunny and Teddy’s pin cams.

The nun’s back was wide and black. Not just a dark grey, but an undisputed black. Funny why the Vatican dressed their clergy in such dark colors. Wouldn’t you want them in white? There were times when nuns and priests looked just a little nefarious. Or was that just his cult upbringing? Black clothed a black heart.

The woman led them down another aisle way that was lined in white columns until they reached a smaller chamber. 

“It is through there,” was her enthusiastic direction to see the Shroud.

The nun did not enter the antechamber. Davidson was surprised how small the room was. It could house maybe twenty people and only a third of that was allowed inside at any one time.

Bunny walked straight toward the item on the wall. The Shroud was kept behind glass, but that did not decrease the feeling that you were truly looking at something exceptional.

The ghostly image on the cloth did remind Davidson of those images of Hiroshima. The portrait of a man who was there but wasn’t there. The wall that the Shroud was hung on was unadorned. He’d expected to have seen gilded cherubs or something, but instead the Shroud hung on a plain white wall.

The starkness suited it. 

Unfortunately the cloth wasn’t the real deal.

The camera swung to the left as Bunny turned to a young novice who stood at the back of the room.

Was this the docent they were looking for?

* * *

Bunny smiled, heading to the novice in her grey robe. She smiled back. So apparently the longer you were in service, the harder it was to smile.

“Sorry, but do you work here?” Bunny was pretty sure she said in Italian. Either that or she asked the novice if she owned a cat. Whatever.

“There was a scheduling issue, but of course I can help you,” the novice stated in Italian. Or she said she owed Persian cats.

Bunny smiled and made a little bit of a show of struggling with her Italian. “My boyfriend and I have a disagreement. I think the Shroud was rediscovered in the 1300’s and my boyfriend thinks it is the 1100s.”

The nun smiled, blushing just a little bit. Looking directly at Teddy’s handsome face usually did that to any female he encountered. There was something about that cleft chin and dimples. A girl could get lost in them for days.

“The lady is correct. I am sorry, sir, but your amore has it right.”

Teddy nodded in defeat, his Italian flawless. “My sincere apology.”

The novice blushed worse, looking away. And was that a giggle? Probably.

“There have been tests?” Bunny asked.  “That mark the Shroud as being created during the 1300’s?”

The novice frowned. “Science cannot quantify God’s ways.”

Bunny didn’t push it. “I had just heard that more recent tests had indicated that it was over two millennia old.”

“I am sorry. I do not know of such things,” the novice said, glancing at Teddy out of the edge of her eye.

Bunny studied the novice closely. She seemed oblivious to their true question. As a matter of fact the young novice seemed way more into Teddy than she was into the Shroud or any mystery behind it.

Teddy stepped away from Bunny, getting close to the grey-cloaked novice. “We heard there was an older docent who was fascinated by the science of the Shroud?”

“That would be Livie, and she wasn’t supposed to be on today either. Miscommunications, but I believe she is praying in the Cathedral. I’m sure though if you ask nicely, she will assist you with your questions.”

Teddy leaned over, getting close to the novice, “Oh I shall ask nicely.”

The girl’s cheeks turned bright red. The girl seemed completely enraptured by Teddy’s hotness. 

Bunny stepped forward breaking their connection. She held her hand out to the novice. There was a lot to be learned from someone’s facial expression and tone, yet sometimes it took actual contact to flush out duplicity.

The girl shook her hand, although, again, seemed more interested in saying goodbye to Teddy.

Bunny was pretty sure the girl was just hormonal. Bunny patted Teddy on the back and said in English, “Sounds like we should head back then.”

Teddy nodded and moved off, but not without gracing the novice with a wide smile. 

Once they were out of earshot, Bunny kicked Teddy’s shoe. “Laying it on a little thick weren’t you?”

“And if I was?” Teddy joked back.

It was always so hard to stay mad at Teddy. Which was part of the reason for the incredibly awkward break-up. Bunny had tried to work up the nerve for weeks, so when the window of opportunity came, she took it, no matter how awful.

Why had she been so desperate? It was so hard to remember all these years later.

“I’ve got movement,” Nassar stated in her ear. 

Bunny had to pretend she hadn’t just heard that something was going on deep under the Cathedral. She kept moving forward. Teddy helped to keep her on track as they passed through the brick courtyard and back into the main Cathedral.

She had her task. Nassar had his. And knowing the stiff military man, he was going to take care of whatever was under the Cathedral.

* * *

Nassar stood in the perfect stillness. A light had flickered. Ten o’clock. He was certain of it, yet the darkness had filled the hallway. He looked to Skyman. The senior chief petty officer nodded. So it hadn’t been a figment of Nassar’s mind.

Sometimes you saw things you wanted to see. But not this time. This time it was real. 

“Repeat, Nassar. Have you made contact with a hostile?” Malvern asked.

“Unknown. There was a distant flash of light, then nothing,” Nassar responded

“Worth investigating?” Malvern asked.

That was the question of the hour, now wasn’t it?

To split up the team would make both he and Skyman infinitely less effective, but he couldn’t just sit here if there was someone further down the hallway. Nor could he leave the door unguarded.

Then the light flickered again. It bobbed in the distance. It looked like it was disembodied, walking along the tunnel all by itself.

That was no mirage. Then as quickly as it had appeared, the light disappeared again.

He nodded for Skyman to stay put. Then Nassar pushed off the wall and crept down the hallway, in the pitch black. They had kept their lights off for just this reason. In these rock tunnels, light traveled far.

Keeping the image of the light in his mind’s eyes, Nassar took a step at a time forward. He hated to admit it, but he wouldn’t mind having one of those QX robots around. They had kicked some shark butt. Nassar was sure they could handle snakes as well.

Beyond his training to take things slow and steady, Nassar was also placing his boot carefully, making certain that there were no serpents under foot. He had to keep reminding himself he was in Italy. Under a Cathedral. There were no snakes here.

Yet with each step he expected to feel their slithering bodies.

He came to a bifurcation of the hallway. The light had gone right. He was sure of it. Even more cautiously, he made the turn. 

Everything seemed deserted, but Nassar was not fooled that easily. He kept up his steady, slow march forward. Up ahead the faintest light came from under a stone door.

Bingo.

Nassar approached slowly, going to the far side of the tunnel, passing the door, checking it for traps. It seemed old, really old, perhaps older than the World War II tunnels. And thick.

No movement seemed to break the light. 

He wished he had Skyman, but he couldn’t call him off the door. Nassar was going to have to do this himself.

Reaching his hand out, his palm landed on cool stone. There was no door handle, so Nassar gave a push. The door creaked open.

Nassar froze, gun up, waiting through several breaths before he moved forward into the dim light. Still it took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the brighter illumination. He’d been down here for nearly an hour in pitch black.

As the room came into focus, Nassar stepped deeper into it. 

It was empty, save the rows and rows of small cages that lined the walls.

A strange chittering filled the room. As he grew closer he realized what was in the cages.

Mice. Hundreds, no thousands of them. Some adults, some babies. They all stared at him with those blank black, beady eyes. Their noses twitched as they tried to sense who had just entered their domain.

Who would need this many mice?

Then it hit him and he back-pedaled out of the room.

“We’ve got problems,” he hissed into his mic.

* * *

Bunny had to once again ignore the voice in her ear as they approached the docent. She was clearly upper class. The subtle silk scarf around her neck cost more than Teddy’s annual salary. Her manicured hands didn’t look like they had seen a day of work. Livie formed the sign of the cross as she rose from the pews.

“Nassar, let’s take this off-line,” Malvern stated.

The line clicked off. Bunny wasn’t sure if that made her feel any better or not.

Teddy adapted quickly, reaching out his hand to the docent. “Livie is it?”

Her eyes narrowed. This older woman wasn’t nearly as enamored with Teddy as the novice had been. “Yes,” she said tentatively. “Do I know you?”

“No, no, the other docent said you might be better versed in the science of the Shroud.”

The woman visibly relaxed. “Yes, yes, of course. What would you like to know? I was here, you know, when they did the original radiocarbon dating.’

The woman’s face transformed from the bitter crone into a Shroud enthusiast.

“We were more interested in the neutrino experiments done more recently.”

Livie’s smile was replaced with a frown. She cocked her head. “And what do you want to know?”

This woman’s demeanor was much more guarded. Her jawline more angular than the young novice’s. In the silence, Bunny worried about what was going on with Nassar. Why weren’t they back in the loop by now?

“Livie?” a male voice asked from behind them. The parish priest walked up to their little group. The two hugged. “I thought you had the day off?” the priest asked.

“I did, but I got a call that Sister Mallie had taken ill.”

The priest chuckled. “Sister Mallie hasn’t missed a day at the chapel since before I arrived thirty years ago.”

Livie shrugged. “I know. I thought it must be serious, however when I got here I found Mallie hale and hearty.”

The priest’s smile continued as he turned to Bunny and Teddy. “And these two?”

“Ah, I believe they are wolves sent in sheep’s clothing.”

Bunny tensed. That was odd phrasing. 

Maybe they had a little trouble of their own.

* * *

Davidson listened to two different conversations in his earpiece. It sounded like Bunny might be in a bit of a bind, however Nassar’s discovery of a huge mouse colony was also big news.

About the only thing you needed that many mice for was to feed a whole lot of snakes. And their proximity to the Cathedral that held the Shroud couldn’t be ignored.

There was silence on Bunny’s end. He wished he could see inside to know how much to worry. 

Bunny laughed nervously. “I don’t understand.”

“You come here to view the Shroud, but you do not believe. You wish to shake our faith instead,” Livie stated.

Davidson could hear Bunny’s sigh of relief. 

“No, no,” Bunny reassured them. “Actually we were interested in this new science since it seems to prove the Shroud is as old as the Church claims it to be.”

“Claims?” the priest interjected. He didn’t sound nearly as amused as he had been a few moments before.

Davidson had to partition his brain. The auditory portion continued to process what was being said in both conversations, however he still had a job to do. 

He pressed his eye up against the rubber of his scope and did another sweep of the area. Davidson paused as he looked at the line that was forming along the street that ran along the Cathedral.

A middle-aged couple pulled up behind an older Italian woman. Something was off.

The couple looked like typical Eastern European “trash.” But too much so. The woman had big blond hair. Her top was far too tight for her fake breasts. And that glittery skirt? Come on. Her hooker heels were too spot on. The guy’s Birkenstocks with socks were just too perfect.

And the older Italian woman in front of them. She might as well have been exclaiming “Mamma Mia,” and rubbing her rosary beads. Someone had done his job a little too well.

“Malvern, we’ve got a problem.”

“You mean besides hundreds of snakes within spitting distance?” Malvern asked.

Davidson checked the family of four in front of the older woman. They too screamed French tourists. Screamed a little too loud.

“Sorry. I believe someone is stacking the line. I think the Warriors are here and about to enter the church, if they haven’t already.”

There was a pause on the line.

“Stark, bring Bunny back in on the line.”

The line clicked. Bunny and Teddy could now hear the cross talk. 

The group had been discussing the Shroud in earnest. 

“Teddy, we’ve got problems topside and below deck. I am ordering a quiet, dignified retreat.”




 


CHAPTER 16

Stark watched as Teddy “checked” his watch. “Oh my gosh, I didn’t realize how late it was. Honey, we are going to be late for our train.”

Bunny was good, going along with Teddy’s lie. “Are you sure? I was hoping to take another look at the Shroud.”

“We’re going to miss our lunch, as well,” Teddy insisted. 

“Ah, but we were having such an amazing conversation,” Livie said. “It is so unusual to discuss the Shroud with such knowledgeable tourists.”

“Thank you,” Bunny said, her voice warm. Not a single shake in her tone. “But we really must go.”

“No, no,” the priest said. “You must stay for lunch here. Our cook is sublime. We stole him from the Vatican. He used to cook for Pope Francis himself.”

“That is so kind,” Teddy said, taking a step back. “But we really must get going.”

Stark did not like where this was going.

Even being thousands of miles away, Stark could feel the tension in the building. Bunny had grown an inch or two taller and Teddy’s chest stuck out. Both physically responding to the possible threat. And they didn’t even know what Nassar had found.

Probably for the best. 

“I do not have a shot,” Davidson warned everyone.

The priest laid a hand on Teddy’s arm. “I am afraid I really must insist.”

Both the priest and the docent still had on sickly sweet expressions, but this did not seem like a friendly lunch invite any more.

“Give the word and I’ll drive right in the front door,” Lopez stated. That wasn’t hyperbole or a grandiose statement. Stark knew that the corporal was actually dying to do just that.

“I was thinking a little more subtle than that,” Malvern stated. “Teddy, just walk to the exit and try to get out of there without any gunplay.”

“Father, we really do appreciate the gesture, however, we’ve got to be going.”

“Thank you though for the amazing conversation,” Bunny stated, smiling her widest smile.

The two turned. The priest’s hand dropped off Teddy’s arm. 

Were they really going to let Teddy and Bunny go that easily?

* * *

Davidson didn’t have any eyes into the church. He did have Stark’s feed. It would be insane to try and triangulate from that, but that was exactly what Davidson was doing right now. 

If things continued to go sideways, that might just have to be what Davidson did, no matter how much he loathed a blind shot like that.

He trained his gun, moving the barrel as Teddy and Bunny moved to the exit. They were half way to the door when the novice from the Shroud chapel ran in. “Signorina, you have dropped this.”

The gray-frocked novice had Bunny’s scarf in her hands. She trotted to catch up with them. The priest and docent allowed the girl to pass and hand the scarf to Bunny.

The girl leaned in. “Run.”

That was all Davidson had to hear. He saw movement. Both the priest and the docent were reaching behind them. Since Davidson wasn’t in the mood to shoot a priest, he took the docent shot. 

A low shot. Not a kill shot, but a shot to take her down and out of the equation.

As Teddy and Bunny followed the novice’s advice, Davidson heard the docent scream as if she were surprised. Unfortunately, the woman also had a Glock in her hand, so Davidson wasn’t feeling all that especially bad. 

Now that the priest had also shown himself to be armed, Davidson didn’t hesitate as the black-robed man raised his gun. This time it was a kill shot. 

A pop, then the priest was down, his gun clattering harmlessly to the floor.

Davidson snapped his scope over to the tourist line outside the Cathedral. All of the ringer tourists were gone.

“We’ve got enemy combatants in the wind,” Davidson announced.

“Fall back,” Malvern gave the order. “Lopez you are released to do what you do. We’ll get the other car.”

“Finally,” Lopez sighed to the sound of a car engine protesting the high rev rate.

This was about to get interesting.

* * *

Bunny was flat out running as an older woman came out of nowhere, leveling a gun at her. She couldn’t stop in time. Bunny was so close that she could see the woman cock the gun.

Then there was a red stain on the woman’s forehead and she dropped in place.

Davidson. Her guardian angel. Even after everything she’d put him through, he was still up there protecting her.

The novice grabbed her hand and they took off after Teddy who was at the door. 

“Are we clear?” Teddy asked as Bunny and the novice caught up. Most of the other patrons, apparently not associated with the Warriors, huddled, hiding behind the pews.

“I’ve got multiple heat signatures in the area,” Stark stated. “But unknown if civilians or combatants.”

Bunny really wished that bad guys could show up on thermal scans as black rather than red and orange like everyone else. Shouldn’t their dark hearts glow a different color.

“I have maximum coverage,” Davidson said. “But if there are more than three of them, I doubt I can knock them off that fast.”

“Plus there is always that first shot,” Teddy said, clearly worried.

Then a shot ran out. From inside the Cathedral. The nun that had led them in. 

Bitch.

Then she too was down, but the novice’s grey dress was streaked in red. Bunny caught her as she went down. 

“No, no, no,” she murmured. Not another victim.

The girl clutched to Bunny’s hand. “Don’t let them do it.”

“Do what?”

The novice’s eyelids fluttered as her eyes rolled back into her head.

Bunny couldn’t help it. She should let the poor girl die in peace, but she had to know. Bunny shook the girl. “Do what?”

“Zurich,” the novice rattled out her final word, then her head lolled to the side.

Teddy urged Bunny up. “She’s gone.”

Like Bunny didn’t know that. Again her hands were covered in hot blood. 

“Do I have to do everything?” Lopez lamented in her ear. “Back up.”

Bunny didn’t hesitate, dragging Teddy away from the door. 

The sound of a car going through metal gates sounded from outside. Screams followed with the whine of a punished engine, then the SUV was through the wooden doors, splintering them.

Lopez threw the passenger’s side door open. 

Teddy shoved her, forcing her to dive head-first into the car. Teddy followed right on her butt, literally. 

They weren’t even in the car fully when Lopez put the SUV into reverse, taking them out the way they came in. The passenger side door snapped off as they exited the church.

Bunny’s ears were filled with the sound of a heart beating way too fast and a luxury SUV complaining about being driven so hard.

Lopez spun them around, firing as he went. Bullets slammed into the car, puncturing its beautiful golden siding.

“Davidson, you going to help or what?” Lopez demanded.

* * *

Yes, because he’d been sitting on his hands this whole time. He’d taken out four threats that Lopez hadn’t even seen.

But now Davidson focused on the sniper that was shooting at the SUV. They had set up in a nearly identical perch to Davidson’s, only it was across the street.

Interesting. 

Davidson aimed and fired. There were no screams. No body, but the shooting stopped. Fine by him.

Lopez was roaring down the road as sirens sounded in the distance. Davidson watched as Malvern and the others rendezvoused at the other SUV and got that on the move. 

Gunmen poured out of the Cathedral, but the SUVs were well on their way.

Davidson did as much clean up as he could. 

All this firepower for a fake shroud? Whatever was going on was bigger than they had suspected. That “biblical” scale was sounding larger and larger. 

Once these cults came out from the woodwork, they did so on a pretty grand scale, revealing the width and breadth of their organization.

Davidson should know.

“Stark, switch me to a private channel with only Malvern.”

“Done,” Stark stated. “Do you want me to step off?”

“No, we are going to need your help.”

“Davidson, what is it?” his commanding officer asked.

“Sir, I don’t think we stumbled onto this large of a contingent.”

“What are you saying?” Malvern queried, however Davidson was pretty sure the older guy already suspected.

“I think we have a mole.”

Again, Davidson should know. He’d lived nearly his entire life as one. Someone within their group was feeding the Warriors information.

“What does Lopez say?” Stark asked.

“There’s always a mole,” Davidson answered.

“And…” Stark stopped himself. “Well, there’s been a signal. It has been faint but it keeps showing up.”

“Can you trace it?” Malvern asked.

“Not so far. It is well scrambled and encoded. I was hoping it was a ghost signal, but I’m guessing not now.”

There was silence on the line.

“Stark, look into it. Davidson, meet you at the secondary rally point.”

Davidson began packing up. Any excitement had already played out.

“What about Nassar?” Davidson asked.

“Haven’t heard from him since he told Skyman to bug out after he found the stash of mice. Nothing since then.”

That was never good.

* * *

Nassar held his breath as another set of guards rushed past his hiding place. Once upstairs had that burst of activity, these lower passages had become Grand Central Station. The echo of boots filled the tunnels.

He’d gotten out of the mouse room, not because he was under threat, but because quite frankly it was too creepy. Those sniffing noses and blank stares got to him. He wasn’t ashamed to admit it. At least, not to himself.

Nassar had been trying to get back to Skyman without luck. Good, his senior chief must have retreated when he was ordered to. One less person to worry about.

The tunnels were convoluted and Nassar didn’t have a clear map. He couldn’t go back through the Cathedral. That was too hot even now, and in a few minutes it was about to get even hotter with the police showing up.

No, he needed to get out of this through the tunnels, but how? The cement blocked Stark’s video signal. 

Nassar had gone radio silent because sound traveled way too well down here. At some point though, he was going to have to contact the team.

But not right now with all of these guards running around. It made sense the Warriors would have a strong contingent here. Anyone investigating the Shroud’s secrets would end up here, eventually. 

Just as they had.

Nassar crept down the hallway, keeping his back to the cement wall. There were footfalls, but far down the tunnels. He was angling toward a door. Maybe it led up to the surface.

He got to the door to find a rather cool metal knob. Carefully, gritting his teeth, he turned the knob. Nassar half expected a dozen snakes to tumble out the door. It was actually a little disconcerting when they did not.

Instead he found a shrine. The walls were gold-leafed and an alcove had been dug out of the wall. A simple crucifix hung from the wall. A single snake laced its way up the wooden symbol, almost looking as if it belonged there.

Nassar knew where there was one snake, there were a heck of a lot more. Those mice weren’t eating themselves.

He took another step inside though. There was something etched into the gold. Symbols. He didn’t understand them, however he noticed there was a map engraved underneath it all. 

A star hung over Sweden. It seemed like it should have been the star of Bethlehem, however it was definitely way too north for that. Keeping an eye on the lone snake on the cross, Nassar carefully walked around the room, taking pictures for Bunny and Stark.

In his journey, he found the outline of a door. It had no knob or obvious way to open it. Although, Nassar had a pretty good idea of what might open it.

That damn snake was curled up on what was more than likely the lever for the door.

Nassar didn’t have too many great options though. Go back out into the labyrinth of tunnels? Hoping to not get caught by the legion of guards out there? Try to go back through the Cathedral? Or put his hand into that alcove and take his chances?

The room was cool, which should make the snake sluggish, right?

One reluctant step after another, Nassar made his way over to the crucifix.

With a prayer to Allah, Nassar used the tip of his gun to touch the wooden cross. No such luck. The snake roused, almost sleepy, his eyes half closed, flickering his tongue in Nassar’s general direction.

Dear Allah, was he really going to do this?

Apparently yes, he was. Insh’Allah. If God wills.

Inflating his lungs fully, Nassar knew he’d be holding his breath for a few moments, he reached his hand out and grabbed the base of the cross. He tried to be subtle, but the thing wasn’t budging.

 There was no way of getting around it. He was going to have to put his hand on the cross itself, which meant a little too close to the snake than he would like. What was the American saying?

At some point you had to pay the piper?

He’d never really understood that phrase until now.

Sucking in a breath, Nassar put his palm firmly on the wood and pulled. The cross tipped back. The snake, agitated by the movement constricted the wood, raising its head, flicking that damn tongue.

Nassar released the crucifix as the door behind him opened. The snake laid its head back down on Jesus’ shoulder. Nassar would have been slightly more relieved if holes in the wall hadn’t opened along with the door.

The sound of scales against rock filled the room with a hiss that threatened to unnerve him.

Within moments the consumers of all those mice stuck their heads out their gilded burrows.

He didn’t have time to be frightened as he turned on his heel, charging through the now open door. 

But could he outrun the serpents?

 


CHAPTER 17

Bunny sat in the small espresso café, looking out the window as life moved on per usual. Pedestrians, some going to work, others carrying bulging shopping bags walked casually by.

She looked down at her hands. Even though she had cleaned them before entering the café, Bunny still felt like she could feel the novice’s blood on her palms. She could smell the strong scent of iron in her nostrils. Too many people had been injured or died on this mission. All for a piece of linen?

The people outside were lucky. They didn’t have to have the memories that Bunny did.

The team was reassembled except for Nassar who had gone missing in the tunnels. The other men looked askance at Skyman. They didn’t take kindly to leaving one of their own behind. Even Teddy frowned in the general direction of the senior chief.

He had insisted that Nassar gave him a direct order to get out of there, but who knew what really happened? Was Nassar dead? Gutted in the tunnels below the Cathedral?

Even though she hadn’t been on the line with Davidson and Malvern, Bunny knew what they were thinking. Mole. They were getting jumped on way too quickly for the Warriors just to be lucky.

They had inside information and she was sure that Davidson and Malvern had the same suspicion about Skyman that she did. It seemed just a little convenient that he escaped and his commanding officer didn’t.

“This is boring,” Lopez lamented. Because, sure, barely surviving the attack on the Cathedral and now having a moment of peace was “boring.”

“So sorry to inconvenience you, corporal,” Malvern snorted. “But I thought we needed to have a sit down. Figure out our next move.”

“Which is to go get Nassar,” Teddy said, glaring at his senior chief.

“Tell me where, Teddy, and we are there.”

Teddy leaned back in his chair, his eyes never leaving Skyman. No one liked the fact that the senior chief had left Nassar, orders or not.

“Couldn’t we have at least picked a full service restaurant,” Lopez moaned. “These biscotti just aren’t cutting it.” Levont nodded in agreement. 

Malvern ignored the corporal. “Stark, give me some options.”

* * *

Stark sat up at his name. “I’ve done extensive research into those tunnels since we are waiting for the ground-penetrating radar to come into position.”

“And?” Malvern didn’t sound in a great mood. No wonder, the morning he’d had.

“And it is a mess down there. Even with your hand-held thermal detectors, it is going to be like looking for a water molecule in the ocean. The scanners have really limited range with the thick rock down there.”

“Not exactly the inspiration I was looking for,” Malvern grumbled.

Oh how Stark hated to disappoint authority.

“If it is any consolation, Nassar’s helmet cam is still working.”

 “You mean you have a video feed?” Malvern asked.

“No,” Stark stated hearing the groan from the other side of the line. “But it is still at the least trying to get signal out. I’ve only got about 5% resolution, but the scenery is changing and he seems to be moving at a clipped pace.”

“Can’t you triangulate his position then?” Davidson asked.

Like he hadn’t been trying that for the past hour. “I’m working on it, but like I said, the data is super corrupted.

“Just give us a general location,” Teddy stated.

“It isn’t that simple,” Stark explained. “I don’t want to lose another eight people that I can’t track.”

“As much as I hate to say it,” Malvern said. “But I agree. Until we have better intel we are going to have to trust Nassar to stay alive until we can get down there.”

You could hear Teddy wanting to argue, but equally not knowing how to.

“We are going to get him back,” Malvern promised.

Yes, but would it be dead or alive?

* * *

Davidson got up and went outside the café to stretch his legs. The conversation was going round and round.

The first discussion that kept coming back with no resolution was how and when to launch a rescue mission for Nassar. The other was whether or not they should head to Zurich after Nassar was recovered.

Nothing was getting resolved. Not until they got Nassar back and Davidson just couldn’t take another minute sitting there getting nothing done. He was a sniper and patient, but patient with inactivity with no purpose, not so much.

Lopez joined him. “They are killing me in there,” the corporal stated as he lit up a cigar, taking in a huge lungful, then blowing the thick smoke out through his nostrils. 

“I’d rather be down there mucking around, than sitting in a stupid café sipping weak-ass coffee.”

Davidson nodded. He agreed a thousand percent with Lopez.

“I say we go in with ATVs,” “One shot” said. “That gives us mobility and a way to track our movements. Even without the satellite GPS, the module records moving north, south etc.”

Davidson turned to Lopez. “There are ATVs in Turin?”

“Sure,” Lopez said. “There’s some nice hilly backwoods just east of us. ATVs are popular with the tourists that are tired of looking at naked statues in museums.”

“And the ATVs would fit in the tunnels?”

Lopez shrugged. “According to Stark’s research, sure.”

“Then why didn’t you bring it up in there?” Davidson said, throwing a thumb toward the team inside.

“Because, Malvern isn’t ever too thrilled with my plans and right now that guy either needs to get drunk or laid.”

Davidson didn’t chide Lopez. Malvern was on edge. Perhaps the most he’d ever seen the man. Maybe he shouldn’t have shared his concern about the mole.

“Let’s get back in there,” Davidson stated.

Lopez slapped him on the back. “Sweeter words have never been spoken.”

* * *

Bunny’s head hurt. They had gone over the situation so many times that she felt like she had lived several lifetimes already. And still they had no resolution.

Malvern was playing devil’s advocate and she felt like maybe he had gotten a little too attached to the role. He wasn’t usually this risk adverse. But something was wrong. He shot down any idea or notion before the person could get their complete sentence out.

“Are we even sure this ‘biblical’ magnitude event is real?” the commanding officer pressed. “Not just a boogeyman created by the Warriors to justify their existence? There have been other cults spelling out the end of time, only to have nothing happen.”

Bunny looked over to Malvern. Now he’d gone a bit too far. She just gave him that look. He raised his hands. “Fine. So there is a ‘biblical’ magnitude disaster heading our way. I just wish I knew how the hell it was going to manifest.”

Didn’t everyone?

Davidson and Lopez came back in, looking determined. She liked that expression. It was better than the collective look of frustration and despair that circled their table.

“Lopez has an idea,” Davidson said. Off of Malvern’s frown, the sniper raised his hands. “And it’s a good one.”

“Let’s hear it,” Malvern stated.

“ATVs,” Davidson explained. “They give us way better mobility and we can track our movements and retrace if necessary.”

“Let’s do it,” Skyman said, hopping out of his chair.

He seemed a little too eager to get back down there. Was it guilt that motivated him or something else?

Malvern waved the man back down. “I want to hear more about the plan.”

Davidson looked to Lopez, apparently Davidson had been sold on the idea without much more detail than what was given.

The corporal stepped forward. “Look, the police haven’t found the tunnels so they aren’t searching down there, so we insert at one of the distant egresses that Stark found.”

The tech came on the line. “Those tunnels were meant for small transport vehicles and the northeast tunnel is large enough to accommodate the ATVs.”

Bunny looked to Malvern. It still seemed like a long shot, but it got them moving and everyone seemed to need to get out of this damned café.

Malvern grunted rising. “I am assuming you can acquire these ATVs quickly and quietly?”

“Quiet is my middle name,” Lopez exclaimed, then whooped loudly pumping his fist in the air, then accepting a high five from Levont as they rushed out the door, clanging the bell against the glass.

* * *

Nassar slowed his pace. He was out of breath. He was also much further down in the tunnels than he would have liked. While there were no snakes under foot, that didn’t mean that he was any safer.

He needed to head up to the surface, but he couldn’t find any option to do so. The others must have realized that he was missing. They would come for him.

Trusting that, his entire goal was simply to stay alive until the others came. He couldn’t break out of here or solve the greater mystery, but at the least he could keep breathing until they got here.

That was doable. Hopefully.

There didn’t seem to be many guards this far down. He had the dark place to himself.

Now to find somewhere to hide until he heard the others.

There was a door at the end of this hallway. 

No light leaked out underneath of it. Hopefully it was unoccupied.

His luck had to turn at some point, right?

Nassar made his way to the door. He ran his finger along the edge of the stone. There didn’t seem to be any booby traps. The stone was cold. He ran his fingers along the ground. There were no scrape marks. Hopefully this room wasn’t used for much. 

It didn’t seem to have been opened very frequently.

He put his back into it and shoved the stone. 

It scraped shrilly in his ear. If anyone were around at all, they were going to have heard that.

No shouts rose. Nor footfalls followed. Hopefully this section of the tunnels had been deserted.

Once the door opened enough for him to slide in, a light from the ceiling switched on.

Nearly blinded, Nassar stumbled back as snakes came out from every corner. A woman emerged from the other side of the room. He was so busy worried about the danger in front of him, he missed the man behind him.

Only when he felt a sharp blow to the back of the head did Nassar realize his mistake.

* * *

Sheywa stepped carefully between the snakes. Just because she was their high priestess, didn’t mean they wouldn’t bite her. She made her way over to the man that lay on the floor. He looked no different than many men. She had assumed that whomever God had planned for her would be a king amongst men.

The man was in reasonable shape and not unpleasing to the eye, but he did not look like a gift from God. To be honest. She preferred green-eyed men with lighter hair.

She guessed that God was not a dating service however.

“Don’t forget,” Lokli stated. “We need to know what the Americans know. We need to know if they are in league with the Rivieras.”

Sheywa waved a hand at Lokli’s concern. She would not, in passion, forget her task. This seduction was not of her making. 

Sheywa allowed King to slither off her arm and drop to the ground. He so liked playing with other snakes. She did not need to worry, the cobra always came back to her.

Lokli hauled the man up and put him into a simple wooden chair and proceeded to tie him up. “He is Master Chief Petty Officer Nassar if that helps any.”

Was knowing his name really supposed to help her feel closer to him?

Perhaps this time God had asked too much.

She knew that men lusted for her body. They had done so since she was barely a teen. She knew the power that her beauty held.

The question was, could she unleash it now?

* * *

Stark chuckled as he watched Lopez.

“What’s up?” Stark’s mother asked.

“Lopez is signing insurance forms that promise he is going to drive the ATVs within the speed limit and with caution.”

Even his mother had to laugh. “Yep, that’s a good one.”

Lopez looked like such a respectable tourist right now. That little speed demon was stuffed way down until they took possession of the ATVs. Lopez had also rented a truck with the trailer to haul the ATVs to the entry point.

Of course the company thought they were going four wheeling into the country, not down beneath the city in the old World War II tunnels. Best not to disclose that on the paperwork.

Stark went back to the satellite feed. They were within minutes of having ground-penetrating radar and thermal imaging that should be able to get down as deep as the tunnels.

He would rather have all of the imaging up before they headed underground. The day had already gone bad enough. Stark wanted this to go by the book.

Studying Nassar’s helmet cam, Stark tried to fill in the blanks. Now it looked like Nassar decided to take a nap. Clearly, even with the poor feed, he had stopped moving, but the camera moved very subtly up and down with his respirations so he wasn’t dead. 

But what did it mean?

“I’m working on it,” Stark’s mother replied.

She really wanted this “fill in” algorithm to work.

With less than 5% feed, Stark wasn’t sure if it was the best time to try beta programs, but his mother insisted.

And who was he to tell her no?

Stark switched the screen to show Lopez and the men loading up the ATVs. Lopez seemed pretty darned sure of himself, but when didn’t he? 

“Look, I think my program is working,” Stark’s mother stated. Suddenly the screen went from 90% static to only 75% static, but it didn’t seem to be her program doing the heavy lifting. It seemed like something on the side of the feed was boosting the signal.

Squinting, Stark realized what was happening. “Oh no…”

* * *

Nassar awoke with a start. His head snapped up, making his brain throb. The room was dimly lit, however he didn’t need light to know that snakes slithered all over the room. You could hear it. You could feel it at the base of your skull. 

But they didn’t seem close. While his skin might be crawling, he didn’t feel any snakes actually on him.

Which seemed odd. What was keeping them back?

He on the other hand knew what was keeping him in place. His hands and feet were tied to a sturdy chair.

Then the woman he’d seen before entered the circle of gentle light. She was every bit as striking as she’d seemed before. Long, straight dark hair past her hips. Emerald eyes that sparked in the light.

“We use an electromagnetic field to keep the snakes at bay. It tickles their tongues so they don’t like it,” the woman purred.

She was dressed in the fashion of Cleopatra with one perfect breast showing.

Everything about her screamed seductress. She knew the effect her body would have on a heterosexual male. He had been trained to block out her physical presence and focus only on the danger that she represented.

“Who are you?” Nassar asked trying to take control of the interrogation because this was exactly what it was. Seldom did one go to all the trouble to knock someone out, tie them to a chair just to have a nice little chat.

Make that never as she approached, her eyes scanning his face.

“I am Sheywa, the one who will introduce you to the Warriors.”

The way she said it didn’t make it sound like a good thing.

* * *

Sheywa studied the man before her. His square jaw jutted out, implying defiance. She had to give him credit, he kept his breathing steady. Most men would have been panting and drooling by now. She had been bred for beauty, for a moment such as this.

It had been foretold this day would come. That a high priestess of the Snake would lie with a man who was foreign to the Warriors, yet a warrior himself. 

Even though she had never completed the act, Sheywa was no stranger to seduction. She seduced all the time. Being one of the few females within the cult, she had learned how to persuade men to do her bidding with just a smile.

The Navy SEAL was not just any man. He was a trained soldier. All the better. It would make the conquest all the sweeter.

She felt no shame in what she was about to do. How could she? It was ordained by God.

The prophecy must be fulfilled.

At any cost.

Even to her dignity.

She would not fail the Warriors.

The brave new world depended on her and her feminine wiles.

 


CHAPTER 18

Bunny stood by as the men mounted their ATVs. Levont got on behind Lopez. No great surprise there. What was surprising was Teddy getting on Prenner’s vehicle. She guessed the two point men would travel together. Malvern had Chizan as his second.

Which left Bunny in a bit of a bind. She could either ride with Davidson or Skyman, the guy everyone thought may be the mole. So ride with a potential traitor or a super recent ex.

Hmm…

It wasn’t a long thought process as she swung her leg over the back of Davidson’s ATV. She would go with physical safety over emotional awkwardness every day of the week. The sniper didn’t seem surprised as she wrapped her arms around his waist.

There was nothing romantic about it. This was business.

The ATV nearly shot out from under her as Davidson followed Lopez and the rest. They were at the outskirts of town at a large storm drain. They had removed the large metal grate and drove into the large cement culvert. Her helmet rattled her brain and Bunny was sure that her pigtails were going to come undone.

They weren’t certain where Nassar was or if he was injured, but they had a general vicinity based on how far he could have gotten on foot. If he had been moved, then they were screwed, but they had to attempt a rescue. That was just how they rolled.

And Lopez was keeping them at full throttle as they struck toward the center of town and the Cathedral.

She expected the engines to roar, but these were environmentally friendly, electric ATVs. They were whisper quiet.

Almost too quiet. She missed the rumble. That sound meant they were doing great time. Now they seemed in a timeless loop with grey cement streaking by. The only way she knew they were hauling ass was how tightly she had to hold onto Davidson.

Lopez allowed Prenner to take the lead as they traveled deeper into the tunnels. Which made sense due to protocol, but the fact that Lopez gave up the lead that easily didn’t seem right.

Until she glanced behind her. Lopez had taken up his station at the back so that he could crest the rounded sides of the tunnel with his ATV.

“I think we can go all the way around!” Lopez yelled.

And sure enough, he lagged back far enough to get up to speed and drive his ATV up the side, then over the top and back down again.

Both Lopez and Levont whooped in her ear.

Glad that someone was having a good time.

* * *

Nassar prepared for the seduction that was coming his way. Of all the interrogating methods, seduction was by far the most difficult to resist. A seductress used a man’s body’s natural reaction to their own advantage. Normally it took very little effort to slip below a soldier’s resistance.

But he wasn’t just a soldier. He was a SEAL. A SEAL that had aspirations of becoming an Admiral. He wasn’t about to let some half-crazed cultist undo all of his hard work. He did not give up a family life to have his career end in humiliation at the hands of this Cleopatra wanna-be.

She walked forward, swaying her hips, pushing those thick red lips out, puckering as if he wanted anything to do with them. That exposed breast of hers, called to his lesser desires. The erect nipple pointed straight at him. Beckoning him.

Nassar did not look away. That would give her power. Instead he looked past her, through her to the wall behind her. She could not seduce him if he did not acknowledge her presence.

The woman laughed lightly, her mirth echoing off the chamber. The snake coiled around her arm waved its head, flickering its tongue as she neared.

“Oh, I know what you think, my darling,” she cooed. “That all of those SEAL hoodoo mind tricks will save you. We are destined to join together.”

Nassar didn’t even blink at her words.

“That somehow you can resist me because you are better than me,” she said, taking another step forward. “And perhaps that is true, but you are not better than my other darling.”

She stroked the snake’s head. It leaned into her. It was unnatural.

“I am Sheywa and this my King. My cobra,” she whispered as if that would make him melt.

Nassar kept his breathing slow and steady, looking past them both to the wall. He counted the pitting in the surface, keeping his conscious mind busy while she tried to warp his will.

Sheywa pet the snake again. “I just milked him an hour ago. So his venom won’t be fatal, but it will be very interesting to say the least.”

With a snap of her fingers, the King cobra’s neck flap spread, tripling his profile. Another flick of the wrist and the snake lunged.

Nassar couldn’t move so he didn’t try to avoid the strike. The cobra’s fangs dug deeply into his thigh. Nassar stifled a scream and looked to the wall as the snake pumped whatever venom it had left into his leg.

Not that Nassar had ever done narcotics, but the rush of it felt like a hit of heroin. Warmth gushed from deep within his belly and spread to the rest of his body. He no longer felt any pain.

The world warbled, the sharp edges of his vision softened. Sheywa looked like the most beautiful angel in all the world. Her long hair spread out all around him as she leaned over him.

“All I need to know is what you know, my dearest.”

* * *

Stark was freaking out. He didn’t mind admitting it.

“What is going on?” his mother queried.

“Don’t ask.”

Dear God, Nassar would be so embarrassed if anyone else saw this. Once this scenario played itself out, Stark was deleting the tape. Beyond sparing Nassar’s feelings, Stark didn’t want to be tempted to watch it again…and again.

The chick knew what she was doing from the sounds Nassar was making. Although despite her best efforts and Stark meant best efforts, Nassar hadn’t given her any vital information.

The view rocked back and forth as his helmet rocked back and forth. 

How Stark wished he could help Nassar. He had been able to get some general coordinates to give to the team, but could they get to Nassar before he sold them all out or she got tired of him, and set the rest of the snakes on him, which Stark bet hadn’t been milked recently.

Sheywa leaned back, her perfect breast in full view of the camera. Stark hadn’t been bit by a cobra, yet he still felt in danger of telling her anything she wanted to know. Her skin was a creamy mocha. Her nipple a stark reddish brown. The areola erect, puckering the normally smooth skin.

“Stark!” his mother barked. “Why don’t you let me take it from here!”

Others might have been horrified that their mommy pushed their chair away from the 50 shades of snake, but Stark wasn’t one of them. He couldn’t do it himself. He was glad there was someone who could.

The sounds of the ordeal still spilled out of the speakers until his mother abruptly cut them off.

Stark sat there trying to get ahold of himself before he went upstairs and took a hold of himself, if you know what he meant.

“Guide the team,” his mother barked.

His mother totally harshed his buzz, which was probably a good thing. 

Turning to the other screens, Stark watched the team race down the tunnels.

What would they find when they finally arrived?

* * *

Sheywa had been warned her first time could be painful, but it was a glorious sort of pain. Now she could see why God had given her this gift. How could she be a high priestess to change the world’s landscape if she wasn’t fully a woman?

Now with Nassar, rocking in unison, Sheywa knew what it was to be filled up with another. This was a most sacred moment.

The snakes seemed to know this was an important occasion, they slithered right at the edge of the electrostatic field. Like they wanted to be a part of this mystical union.

She did not forget her true mission though. As they rode together, Sheywa asked questions of the man, trying to tease out his secrets, but he was tightlipped.

He would have made a great Warrior.

Sheywa found herself a little sad that if he did not convert, he would be killed.

She had just met him, yet this act of union had them strangely bonded.

Another of God’s mysterious ways. 

* * *

Nassar watched in a detached haze as the woman thought she had gotten the better of him. For better or worse the toxin disassociated his brain from his body. Sheywa might think that just because she had coaxed a reaction from his groin that she was in control.

The opposite could not be more true. He allowed his body to do what it wanted. He didn’t resist as she grinded up against him. Why should he? It meant nothing.

His body had been deprived so long and under these circumstances? Nassar felt no shame.

Perhaps he should, but he did not.

Sheywa rode him like an expert cowboy would a bronco. For all her seduction, she seemed surprised by her own body’s reaction to their coitus. As if she thought she could coax a reaction from him but have none herself. No matter. He gave her no information. Not that he had much to give, but he would not give her even a spoonful.

His body might rise to her temptations, but not his mind. His mind he held as his own. If anything, he gained far more information from her than she him.

The woman had tattoos on her shoulder. They reminded him of the ones in the gilded room. Clearly they were important to the cult. Once he got the footage to Stark, if he ever got out of this room, they might help track down the cult’s source.

The faster she rode, the closer they came to ending this sordid affair. Like he said, it had been a while. Nassar looked over her shoulder to see the snakes still held at bay by the electrostatic field. The device must have been hidden in the room because Allah knew that Sheywa was not carrying anything on her person. 

And when she did not get the information she sought with honey? Would she turn to vinegar? Real torture. There were hundreds of ways to torment him waiting right past that electrostatic field.

Again the cobra’s venom only helped him. He could barely feel his leg and there was still that aura of analgesia that cocooned him. 

Hopefully it would protect him against whatever came next.

* * *

“Next left!” Stark yelled into Davidson’s ear. 

They were almost to Nassar. There was some cross chatter about Nassar being taken hostage, but Stark was being unusually vague about the circumstances. Following Prenner and Teddy, Davidson let up on the accelerator just a hair, made the sharp turn, then hit the “gas” again. The electric ATV responded beautifully.

Up ahead it looked like a smooth stone wall, but Stark was pretty damned sure that right on the other side of that was Nassar. That the wall was not as thick and strong as it looked.

Prenner seemed to trust Stark without question as he plowed his ATV into the wall, which exploded into a million pieces, ripping like papier mâché. Beyond, the chamber was lit. A pretty woman straddled Nassar. This was not your typical rescue scenario, but they were committed.

The only problem?

There were a butt-load of snakes circling the chair.

Prenner hit the accelerator, rolling over the serpents. “Get him!” the point man yelled.

Malvern and Skyman joined Prenner, circling the room, keeping the snakes back.

The woman flew off of Nassar and Davidson realized what was going on.

Okay, he could never unsee that.

 Davidson revved the engine, heading straight for the woman. She danced back, seeming unconcerned about the snakes at her feet. He skidded, circling back around to Nassar.

Bunny hopped off the bike. “I’ll take care of…”

She didn’t need to say what she would take care of. Davidson jumped off as well, concentrating on the restraints at Nassar’s hands and feet. As Bunny zipped the captain up, Davidson freed Nassar’s limbs. There was no way they could carry him on their ATV.

A whoop filled the room as Lopez entered, up the wall, onto the ceiling and over, landing on the far side of the room, cutting the woman off.

“Get him out of here!” Lopez yelled, taking a run at the woman who slipped between two boulders, disappearing into a hidden passage.

Davidson waved over Skyman. “We are going to have to strap him to you.”

The SEAL nodded, idling his ATV.

Malvern came back around. “How is he?”

“Looks like he took a bite to the thigh, but his vitals aren’t bad. It must have been a partial dry strike,” Davidson explained.

Malvern looked confused.

“Either the snake didn’t inject a full toxic load or had been milked recently.”

Malvern nodded. “Lopez?” he called out into his mic.

All you could hear was whooping from the other end of the line.

Nassar slurred something.

“What was that?” Davidson asked, leaning in.

“Cam…era,” Nassar stammered.

He found the object strapped to Nassar’s belt. “Got it, buddy.”

Nassar collapsed against Skyman.

“Let’s get him out of here,” Davidson said, patting Skyman on the back.

The SEAL kicked the ATV into gear and took off. 

Davidson looked to Malvern. “Lopez? Prenner?”

“Lost sight of her, sir,” Prenner stated. “I will get Lopez and head back.”

Malvern nodded to Davidson. “You follow Nassar, make sure they get out okay. I will wait for the others.”

Davidson helped Bunny onto the ATV, then shot off into the darkened tunnels.

That had been a close call. Now the problem was how to write up this report, because he certainly did not want to have to describe what he’d seen.

* * *

As they revved out of the tunnels into a culvert outside the city, Bunny put a hand up to protect her eyes from the sudden burst of sunlight. After so long in the tunnels, the radiant warmth seemed almost hostile. 

The ATVs circled around. Lopez hopped off of his and rushed over to Nassar.

“Looks nasty but his vitals aren’t too bad,” Lopez informed them. “Still I need somewhere to clean the wounds.”

Everyone looked to Malvern, who in turn spoke into his mic. “Stark?”

“Working on it. I think I’ve got an SISMI safe house just a few miles away.”

Bunny had been doing this long enough to know the SISMI was the Italian equivalent to the CIA. How Stark got into their internal files, Bunny didn’t want to know.

“Are we going to need to get a car?” Lopez asked, “Because I saw a Jaguar SUV not too far back.”

“No, the safe house is a little out into the country. You guys should be able to drive straight there on your ATVs”

“Darn,” Lopez pouted, but Malvern looked relieved. “Alright, let’s move out.”

Bunny glanced over to Nassar. While Lopez declared him out of the woods, He didn’t look so good. His normally caramel complexion was looking a little grey and the Master Chief still had to be strapped to his man to keep him on the ATV.

She couldn’t imagine how mortified he would have been to have his team find him like that. Thankfully it had been Davidson and her, so his secret was safe with them. They held far bigger secrets than that between them.

Stark hadn’t exaggerated. The safe house was just down the road. It was your average country farmhouse with a wraparound porch. It looked like Ma and Pa Kettle could live there. The front lawn was nicely manicured with the back yard a little more wild looking. There weren’t any neighbors as far as the eye could see. Just fields and fields of what looked to Bunny’s Midwestern eyes as alfalfa hay. 

Malvern went up to the door knocked three times then stepped back as everyone else unloaded the ATVs.

A nice looking Italian grandmother opened the door. “Oh my,” she said as Nassar was carried up the porch steps.

“You can spare us the faux shock, signora,” Malvern stated. “Octopus, noodles. Y-25.”

The woman’s look immediately transformed from shock to suspicion. “How you know that?” she asked in a heavy accent.

“Does it matter?” Malvern asked. “You have to let us in.”

The woman’s eyelids narrowed. “We shall see about that.”

She slammed the door in Malvern’s face. Even from where Bunny stood she heard the loud click of the dead bolt being locked.

“So much for Italian hospitality,” Lopez grumbled. “She better have some cannoli in there after that.”

As they waited, Teddy came up behind her and put his hand on her lower back. “How are you doing?”

“Oh you know,” Bunny teased. “A cult is going to bring about the apocalypse, and I missed my third hair appointment in a row so my split ends are out of control.”

Teddy smiled back at her as the door opened again and this time a younger man, dressed in a fine silk suit came out. 

“I do not know what you have been told, but this is a secure area and I must ask you to leave.”

Malvern didn’t back away a step. He simply nodded his head toward Nassar. “And I’ve got a man down which trumps whatever jurisdiction bull pucky you are trying to play. We are coming in.”

The man looked Malvern up and down apparently trying to assess whether or not Malvern was bluffing. Apparently he decided that Malvern was not and opened the door wider.

“Your government will pay for our relocation once you are gone.”

Lopez walked by him, putting his hand up for an unrequited high five. “Put it on my bill, baby, put it on my bill.”

The man did not look inclined to do as asked.

 

 


CHAPTER 19

Stark watched as the team assembled inside the Italian safe house. Lopez was going to be disappointed. The kitchen had more AK-47s than it did cooking pots.

His eyes scanned from screen to screen. The by far most interesting monitor contained the footage that Bunny was uploading from Nassar’s phone. It was from the time he was out of communication with the team.

The gilded chamber was fascinating. The symbols etched in its surface appeared to be a history of the cult and its philosophy, which was to make sure the prophecy in the Shroud came to pass.

Some of the symbols had been tattooed on the woman’s body as well.

That is where Stark and his mother started, since those seemed to be the most important. Right now they couldn’t identify the language that was being used.

It seemed to be a combination of Arabic and some kind of cuneiform symbols.

“Bunny, what do you think?” Stark asked, she was the expert in ancient languages after all.

“I’m leaning toward Luwian,” Bunny stated.

Okay, Stark didn’t even know Luwian existed. He had to Google it so he didn’t sound too stupid. “Sure, sure,” Stark said, scanning the results page. “Luwian. That makes sense.”

“No, actually it doesn’t. Luwian script is European based. I’ve never seen it mixed with ancient Arabic, but we’ve got that connection to France, so maybe it does work.”

Okay, next time Stark would more than skim the data before opening his mouth. Being smart was his only hope of ever landing a girl. He had to keep up his street cred. 

“So the bottom line?” Stark asked, giving up trying to sound educated about Luwian ancient cuneiform languages.

Bunny sighed as she sat down at the kitchen table, shoving a Glock out of the way. Stark glanced to the other screen. The team had moved Nassar into a back bedroom and were cutting his pant leg off to better access the snake bite. The wound looked nasty. Black and purple around the edges and seeping bloody discharge from the center.

Lopez however, didn’t seem to think much of it. “We just need to control the pain and the infection.”

Davidson popped out a syringe and filled it with morphine but Nassar shook his head. SEALs! They were tough alright, but tough enough for this?

* * *

“You sure, dude?” Lopez asked. “This is going to hurt like a ‘mo.”

Nassar gritted his teeth. “I’m sure.”

“I’ve got to at least numb it,” Lopez said. “I’m going to be debriding necrotic tissue back to healthy tissue, you are not going to want to feel that.”

Levont nodded. “He is not exaggerating.”

“Go ahead and numb locally, but no morphine. No narcotics.”

He wasn’t being brave or stoic. He just needed his faculties back. He felt raped. Well, he had been raped, but it wasn’t the physical vulnerability that hurt the most but the mental instability. He’d barely hung on.

Nassar did not want to feel that way ever again. He would take a little pain, or even a lot of pain, to avoid that sensation again.

“Do it,” Nassar said.

Lopez used his belt to put a tourniquet around Nassar’s leg and buckled it. Tight. He tried not to flinch. He didn’t want Lopez getting needle happy just because he could.

“Here it comes,” Lopez said. “I ain’t gonna lie. This is going to hurt.”

With that said, Lopez poured a bottle of whiskey onto the wounds. Nassar dug his fingers into the sheets, arching his body up, but not a peep out of him.

“Okay, so I’m going to admit. You’ve got some balls,” Lopez said, sitting down on the bed beside Nassar, his scissors up.

Nassar might be able to hold his tongue but he couldn’t watch as Lopez tugged on the tissue. It was an odd sensation. Nassar couldn’t feel the dead tissue, but he could feel as Lopez expertly tested the flesh and excised that which wasn’t healthy.

Of course every once in a while, Lopez would go a few millimeters too far and cut into healthy flesh, but Nassar would take it. He’d rather put up with temporary discomfort than losing a leg.

That would definitely put a crimp in his career.

“Okay, Mr. Trooper. I’m going to bandage it now,” Lopez said. “We’ll have to keep an eye on it.”

Nassar was shocked when he looked down at the wound. What used to be two small puncture wounds was now an open sore the size of a man’s palm. You could see muscle and tendons. But it was clean.

Lopez patted Nassar. “You got lucky, dude.”

Right. Lucky.

* * *

Bunny looked up as Lopez and Teddy helped Nassar walk into the room. Well, limp into the room. The guy should be in a hospital somewhere, hopped up on pain meds, watching Italian daytime soaps. But instead, pale and sweaty, he hobbled into the living room where everyone was assembled for a briefing.

“Sorry I’m late,” Nassar said.

Bunny thought that the Master Chief had actually made a joke. So, people could change.

Malvern leaned forward from his richly appointed chair. “Bunny was just going over the symbols from the gilded room.”

Nassar wiped his forehead with his arm. “Sorry, but I’m a little lost in the thick of the forest. Can you maybe give us a summary up until now, so I know what you are talking about moving forward?”

“Sure,” Bunny said, spreading out papers in front of her. Stark had sent a bunch of stills, highlighting the most important passages from the wall and Sheywa’s shoulder.

Even Bunny seemed slightly confused, so going over it from the top might be beneficial to her as well.

“Okay. So this is what we think we know so far,” Bunny stated. She would never go so far as to say they actually knew anything for sure at this point.

“We believe there is a real Shroud of Turin, only not of Turin, but you get what I mean. The real Shroud was bombarded with neutrinos at the time of an ancient earthquake. Much like the shadow figures of Hiroshima, the neutrinos pick up on patterns and highlight them. This neutrino pattern uncovered a prophecy buried within the fibers of the Shroud. It prophesized a biblical-sized cataclysmic event to occur…”

Bunny had to check her watch. She wasn’t even sure what time zone it was still set for. What she did realize was time was ticking by. “Well, basically tonight. This disaster should happen by eight pm this evening.”

“But we don’t know where?” Levont asked.

Bunny shook her head. “That’s what we are trying to figure out, but let me go back and fill in a few blanks before we discuss that.”

She had to take a moment, she’d lost track of where she was in the Shroud’s history. It was Davidson that piped up.

“We know there is a real Shroud with the prophecy embedded in the fibers...”

“Yes, yes,” Bunny said giving her ex-boyfriend a grateful smile. “So we believe the real Shroud made the rounds all over the holy land until the 13th century. We believe a French knight brought forth the forged shroud as the real one, and he turned the authentic Shroud over to the well-connected and super rich Riviera family and the Warriors of the Snake.”

Teddy raised his hand. Always the exemplary student. 

“Yes, Teddy?”

“Why the Warriors of the Snake?” the SEAL asked. “What does a fundamentalist Islamic cult want with a Christian relic?”

He must not have been around when that little fact was revealed. “Well, while the Warriors are Islamic in origin, they are from the coastline where Christianity hung on down the ages. They are actually an ancient Christian sect. We believe the Warriors might have been charged with the Shroud in their infancy.”

Teddy nodded. Actually a lot of head’s nodded. That seemed to clear up a lot of confusion around the room.

“So the Rivieras bank-rolled the Warriors to keep the Shroud safe, which they did up until a few months ago when the Shroud vanished from its hiding place in a Warrior stronghold in Lebanon. Right as the prophecy was approaching fulfillment, the Shroud disappears. The Warriors assumed that it was the Riviera family, so the head of the family faked his death and joined a small sect of the Warriors that he trusted in Madagascar.”

“So the Warriors training camp in Tunisia was in prep to try and get the Shroud back from the Rivieras?” Malvern asked.

“Yep, we believe so,” Bunny answered.

* * *

Davidson watched as the team assimilated the information. It was a lot and even though they had lived through it, it was sometimes hard to see the forest from the trees. 

Basically the last few days had been a blur of snakes for Davidson.

“And now this?” Malvern asked, indicating to the set of pictures.

Bunny frowned. “I am afraid these symbols raise as many questions as they answer. Basically the writings confirm everything I said earlier. They let us know that we are on the right track,” she said, frowning deeper. “And perhaps they hold some clues to where this ‘biblical event’ is going to take place, but I have to admit this is some slow going translating, since we have no Rosetta stone to help us understand the language.”

So there it was. They were stuck in Turin, which of all the places they had been stuck over the past few years, wasn’t such a shabby place to shack up, with a biblical event that night, but no idea where.

“Nothing to guide us in our next move?” Nassar asked through teeth clenched in pain.

“We are looking the most closely at the symbols on the woman that attacked you, but I have to say I’m not sure if we can translate them in time to do any good.”

That did not set well with the room. Special Forces or SEALs, they were used to going out and getting the job done.

“Shouldn’t we just head to France?” Lopez asked, certainly the least patient of them all.

Bunny shook her head. “Wisely, just before the French Revolution, the Rivieras packed up and headed for Switzerland.”

“Okay, then let’s head there. I can have us wheel’s up in an hour,” Lopez said, rising, grabbing his pack.

“It’s not that easy,” Bunny said.

“Why not? I say we go to Switzerland, kick some Riviera butt. I mean, that’s gotta be more satisfying than sitting around here watching Nassar feel sorry for himself.”

Bunny’s lips drew down in a deep frown. “And if the biblical event ends up being in the holy land? Or Africa? Or East Asia?”

“You think too much, Chica.”

Lopez was a brave one that was for sure.

To Davidson’s surprise, Bunny didn’t rise to the bait. “There’s no one right answer here.”

“That doesn’t sound like you,” Malvern stated.

* * *

Stark agreed. It didn’t sound like him either, but he had no better options for the team than Bunny did. Maybe Lopez was right. They should head to Switzerland and try to pry some information out of the Rivieras.

He hated to make such a move without actionable intelligence. To go so far north when the destruction site could be anywhere in the world could be their undoing.

The doorbell rang one floor above them.

Stark looked to his mother. 

She shrugged. “Probably the pizza. I’ll go get it.”

Stark watched as his mother left. When Mom didn’t know what to do next besides pay for the pizza, you really knew you were in trouble.

Stark turned his attention back to the conversation. 

“Is this event natural or manmade?” Teddy asked.

“Excellent question,” Bunny replied over the feed. “It could be a combination of the two. At this point, I just don’t have enough information to tell you.”

Stark could hear the frustration in Bunny’s voice. She kind of wore her heart on her sleeve. One of the many, many, many things he loved about her.

“Oh son!” a voice exclaimed behind him.

He turned to find his mother walking into the room, not with an extra-large meat lover’s pizza, but with an old, tattered magazine.

The magazine they had been waiting for. His mother presented it to him like a sterling platter.

Stark jerked it from her hands, searching for the article in question.

“Here it is,” he exclaimed like this was a second Christmas. “The author is Levi Vanhuten.”

His mother nodded, Googling the man.

Stark skimmed the article. It would have been nice to have had this earlier. It went over a lot of the Warriors’ history, but no new real information. Stark’s heart sank as he reached the end of the article.

Then it hit. The last line. 

“By all sights, the Warriors, despite their name, are ruled by a high priestess of the serpent. It is prophesized it shall be she that lords over the final ceremony to bring punishment to the unclean and cleanse the earth of non-believers.”

“Mom,” Stark breathed out. “It’s her. Where she goes is where the event is going to take place.”

“But we lost her at the train station,” his mother lamented.

Of course they had known the woman was important, and followed her as best they could through satellite imagery and a few traffic cams snagged from the Italian police. But she had boarded a train, and they hadn’t been able to find her since.

Now though, it was a priority.

“We’re going to have to do it,” his mother stated.

Stark couldn’t argue with her.

It was time to employ the “Fly” protocol.

Named because of the fly’s compound eyes, the program was a beast. Basically his mother and he had hacked into every transport system on the planet. Forget about the Pentagon’s Kaleidoscope program. This was ten times more sprawling. 

The problem was though, once invoked it would become toast. Once you activated a hack as multi-pronged and extensive as this, you had fifteen minutes to an hour before you started to get shut down. And you could probably never hack into that system again. Like he said…toast

This was a once in a lifetime opportunity to have eyes all over the world.

But they had a high priestess on the loose and biblical-sized catastrophe on the horizon.

Time to make it happen. 

He nodded to his mom who flipped up a plastic shield and held her finger over a large red button. It didn’t have to have a shield or be large or red, but they both decided that it would be way cooler if it was.

Stark put his finger over hers and together they activated the world’s largest hack.

The entire room shook as the computers kicked into another whole gear. Images flashed across the screens at unreadable speeds. 

This, this was what it felt like to be alive.

 


CHAPTER 20

Bunny cocked her head, trying to understand what Stark was saying. It was like he was on a Red Bull, Mountain Dew and Jolt high all together. He was rattling off information faster than Bunny could understand it.

It was like her brain was processing megabytes and he was running at a terabyte pace.

“Stark,” Malvern stated. “You’ve got to slow down, son.”

There was a loud intake of breath. “Okay. Where did I lose you?”

“Um, with ‘hello,’” Bunny admitted.

“Wow, alright,” Stark stammered. “We instigated the ‘Fly’ protocol and I’ve got to tell you, it was every bit as much of a rush as we thought it would be. I think we are going to sell some of the info we found to the CIA.

Upon Malvern’s throat clearing, Stark continued. “Right. Anyway we found the high priestess. She is heading to Switzerland by train.”

Lopez clapped his hands. “Told ya!” He pointed to each of them as he did a little happy dance. “I’m going to go steal something.”

And the corporal was out the door.

“He is so awesome,” Levont breathed out.

“Are you sure it is her? Sheywa?” Nassar asked. 

“She’s got both of her breasts covered up, but yes, it is a ninety-nine point four eight percent probability it is Sheywa.”

Bunny watched Nassar. She wasn’t sure if he was disappointed or relieved it was the high priestess.

“We’ll keep an eye on her,” Stark said and try to figure out exactly where she is going.”

“That may not be necessary,” Bunny said. “While you were running ‘Fly’ I was looking at the symbols again. We were thinking letters when I believe that the ones on the high priestess’ shoulder may in fact be numbers.”

“Numbers?” Stark reflected.

“Yes,” Bunny stated. “And modern ones at that. The cuneiform language shouldn’t have a zero, but this sequence does. Look to the third symbol down on her left shoulder.”

“You’re right…” Stark said sounding just a little awed. Just how she liked him.

* * *

Davidson sat, listening to it all, allowing it to pour over him. New and old. Modern and ancient. It was all swirling around his head. The knowledge wanted to settle, but there was a maelstrom of energy in the room.

He had to find his center. Only with God could the answers come. Petir had taught him that. That stillness at the core of your being, when nothing else mattered was where you met God, and only God could give him the answer to this complicated a riddle.

Bunny had the translation up on the screen. The cipher was a combination of letters and numbers. Everyone else was bent over the monitor, but Davidson stayed where he was. Getting closer to the screen was not going to increase his understanding.

He let his eyes lose focus on the room. He ignored his auditory input. Instead he burned those numbers into his mind’s eye. Davidson let out a breath and leaned back into the couch. Allowing his muscles to go lax, Davidson retreated inside. 

This was the place he found before an important shot.

Clarity of mind. Purity of body.

The world melted away until the only thing he could see was the symbols. It was time to end this. Just one more crackpot cult that thought they were worthy enough to determine mankind’s fate. Seriously, didn’t they believe in a God who could take care of his own business?

At peace with his past and his future, Davidson turned the symbols over and over again in his mind. He rearranged the order. He flipped them upside down.

Usually his brain was trying to find the perfect trajectory for a bullet. Perhaps that’s what he needed to do now.

The simplest solution was usually the correct solution. Point A to point B.

“Coordinates,” Davidson said before he even realized he had the answer. “They are modern coordinates.”

He opened his eyes to find Bunny staring at him, her mouth slightly open. She had never looked so beautiful. Of course, Teddy had his hand on her shoulder, but that didn’t take away her intrinsic beauty.

“You… I think… wait…” Bunny said as she typed like crazy. “You’re right. Stark?”

* * *

At first Stark didn’t see it. There were way too many symbols and the letters were mixed in. Then he realized that Davidson was right. Cuneiform language, similar to hieroglyphics, many times had extraneous symbols. Call them embellishments. The writer just liked the look of them. They in no way added to the conversation.

On the other hand some symbols could also become instructive under the right circumstances. Telling the reader things like read right to left instead of left to right. Those ancients. They were a little fast and loose on the grammar and all.

Stark’s mother was busy putting in the coordinates as Stark marveled at how Davidson’s brain worked. He wasn’t just a good shot or in shape. The guy had a world class mind as well.

And still Bunny had picked Teddy over Davidson. What did that big guy have over Davidson?

“Here it is,” his mother stated, bringing up a map of the coordinates. 

“Guys, it looks like a derelict building in Zurich.”

“An abandoned building is going to bring us down?” Levont asked over the com.

While it didn’t make a whole lot of sense, there it was. “Plus a few other coordinates. I think they are star coordinates, but I’m looking into it.”

“We will have confirmation when the high priestess arrives,” his mother said. What she didn’t state was if they still had any live feeds left. They were getting shut down all over the world.

“We can’t wait,” Malvern stated. “Once Lopez gets back, we’ll head north and take it from there.

“Copy that,” Stark stated

“I’m going to try and get a satellite over that building and find out what’s on that roof.”

His mother didn’t need him. She knew what she was doing.

Stark’s job was to try and figure out why Zurich was the target. Why would the Warriors think they could affect world change by attacking a Swiss city?

The one thing Stark knew. The Warriors weren’t stupid. If they had a plan, it seemed like it was going to be a whopper of one.

* * *

Nassar braced his leg after Lopez made the SUV airborne once again. Of course the corporal did not seem to realize they always had to come back down to land. And each time it banged his swollen leg.

Malvern had tried to insist that Nassar stay at the safe house, but there was no way he wasn’t going after the woman who did this to him.

Finally they arrived at the small Turin airport. 

“Ta da,” Lopez said as he motioned to an ultra-light plane. A glider basically.

“What are you talking about?” Nassar asked, horrified that finally Lopez had lost it.

“That plane,” Lopez said indicating to a large cargo plane. “Is going to take us up and drop us out.”

Even Malvern seemed taken aback by his corporal’s plan.

“Lop—I mean ‘One Shot?’”

The corporal put his hands on his hips. “What? Where is the love? It is only an hour flight to Zurich and we can land anywhere there is a flat patch, plus no flight plans. No records. What about this isn’t the coolest thing ever?”

Nassar could list about a dozen, but he didn’t bother. He saw Malvern’s shoulders go down. He was already accepting the madness, even if he argued for a few more moments.

“Why can’t we just take the transport plane all the way to Zurich?”

“Um, besides being boring, they have to get back for a gig, so they can only take us half way.”

“But ultra-lights?” Teddy asked. His men, like Nassar were slightly more logical when it came to… well everything.

“Duh, yes, ultra-lights,” Lopez said rolling his eyes. “Malvern?”

The older man just gave a wave, which prompted several high fives, then low fives between Lopez and Levont.

Nassar just shook his head and wondered if it was too late to accept those pain meds after all.

* * *

Sheywa sat next to Lokli as the train clickity-clacked, marking their passage.

“Are you alright, Sheywa?”

She waved away his concern mainly because she was not alright. She’d had another person inside of her, nothing was alright about that. Without the opportunity to shower or bathe, she felt unclean.

How could she go into the prophecy feeling so dirty?

Even though she had initiated the union that did not mean that she enjoyed it. And the look on Nassar’s face? He’d been horrified.

What should have been a woman’s best moments in life, giving herself to someone she loved, had broken something inside of her.

How could God have asked her to do such a thing? To debase herself in such a way?

She scooted over a few inches from Lokli. She knew he would never do anything to her, but just the scent of his testosterone made her stomach turn.

This was to be a glorious day. A righteous day. The day the prophecy was fulfilled.

They still didn’t have the Shroud, but at this point did they need it? She knew every word, every sentence, every inflection of the prophecy. Especially now, she would see it carried out.

No matter the consequences.

* * *

Bunny stepped into the ultra-light. Davidson helped her in. Due to weight restrictions, Teddy was going to have to fly by himself. Everyone else was doubling up. And, of course, somehow she’d ended up with Davidson.

Wasn’t that always the way? When they were synching together, they couldn’t find time to spend together. Now that they were out of synch, they were thrown together every two seconds.

She settled into the seat. Ultra-light was correct. Bunny barely fit in and she’d been doing Pilates. She had no idea how Teddy was going to fit in his.

Glancing through the plastic windshield, Bunny watched Teddy cram his tall, wide frame into his ultra-light.

The ultra-lights were lined up in the larger plane’s hold.

Rumbling accompanied the rear hatch closing as the cargo plane got ready for takeoff. Bunny was fairly certain that Lopez could have found another transport, but there had been no point in arguing. If Lopez wanted to ultra-light it, he was going to find a way to ultra-light it.

“Any idea where you are landing?” Stark asked. “I would like to arrange ground transport.”

Lopez snorted. “You don’t ultra-light to land at a car rental company. Don’t you worry about a car. I’ll find one.”

Of that everyone was extremely worried, but again no one, not even Malvern corrected the corporal. He’d gotten them this far. He would get them to the finish line.

Or so she hoped. “Stark, anything more on the building?”

“Sorry, having a bit of trouble getting a satellite overhead. It could take a few hours.”

Which in the normal world would be incredibly quickly. In their world a few hours meant the difference between disaster and salvation.

The engines rumbled to life as the transport plane took off. To think they could be in normal seats, looking out normal windows.

Instead the transport plane was going to take them out forty minutes, then drop them and allow them to glide the rest of the way into Zurich.

God help them all.

* * *

Davidson could smell Bunny’s jasmine perfume from behind him. She must be nervous, aerosolizing the fragrance. He should mind, but he didn’t. Old patterns died hard, he supposed.

Even in an ultra-light awaiting departure. A countdown flashed on his watch. It was almost time.

“You ready?”

A snort from Bunny was his only answer.

Lopez and Levont were in the far back, so they would the first out. 

Three. Two. One.

The floor jerked under them as the back of the plane opened. Bunny’s hand lashed out and grabbed hold of the shoulder of his jacket. That’s right, Teddy. She still needs me.

With a whoop that rose above the wind, Lopez and Levont fell forward then were off. The rest had done the same. Now it was their turn. Davidson pulled the lever, detaching their anchor. The ultra-light, designed to catch any wind available under its wings to get lift, rolled forward, pulled by the invisible wind.

“Oh God,” Bunny moaned behind him.

Then they were out of the plane. It was a little rocky, Davidson wasn’t going to try to say he was an expert. He was trained in ultra-light, but there was trained and there was experienced. 

So, okay, they spent a few minutes on their side, gliding, looking at the earth sideways. He had to give Bunny credit, she didn’t scream or complain. Her grip on his jacket just tightened.

There was a squeak of relief when he finally righted the plane. Stretched out before them were the other four ultra-lights. Lopez was, of course, far ahead. The guy could eek out the miles per hour out of anything. Even a plane without an engine.

Zurich wasn’t far off. They were lucky, there was a tail wind, nearly doubling their speed. The wind gods really did listen when Lopez prayed to them.

“This is kind of cool,” Bunny whispered.

She could whisper because there was no engine noise. Just a little wind as they cruised high above the earth powered only by the wind. With the exception of sky diving, there was very little else that felt this way.

Technically they were in a controlled free fall. He remembered how it had felt in training. He was glad to be here on Bunny’s first ultra-light flight.

“Look at the cars,” Bunny said.

Beneath them was the M3, the major highway into Zurich. The cars looked like toys zipping along a Hot Wheels track. Up ahead the shimmer of Lake Zurich shone in the distance. The body of water was to the north of the city.

They were right on track. Lopez planned to land them to the northeast. It should be remote enough to avoid detection yet close enough to find a car to take them into the city proper and check out the coordinates that Bunny had found.

“Stark, are you getting this?” Bunny asked with just a hint of wonder in her voice.

“Yes, and again, loving my basement,” the techie responded.

“Any luck figuring out what’s going on with the Warrior’s building?” Bunny asked.

“No, we’re going to be blind until you get there,” Stark said.

“Oh screw that,” Lopez said, tilting his plane to the west.

“Corporal?” Malvern asked.

“Just follow me,” Lopez stated as they flew over the southern portion of the city. 

They were starting to lose a little altitude. Not much, but could they get past those skyscrapers by the time they got there?

Then Lopez’ plane shot up in the sky a good twenty feet. “A thermal! Catch it!”

 


CHAPTER 21 

Bunny felt her stomach lurch as Davidson pointed them into the thermal. It was so weird as they went up. To be lifted by something you couldn’t see or control was freaking her out a little.

Davidson, as always, was as cool as a refrigerated cucumber at the helm. Gaining altitude and speed, they headed into the heart of Zurich.

The city was really quite lovely. Most people didn’t know that the settlement of Zurich was actually on the old grounds of an ancient Roman outpost. Turicum. You couldn’t tell that now with its medieval and modern influence, but it had once been a small Roman trading post on the way to Britain.

Then she saw it. No wonder the Swiss government was pissed off at the Riveria family. The unfinished skyscraper was a bit of a blight on the skyline. 

It looked like someone had snapped off the top of it with a hack saw. The thing had to be forty stories tall, but only twenty of them were fully finished, then another ten or so were partially enclosed. The last few floors were just steel girders.

It was like a skeleton hand coming out of the ground.

Lopez was nearly to the building, he was so far ahead.

“Um… okay…” Lopez said as he sailed over the building.

“What?” Bunny asked.

“Yah, I think I’m going to let you see it for yourself.”

Bunny bit her lower lip as they cruised over the heart of Zurich. Below the city was alive with traffic and pedestrians. Some of them looking up and pointing at the odd ultra-light convoy flying overhead in the evening light.

“Get me some better pictures than Lopez,” Stark asked. “His are all blurry.”

Surprise, surprise.

Bunny got her camera out and pointed it down as they flew over the side of the unfinished skyscraper. 

“What the…” Davidson whispered.

Bunny didn’t know. She just took picture after picture of the weird structure. The center of the building was hollowed out and empty. Wrong.  A huge piece of machinery thrust up at them.

“Stark, what is that?

* * *

Hell if he knew. But he wasn’t about to voice that notion.

“Checking.”

They had a database of images of nearly every type of machinery that had ever been built by man. The computer quickly cycled through them, trying to find a match.

Then it came up.

“Oh crap…” Stark sighed. His mother pushed her chair over and scanned the data. 

“We are so screwed,” she confirmed.

Thanks, mom.

“Do you have a match?” Bunny asked.

“Yes,” Stark answered.

“And are you going to share what it is?” Malvern asked as the ultra-lights began their descent to the south part of the city

Stark gulped several times. This was bad. So bad. He couldn’t even find the words to describe it.

“Stark?” Bunny asked.

He cleared his throat. “Guys, that is a fracking machine.”

“You mean like a super bad machine? And you are just trying to be polite?” Malvern asked.

“No, I mean fracking, fracking machine,” Stark explained. “It is used in procuring natural gas. Basically it drills down into the strata then injects high pressure water to blow the rock apart.”

“Okay…” Bunny said, her question clear.

Stark wiped his face with his hand. He really didn’t want to have to explain this, because then it would become real.

“Look…” Stark couldn’t even start there. “First you have to understand that Switzerland is a very active seismic region.”

“You’re kidding me,” Lopez interjected.

“No. Unlike California, which has large scale earthquakes intermittently,” Stark explained, “Switzerland has multiple, multiple micro-quakes to keep the pressure stable, but there are unstable seismic plates just under the crust. They’ve had fourteen earthquakes in the last two weeks. None over a one on the Richter scale, but still.”

Stark was hoping that the team was starting to realize the danger this fracking equipment posed.

* * *

“I still don’t get it,” Lopez said. “So what?”

Davidson cringed as Stark nearly hyperventilated on the other side of the line. Davidson didn’t quite get it either, but he wasn’t about to tell Stark that.

“So what?” Stark exclaimed. “So what?”

Bunny stepped in. “I think the problem is that fracking has been linked to inducing earthquakes right, Stark?”

“Um, like yes, big time,” the techie replied. “The massive 8.0 Yellowstone earthquake was thought to be caused by fracking that was over a hundred miles away. You frack right on a fault line and…”

“And?”  Malvern asked.

“And it could be cataclysmic. Not just biblical in proportion, but geological.”

“What type of damage are we talking?” Nassar asked.

By the look on Bunny’s face, it was pretty massive.

“You know how everyone is worried about California getting the “big one” and falling off into the ocean?”

“Yes,” Malvern answered.

“Okay, now imagine instead of California we are talking about Europe.”

That quieted the line. Even Lopez didn’t have a comeback for that one.

“Yah, now you are starting to understand. Zurich is the northern-most tip of the fault line that runs down the Alps. If they frack and if it stimulates a large enough earthquake, the continent will split along the fault line. Everything west of the Alps will be broken off.”

“How could that even happen?” Lopez asked, this time not quite so snarky.

Everyone, including Davidson was beginning to understand the scope of what was about to happen. You could banter around phrases like biblical proportion, but it was another to have it described in detail for you.

“From a geological standpoint, it is simply one plate separating from another. From a human standpoint we are looking at most of Western Europe going under the ocean. Italy fragmenting and falling into the Mediterranean Sea. We are talking Poland having oceanfront property. Hundreds of millions lost and that isn’t the worst of it.”

“What could be worse?” Malvern asked.

* * *

“It will completely destabilize the world’s economy,” Bunny stated as she started to see Stark’s full vision. “We are talking wars. Putin is already aggressing west. This will give him an unprecedented opportunity to snatch back everything he thinks should be his.”

“World War III,” Malvern whispered as they all descended toward a field that appeared to be Lopez’ choice of landing sites.

Bunny nodded. The Warriors’ plan, both ingenious and cruel, yet effective. If you wanted to put the world into a massive collapse, sending Western Europe into the ocean would do it for you.

The gravity of the news settled over the team. This was no longer some vague biblical event. This just got real. The Warriors had a plan and were going to put it in place within a few hours.

The sound of Lopez clapping his hands and rubbing his palms together came over the line. That of course meant he didn’t have his hands on the joystick. “Okay, so what do we do?” 

There was a shocked silence on the line. No one spoke up.

“What?” Lopez complained. “It’s gotta be pretty hard to knock Europe off its rocker, which means there have got to be strategic weaknesses in the plan. So let’s exploit them!”

The corporal was an emotional rock. Like the Rock of Gibraltar, waves could crash over him, but when it was all said and done, Lopez was still standing. 

“Come on, guys, think,” Lopez urged. “That isn’t my strong suit, so the geeks kind of have to kick in here.”

That was true. Bunny started running it through her head. “Stark, they are going to need a tremendous amount of electrical power and a high pressure source of water.”

“On it,” Stark said.

While she waited, Bunny looked over at Teddy’s ultra-light. He still seemed devastated. He wasn’t used to these world-crushing assaults. After a while, you kind of got used to them. World-risk was kind of their specialty.

“Alrighty,” Stark said, sounding more like himself. The tech’d gotten rocked back on his heels, but he was a pro. Plus, it didn’t hurt that he wanted to impress her. “They are main-lined into the city’s grid, at multiple junction points.”

“So we blow those,” Lopez stated.

“No can do,” Stark explained. “The only way to pull the plug on the fracking equipment would be to take out the entire city grid.”

Lopez verbally shrugged. “Okay.”

 “What do you mean, okay?” Malvern asked.

Bunny had a pretty good idea, but kept her mouth shut. Better for it to come from Lopez.

“I mean, let’s go knock out some city lights.”

“Can that be done?” Malvern asked into his mic.

“Um, I guess. I mean you’d need a lot more C4 than you have on you,” Stark stated.

“Oh please, let me worry about that. So let’s land, yes?” Lopez asked.

The landing was smooth and orderly. Each ultra-light set down with barely a bobble. They exited the planes and gathered in the grassy field that had a light coating of snow. Bunny’s feet were already getting cold. 

“How about that as our transport?” Lopez asked, pointing to a large tractor.

“No,” Malvern said. 

“Come on, you guys can ride in the big metal bucket,” Lopez beseeched.

“Just no,” Malvern stated rather firmly. “We are not riding into Zurich on a tractor.”

Lopez only pouted for a moment, then pointed to large hay truck. “How about that, but before you say no, think about it. The hay covers our numbers and that Bunny over there is starting to look a little cold.”

“Fine,” Malvern said. “The hay truck it is.”

* * *

Davidson puffed out a breath, moving an annoying strand of hay from his face. The truck bounced along the road as they headed into Zurich proper. He could imagine the scenery going by. Millions of tourists paid good money to visit this city, and here he was looking at straw.

But his job wasn’t to enjoy himself. It was to get the job done. So another glorious sight was passing him by. He wouldn’t have it any other way.

“The high priestess has just arrived at the Zurich train station,” Stark stated. “So, we are ahead of her.”

One of the few breaks they had gotten in a while. Maybe, just maybe, they could stop the fracking machine before it began its fracking.

“I’m having trouble re-tasking that satellite. It could be while before I get thermal imaging of the building,” Stark explained.

Well, there went their luck already. 

No biggie. Their luck usually ran in the bad anyway. Hadn’t stopped them before.

The truck rumbled to a stop. This was his stop. 

Davidson pushed up, shoving hay out of the way. They were in an alley, so not many people noticed a tourist climb out from a hay truck. He brushed himself off and hit the side of the truck to signal that Lopez could move on. Bunny stuck her head out as the truck moved forward. 

“Be safe,” she whispered.

Davidson nodded. What was up with her now?

He couldn’t worry about it as he turned and looked to the building to the left. It was the high-rise across the street from the Riviera building. To avoid detection, Davidson was going to have to climb all forty-seven flights of stairs.

He’d best get started.

* * *

Nassar watched as most of the team climbed over the back gate of the truck and headed toward the Riviera building. He’d insisted he was needed there, but Malvern had nixed the idea. Nassar would slow them down.

He couldn’t really argue with that logic. He was pretty hobbled by his injury. Instead he was sent with Lopez and Levont to head to the power grid and try to take it down before the Warriors turned on the giant machine. 

They were cutting it close. They had less than an hour before the scheduled Armageddon.

“Here you go, Buddy,” Lopez said, helping Nassar out of the back of the truck.

After all the pointed comments Nassar had made to the corporal, the man was still kind to him. Gently helping him into the cab and its cushioned seat. Levont got him settled then headed into the back of the truck to take Nassar’s place.

“Now you’ve got to be my wingman,” Lopez said. “Not that I even need help with the ladies, but if this power station is important to the Warriors, they may have some muscle here.”

Nassar nodded. He couldn’t do a lot with his bum leg, but he could be a lookout.

“Roger that.”

Lopez nodded and moved the truck into traffic. More than a few horns were honking at him, but the corporal just waved, smiling as he caught up with the flowing traffic.

“What is your plan?” Nassar asked.

“For?”

“For blowing up the power plant.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Lopez said. “I like to wing it. Keeps the job interesting.”

Nassar suppressed rolling his eyes. The man was insufferable, but as Nassar had seen, also a kind, compassionate soldier. Nassar guessed he had to take the good with the bad.

Granted there was a lot of bad, but he’d still have to take it.

“So you ready to save the world?” Lopez asked.

Nassar put his hand on his wound, trying to get the ache to go away. He wasn’t in the best shape of his life, but his answer was still “yes.”

 


CHAPTER 22

Bunny wished that she had dressed for cold weather, but after Madagascar and Turin, she was left with linen pants and a cotton shirt. The snow crunched under their boots. About the only things warm were her hands. Thank goodness for flight gloves.

Shivering, she followed the rest of the team. They were trying to find an easy entry point into the Riviera building. So far, each of the entrances had been rigged. Prenner had rejected each one.

Teddy looked up. “What about a second story breach?”

Bunny looked up. The next floor didn’t have doors of course, but did have glass windows.

“They couldn’t have rigged every window,” Teddy explained.

Malvern nodded.

“Prenner, can you climb up and test his theory?”

The point man just nodded. The guy acted like he had a quota of words he had for the day and would die if he went over it.

“I’ve got you,” Davidson said.

The sniper was set up across the street. Watching over them as always.

Prenner slung his weapon and pulled himself up onto the steel framing. Luckily the artistic façade of the building was also structural. The metal held Prenner’s weight. Cautiously, he climbed the steel lattice. Lopez would have been swinging from it, but that was Lopez.

It took a few minutes, but Prenner reached the second floor. He meticulously tapped on the glass, checking for any pressure points. Prenner ran his hand along the edges, checking for wires.

“Davidson, can you see through the glass?”

It was tempered and coated with a film to collect the sun’s rays. A passive solar feature. At the least the Warriors were environmentalists. They wouldn’t want to damage the environment until they split Europe off into the sea.

“Negative,” Davidson answered.

Prenner looked down. Malvern gave the nod.

Using the butt of his rifle, Prenner struck the window, but only cracked the glass. That had to be some pretty damn tempered stuff to not break under the point man’s attack.

Heaving back, Prenner smashed the glass again. This time the cracks met and he put a hole in the window. Since the building was just for show, there weren’t any office workers to be startled by his breach. 

After a few more hits, the window was broken enough for Prenner to fit through.

“All clear,” Davidson stated.

Prenner gave the thumbs up and threw down some rope.

Teddy gave Bunny a boost up and she climbed the rest of the way on her own power. She’d learned long ago that she’d best be in as good a shape as the men if she wanted to run with them.

So hand-over-hand, Bunny joined Prenner and Malvern. The rest followed quickly.

“Guys, I think you tripped a silent alarm,” Stark stated. “I just got a big energy spike.”

Bunny looked back at the window and sure enough a tiny wire had led to the edge of the glass. These Warriors, man. They were a pain in the butt. Way too thorough for cultists.

“We’d better get a move on then,” Malvern stated. “Stark, we move to the interior, correct?”

“Yes, according to the building blueprints, you are going to want to go right, then take each right you can until you hit the staircase. Then go down one level…and, of course, watch for snakes.”

Great.

Just another added bonus with the Warriors.

* * *

Davidson scanned the building again. He hadn’t been able to find a setting that would punch through the coating on the windows. The Warriors took their privacy seriously.

He switched to scanning the streets. Nothing unusual. He wanted to make sure the tripped alarm didn’t bring down a torrent of backup.

Instead he just found pedestrians going about their day. As it got later, the office buildings emptied of their workers, clogging the sidewalks. A light snow started to fall, but for Zurich dwellers this was nothing. The city got meters upon meters of snow every year. 

Today was practically balmy. No one even had an umbrella. They simply allowed the snow to accumulate on their shoulders. Soon it was difficult to tell everyone apart, as they were equalized by their white shoulders and heads.

Then there was one figure, moving rapidly toward the building. She must have just come from a subway. Davidson switched to a zoom lens.

“Confirmed spotting of Sheywa.”

“You’re sure?” Stark asked. “We lost Zurich’s feed an hour ago.”

Davidsons studied the woman’s smooth features. She was a striking beauty even without a breast sticking out. Davidson spotted three others behind her a discreet distance. A small cuneiform tattoo at the corner of her eye proved he was right.

“Taking a snap shot and sending it to you, but I’m pretty sure it’s her” Davidson stated. Stark wasn’t all that much into believing something he couldn’t see.

“So the play is in motion,” Malvern stated. “Lopez, where are you at?”

“In awesome-ville,” the corporal answered.

“Which is wonderful, but can you give me some coordinates.”

“At the corner of righteous and game changer.”

Davidson didn’t need to see Malvern to know that his jaw clenched. Their commanding officer had been exceedingly indulgent of the corporal. He knew that Lopez’ levity had gotten them through some of the worst experiences a man could have. 

But there were limits.

“Lopez,” Malvern growled.

“‘One Shot’, remember?”

“Lopez…” Malvern repeated. He clearly wasn’t in the mood for Lopez’ antics.

“Fine,” Lopez sighed. “We are at the power plant looking for an ingress. Will let you know when we are in position.”

“Malvern, should I take the shot?” Davidson asked, the high priestess in his sights, his finger on the trigger.

“Negative. She is more useful alive if we can capture her.”

“And the others?” Davidson asked, moving his aim.

“If you can, discretely,” Malvern stated. “But do not make a scene.

They wanted to weed out the numbers, but they didn’t want the police to have a response. They had enough troubles as it was.

Davidson waited until the high priestess entered the front door. The men followed suit. Only once the last man was inside did Davidson fire. The man fell forward through the door. 

No muss. No fuss. One down and probably hundreds to go.

Even though the line was quiet, you could feel the team’s tension.

Everyone was waiting for the hammer to drop.

* * *

Stark bounced his leg, knocking it against the table. His mother gave him a few glares, but he couldn’t help it.

Malvern and that portion of the team were on the move. The Warriors were sure to mount a defense. Davidson was pretty much out of play given the lack of visibility through the windows. Lopez was trying to get into the power plant.

This was the awkward portion of the mission. When all the dominos were still up and in place. Until the first one was hit and started knocking the others down, it was hard to know which way this mission was going to go. 

Stark hated it.

Probabilities were fluctuating like crazy. 

“When in doubt, hack,” his mother said and she was right.

They had found the building’s IP address. Now it was the long, boring part of the job. Going line of code by line of code to find a vulnerability.

Ha! Little did the Warriors know he was born to do monotonous boring tasks.

“Stark?” Lopez asked.

Stark sat up, seldom did Lopez call on him and even more seldom did he call him by his name. “Yes?”

“Take us offline,” Lopez asked.

“Done,” Stark said, isolating their conversation from the rest of the team.

“We’ve got a problem,” Lopez announced. 

“Such as.”

“Did you check the buildings around the power plant?” Lopez asked.

“No,” Stark admitted, rapidly finding the map again. “What is the problem?”

“We’ve got an old folks home just down the street,” Lopez said. “Any explosion I create is going to knock that building off its foundation.”

“No problem. I will trigger a fire alarm and get the building evacuated.”

“You might want to do a gas leak and get all buildings in the area evacuated. I am planning on quite the show.”

Knowing it was Lopez, Stark didn’t doubt it one bit.

“Give me ten minutes and I’ll have it done.”

“Great, we’ll break in while we wait,” Lopez informed him. “I won’t do anything until I hear the area is clear.”

That was the dichotomy of Lopez. He could mow down dozens of enemy in a single gunfire burst, but he wouldn’t harm a civilian if he could avoid it.

“And, hey, Stark, are you ever going to get laid or do I need to send Maria over?”

Ah, yes, and the other side of Lopez.

His mother cocked an eyebrow. “Well? I would love a grandchild or two.”

Great, now Lopez was getting his mother involved in his love life. 

Perfect.

* * *

Bunny was in the middle of the pack as they made their way to the center of the building. Right now, they just passed by empty office after empty office. It was creepy to say the least.

People should be in those offices, filling the empty space. There should be the hum of office gossip and bosses trying to stop the office gossip. Instead there was an unnatural hush to the air. A smell of staleness and despair. It was like the building itself didn’t like to be a “beard” skyscraper. It wanted to be filled. It didn’t want to be a false front for the fracking equipment.

Bunny actually felt a little sad for it, if you could really feel sad for an inanimate object.

Malvern pushed open a door and suddenly the dim light of dusk filled the hallway. Bunny followed as the team stepped out into the inner courtyard. Supposedly the Rivieras had described this area to the building commission as a “workplace retreat.” Switzerland, being progressive and all, had bought it. That a developer would use the inner half of his property to have an open-aired atrium for worker’s health.

Yah, right. That should have been someone’s first clue that something was not right about this place.

A downtown lot like this would cost in the high seven figures. And waste millions for a little air? Bunny didn’t know of any developer that charitable.

No, the Warriors had wanted it for their own nefarious purpose. A space large enough to set up a hidden fracking machine.

And it was huge. Even with the cavernous open space, there was barely room to walk around the machinery. Metal girders that were bigger around than Bunny held the thing up. There were bolts with heads the size of tires that were driven into the ground. This thing was built to last.

A shot broke the silence. Bunny dropped even before Teddy shoved her down. There was a spat of gunfire and return gunfire. The sound rang in Bunny’s brain. Every shot. Every ricochet echoed up the forty-two stories. She wasn’t sure if she was going to die by a bullet wound or broken eardrums.

“I’ll go around,” Prenner said, then disappeared amongst the pipes and struts.

Within moments there were four shots fired in a row, then suddenly nothing. 

The team marched forward, step by cautious step. Prenner stepped out from the far side. “We are clear.”

But that had just been the first wave. There would be more, she was certain.

“At the least there aren’t snakes,” Skyman said.

That was until another door opened and a wall of snakes came out.

Bunny punched Skyman in the arm. “Thanks for jinxing us.” Or had he meant to?

As a unit, they all backed away slowly, but the snakes kept coming. Bunny knew that snake people, ophiophilists, or whatever they were called, would say that snakes didn’t act this way. 

That snakes were more afraid of humans than humans were of them. That they would only strike if startled, otherwise they would slither off if left alone.

Clearly these ophiophilists had never met the Warriors’ snakes. Guess this is what you got after you bred and handled the snakes for centuries and trained them to be guard snakes. 

Because these serpents weren’t backing down. No way. No how.

Well, if that wasn’t bad enough, a loud click resonated through the space. Lights suddenly blinked on the machine. A loud grinding sound filled the air. If Bunny had thought that gunplay had sounded bad, this took root in her bone marrow and wouldn’t let go. 

It was as if someone was grinding away at her soul.

“What’s happening?” Malvern shouted. Bunny was standing right next to the man and could barely hear him. She more like lip-read.

What was happening was the worst thing that could happen. 

Someone had turned on the fracking machine.

* * *

“I thought there was a precise time the machine could be turned on?” Davidson said, having to cut off the team’s feed. He just couldn’t take the sound of it. He couldn’t imagine what it sounded like in there.

“There should have been. It was dependent on several stars aligning to fulfill the prophecy,” Stark responded.

Guess the high priestess decided now would be a good time, to hell with protocol and prophecies as the building across the street from him shook. Several panes of glass shattered, raining down on the pedestrians. Screams came from the ground as people rushed to get out of the way.

The rumbling didn’t decrease. It only increased. The machine was clearly building up to a major water injection into the strata below it. Were Stark’s calculations correct? Could this be the start of a chain reaction that went all the way down the Alps?

“Stark, how is the evac going?” Lopez asked on the line.

“Started, but not nearly complete,” the techie responded.

“What are you thinking, Lopez?” Davidson asked, more than slightly worried about the answer.

“Going to Plan B,” Lopez responded.

Which was worrisome, to say the least. Plan A hadn’t exactly been hammered out.

 


CHAPTER 23

Nassar looked to Lopez. “Plan B?”

The corporal just threw a hand at Nassar’s concerns. “Or C. Whatever, it is awesome.”

“Plan to share with me?” Nassar asked.

“Um, you are little bit of a wet blanket, so I’m going to say ‘no’ and just let you see it like the rest of them.”

No big surprise there.

“You stay here. We’ll be back in five minutes,” Lopez stated. Before Nassar could respond, Lopez and Levont were out of there. Just gone. Poof. Besides being a comedian, Lopez apparently was also a magician.

Nassar started the time metronome in his head. Counting down from 300 seconds.

Then motion caught his eye. A man in proper electrical power plant garments stepped out from a machine room and headed in the direction that Lopez and Levont had gone.

The man had shoulder length dark hair. Nearly everyone that Nassar had seen had nearly tow-white hair. Not that Switzerland didn’t have immigration, but it was so far north and so cold that most other ethnicities didn’t end up staying. Which suited the Swiss just fine. As he tucked his jacket closed against the light snow, Nassar knew that he wouldn’t stay here any longer than he had to. 

Plus, what were the chances that this evening the one Middle Eastern immigrant who worked at the power plant was on shift?

Not very likely.

So Nassar pushed himself up onto his bad leg, leaned against the wall and followed the man from a distance. Snow crunched underfoot, making it slippery. He already didn’t have the greatest balance.

He refused to fall on his butt though. That just wasn’t him. It wasn’t very SEAL-like.

The man increased his pace. Had he seen Lopez and Levont?

Despite the pain, Nassar hurried as well, using the wall as both a stabilizer and something to push off of. He couldn’t lose sight of the worker. He could feel blood seep through his dressing. It was hot and sticky, but still he did not stop.

They made several turns around buildings and such. Nassar thought his leg might fall off, but he persevered. This was too important to let such a little thing as pain stop him.

Then the worker stopped, pulled out a cigarette, lit it and took a deep drag. So not a terrorist, just a nicotine addict. 

Nassar sagged against the wall. All that for a few puffs? He tried to control it, but his hands started shaking and he had to slide down the wall, landing on his rump.

He cursed Sheywa’s name.

* * *

Bunny’s world was filled with the grinding of gears and the whine of engines. The only good thing? The snakes had been scared away by the vibrations of the machine. Guess the Warriors hadn’t trained them for that one.

The men were busy trying to find some kind of shut-off valve, but no such valve appeared to exist, at least out here.

“We better fall back,” Prenner stated.

Malvern frowned, but glass was falling from the upper stories, and there didn’t seem to be anything they could do from here.

“Retreat,” Malvern gave the order as the machine revved up to a whole new gear. Bunny fell sideways at the impact as the fracking machine did its fracking, injecting high pressure water into the ground beneath them.

Neither the building nor the earth beneath them were very happy about that. Teddy caught her just before she hit the ground, hauling her up into his arms. Then the group ran for the door, rushing into the building, but that didn’t seem any safer as cracks developed in the floor.

Bunny peered down. That crack went on for over twenty feet. This was not going to end well.

“Move!” Prenner barked, running head-long into a darkened hallway.

Yes, there were snakes in the building, but who cared when the building threatened to come down on your head? Bunny would take a snake bite that might be survivable over being crushed by debris.

They made it to the lobby in record time. Lopez would have been proud. Prenner shot out the glass doors and they burst into the street. The building behind them swayed at a crazy angle.

“Come on,” Prenner urged them into the street that by now was clogged with traffic. “This way!”

But it was too late. The building crashed against the fracking machine, shattering all the glass. Now it was just a skeleton of a building. People on the street were pointing up, gawking at the huge fracking machine.

“Go!” Prenner barked trying to clear a path for them, but the pedestrians were too shocked at the sight and didn’t understand the danger.

This time when the building swayed back, it had no internal structure to keep it steady. Steel shattered, clattering down upon the cars. Bunny ducked down beneath Teddy waiting for the girder that would end their lives.

Metal bounced and screamed, but none hit them. Others weren’t so lucky. Men were impaled. Women were crushed. The sidewalk was a bloody nightmare.

Bunny knew this wasn’t the worst of it. She craned her neck to look at the fracking machine to end all fracking machines. It was just getting started.

* * *

“Lopez, you’ve got to do something, now,” Davidson yelled.

His building was swaying as well. He’d have to abandon his perch soon. Down below was chaos. It was hard to keep track of his team amongst the crush of survivors. People were evacuating the unstable buildings but that was creating a traffic jam of epic proportions. 

He still didn’t see a single Warrior come out of the building. They must have had an underground escape route. Those cults always did.

“Lopez?”

“Watch this!” was the only response.

Davidson swung his scope around to the southeast section of Zurich. The power plant was up on a little knoll visible past the old section of town. The plant was surrounded by large high voltage towers, spreading energy to every corner of the city.

Then one tower came down, knocking into another tower’s lines, dragging it down as well. Each went down like a domino, taking out the next and so on. Then the entire tangled mess fell onto the power plant itself.

The building went up in one hell of a fireball.

“That is what you call a knockout,” Lopez stated proudly.

Davidson twisted around to watch the city lights dim then go out all at once. The city was left in the twilight. The fracking machine stopped mid-cycle. Its huge piston frozen, pointing up at the sky.

It was too late though. The damage had already been done. 

The cracks in the ground became fissures. Fissures that started to glow. 

Whatever happened next was not going to be good. 

As his building tilted and swayed, Davidson broke down his sniper rifle and got the hell out of there.

* * *

Nassar had barely gotten out of the power plant in time. He hung back in the shadows as the citizens of Zurich panicked in the streets. There would probably be more deaths due to crushing than due to the explosion.

“Ready to get out of here?” Lopez asked coming up behind Nassar far more quietly than one assumed an ADHD corporal could do.

“Yes,” Nassar groaned, leaning into Lopez and Levont. They assisted him back to an SUV that Lopez announced was theirs now.

Nassar didn’t even bother arguing.

“How are we going to get across town?” Nassar asked. The streets were lined with stopped cars.

“Normally I’d say we go on foot, but since one of yours isn’t working…” Lopez said, then got that dangerous glint in his eye. “We improvise.”

Nassar didn’t want to ask because he really didn’t want to know. They’d cross that bridge when they came to it.

He leaned against the SUV as Lopez and Levont scampered off like two of the Little Rascals. The crowd surged around and past him. The city dwellers making for the west end of town, away from the crumbling buildings of their historic city.

However, if the fracking machine had done the job it was supposed to do, there was no safe place on the continent. And the rumbling under his feet made him afraid that the worst-case scenario had come to fruition.

Then he heard a honk. Really it was more like a little beep. Nassar turned around to find Lopez and Levont crammed into a little smart car. Actually, it was the smallest smart car Nassar had ever seen. It was like a micro-Cooper. It was half the size of the Fiat they had used earlier in the mission.

One of the doors opened, “Hop in,” Lopez instructed.

Where? Nassar limped over. Levont leaned forward. “I think there’s room right behind me, up on the glass there.”

Nassar wasn’t so sure about that, but he climbed in anyway, squeezing between the back of the seats and the window. Levont shut the door, forcing Nassar’s knees up around his chin.

Unfortunately he still had all too good a view of Lopez’ driving. First he went up onto the curb, then, using excellent precise honking, got the masses to part. Then if they hit a clog too tight to get through they would hop off the curb then drive in between the cars.

It was like some kind of a carnival-from-hell ride.

Nassar just shut his eyes and waited for the crash.

* * *

Stark couldn’t shut his mouth. His jaw was agape watching Zurich become undone. The fissures were widening, joining each other to crack the city apart. Steam shot from the deepest ones.

It wouldn’t be long now, Stark thought as he gulped.

Sure enough the first crack finally penetrated the crust and lava oozed out, forcing the fissures even wider. The city was aglow with an unnatural red haze.

The heat melted Zurich’s snow with an unseasonable spring.

“Look,” his mother said, pointing to Lake Zurich. It had not been spared either. At first it just looked like mist was rising from the water, then the hot bubbles surfaced as lava flowed into the lakebed. 

Now it was full blown steam coming up, the surface of the water boiling. Dead fish floated on the surface.

“Stark, is there any way to reverse this?” Malvern asked.

This was like trying to turn back a tsunami. Once Biblical events happened, they happened.

“We can’t stop this,” his mother said. “But I have an idea to try and stop the chain reaction.”

Stark just sat there watching Zurich come apart at the seams. Streets were split in two. Building that had survived how many years were just ruins now.

And his team was caught in the middle of it.

“Stark!” his mother barked. “Find out where the all Navy ships in the vicinity are.”

He had no idea why she would want to know such a thing. There was no way they could evacuate Europe. That was just crazy.

“Do it,” his mother hissed as her fingers flew across the keyboard.

With a heavy heart and even heavier hands, Stark began typing. 

* * *

Bunny clung to Teddy’s hand as they ran through the dissolving streets. One second there would be pavement beneath your feet, then it would just be gone as steam shot up to scorch you.

Once the Riviera building was destroyed, the infrastructure was revealed. The entrance to the Warriors’ underground bunker was exposed.

However, there were hundreds of people between them and it.

“Move aside,” Prenner barked, edging his way between the good citizens of Zurich. 

You could hear sirens, but they were far off, unable to get through to the disaster zone.

Teddy pulled Bunny up, flinging her. At first she didn’t know why, then the crack formed, shooting steam into the sky. Then the lava. Bunny had to hop around the growing stream before she was cut off.

“Down here,” Prenner stated, pointing to a staircase that went into the ground. The walls of the stairwell were cracked. What happened if a steam vent opened while they were down there? Wouldn’t they be flash fried? Poached?

But there was no turning back. Zurich may be gone, Europe may be afloat, but they still had to capture the Warriors. They couldn’t allow them to do this all again.

So down into the big steam trap they went. Bunny would probably not be eating any more crab for a while. She now knew all too well what they felt like.

Hand-in-hand, Bunny followed Teddy.

* * *

There was no real point in heading for the street. Instead Davidson leapt upon collapsing rooftops. It made for an interesting journey, but he felt he needed to stay above the fray. The rest of the team was heading underground, and Lopez, Levont and Nassar were trying to get back to the rally point.

Good luck on that.

While all of that sounded logical, Davidson just really wanted to be in a position to shoot someone. All of this destruction deserved some retribution. Not vengeance. But divine justice.

And he was in the mood to mete some out.

He scanned the crowd trying to find any Warriors above ground, but right now it looked like an Aryan convention down there. Just a sea of blondes and, despite the light snow falling, no one was covered in it. The temperature at street level was getting pretty hot. 

People were stripping as the steam and lava heated the city. Ribbons of red cut through anything in their path. Buildings, streets, hospitals. The entire city was at war with nature.

The roof under his feet shook. He’d learned what that meant. A hot spot was brewing just below the surface.

Davidson didn’t have time to prepare, he just had to launch onto the next rooftop. This one was tilted nearly ninety degrees as the building sank into a lava pit.

His feet slipped out from under him, but Davidson caught the gables, thank goodness for old architecture, as his previous building split in two, steam hissing out the opening. The heat blast hit his face just as he squeezed his eyes closed. That was going to leave a mark as his cheeks continued to burn even after the steam went out and lava began pouring into the street.

Maybe staying high hadn’t been the best idea.

 


CHAPTER 24

Bunny just kept her head tucked down and kept up with the boys. She had no idea where they were going and, despite Prenner’s discussion of boot scuffs and scrapes on the wall, she wasn’t so sure he knew either.

The ground beneath their feet grumbled like an old basset hound you’d made get out of his bed. She expected the earth to fall away at any moment. Bunny imagined herself engulfed in steam, burnt to a bloody crisp. Or lava sweeping her down its bright red river.

“What the…” Prenner exclaimed from up ahead.

It must be bad if Prenner put words to it.

The group entered the chamber and found dozens of Warriors, dead. All by snake bites. But the oddest thing was that the snakes were still attached and dead as well.

Some kind of interspecies murder-suicide pact?

It made absolutely no sense.

“Why would they do this?” Malvern asked.

The high priestess came out of the shadows. “Because I told them to.”

Okay, crazy bitch, the next obvious question was “Why did you tell them to?”

Sheywa smiled as if she knew the question on Bunny’s mind. “Because it is done. Our glorious work. The work that God entrusted us with is over. The Warriors are needed no longer.”

“I notice you’re still alive,” Teddy growled.

Again the woman smiled. “Because I am not a Warrior. I am the high priestess and must see God’s work through.”

“Good for you,” Malvern stated raising his gun. “Turn around, hands on your head.

The high priestess didn’t look like she was in the mood to comply. With a snap of her fingers multiple holes opened in the wall and snakes poured out. But what she didn’t expect was for Malvern to take the shot. As the door closed, she spun away from the opening, clutching her arm.

“How dare you,” she hissed, blood seeping through her fingers.

“Oh just you wait,” Malvern said, taking a step forward, ignoring the snakes writhing in his way.

Bunny wasn’t ashamed to crawl up onto Teddy’s back as Malvern and Sheywa had their confrontation. The high priestess spun around, trying to get out but she had been a bit hasty closing the door behind her. Snakes slithered over her feet as well.

“Lopez?” Malvern asked. “We may need some help.”

“Ya think?” the corporal answered.

The ground rocked and rolled beneath Teddy’s feet which only served to agitate the snakes. One struck at Teddy’s feet but couldn’t punch through his thick leather boots. Teddy picked up his foot and smashed it down on the snake’s head. The thing’s body thrashed, but it didn’t strike again.

Barefoot, the high priestess carefully walked around the edge of the room. Bunny was thinking there was another way out of here.

“Stop right there,” Malvern said. “We’ll all die before I let you out of here.”

Bunny knew the commanding officer wasn’t bluffing. No matter how much Bunny wanted out of here, she’d signed on the dotted line. If she died here, she died here.

The woman used her toe to nudge a cobra out of the way. “Then shoot.” When Malvern didn’t, Sheywa’s smile doubled. “Ah, but you want to know so much from me. Otherwise I’d have a bullet in my heart already, no?”

“Don’t push it,” Malvern answered.

For a woman with snakes at her feet and half a dozen guns pointed at her, Sheywa seemed pretty confident.

Malvern took another step further, tightening the circle of death. “Down on your knees, hands behind your head.”

“As you insist,” Sheywa stated, urging another snake out of the way. 

Unfortunately, she appeared to want to go down. Her knee must have hit some kind of trigger, as the floor beneath her gave way and she disappeared down the hole. Along with a few snakes that flailed as they fell.

* * *

Stark watched in horror as the team went down the rabbit hole. This was wrong. All wrong. Then the floor in the chamber cracked. Snakes were caught in the steam, their skin boiled off as he watched. He was glad he wasn’t there because he doubted if that smelled like chicken.

Then the rock split even further and lava gushed through the crack. The serpents were soon just wisps of snake-shaped smoke as they were incinerated upon contact.

Luckily the staircase veered west, away from the newest fissure, but how much longer until it expanded, taking the team with it?

“Well?” Stark’s mother asked.

Blinking, Stark tried to turn back to the task at hand. Stopping the fault line from spreading all the way down Europe.

“They aren’t buying it,” Stark stated. He could barely get a hold of anyone in power over at the Pentagon, let alone try to sell them his mother’s plan.

She looked at him. “Then we’ve got to instigate scorpion.”

Stark gulped. Just as they had hacked into the world’s police force feeds, they had silently, patiently, illegally hacked into the United States military forces.

Once they flipped this switch not only would they be exposed, they would be committing treason.

His mother seemed resolved, but then again this was her plan, so she should be looking a little smug.

“Well?” his mother asked again.

Stark nodded. The President may not know it yet, but he needed them.

“There goes my citizenship,” Stark stated as he pushed the plastic cover up over a deep burgundy button. Together they pushed it.

Now to wait to see if it worked.

* * *

Davidson barely held on as the building he was perched atop suddenly sank two feet. The foundation was being melted by the lava flow which had spread all over Zurich. The city was split into a hundred tiny islands, floating amongst the molten rock. 

It was so odd to watch snowflakes fall onto the lava. Each little flake went up in a tiny poof.

Soon that was going to be him though, if he didn’t get his act together.

But he thought he’d sighted Sheywa.  There she was. How did he know? She was covered by a thick parka. Funny that having a coat in Zurich would get you noticed but everyone else was stripped down to Bahamas bare skin because of the heat from the steam and lava.

Sheywa couldn’t take off her coat, otherwise her bare breast was going to cause a stir, even with the lava. That was how perfect her breast was.

“She’s moving north. Striking for the airport?” Davidson reported.

“Roger that,” Malvern stated. “We should be topside in a few seconds.”

“Update,” Davidson informed. “Sheywa has ducked into a small, rarebook store along the alley.”

“Topside,” Malvern confirmed. “Moving to intercept.”

“I have lost sight of her,” Davidson let his commanding officer know. “We could lose her.”

* * *

“Hell with that,” Lopez announced, gunning the poor little electric car to its breaking point.

Nassar held onto anything he could grab as the corporal skidded around the corner then shot straight toward the bookstore. They crashed into the front windows. And by crash, Nassar meant that the smart car was nearly as damaged as the store. The windshield cracked down the center, falling into Lopez and Levont’s laps.

“Off the hook!” Levont shouted as he shoved the glass back out the car. If the vehicle hadn’t been snub-nosed before, it certainly was now.

Nassar recognized the fleeing figure within a blink as Sheywa. The others poured out of the car, guns up. Adrenaline overrode his pain as he pulled himself clear of the wreckage. 

“She is mine,” Nassar hissed at his new teammates.

“Sorry. Finders, keepers,” Lopez announced, heading forward, ignoring Nassar’s instructions.

Adrenaline was a beautiful thing, carrying him forward, passing even Lopez. The corner of Sheywa’s coat flared out as she rounded the corner. Nassar rushed ahead.

“Stop,” Sheywa shouted, holding a remote control up.

Nassar didn’t stop. He slowed, walking up to her. He was incensed, of course, but Lopez and Levont were here and he had to be concerned about their safety.

“Drop it, bitch,” Nassar growled.

“I cannot,” Sheywa stated, hitting the red button.

Row after row of bookcases pulled back to reveal cages upon cages of snakes.

“Is that all you’ve got?” Nassar asked, stepping forward.

She hit the button again, opening the cages.

“You think they matter to me anymore?” Nassar asked.

“They should.”

The snakes slithered out of their cages. They seemed hesitant, like they hadn’t been out of their cages much. These were not like the snakes Sheywa normally commanded. 

“Get back,” Nassar ordered Lopez and Levont.

“You stay, we stay,” Lopez argued.

“For once do as you are ordered,” Nassar barked.

Lopez snorted. “Dude, that day if so far off I can’t even tell you.”

The men had made their decision now it was up to him to make his.

He leveled his aim at Sheywa’s thigh. He needed to incapacitate her without killing her.

“Don’t,” she said without her usual authority.

He raised his gun, bracing it, getting ready for the recoil. Sheywa tried to dodge, but stepped on a snake. It struck, burying its fangs into her calf. She went down on one knee, barely able to keep the scream in. 

Nassar went to walk forward, but there was a veritable wall of snakes between him and her. Then another snake struck the high priestess. It was like they knew who she was and wanted to punish her.

Snake after snake bit her, pumping their toxins into her veins.

A bloody froth formed at her lips, as her body shuddered from the venom.

Mesmerized by the sight in front of him, it took Lopez tugging Nassar back to get him moving. “I think the little devils have got this under control.”

* * *

Stark stared at the monitor. 

Their hack had worked. Nearly every ship in the Navy anywhere near the Mediterranean had shot off their Tomahawk missiles.

They were all aimed at one exact spot. The shelf just off the eastern coast of Italy. It was the fracture point. If the fault extended that far, Western Europe really would be a whole new continent.

The theory, his mother’s plan, was to relieve the pressure at the end of the fault to take the pressure off the upper fault. It was dicey.

They could either save Europe or do the Warriors’ work for them.

His mom was smart, but come on.

It wouldn’t be long before they knew the conclusion, but nearly as quickly as the missiles could fly, someone would be here to arrest them. They had after all overridden the Navy’s protocols and gone rogue, shooting off several dozen missiles without even a “howdy doody” to the Pentagon.

He turned to his mother. “No matter what happens, I am so proud to be your son.”

“And I as your mother, but let’s hope this happens the way it is supposed to.”

With one eye toward the destruction of Zurich, which could extend to the other nine countries along the fault line, Stark watched the missiles get closer and closer to Italy.

Of course, the world had gone to DefCon 5 thinking that America had attacked Italy. 

Stark had, of course, sent communiqués telling them what they were doing, but in a crisis like this, no one was listening to reason.

So they had to go the next step and lock everyone’s nuclear weapons. They couldn’t allow their Hail Mary to start World War III.

They were going to be in so much trouble after this. Even if they got the result they wanted, no one was going to be very happy with them.

“Got our fake passports?” Stark asked.

His mother waved them in front of him. “I do hear Bhutan is lovely this time of year.”

Bhutan was a small Asian country without an extradition treaty with the US. With any luck they could get out of here before the FBI came for them. Or would it be the CIA?

The first missile hit, rocking the shelf right at the juncture of the fault. His mom had some aim. At first nothing happened. Then the second and third missiles hit, slamming into the unstable shelf of land.

It took missiles number twelve and thirteen to cause steam to erupt from the water’s surface. An earthquake rattled the area, causing the surface of the Mediterranean to buckle and warp. The next five or six missiles split the rock, spewing lava out. A crack, at first just a few feet across, expanded to a quarter of a mile.

Stark watched anxiously. Would the crack continue north?

But his mother had been right. The fissure just got deeper and deeper with each missile strike, venting the tension along the fault.

Europe no longer needed to split from Asia.

They turned their attention back to Zurich. The ground still rattled, but no new fissures started. The lava plume coming up from Lake Zurich slowed, cooling, creating a frozen black waterfall.

“We did it!” Stark cried, hardly believing it himself.

Sirens in the distance punctuated that the rescue was not without its costs.

“We need to get out of here,” his mother said, opening up yet another plastic covered button. This one was black.

This was their end.

* * *

Bunny, even running at full tilt, couldn’t keep up with the guys. Teddy had to pick her up occasionally to make sure she didn’t fall behind. The bookstore shouldn’t be far.

“Do you feel that?” Davidson said in her ear.

Feel what? She was panting way too hard to even think about her feet. Right now it was her lungs screaming for relief.

“The ground,” Davidson stated. “It has stopped shaking.”

Really? Could that be true? It did seem to be. She glanced down the street. The lava river seemed more sluggish, barely moving.

Could life be going back to normal?

“How?” Bunny asked.

Stark came on the line. He sounded rushed. “Mom and I opened a large fissure off the Italian coast, but it isn’t going to be well received so…”

“So?” Bunny asked not believing she was wasting precious breath on questions.

“Mom and I are going to have to go underground for a while. It has been great working with --”

Suddenly the line cut off. 

“Stark?” Bunny queried. “Stark?”

“Tech specialist Stark is wanted for treason,” a very official voice stated. “You will be routed through the Pentagon from now on.”

“Watch out!” Teddy yelled as snakes made their way out of the shop. Bunny jumped a cottonmouth and landed hard on her already sore ankle. 

They entered the shop to find snakes everywhere, however they didn’t seem to be in attack mode as they had back at the fracking machine. The serpents seemed more interested in fleeing the scene than taking anyone out.

Lopez and Levont danced around the snakes, avoiding getting bit.

Sheywa had not been that lucky. She lay on the floor, a few dozen snakes still attached. Her face was bloated and blotchy, obscuring her former beauty.

Bunny had a hard time feeling sorry for her though.

The bitch had started this all.

It should end with her death.

 


EPILOGUE

Davidson was late on the scene. With the crunch of the crisis over, Davidson had stopped to help a few injured civilians get to safety. So when he walked into the bookstore, most of the snakes were gone. Only a few remained attached to Sheywa. 

He nodded to Malvern who was wrapping things up. There was a lot of confusion. Stark was on the run. The Pentagon was being tight-lipped about it all. World governments had to be calmed down. No one was invading. It hadn’t been aliens, just some more hyper-religious crackpots.

“Guys,” Stark’s voice came over broken and sounding distant. “That signal, it just spiked again.”

“There’s always a mole,” Lopez stated shaking his head.

Everyone had been so distracted by Stark that it wasn’t until Bunny yelled that they noticed several men enter from the other side of the room, taking Sheywa by the shoulders, pulling her out.

The woman moaned. 

She was still alive?

It didn’t matter how that could be. They needed to stop them.

Malvern pulled his side arm, firing directly at the men. Those shots never made it. There was a thick, but transparent acrylic between the team and Sheywa. No wonder she had challenged Malvern earlier. The priestess had known that he couldn’t shoot her.

By the time Davidson put together his high-powered rifle, the men would be gone, so he didn’t even try. They disappeared into the darkness.

“Well, that is a weird end cap to a weird mission,” Malvern stated, holstering his gun.

“What about the mole?” Lopez asked.

“I think I’m going to let the Pentagon figure that one out.”

Davidson couldn’t agree more.

He just wanted a hot shower and meal. 

Then he’d consider the mission a success.

* * *

Sheywa felt nothing and everything. She wasn’t surprised that she was still alive. After all, she was a high priestess of the snake. Since childhood she’d had micro-doses of venom injected into her, giving her resistance to the venom of the snakes that she handled every day.

But having resistance and being protected from their ravaging were two different things. 

The poison pumped through her system assailing her heart, lungs, kidneys and brain. She could barely see for the swelling in her eyes and the scarring of her corneas.

Lokli spoke to her, but she could not make out his words.

Perhaps he was saying a final prayer. Perhaps he would end her suffering.

She might not have died in that attack, but she would certainly never live a life again. 

Pain arced then disappeared. Sanity flashed then was replaced by a thick wall of numb. 

If she had thought she would be spared by Lokli’s mercy, she was wrong. Men put her on a stretcher and carried her from the tunnels.

But where could they go? Zurich should be destroyed.

 

* * *

Bunny waited for Davidson to come out from the bookstore. The air was just starting to cool, a reminder that Zurich one day would go back to normal.

Well, with the lava lanes, probably not normal, but they would rebuild.

“Samuel,” she said, turning off her comm, catching his hand. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am.”

“Don’t Samuel me,” Davidson said, his posture stiff and unyielding. “Let it go.”

“But…” Bunny knew that she should walk away, but she just couldn’t. Not without explaining. “I’m not sure what’s wrong with Teddy and I, but there is a fuzzy barrier between us.”

“Sorry to hear it,” Davidson said, although he didn’t sound necessarily all that sorry.

“It’s like… it’s like we are…” Bunny just couldn’t put her finger on it. “Brother and sister.”

“Again, not quite sure what you want from me,” Davidson said taking a step back.

The problem? Bunny didn’t know either. She knew what she wanted overall. She wanted to be loved and to be wanted. Like deep down in your gut wanted. Bunny had realized back in college that Teddy couldn’t give her that and she was experiencing it again now. Teddy simply did not want her in that way.

Then it hit her.

She grabbed Davidson’s hand and dragged him back into the bookstore.

“Come on,” she said, moving his reluctant feet forward.

* * *

The last thing in the world that Davidson wanted to do was go back inside and have a chat with Bunny and Teddy. The woman just wanted to torture him.

Bunny skidded to a halt as they entered the building. At first Davidson assumed snakes had given her pause, but when he stepped past her things had gotten a whole heck of a lot weirder.

Malvern, Lopez, and Levont were aiming at Teddy, who was stammering. Davidson switched his comm back on to find Stark talking a mile a minute over what sounded like the noise of a small airplane engine. There was still a lot of confusion over what the hell Stark and his mother had actually done.

“What is going on here?” Bunny demanded.

Lopez looked over. “Oh, your little buddy was discovered to have an unofficial communications device in his hot little hands.”

“Plus Theodore is a Riviera descendant,” Stark said in Davidson’s ear.

Lopez shook his head. “There’s always a mole.”

“Wait, it can’t be Teddy,” Bunny said. “It just can’t.”

“You knew him a long time ago,” Malvern said.

“Bunny, I swear to you,” Teddy said, tears in his eyes.

Davidson tried to grab hold of Bunny’s arm, but she stepped forward anyway. “This is ridiculous.”

“Bunny, get back,” Malvern warned.

That was when Prenner jumped in between Teddy and the other men. “Stop. Don’t hurt another man I care about.”

The words made sense yet did not make sense to Davidson. The rest of the room seemed equally confused.

Bunny took another step forward. “Teddy, you’re gay?”

At first the big man shook his head, squeezing his eyes shut. Then Prenner took his hand. “You can do this.”

Teddy opened his eyes, pursed his lips together in a grimace and nodded.

“Look, so you didn’t catch us whispering in a corner, I modified our phones to send encrypted texts. Teddy is guilty of conspiring to hook up, that’s all.”

Malvern’s gun went down. “Teddy, there’s no ‘don’t ask, don’t tell,’ anymore. Why didn’t you just say something?”

It was Prenner that answered. “Trust me, just because there is no official policy anymore, that doesn’t mean that prejudice doesn’t run deep in the military.”

“You guys are fine, but what about my SEAL team?” Teddy asked looking over to Nassar. “Would you have accepted me like this?

Nassar couldn’t look at his teammate.

“Or any other team I might be transferred to. I just wasn’t ready,” Teddy said. “Bunny, I am so sorry.”

“No, I get it,” the redhead stated, but Davidson could still see the pain on her face, even as she tried to hide it.

She must have sensed it though. Back in college and again now. That disconnect that existed even amongst all that attraction.

Bunny looked over to Davidson, but he gave her no sympathy. This still didn’t take away the sting of her going after every other man that wasn’t him.

Davidson was about to walk away when his comm beeped loudly with static and then Stark came on the line.

“Guys, I’ve got another pulse.”

What the heck was going on?

* * *

Stark had to hang on. His mother was flying the plane. She was no Lopez, but she was holding her own. The problem was just some turbulence and in a small two-seater like this, you felt every bump. 

His laptop had nearly been bounced off his lap twice already.

“Okay, I am going to try and ping the device back. Listen for any weird noise.”

That may have been slightly easier to say than it was to do.

“Just invert the sine wave and pulse it,” his mother said, rolling her eyes.

“Why don’t you just worry about flying,” Stark retorted as a barn came up fast on the horizon. His mother pulled up, barely clearing the red peak.

They were traveling north at best speed, flying low under the radar. They needed to get to Canada like yesterday. There was perhaps the largest manhunt ever for the two of them, which kind of gave Stark a warm feeling in his belly.

To not only be on the FBI’s most wanted list, but to top it? There goes one more check on the bucket list. For decades his mother had hovered around eight or nine on the cyber-crimes list, but now she’d made it to the show.

You’d think that someone would notice that they had stopped Europe from falling into the ocean, but no. Stark guessed that launching trident missiles without permission was frowned upon in Washington DC or something.

“Invert the sine wave,” Stark mumbled as he did as his mother suggested, and darn it if she wasn’t right. Again. She was so annoying like that.

He sent out the ping but wasn’t sure if anything had happened. “Anything on your side, guys?”

* * *

Bunny listened carefully. She didn’t hear anything. Could this mean there really wasn’t a mole amongst them? That this whole suspicion was unfounded?

Then she heard it. Everyone heard it and looked around for the source.

“Levont?” Davidson asked. “Turn out your pockets.”

Instead the corporal raised his weapon. “Get back.”

“Levont, bro!” Lopez barked. “What are you doing?”

“What I have to,” Levont stated frowning. “I’m so sorry, Lopez. Had I known…”

“Known what?” Lopez demanded. “Put the weapon down. We can figure this out.”

“Not when you are a member of Cultus de Cultus,” Levont replied, his frown deepening. “I can’t… I won’t…”

Levont put the gun to his head. Davidson shot, but not in time. Levont got off a shot, and his bloody body fell to the floor. The nine millimeter round had exited his skull fairly cleanly, opposite the entry point. He wasn’t dead, at least not yet. Blood gushed from his head wounds. 

Lopez sunk to the floor, taking his friend into his arms. “Why did you do it?”

“Don’t tell Ricky Jr,” Levont begged.

Lopez smoothed Levont’s bloody hair. “If you wanted to be a godfather who was respected, you should have been a godfather to be respected,” Lopez answered.

Levont closed his eyes, as tears fell down his cheeks. “If I could do it all over again…. It has truly been off the hook.”

“Then hang on. Hang on!” Lopez begged. “I swear you get a do-over.”

But Levont’s body went lax and his eyes stared straight up to the ceiling, not seeing.

Bunny put a hand up to her mouth. This couldn’t be happening. Davidson wrapped his arms around her, keeping her on her feet. 

No, no, no, no was all Bunny could think. Levont had been like family.

And now he was gone. Of all the stupid unfair things to happen in the world today, this seemed the worst.

* * *

Davidson allowed Teddy to lead Bunny away. She didn’t need to see what came next. 

He went over to Lopez who was still clinging to Levont’s body.

“He’s gone, Ricky, You’ve got to let go.”

“No,” Lopez said, drawing the body into his embrace even further. 

This was so hard. Normally it would be Levont consoling Lopez, getting him to laugh, getting the corporal back to normal. Who was going to do that now that Levont was gone?

“Come on,” Davidson tried to coax, gently tugging Lopez to his feet as Levont’s body slipped out of his grasp.

Then Lopez punched Davidson in the shoulder. “Why do I always like the traitors? Why?” Lopez screamed in Davidson’s face? “Why?”

Lopez punched him again. “First you, then Ajax and now Levont. Why?” Lopez asked before sobbing gently into Davidson’s shoulder.

“I don’t…”

With one final punch, Lopez pushed off of Davidson and headed out of the bookstore.

Davidson went to follow, but Malvern grabbed his shoulder. “This is one he’s going to have to figure out for himself.”

The commanding officer was probably right. Davidson watched as Lopez vanished into the Zurich night.

“We have to stay focused for him,” Malvern stated.

Right.

Sure they’d just saved the world, but at what cost to themselves?

 


RAPID FIRE- The bridge short story between High Caliber and Kill Zone
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CHAPTER 1

The choir sang Swing Low Sweet Chariot.

Davidson feared he was going to lose it. Lopez already had and Bunny wasn’t much better. He was glad that his ex had Teddy. Now that there was no romantic jealousy there, Davidson could appreciate the man’s unwavering loyalty to Bunny.

The graveside service, arranged by Levont’s mother had been a moving testament to her son’s life. Her church choir had even agreed to come out and sing on this sunny Arlington day.

Of course the woman knew nothing of her son’s betrayal or that he had taken his own life. Malvern and the rest had decided that no one but themselves needed to know such things.

Therefore Levont got a full honors military funeral, was buried at Arlington and his mother would get his full death benefits. Because up until that heart-wrenching last minute, Levont had been an exemplary soldier. That is how they choose to remember him.

Lopez was quietly sobbing into Maria’s shoulder. The woman was trying to be there for him, but the corporal had been inconsolable since Zurich. And Maria was just his baby momma, there were no true feelings between them so her comfort felt hollow even to Davidson sitting on the far side of the gallery.

He barely heard the priest’s words. They felt meaningless. No one could understand Levont better than Davidson. They had walked in very similar shoes, yet Davidson was having a hard time reconciling the Levont he knew and the traitor that had taken his own life.

Lord knew that Davidson had tried to stop Levont by shooting his hand, but he had been a split-second too late. If only he had pulled his trigger sooner, this entire funeral would have been unnecessary.

He watched Levont’s mother weep into her black veil. Levont had three brothers and about twenty cousins. All of who were in attendance. The cemetery had to bring out more chairs for the service.

Levont had been well loved. 

Which made sense for the Levont that they had served with for several years. But the man that had pulled his gun on his team then turned it on himself? That made absolutely no sense.

Davidson had been snatched as a baby, an orphaned baby and taken into the Knot cult before he could even walk. He had been indoctrinated into the cult while he was cutting teeth. He’d known no other life than the Knot. He breathed in their tainted air and made it his own.

It wasn’t until he was out in the world, a part of a team that he began to doubt his teachings. It had taken Rebecca’s faith in him to separate himself from his cult.

That and the cleansing fire. Yes, he would bear its scars for the rest of his life, but that fire had burned the crazy right out of him.

But what of Levont? He had a large, loving family, how had the Cultus de Cultus gotten to him? Could it have been as trivial as money? Did Levont sell out for a big paycheck?

Those were the questions that were going to be answered as soon as the funeral was over. 

Levont would be avenged.

* * *

Bunny clung to Teddy like he was a lifejacket in an ocean of grief. It still seemed surreal to be here, on American soil burying one of their own. And not just anyone but Levont.

Bunny knew that life could be unfair. But oh so cruel?

She laid her head on Teddy’s shoulder. It was now nice to be able to rely on him as a dear gay friend rather than be confused about their relationship. That she reserved for Davidson.

Glancing over to the sniper, he looked dry eyed. Could he be that cold? Levont was a friend of his as well.

Bunny turned her attention back to the priest who seemed to be wrapping things up.

‘And during the 21 gun salute, you may come up and place your devotional items on the coffin before God accepts sweet Leroy into his embrace.”

Fancy way of saying, put him six feet under.

The team would never be the same. Bunny doubted that Lopez would ever be the same. Ever since Levont’s death, the corporal had barely said two words. He’d beat Prenner by a mile on who was the most mute these past few days.

She watched Lopez, tears streaked down his face unabashedly. The guy was a wreck. Not even little Ricky Jr. in Lopez’s mother’s lap could cheer him up. And that little boy in a tiny suit? How could that not bring a smile to anyone’s face?

Rebecca and Brandt had to send their condolences and a huge wreath. Rebecca was nine months pregnant with twins and Brandt was on a classified mission. Bunny wasn’t even sure that he knew his old point man was dead.

Just two more people who were or would be devastated.

Levont, what in the hell hath you wrought? Didn’t he know they could have helped him? Used his knowledge of whatever cult he was associated with to bring it down? To redeem himself?

For all the things Levont had done, taking his own life was the one thing she wasn’t sure she could forgive.

The honor guard raised their rifles to Port Arms, getting ready to give the salute. Bunny braced herself. She could only imagine how loud this could get.

Lopez rose, taking out a picture of him and Levont, arm-in-arm from one of their many adventures, and walked toward the coffin. As the commander ordered the soldiers to raise their rifles, Lopez tucked the picture under a spray of flowers.

The first shot went off. Even though she thought she was prepared, Bunny still jumped at the booming sound of so many guns going off at once.

Then a scream and one of Levont’s aunts fell to the ground.

What in the hell was happening?

* * *

Davidson’s hand went to his sidearm, which of course wasn’t there. No one was armed. It was a funeral for God’s sake. Who would attack during a funeral?

As the second shot from the firing gallery went off, another man went down.

Malvern jumped from his seat just as Davidson did. In theory since they were the military they were not authorized to act. Theory kind of went out the window when a funeral was being shot up.

“Stop!” Malvern yelled to the honor guard.

Someone was using the sound of the salute to kill off the family. They had to take away that cover. Then Prenner and Teddy were up as well, charging over to the soldiers.

Something must have happened at the coffin as well, as it slid off its stand. Lopez was holding onto it for dear life, keeping it from sliding down the hillside.

“Get down!” Malvern yelled.

Most of the people though, fled, running out into the tidy rows of low white grave markers.

Davidson couldn’t worry about that. He got to the first soldier and jerked the rifle out of the surprised man’s hands.

This was a ceremonial weapon though. It didn’t even have an optical sight. Davidson would have just to make due.

With no covering shots the attackers sprayed the area with automatic weapon fire. Several people went down. The cemetery was filled with screams.

Davidson ducked behind a burial marker and aimed. One shooter was behind a tree. Another behind a car parked up on the knoll. Davidson was pretty sure there was a third shooter, but hadn’t been able to triangulate his position yet.

As the attacker’s paused, Davidson took his first shot. He only hit the tree but he put that shooter on notice that he was onto him. Next Davidson realigned his position and shot out the front window of the car, again, letting them know a sniper was amongst them. 

Show yourself and die.

The rest of the men relieved the honor guard of their weapons and set up behind gravestones. With the exception of Lopez, who was still clinging to Levont’s casket.

The funeral party was fleeing down the hill, soon they should be out of range.

A shot pinged off the gravestone Davidson was hiding behind. 

So someone thought to give him a taste of his own medicine? Davidson smiled, just try. 

Now he had the third shooters location. He was holed up behind some shrubs. Which was great for concealment, but bad for bullet-blocking cover. Davidson imagined the man crouched down behind those branches and let loose the shot.

A scream told him he’d hit the man, but it didn’t sound like a fatal wound. It was more a shocked exclamation than that of a serious wound.

The other two emerged from cover, heading deeper into the cemetery. 

These honor guard rifles weren’t meant for speedy firing, they were not automatic at all and had crap precision. Davidson did his best but the attackers ducked behind the hill before he could get a meaningful shot off.

Davidson looked around, about a half dozen were down, scattered around the burial site.

He glanced to Malvern. “Go. Take Prenner and Teddy. I’ll clean up here.”

Davidson didn’t bother nodding, he just took off at a run, knowing the other two were behind him.

But what were they running off to? A trap?

* * *

Bunny checked the first body. She believed it was one of Levont’s aunts. No pulse, no breath sounds. Bunny had to move on to the next. She believed it was one of Levont’s cousins. A shoulder wound, but still a lot of lost blood.

She wiped her hair back, looking down the hill. “Do we have EMTs coming?” Bunny asked to no one in particular.

Skyman nodded. “They should be on their way.”

Luckily many in the funeral crowd were trained soldiers so the downed victims were getting some of the best triage they could on American soil. Levont had a lot of friends in the forces. It seemed everyone he worked with loved the guy. Bunny couldn’t argue. Until that horrible moment in the bookstore, Levont had been an all around great guy.

Bunny’s phone rang in her pocket. Under most circumstances she would never have answered it, except she pretty much knew who was on the other line.

“What’s happening?” Stark asked. The line was staticky. The tech was halfway around the world somewhere, hiding out from the US government. Given the fact he was wanted for treason, Bunny didn’t blame Stark and his mom from not attending the funeral.

“I’d hoped you could tell me.”

“We hopped on a satellite to view the funeral but it is super low quality and we can’t change its angle.”

Damn it.

“Davidson and a few others went off to follow the gunmen,” Bunny informed Stark. “Can you see where they went?” 

“It looks like the attackers went into one of the mausoleums,” Stark reported, “And the men are heading there now.”

Bunny glanced around. Sirens wailed in the distance and all the injured were cared for by people who had way more medical experience then she did.

She turned to Skyman, “Up for a little run?”

The man gave a sad smile. “You know it.”

Getting up from her crouch, Bunny headed up the hill. At first at a fast walk, until she kicked off her high heels, then she broke into a run. Skyman was right beside her.

They crested the hill and headed down the other side which led to the mausoleums. Davidson and the rest had already gone inside. She cocked an ear, trying to hear over the sirens. 

Bunny didn’t hear any gunfire. That was a good thing, right?

* * *

Davidson slowed to a crawl.

Inside the mausoleum, it was all quiet. A large tomb occupied the center of the room with fresh flowers lining the walls, hung in remembrance of loved ones.

Where had the attackers gone?

Slowly, Davidson circled the tomb. There must be some hidden way out of here.

Teddy nodded to the corner of the room. There was a curved black scuff on the pure white marble. The wall had come out and gone back in by the looks of the mark. Now they just had to figure out how to open it in order to give chase.

Davidson looked to the name plates. There were the ashes of a soldier behind each plate.  Each plate had a set of fresh flowers. It wasn’t Memorial Day so it seemed odd that every single soldier had fresh flowers.

They must have been some kind of code. How he missed Stark. He and his mother would have probably figured it out in half a minute.

“Which one doesn’t belong?” Prenner asked.

Although it didn’t sound like a question. 

Davidson scanned the flowers. Mostly ones you would expect. Roses, daisies, mums. Then he came across an Orchid. Now that was odd, it wasn’t a typical memorial flower.

He reached out and pulled on the base of the vase. A creak announced that they had chosen wisely.

They moved into formation. Prenner at the head, Davidson next, then Teddy pulling up the rear. It was makeshift, but it worked.

Prenner gave a heave and a part of the wall pulled way from the marble, opening to a narrow passage.

Cults and their obsession with underground tunnels.

Seriously installing some lights was beyond them? But apparently it was as Prenner shone his gun’s light into the breach. They couldn’t see the end of the tunnel. It sloped downward and to the west. Who knew where it surfaced.

From now on they should just carry ground-penetrating radar with them. It would save a whole heck of a lot of time.

There was nothing but question marks up ahead.

“Let’s do this,” Davidson stated, wishing he had something other than these nearly useless honor guard rifles.

 


CHAPTER 2

Bunny stopped as they reached the mausoleum’ door. She moved to the side so that Skyman could aim at the door as she opened it. Nothing.

They entered to find the room empty except for the large tomb at the center. A hidden door had been exposed that opened to a darkened tunnel.

You know, it was Tuesday.

But something was wrong. An orchid flower holder was tipped forward. It made sense that the men would choose that one. You could see the scuff marks on the floor.

But if this was Cultus de Cultus, they were the cult of cults. And that right there was an amateur hidden door. No, these cultists would bring their “A” game.

Bunny searched around for other clues.

First she went to the large tomb in the center of the room.

The inscription read, General Colin Ratzon. Survived by his beloved wife Anita and his sons David and Yod.

That all seemed like fairly normal tomb stuff until the bottom which had a seal of an ox and a whip. Beneath that was the inscription…Ab aeturno. From the eternal. That was odd since she expected something like Semper Fi. A little cerebral for a military man.

And who named their son Yod?

God, Bunny missed Stark. Normally she could just asked the tech a question and have it answered in a jiffy. But each time she tried his number it went to voicemail. How she missed their radio uplink. It had been a little like having her own personal, Jeeves. Now she had to pull out her smartphone herself and type in “Yod Lathey.”

Nothing, not a single mention. Surprise. Surprise.

She went with “Colin Ratzon.” Again nothing. A general should have some kind of mention. 

So the tomb was a fake. Good to know.

Now she had to figure out a way to make it work to her advantage.

* * *

Prenner pulled to a stop.

“What’s wrong?” Davidson asked. His mind filled with horrors. Snakes? Mice? Booby-traps? Bombs?

“It’s a dead end.”

“What do you mean?” Davidson said, stepping past the point man. But Prenner was right. The tunnel just abruptly ended. Davidson put a palm on the rock. It didn’t budge and it didn’t look like it was ever going to.

Crap.

“We must have missed something along the way.”

“I don’t know…” Teddy said. “I kept my eyes peeled while I was checking our six. That tunnel looked pretty solid.”

Davidson didn’t doubt it. Then why the dead end?

“I think they sent us on a wild goose chase,” Prenner said. Quite the mouthful for the point man. Teddy was bringing out a more animated Prenner.

“Let’s get back then,” Davidson said feeling uneasy.

Usually one did not go to the trouble of creating a fake tunnel unless they had something to hide.

And now? Davidson looked down at his watch. They had been gone a good ten minutes. Even at full speed they couldn’t get back to the mausoleum for another five minutes. That gave the enemy over fifteen minute’s head start.

It was going to be a stretch to catch them.

But they had to try.

“Let’s go big man,” Davidson said to Prenner.

* * *

Bunny stepped back from the tomb. She was missing something. Something culty. Again, where was Stark when she needed him? She needed a computer to be sorting through all the letters seeing if there wasn’t an anagram or something.

Because she just wasn’t getting it. She was coming up blank.

 There was something about the names that seemed familiar but not familiar in the tip-of-the-tongue way. 

Screw it.

Bunny just typed all the names in and waited for the results to come back.

Google seemed to chew on this information longer than the usual split second time it usually claimed.

Finally a huge list popped up. All of the entries were cults.

Ratzon referred to Goel Ratzon who headed the Savior cult in the 70’s. Anita referred to one of his many wives. David could have referred to half a dozen cult leaders, but Yod referred to the leader of the Source Family, a hippie, rock and roll cult.

Those 70’s were wild times.

But back to the important question, how did this help her?

The names were fake and a combination of cult members. Was the Cultus just showing off?

A noise came from behind them. Skyman swung around with his gun but it was just Prenner and the rest of the men.

“Bunny?” Davidson and Teddy asked at exactly the same time.

“What, like I was going to wait back there?” Bunny scoffed. “And you guys took the bait. It was a dead-end, wasn’t it?”

The men nodded in unison.

* * *

It never felt good to be schooled by your ex-girlfriend, Davidson decided.

“Well, while you guys were off chasing your tail, I have discovered that this tomb is fake, using the names of older cult leaders.”

“And that helps us, how?” Davidson asked.

Bunny shrugged.

“We could really use Stark about now,” Prenner stated.

Everyone turned to look at the man. He seldom spoke unless it was absolutely necessary.

He wasn’t wrong though. The tech was amazing at digging up connections where none seemed to exist.

Bunny walked around the tomb. “Does this seem parallel?”

Davidson knelt by the edge of the tomb. “You are right. This corner isn’t squared off.”

Weird. For such a large and expensive tomb you would expect better craftsmanship.

Clearly it was intentional. 

Bunny ran her fingers along the edge but shook her head. “I was hoping there was a latch or something.”

“Maybe we should blow it?” Teddy asked.

Davidson shook his head. 

“That’s never gone well in the past,” Davidson said as Bunny nodded in agreement.

“What about this?” Skyman queried, pointing to an “x” created by two sculpted vines crossing one another.

“Wait,” Davidson and Bunny yelled, but it was too late. Skyman had pressed the “x.”

The tomb lifted and slid open, which was why there were no scuff marks.

“Hmm…” Bunny said. “Sometimes I guess it can be that simple.”

From the looks of it, it had been. No secret codes or weighing mechanisms, just a nice ivy “x.”

“Ready?” Davidson asked.

Honor guard weapons up, the rest nodded. Bunny’s lips formed a tight line. “Prenner lead the way.”

“Wait,” Davidson stated. “Bunny, what do you have on you?”

“Um… a push up bra and spanx?”

Davidson couldn’t help but grin. “No, I mean weapons-wise.”

“A push-up bra and spanx.”

Davidson pulled out a knife. “You’d best take this in case those others don’t work out for you.”

She grinned as she took the weapon. Davidson turned to Prenner. “Alright, I guess we are doing this.”

* * *

Bunny followed the men down the rabbit hole. Seriously some cult really needed to set up shop at the top of a mountain or something.

This humidity was really getting to her hair.

The staircase wasn’t long. They were probably about twenty feet below the surface, which meant this tunnel went along under all the soldier’s graves. That was a pretty creepy image. It was bad enough to walk on top of graves, but underneath them, that was just crazy.

And like she said, creepy. 

Prenner set a hard pace, they had some catching up to do.

Then he put a fist up. Everyone came to a halt. Prenner turned off his flashlight and pointed forward. Once everyone’s lights were out, it became obvious there was a bloom of soft light leaking from around a bend.

They crept forward as a unit. 

Voices, Aramaic if Bunny wasn’t mistaken drifted down the tunnel. They came to the curve. It looked like a larger chamber had been carved out.

Bunny frowned. She didn’t like it. Again, if this was the cult of cults, would they really stop and sit around a bon fire? She didn’t think so.

“It’s a trap,” Bunny whispered to Davidson.

He nodded. 

Prenner inched his way to the opening of the chamber. It looked and sounded for all the world like a group of the cult were warming themselves by the fire. Bunny picked up a rock and threw it into the chamber.

An explosion knocked them back down the tunnel.

Ears ringing, Bunny allowed Teddy to help her up. That had been loud. Prenner tossed another rock into the chamber. Nothing. Apparently the booby trap had been sprung.

Slowly they entered the chamber, Prenner checking for pressure plates and secondary devices.

There had never been men in here. Burned out speakers proved that. 

“Who are these people?” Skyman asked.

Bunny didn’t know. She just knew that the people Levont had been working for were pros. This was the show people. No more triple A cults for them.

“Move forward?” Prenner asked.

Davidson gave the go-ahead. 

It was back to the dark tunnel that seemed to stretch on forever. They moved quietly and swiftly. Prenner occasionally would point to a scuff or scrape. Someone had been through here recently.

Prenner stopped them again, but this time it was the sound of gunfire. Far off. The ground above them muffling the noise. He set off at a run. Bunny had no choice but to follow.

The tunnel sloped upward, enough that Bunny’s thighs began to complain. But they didn’t slow, if anything Prenner kicked it into another gear. Finally they came to a door. There was a lever on the side.

After the exploding trap, Prenner was cautious. He ran his fingers along every surface, checking for wires or explosives. In the end he took a step back and gave the all-clear thumbs up then looked to Davidson.

The sniper took in a deep breath then gave the nod.

Prenner put his hand on the lever. Bunny sucked in a breath, closing her eyes.

* * *

“Stop!” Davidson barked. Prenner’s hand came away.

This was too easy. The Cultus had gone to all the trouble of setting up an elaborate trap back there and now they were going to just let them walk out of this tunnel. He didn’t think so.

“There’s got to be something,” Davidson stated.

“I checked,” Prenner reminded him as if he needed the reminding.

“I know you did, but there must be some kind of rigging we are just missing,” Davidson explained.

“I agree,” Bunny said. “The Cultus are far too sophisticated to leave a trace of the booby trap.”

“Maybe it’s on the other side?” Prenner suggested.

That was a high probability. The sound of muffled gunfire only made the situation more frustrating. 

If they had their equipment, it would be no big deal. They would drill a hole and pass a fiber optic through.

Unfortunately no one thought to bring a power drill to the funeral. Such an oversight.

“Your belt,” Bunny stated.

Davidson arched an eyebrow at her.

“What’s the best thing to do to a trap?”

“Spring it,” Davidson said, unhooking his belt and handing it to Bunny.

Rapidly the redhead tied all of belts together making a leather rope. Davidson carefully draped one end over the lever and they retreated behind the thick earthen curve.

On the finger count of three, Prenner pulled the belt. A nice little explosion followed. 

Those Cultus. So predictable.

Prenner led the charge out to the damaged door. They stumbled into the light then hit the deck, which turned out to be marble, as gunfire sounded all around them.

Davidson glanced around to orient himself. They had just tumbled out of a tomb. And not any tomb. 

It was the tomb of the Unknown Soldier.

While the tomb had 24/7 guards no one really expected them to actually have to defend the tomb, until now.

A bullet ricocheted right over Davidson’s head. “Move,” he ordered and Prenner, practically crawling, got them to the other side of the tomb where they had a bit of cover.

Davidson eyed the nearest perch. It wasn’t nearly as close as he needed it to be. They were going to have to gut it out down here.

The tomb’s guards were to the west. There were two of them, but they were pinned down. The Cultus were to the east in a fan-like pattern.

Once again, Davidson had to wonder, what the point of all of this was? 

Why had the Cultus attacked the funeral in the first place? 

And did they build these tunnels under Arlington? Or did they just know about them.

What was their end game?

 


CHAPTER 3

Bunny was belly down on the grass. Bullets were flying in all directions. One of the tomb’s guards had been shot and was bleeding into the ground. This needed to end quickly or that man was going to die.

Right now it was fairly evenly matched, but Bunny knew that wouldn’t last forever. Davidson and his men were just too good, but would it be quick enough to save the soldier’s life?

The men were advancing, picking off the Cultus attackers one by one.

Once above ground, this was becoming a pretty routine scenario.

Then someone grabbed her by the ankle and yanked her backwards.

She barely got out a peep before a thick palm covered her mouth. 

Bunny was so shocked at first she put up no resistance. Then she realized, this whole attack had been to kidnap her. If the Cultus wanted her, it couldn’t be for anything good.

Adrenaline kicked in about the same time her training did.

An elbow flew backwards, nailing the guy in the solar plexus. She swung a heel back, right on the tender tendon of the kneecap. She couldn’t rest on those laurels though.

Opening her mouth, Bunny took a huge bite of the palm that was meant to silence her. As soon as the hand jerked back in pain, Bunny screamed. It was inarticulate, but it should get the job done.

Another set of hands tried to manhandle her, but Bunny was on a roll. She kicked, with no great precision now, but landed a few good blows. Bunny was flipped over, all the better. 

The next man that tried to assault her got a thumbnail in the eye for his troubles. Another got a right hook to the chin. Bunny spread her fingers out like a claw, raking at anything that came close. She bit an arm, kicked a belly, scratched a face.

It was a blur of self-defense.

Someone jerked her hair.

Oh no you didn’t.

She put an elbow into his nose. Her shirt came back bloody. Good.

However, two against one and they had the distinct weight advantage, this couldn’t last forever.

Where were the men?

* * *

So they wanted Bunny. That was what this was all about. And he’d love to go over and save her, but the Cultus had done a good job of drawing them away from her. There was a good twenty feet of open space between him and Bunny. 

She was fighting the two men off like a bear. But even a bear could be taken down.

Davidson aimed but with the ruckus there was a strong possibility that once he loosed the shot, he could hit her.

He knew though that Bunny trusted him. That she would tell him to take the shot.

Breathing in and out the rhythm of the fight, Davidson calculated then pulled the trigger on the honor guard’s rifle. 

Bunny screamed.

Crap. He was going to totally blame that one on the rifle’s sights. She didn’t sound badly wounded and was still fighting the men off who luckily seemed spooked by the shot.

Pulling back the bolt action, Davidson aimed and fired. This time he hit one of the men, squarely in the shoulder, spinning him around. As soon as Davidson had primed the shot, he took another, hitting the assailant in the chest. The man crumpled to the ground. 

Bullets pinged around Davidson but he ignored it all.

The last assailant dragged Bunny to her feet, gripping her neck, using her as a body shield.

How little this man knew about Davidson.

While Bunny wasn’t super model skinny, she sure as hell wasn’t as wide as the guy behind her. Davidson could spot at least six points he could hit the guy without hitting Bunny.

Then the sound of a helicopter filled the air. The helo swept from side to side, nose down barreling for them.

At first Davidson thought it was Lopez, but the way the assailant behind Bunny smiled, he knew it couldn’t be the corporal. So it was the Cultus’

Good to know.

Even though he didn’t have a perch, that didn’t mean that Davidson couldn’t do some serious damage. Even with the honor guard’s rifle.

He went for a rotor hit first, putting the helicopter into a spin. Then he gauged his shot just right and punched a hole in the windshield, hitting the pilot on the side of the face.

The helicopter careened off over the hill, followed by a huge explosion and a billowing fireball.

When Davidson looked back at the Cultus assailant, he certainly wasn’t smiling any more.

He took aim above the arm wound he’d given Bunny. Boy that was going to be an awkward conversation. Davidson fired, clipping the man in the shoulder. Still he didn’t let Bunny loose.

Davidson took another shot, hitting the guy in the hip. Yet he still didn’t go down. Was the guy on PCP or something?

Fine. A knee shot them. Now that got his attention. The assailant released Bunny and fell to the ground.

* * *

Bunny wasn’t looking a gift horse in the mouth, even if he’d shot her in the arm. She dashed across the grass as bullets flew all around her. Although far less than there had been before.

She practically dove into Davidson hiding spot behind the tomb.

Davidson used the time to finish off the guy that had tried to kidnap her.

Panting, Bunny leaned against the cool marble of the tomb.

What in the hell did the Cultus want with her?

They certainly couldn’t have believed that they could turn her like Levont, could they?

At this point the only thing that really mattered was that she was safe. 

Well, sorta safe.

Then suddenly the gunfire stopped. A stray shot here or there went off, but the firefight was over.

Bunny rose with Davidson to peek their heads over the tomb. Were the assailants dead?

No, they had laid down their guns and raised their hands in surrender.

Why?

This made zero sense. Like anything before this made any sense whatsoever.

“Don’t do it!” Davidson yelled to the tomb’s guards who were coming out from their cover to arrest the three remaining Cultus.

“Back away!” Prenner shouted.

Then Bunny saw why. The Cultus men were wired with explosives as they walked straight toward the tomb’s guards.

Davidson raised his rifle and shot, detonating the one man’s vest which blew the next man’s then finally the third man’s vest. The threat was neutralized in pile of flesh.

The tomb’s guards came over. “What was that about?”

“Sorry,” Davidson said. “It’s classified.”

As sirens wailed in the distance Prenner led them back to Levont’s gravesite. The scene was nearly as tragic as the one they just left.

* * *

Poor Lopez was still clinging to Levont’s coffin. Little Ricky Jr. knelt next to his father. If it weren’t so sad, it would actually be sweet.

The rest of the funeral party was at the base of the hill with the ambulances. It looked like one dead and another four injured.

Davidson went to walk forward to Lopez, but Bunny caught his arm.

“Let me.”

Bunny walked over and sat down next to Lopez, putting a hand on his back.

“It’s over. He’s safe,” she said.

Lopez shook his head violently. “He’ll never be safe. He’ll never be safe.”

Bunny rubbed up and down the corporal’s back. “I know. I know.”

She looked to Malvern further down the hill. To be buried in Arlington was meant to be an honor to Levont but maybe a secret burial might be better. Even though she hadn’t articulated anything, Malvern gave the nod.

“We’re going to take him with us, Ricky. You can pick the spot. We’ll keep him safe.”

That only induced heavier sobs as he clung to the coffin.

Davidson came up from behind her. “We’re right here, buddy. We’re right here with you.”

Ricky Jr. hugged his father. “Me too, Daddy, me too.”

Tears sprung to Bunny’s eyes at the simple gesture from a child. It seemed to touch Lopez as well as he let go of the coffin with one arm and hugged his son with the other.

Finally the corporal looked up. “Only we will know where he is?”

Bunny nodded. 

“And we’ll move him right away?”

Again she nodded. “He’ll be safe, Lopez, I promise.”

Snuffling, Lopez wiped his nose with the arm of his suit. “Okay.”

“We’ll stand guard until then, Ricky. Why don’t you go be with your family?” Bunny suggested.

Lopez shook his head, but not to decline her offer, but it seemed to shoo the cobwebs of grief from his mind.

“He knew I loved him, didn’t he?” Lopez asked, looking about as young as his boy.

Bunny hugged him. “He knew, Ricky, he knew.”

Tears brimmed in the corporal’s eyes as he pulled away from her. “Off the hook, right?”

Now Bunny was crying with him. “Off the hook.”

With one last snuffle, Lopez wiped his eyes and took Ricky Jr.’s hand. “Come on, son. Your Momma’s probably worried about us.”

 “And abuela, papa.”

His grandmother.

“Yes, yes she will be,” Lopez said as they walked away.

Seeing the corporal’s shoulders down and his slow gait. Bunny wondered if the team would ever be the same again.

Teddy put a hand on her shoulder. “If it helps anything, I’m being lent to your team.”

Bunny turned and pulled him into a bear hug. Even for everything they had been through, Teddy was still her rock.

It meant everything.

 


KILL ZONE – the rousing finale to the Bull’s Eye Sniper Chronicles
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CHAPTER 1

Bunny dove behind a stack of boxes. Luckily they were in a pillow warehouse so at the least her landing was soft. Small favors.

The stupid Cultus were after her again. Why? They just couldn’t seem to get enough of her. First the attack at the funeral then this elaborate set up to draw them out, thinking they were hunting down the Warriors of the Snake.

Her team should have known. Anonymous tips were notoriously untrustworthy. 

But ten shooters untrustworthy? That seemed a little extreme even for her.

The comms were shot. There weren’t even local comms. So much for their ultra-elite Pentagon hookup. Bunny would take the traitorous Stark and his mother over their assigned IT support any day of the week.

Bunny had gotten separated from the men and was just trying to stay alive until the men could get the situation under control. Screw feminism right about now. Her sidearm was somewhere back at the entrance. It had been a blitz attack. Honestly, Bunny wasn’t even sure what had happened. It was a blur. 

The only thing she did know was that the men were all still alive. She knew each of their firing patterns by heart and counted off to make sure they were all active.

The only one that remained silent was Davidson, but she wasn’t worried about the sniper. Once he found a perch, she’d hear him firing. And Teddy wasn’t with them. Almost as soon as joining the team, he’d been called back to the SEALs. Some kind of Antarctica situation.

She’d had to learn to live without him, again.

Snuggled between a downy pillow and some memory foam, Bunny counted down the seconds. On average it took Davidson a minute and half to get set up in his perch. She’d probably been on the run for thirty seconds. Could it really be that short a time? It felt like at least a half an hour.

But it hadn’t been. She stayed nestled amongst the pillows, trying to breathe quietly, while keeping her hands steady. The gunfire seemed to be moving away from her. That was a good thing, right?

* * *

Davidson climbed the last few feet up the catwalk that ran the length of the warehouse. The attack had come before he’d been able to separate and find the high ground. If he had, they would not be in the predicament they were in.

And no comms. The Pentagon had promised to improve their IT support but so far they had gotten the typical “government work” level efficiency. They couldn’t even be sure if the random anonymous IT person they had been assigned in DC was actually working on their problem. That one person was responsible for three other teams out in the field. 

Davidson had to put that all aside though. He had a job to do.

Settling in, straddling a metal girder, Davidson brought the sniper rifle up to his shoulder. He didn’t have time to set the weapon up on its tripod. Quickly, he scanned the warehouse. No obvious enemies, however after the initial failed attack, they’d probably sought cover for the long haul.

So time to find his own men, so he knew where not to shoot.

They too had sought shelter, but Davidson had an excellent vantage point of the south side of the warehouse. Looking past the floating feathers, Davidson found Malvern holed up against a wall. Prenner near the south exit. And Lopez was squeezed between two pallets. Davidson would have guessed the corporal would have gone out looking for a getaway vehicle, but ever since Levont’s tragic death, Lopez hadn’t been quite himself.

They had all hoped time would heal his wounds, but here six months later, Lopez was still off his game. Not that anyone would admit that outwardly. They hadn’t even replaced Levont. No one simply had the heart to.

So the team muddled on. One man down and another despondent. 

What else could they do? If they requested Lopez get tested for fitness, that kissed his Special Forces career goodbye. It would be a stain on his career for the rest of his life. And none of them were going to let that happen.

Command kept insisting they take on another member, but Malvern had found a reason to decline each and every one of them.

Who really could fill Levont’s shoes? And would they want them to? For as good as a soldier Levont had been, he had still been a cultist.

Davidson knew how hard it was to come back from that kind of betrayal, but it could be done. Why hadn’t Levont reached out to him? Davidson would have found a way to help his teammate.

Instead they were here without Levont and Lopez half-checked out.

Which meant Davidson had better up his game.

He scanned the room. Still no one had popped their head up. Wise of them. He could fire randomly, but with each shot he took, was a chance for the enemy to triangulate his position.

No, this was one of those times Davidson had to practice patience. Lie in wait, holding his shot until the time was exactly right.

Which was hopefully going to happen soon because this metal girder wasn’t padded with memory foam.

* * *

“Bunny’s tripped the panic button,” Stark’s mother announced.

Stark rolled over to view the screen. This couldn’t be good. He and his mother were hiding out in a Buddhist retreat in Bhutan. A tiny Asian country that had no extradition treaty with the United States, or any other 1st world country for that matter, which was good because Stark and his mother were wanted by nearly every other government on the planet for assorted hacks.

On the bright side, Bhutan was rated the happiest Asian country by Lonely Planet five years in a row.

Stark watched the bright red on the screen, which was set at minimum brightness. The Buddhists were off the grid, which had appealed to Stark and his mother, however that meant no on-demand electricity. And since the Buddhists wouldn’t let them run generators they had to make do with solar, wind, and water power.

Not exactly what they were used to. On average they could only have their equipment on four hours a day. That’s right. The other twenty hours were a hellish landscape of sitting around twiddling their thumbs. Stark hadn’t gotten this much sleep since he was a baby and he wasn’t quite sure how he liked it.

Good thing Bunny triggered her 911 button during their “on” hours.

Bunny was one of the few people who knew where they were and the only one who had a panic button to alert them if she was in danger.

Which clearly she was.

“What are they doing in Vancouver, Canada?” his mother asked.

Heck if he knew. They weren’t exactly in the Pentagon’s loop on Bunny’s team’s agenda. Funny that. You fire off a few missiles and the whole world judges you.

Plus you end up in a monastery that doesn’t even have enough electricity to run a nightlight.

That bright red dot strobed in front of him. What kind of trouble was Bunny in? And in Vancouver of all places. That city had to be one of the most civilized in the world. It was the cleanest city by far. And had the lowest crime rate in the world. Certainly not somewhere you would expect Bunny and team to be, let alone be in trouble.

“It must be the Cultus,” his mother stated.

More than likely the team had been lured there under false pretense and ambushed.

Which must have meant it was Wednesday.

Stark cracked his knuckles. It had been a while since he hacked the Pentagon. Was he as sharp as he had been six months ago? Not that he had been completely lax these past few months. They tried to use their four hours wisely. They had been hacking into the FBI quite a bit. Changing their names on the most wanted list to Wiley E. Coyote and She-Ra princess of power. You know, important stuff.

Now lives were on the line. Did they have it in them anymore?

He glanced over, his mother’s fingers flying over the keyboard.

“So you’re going for the main frame?” Stark asked.

“Oh heaven’s, no,” His mother snorted. “We don’t have time or the power for that kind of hack. I’m pinging Hamochin.”

Stark smiled. His mother really was priceless. Since moving to Asia, she had made all kinds of cyber-friends on-line. Hamochin being one of the most important. He was behind some of the most impressive credit card data hacks in history. He’d also changed all the screens at the DOD to happy faces.

That kid had the skill and the power to crack the Pentagon.

“I’ll see if I can’t find a satellite or two to help us out,” Stark stated.

He didn’t want Hamochin to get all the credit.

* * *

Bunny heard footsteps. They were quiet and evenly paced. Was it one of her team? Who knew? She had nothing for a weapon. She really needed to start carrying a knife in her boot like the men did.

All she had was the pillow bunched in her fist.

Did the enemy have thermal imaging? Was she sitting here like a duck, just waiting to get picked off? Bunny took in a deep breath. Don’t let the fear overtake you, warp your judgment. If the enemy had thermal imaging, they could have just shot from afar, no reason to come in so close.

She gathered her legs under her, preparing to launch forward if necessary.

The footfalls got closer and closer. Inching toward her position.

Then the footfalls stopped. Had they heard her? Were they getting ready to attack?

All of her muscles clenched, she waited for the answer.

Then a box was shoved aside. Bunny didn’t hesitate with the only weapon she owned, she creamed the person invading her space with a pillow shot to the face. The person backed away, fending off her attack with his arm.

Then she saw his name on his chest. Prenner. It was just Prenner.

Bunny dropped the pillow and launched into his arms. “Thank God, it’s you.”

Prenner hugged her back then spun on his heel, shooting. One of the Cultus had been lying in wait just a few yards away. Now the man was dead on the ground.

Another shot came from overhead and another Cultus fell forward, staining the white feathers red. That guy had only been a foot away.

She looked up and smiled. She couldn’t see Davidson, but surely he could see her.

They might not be together, but at the least they still looked out for one another.

“We should move out,” Prenner whispered. “I think once you are secured, they will leave the rest of us alone.”

Bunny nodded. Again, it was she they were after. Which was just stupid. How could she in any way help the Cultus?

But they seemed to have a hard-on for her, so they best draw the Cultus away.

With a hand on Prenner’s back, she followed the point man through the maze of crates. Enough pillows had been damaged that feathers floated in the air, sashaying down. Rocking side-to-side gently on the air making it look like a snow flurry.

It seemed so peaceful and quiet. It was a beautiful bright and sunny day outside of the building. Even the warehouse district of Vancouver had tree-lined streets and decorative light fixtures and pavement you could eat off of.

In here though? Death was a palpable force. It dogged your heels.

Prenner ducked down behind a stack of crates. Bunny followed suit. He nodded to an exit door. Silently he looked back at her asking the question with his eyes. Are you ready? Bunny took in a deep breath. That was a good twenty feet of open space. A lot, and Bunny meant a lot of damage could be dealt in twenty feet.

But they had to get out of there and Davidson was set up in his perch. No time like the present, right?

Bunny put her hand on Prenner’s back signaling she was ready to get this over with.

Prenner took a cautious step out, swinging his weapon side to side, checking for any new threats. When none came, he took another step and another. Bunny wasn’t on his six, she was on his ass, hugging tightly to the big man.

Then the point man moved more quickly, picking up the pace. They were halfway across the open space when not one, not two, but three men emerged from the boxes. Prenner skidded to a halt, aiming. 

No one had fired yet. 

* * *

Davidson held his fire. He could take out all three assailants, but before any one of them got a shot off? Even he wasn’t that good. And the enemy wasn’t shooting? The only reason he could think of was that they desperately needed Bunny alive.

Why?

Don’t get him wrong, Bunny was amazing. Even split up for months, he still ached for her, but to go to all this trouble to kidnap her? She wasn’t quite all that. Helen of Troy, she was not.

The why probably didn’t matter right about now. Right now it mattered how to keep both Prenner and Bunny alive.

A loud whine came from the other side of the warehouse. All heads turned in that direction, except for his. His stayed fixated on the enemy. Could he use this distraction? 

No, the enemy was too well trained, their heads snapped back to Bunny, fully in the game.

“Give her to us,” one of the men intoned with a heavy Middle Eastern accent.

Prenner didn’t need to respond, his stance was clear enough. “Hell, no.”

The Cultus member raised his rifle, aiming straight for Prenner’s head. Like that was going to scare the point man. Prenner responded in kind.

Davidson moved his finger off the side of his rifle and put it on the trigger. The time for waiting was over. 

Then a forklift smashed through the crates of pillows, sending feathers billowing.

Davidson didn’t miss his window. 

He shot, taking out the man closest to him while the forklift plunged into the farthest man. Another shot and the man in the middle was down. Not a single bullet came from the enemy’s guns.

The forklift smashed the farthest man into the wall, piercing his abdomen with its long, thick blade. Not until the man’s head lolled to the side did the forklift back away.

Davidson scanned the building for any other attackers, but he only caught a fleeting glimpse of a man fleeing out the back door. Apparently the Cultus had given up.

And Bunny was safe, thank goodness.

* * *

Bunny ran over to the forklift, assuming it was Lopez at the helm. She was surprised to find it was Malvern.

Who cared who it was? He had just saved her life. She threw her arms around their commanding officer and hugged him. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

Malvern hugged her back like the grandfather figure that he was to her now. ‘You are very welcome."

Lopez came out from the boxes looking like he’d looked for half a year. Broken. There were dark circles under eyes that used to sparkle with mischief. His brow was constantly furrowed, creating large creases in his forehead. Lips, which used to spout off sarcasm with delight, were now drawn down in a frown.

Bunny left Malvern and gave Lopez a hug, just because. His arms didn’t even wrap around her and there was no playful “Chica this or Chica that.” He didn’t even tease Davidson that he was a eunuch. She gave the corporal an extra squeeze anyway.

“Out the way we came?” Lopez asked.

“Sounds good,” Malvern stated, guiding them to the door.

“You’ve got a sniper!” Stark yelled in their ear. “Northeast corner!”

To prove the tech correct, a bullet zinged past Prenner’s ear. He threw himself on top of her.

They needn’t worry though. With a single shot, Davidson took care of the sniper. His body fell from the scaffolding to the hard cement floor with a moist splat.

“Is that all of them?” Malvern asked.

“We’ve got two on foot heading to their Asuna Sunrunner,” Stark rushed to state.

“Their what now?” Malvern queried.

“It’s a Russian car, imported for the Canadian market… kind of like Yugo. It can’t go very fast, so you might be able to catch them.”

They all turned and ran, although Lopez was bringing up the rear. They rushed over to their SUV but Prenner noticed a little sport car, yellow with racing strips. Bunny didn’t recognize the brand.

Prenner ran his hand down the hood. “Lopez, what do you say? A chance to drive a TVR 3000?”

The corporal just shrugged, getting into the SUV. “This one has more traction.”

This was the new Lopez and it wasn’t pretty.

Davidson trotted out of the building. “I’m game.”

So Prenner and Davidson piled into the two-seater sports car while she and Malvern got into the SUV with Lopez.

* * *

Davidson held on for dear life. Ever since Lopez had benched himself as the lead adrenaline junkie, Prenner had taken up the position and attacked it with zeal. Although it wasn’t quite the same without Lopez whooping and taking selfies, it was getting the job done today.

The TVR had more than enough power to spare, reducing the distance between the Cultus and them. What were the Cultus thinking? That car ahead looked like it was held together with duct tape.

Then the car split down the middle. What the…

As the car cracked, it became apparent that was no accident. The crappy exterior hid two high-powered motorcycles. Once the car’s frame was broken, the two motorcycles raced ahead, putting distance between them and the TVR. 

Then one went right and one went left.

“We’ll take the right,” Prenner announced, shifting down, taking the corner at a reasonable speed.

Again, another difference between Prenner and Lopez. The corporal would have taken it full speed, using the emergency brake to execute the turn. Davidson really missed Lopez and Levont. Why hadn’t the man allowed them to forgive him? The team would have done it in a heartbeat, if for nothing else than to have the fun-loving Lopez back.

Prenner was no slouch though. He had the TVR’s frame rattling as he floored it. They were heading northwest. But why? There was really nothing out there except for forest and more forest. Did the man think he could lose them in the twisty-turny mountain roads?

This TVR was built for cornering. Davidson had every confidence that they could keep up with the motorcycle.

The scenery was beautiful. Like every postcard of the lush green forests of the Pacific Northwest you’d ever seen. The green truly was an impressive green. The afternoon light could barely make it through the thick canopy overhead. The engine’s roar filled the car, but Davidson was sure birds were singing their hearts out in the forest.

Deeper and deeper into the forest they went until the motorcycle took a sharp left and gunned it.

The sign at the side of the road blurred past. Something about a bridge.

What bridge? Then tourists leapt out of the way. Prenner pressed the advantage. He was nearly on the motorcycle’s tail. Davidson raised his side arm, aiming for the motorcyclist’s back. He hadn’t had a shot the whole ride since they seemed to be in a one big constant curve. 

Just as his shot went off, Prenner slammed on the brakes. Davidson’s bullet went wide.

“What are you --”

Then Davidson saw it.

This wasn’t a typical bridge. It was a super long walking suspension bridge. It took pedestrians over the raging river far down below, to the other side of the national forest.

The motorcycle sped down the narrow bridge, knocking tourists off into the gorge.

There was nothing else to do but jump out of the car and give chase on foot. 

Davidson stopped every ten feet, leveling his weapon hoping for a shot, but there were tourists in the way each time. Prenner turned the heat up, running, nearly catching the motorcycle that had to slow considerably on the rickety bridge.

The damn bridge swayed back and forth, making a shot nearly impossible.

Screw it. He was too far behind anyway. Davidson raced back and climbed hand over hand up the flagpole next to the start of the bridge.

The motorcycle was a little over half way across. Prenner wasn’t that far behind but once the motorcycle hit the other side, Prenner would be left in the Cultus’ dust.

Davidson had to take the shot.

He filtered out the sway of the bridge. He calculated for, then eliminated the tourists in his vision. He only cared for the motorcycle.

Pulling the trigger, Davidson prayed it hit its mark.

Not quite. He’d been shooting for the guy’s back, but hit the rear tire instead. You know what? Davidson would take it.

The motorcycle fishtailed, making the bridge sway so far out that it nearly went horizontal.

Prenner grabbed a teenaged girl by the wrist as she almost slipped off the bridge.

It cost the point man precious time, but what was the point in saving people, if you didn’t save people.

Davidson let out the air in his lungs and blocked out everything. The screams of the tourists. The pounding of his own heart. He couldn’t allow anything to distract him.

He let the bullet loose just as the motorcycle reached the far end.

 A kill shot.

Davidson could hear the crack of the man’s helmet as the bullet hit its mark. 

The motorcycle skidded out, shooting out from the bridge, falling on its side as the man’s body rolled nearly off the cliff.

Prenner raced over, checking the Cultus’ pulse. He gave a grave shake of the head.

Good news. The man was dead.

Bad news. The man was dead.




 


CHAPTER 2

Bunny didn’t even have to hang onto the car handle. Lopez just wasn’t going that fast. It was eerie even. Not to say Lopez wasn’t booking it, but no sudden turns. No driving on the sidewalk. No general mayhem. Just a routine motorcycle/SUV chase.

This was not how it was supposed to be. Bunny was supposed to be praying for her life. 

As a matter of fact, it was Malvern who lay on the horn, urging a slow car to get out of the way. The two exchanged a look. Something was going to have to change. Everyone felt for Lopez, they really did, but they needed their corporal back instead of this burnt-out husk of a man.

The motorcycle took a sharp right.

They were in downtown Vancouver by now. They had just passed the city’s aquarium and up ahead was the Vancouver Tower. Bunny supposed it was the Canadian city’s version of Seattle’s Space Needle, but it had none of the sleek elegance of the Emerald City’s landmark. The Vancouver tower looked like it was made out of brown brick and was kind of chunky.

Not appealing at all to Bunny.

Lopez actually turned on his right turn blinker. The world really was topsy-turvy.

The motorcycle was barely still in view. Stark had relayed that Davidson’s Cultus was dead. They had really wanted to catch one of these extremists to question them, but it wasn’t looking good on their end either.

“They’re heading to the pier!” Stark announced rather loudly in Bunny’s ear.

Lopez gave her a wink. At least there was that. He sped up, dodging around cars. Not exactly the old Lopez, but it was a start.

They got to the pier in time to watch the motorcycle fly through the air, landing on a departing ferry.

Lopez skid them to a stop, watching the ferry chug across the water. According to the sign, it was heading to Seattle.

“Do they really think we won’t follow?” Malvern asked, apparently to no one in particular.

“Davidson, meet us in Seattle,” Malvern ordered.

“Roger that,” came the sniper’s response.

Malvern pointed to a speedboat docked not that far away. “Let’s do this.”

* * *

Davidson sat in his perch at the Seattle Coast Guard’s outpost. 

He swept the water. Nothing. The ferry should be here any minute. 

They’d actually gotten here first. Stark had arranged a helicopter to take them from Vancouver to Seattle. They’d landed at Boeing Field and taken off from there.

Malvern and the rest were in a speedboat tracking the ferry. To avoid an international incident they hadn’t boarded the ferry mid-run.

A glint on the horizon heralded the boat’s arrival. And sure enough there was a speedboat right next to it. Since they were on American soil and since posse comitatus had not yet been waived, Prenner was down with harbor patrol, to join a “routine” ferry inspection. They couldn’t call it a manhunt. Not if they wanted to color inside the lines.

There was nothing routine about this inspection though. The speedboat turned up the power, docking well before the ferry. Through his scope, Davidson watched Malvern, Lopez and Bunny hustle over to join Prenner. While technically Davidson couldn’t shoot, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t if the situation called for it. 

Once the boat was docked, the Coast Guard, along with the rest of his team, boarded the ferry before anyone got off.

They went inside for a while, but once Prenner reemerged, he shook his head.

The Cultus’ member must have jumped off the boat right after he landed his bike.

Davidson snapped up his gun. There would be no shooting today.

He climbed down from his perch and rejoined his team as they exited the ferry.

“No joy,” Malvern reported.

“Now what?” Bunny asked.

“Guys, I think the guy boarded a submarine,” Stark reported.

“Excuse me?” Malvern stated.

“Yeah, Mom’s getting a hum. It is a stealth sub, and it is crossing the Pacific as we speak.”

“Going where?” Davidson asked.

“Well, they don’t exactly file their plans, but by its trajectory it is heading to North Korea.”

“North?” Malvern queried. “Are you sure?”

Davidson hopped in. “Isn’t Japan between Seattle and North Korea?”

“Duh, yes,” Stark stated, “However their trajectory has them going through the channel to the Sea of Japan. Now either they are heading to Siberia or North Korea, those are the only two countries along that path.”

“Why do you think it is North Korea?” Bunny asked.

“Well, because it’s a North Korean sub they are on.”

“Good way to bury the lead,” Malvern snorted.

Lopez didn’t make a peep. And Stark had just thrown the corporal a soft ball.

Davidson could only shake his head.

* * *

Stark flexed his fingers. Even on the run, their tech was still solid. They all just needed to chill out and let Stark and his mother run point on the surveillance. Even now, the Pentagon hadn’t been able to reconnect the team. 

Granted, maybe, just maybe Stark and his mom had something to do with that, but still if the Pentagon guys thought they could out-hack him and his mom, they had another think coming.

They had sat back for months, only contacting the team in bursts, waiting for the moment when they would really be needed.

“I better call the Monnes,” his mother said.

Yes, because Stark did not want to be the one to have to ride the bicycle to give them more electricity. The Monnes were a nice Bhutan family down the hill. The teenage boys were strong and fast and cheap. For a few rupees, they would ride for hours.

And it looked like they were going to need hours’ worth of sweat-generated electricity.

“Do you want me to book you passage to North Korea?” Stark asked into the comm.

There was a pause. 

He could hear muffled voices on the other line. What was there to discuss? The Cultus were going to North Korea. Shouldn’t they be going to North Korea?

“Negative on that,” Malvern stated. “We’ll find our own way.”

Now, if Lopez had been, well Lopez, Stark wouldn’t be worried, but without Lopez? Exactly how did Malvern think he was going to get into North Korea unseen?

“May I ask why?” Stark demanded.

“Stark, it’s bad enough we are going to North Korea, but having our flights booked by a known traitor to America? That’s a bit much, even for us.”

“But that’s the best part. If you do get caught in North Korea, you can claim you are defecting.”

Again a long pause with muffled voices. 

“Fine, but we want low key,” Malvern stated.

Stark knew the only reason Malvern was deferring to him was that Lopez was off his game. Otherwise, no way.

“Low key you’ve got,” Stark stated. “Head to the airport. I’ll text you your flight arrangements.”

Once the line clicked off, Stark rubbed his palms together. This was going to be so much fun.

* * *

Bunny, in all honesty, wasn’t paying that much attention. They were at the SeaTac airport, heading to the Chili’s restaurant. Lopez hadn’t insisted, but they all knew that was his favorite chain, so even though the restaurant was all the way in another terminal, they had decided to make the trek. 

Although Bunny feared that nothing short of Levont being resurrected from death would cheer up the corporal. Not even the impending birth of his daughter had nudged Lopez out of his grief cocoon. Lately he’d taken his R & R, crashing at Prenner and Teddy’s. It was a sad state of affairs, but hopefully Chili’s boneless buffalo wings and baby back ribs could at least bring a grin to the corporal’s lips.

Thinking of a nice thick chicken tortilla soup, Bunny was surprised when a woman stepped in front of them. She was in army green fatigues.

“Colonel Malvern?” she asked with a salute.

What the heck was going on?

“Yes?” Malvern stated, sounding more than a little tentative. No one in authority should have known they were at SeaTac about to leave for North Korea.

“With all of your IT problems, the Pentagon thought they should send you a specialist out in the field. That would be me,” the pert little thing stated.

Bunny instantly took a dislike to the specialist. Something about her perfect plait braid and sparkling blue eyes bugged her. 

“And me would be?” Malvern asked.

“Sorry, sir, Specialist Martika Gonaville, but most people call me Tika.”

Of course they did, Bunny internally moaned, suppressing an eye roll. This little girl had no idea what she was walking into.

“And how did you know where we were?” Malvern asked.

“Tika” smiled. “They thought it better to have an official IT presence rather than using those traitors.”

“Those ‘traitors’ saved Europe from going into the ocean,” Bunny snapped back.

“That is open to interpretation,” Tika stated. 

Oh, Bunny wanted to slap that smirk off of Tika’s face. The young woman just kept smiling. “And they warned me that you might still have some attachment to the traitors.”

* * *

Davidson grabbed Bunny’s arm and kept her from doing something stupid to Tika, even though the woman’s voice was grating on Davidson’s last nerve as well. He glanced over to Lopez whose features were also dark. No one on the team liked the word “traitor.” That black brush painted everyone the same color no matter the circumstances.

“You have been misinformed, Tika,” Davidson stated. “We are all still attached to Stark and his mother, so I’d cool it with the ‘traitor’ talk.”

The young woman surveyed his features. She had all the self-assuredness of a soldier that hadn’t yet seen combat. For her the world was black and white. Not the muddy browns and greys of the real world.

Tika turned to Malvern. “I have heard that your team is unorthodox, but do you agree with Davidson regarding the… your previous IT support?”

“Yes, I do,” Malvern answered without hesitation.

Tika cocked her head. “You do realize that Stark and his Mother were convicted of high treason in absentia and sentenced to death for their crimes.”

“A conviction and sentence that we all strenuously objected to,” Malvern stated.

You would have thought it would have stopped the little specialist, but she continued. “Do you know that I will be forced to report any contact with Stark and his mother and charges will invariably be brought against anyone who works with that team.”

“Noted,” was all Malvern said, although it looked like the older man would have liked to say a lot more.

“Good,” Tika stated. “Now it is off to Japan.”

Davidson went to open his mouth, but Malvern gave a sharp shake of the head. If Tika thought they were off to Japan, why inform her otherwise?

“Alright!” Davidson exclaimed, trying to fill the void that Lopez had left. “Here comes the land of Godzilla!”

Even with a fist pump, everyone just looked at him like Davidson was lame.

He was no Lopez that was for sure.

* * *

Oh no she didn’t, Stark thought but dared not speak, not until they could isolate Tika’s comm feed and keep her in the dark about their communications.

“You don’t think she’s cute?” his mother asked.

“No,” Stark stated flatly. He knew his mother wasn’t all that fond of Bunny, for so many reasons, but trying to pawn him off onto Tika, who said traitor more times in a conversation than even the federal prosecutor? 

Hell no.

“What are we going to do once they reach Japan?” his mother pondered.

The plan was to land at the Hakodate airport in northern Japan then catch a fishing trawler to cross the Sea of Japan and land in North Korea. It was the most common way to smuggle people into or out of the communist country.

But now with little Miss Official?

“Guess we let Malvern handle it,” Stark stated. He and his mother certainly couldn’t do anything about it.

“Okay, it’s going to be a long flight so I’ll let the boys off the bikes and take this back up in ten hours?” his mother stated.

Fine by him. He had some Halo to play.




 


CHAPTER 3

Davidson blinked several times as they walked out of the Hakodate airport. They had lost a day? Is that how it went when you flew to the Far East? Davidson was never sure.

The flight had gone without a hitch. No RPGs, so that was a nice change of pace.

Although it had been way too quiet. It was like the team used to have a high energy, rock sound track and now there was just silence. It was disconcerting.

Especially leading up to this. Somehow they either had to shake Tika or find a way to board that trawler. He glanced over to Bunny who seemed none too pleased with Tika’s presence. Apparently the red head liked being the only female amongst a male-only team.

“Where did Lopez go?” Tika asked, clearly new to the team.

“He is getting our transportation,” Malvern explained. He seemed the only one that wanted to talk to the IT specialist.

They stopped at the curb and waited. Usually this was a time of great trepidation. Who knew what the corporal would bring. A boat-car? A paddle boat? A hangglider?

Unfortunately, it was a Volvo that drove up.

Malvern opened the passenger side door. “A Volvo? Really?”

Lopez shrugged. “What? It’s got the world’s highest safety rating.”

They all piled into the station wagon, yes station wagon. The old Lopez would have thrown a hissy fit if anyone even suggested a Volvo and now they were driving around Japan in one. And they said people couldn’t change.

Well, Davidson wished that Lopez would change back and soon.

“Um, we’re going the wrong way,” Tika noted.

“No, this is the correct direction,” was all that Malvern explained.

“But --”

Malvern gave Tika that grandfather look. Like “Are you seriously going to challenge me?”

Tika bent her head, avoiding Malvern’s gaze. “Of course not, sir.” She whipped out her mobile keyboard and tablet, and started typing away.

Was she snitching already?

Oh well, what was the Pentagon going to do at this point?

* * *

Bunny sat in the car trying not to glare at Tika. What right did the Pentagon have to foist this woman onto their team? Oh right, it was the Pentagon. They pretty much had the right to do anything with the team.

Not if Brandt were here. He wouldn’t have put up with it. He would have jettisoned her in Seattle. But Malvern was a different type of leader. While he gave no outward signs of resisting the new specialist, Bunny was certain that he had made a few choice calls before they went dark.

Bunny doubted if the perky specialist was going to last the week. This slow and steady approach of Malvern’s, however meant they had to take her along to North Korea. That was going to be fun.

Not.

“Wait, this isn’t Tokyo,” Tika stated, swiveling her head around, trying to get her bearings. “We were supposed to land in Tokyo.”

Malvern shrugged. “Plans change.”

“Not without informing me.”

Now Malvern was possibly the most chilled, laid-back commander Bunny had ever met. But Tika had gotten under the man’s skin.

He turned from the backseat to the third row. “Need to know. Get used to it.”

Tika shrank back in her seat mumbling something that never rose to the level of actual words. 

Lopez drove to the docks all normal and safe. Bunny didn’t like it at all. First off, most of her physical contact with other humans came from her slamming into people as Lopez swerved and dodged. The corporal was really messing with her happiness here.

Bunny raised her eyes to find Lopez’s in the rearview mirror. It took a few moments but finally they locked gazes. He gave a sad smile, then looked away.

She felt like Lopez was Humpty Dumpty and none of them could put him back together again.

Knowing it was a couple hours’ drive, Bunny settled back into her seat, glad that she wasn’t in the back row with Tika. Bunny’s head lolled to the side as she watched the scenery of northern Japan. 

In the dark, the lights of Hakodate twinkled, seeming brighter than other cities. It was a full moon so Bunny could see the acres and acres of green farmland rolling past. In the distance was what was termed the Japanese Alps. A series of snowcapped mountains that, despite their nickname, didn’t go higher than five thousand feet.

Still, rising up from the lowlands, the mountain range did look impressive. The further they traveled the more urban the terrain became until the sights were low buildings and residences.

Bunny closed her eyes wishing this mission was just over.

* * *

Davidson smelled the fishing trawler before he could make out the structure. It was a foggy early morning, so the gray haze swirled around the boat, making it seem like the trawler disappeared then suddenly reappeared. Kind of like the start of a horror film.

If only they were in a horror film, then the resolution would be predictable. In this line of work, the outcome was never known. You just had to pray for the best.

Lopez pulled them to the curb. No sudden braking. No donut. Just a nice slow stop. It felt like Malvern’s grandma was doing the driving. It still didn’t sit well with Davidson.

“Where are we going now?” Tika asked, since she was the only one not in the loop. 

“To our transportation,” Malvern answered cryptically.

The stench of the boat made everyone grimace as they got out of the car.

Tika especially looked skeptical, as she hung back from the rest, giving the boat the sideways stink-eye.

Davidson just shook his head at her behavior. Clearly the Pentagon sent her, not on her military merits, but because she was naïve and loyal. Those two qualities might just get her killed out here in the wild where the Pentagon had absolutely no sway.

They climbed the plank and boarded the boat.

This was a real fishing boat. It went out every day at the same time and came in with the tide. Even though it was a CIA front, the boat had no sophisticated equipment. No sat phones. No computers. It was just an old school, typical fishing trawler in case they ever got boarded by the Koreans.

It fished and it delivered people to North Korea. That was it.

If Tika didn’t like the situation before, boy was this going to get awkward, quickly.

Davidson followed Prenner down into the hold. They had to stay down here with the cold, wet, stinky fish. That way if North Korea decided to board, they would be safe. Because trust Davidson, no guard in his right mind would wade through this disgusting mess.

Bunny didn’t hesitate to jump from the ledge into the fish. She knew the score. She might hate it and charge the Army fifty bucks to get the fish smell out of her hair, but she was game.

Tika on the other hand was the only one standing on the deck. “Why are we doing this?” she whined.

“I thought you were all about obeying direct orders without questions,” Malvern reflected back.

He was handling Tika just perfectly. Turning her own ethos on herself.

With a sigh, Tika held a hand out. Prenner helped her down into the bed of dead fish.

They were going to have to stay here all day during the fishing hours, then wait until nightfall before the trawler could get them near the North Korean coastline.

Yes, this was going to be a really, really long day.

* * *

Stark was on some kind of Jolt-Nicorette gum high. He’d never smoked but the gum gave him just enough of a nicotine buzz that blended nicely with the caffeine from the cola.

Both he and his mom had been up all night, on extended battery power until the Monnes boys arrived after breakfast and had been cycling all day long.

He’d forgotten how much he loved the challenge of a mission-related hack. Not that they had been idle over the past six months, but a regular hack was well, just regular. You usually had no severe time constraints, so you could ping and test and push all you wanted over the course of weeks to months. 

A mission hack was a race against the clock where lives, actual lives, were in the balance. The adrenaline high was giving the Jolt cola a run for its money.

And to hack North Korea? It was a hacker’s wet dream. And to have to avoid detection by the Pentagon? Only an added bonus.

This kind of hacking was way too rich for most people’s blood.

But not him and his mother. They were born to do this. Well, at the least he was. His mother had taught him code along with his ABCs.

Just like learning a foreign language at an early age, learning the interior workings of a computer had become second nature to him. There was no question if he could do a hack, only how quickly.

And today those lessons were being put into play. Just because North Korea’s infrastructure was outdated back to the fifties and half of its population was starving, the NKs didn’t skimp on security. It was the only reason that none of the superpowers hadn’t attacked them up until now.

But those electronic codes were putty, silly putty in his hands. 

They had followed the NK submarine to its port in Kaesong. It was a medium-sized port, deep enough to accommodate the submarine yet small enough not to have super heavy security.

Thank goodness this was NK. The Japanese alone had five satellites overhead. Just the Japanese. Totaling in all, there were fifty-seven satellites focused on NK 24/7. Therefore they captured each and every step the Cultus agent had made once in North Korea.

A car had picked him up and whisked him away into the countryside, where he was dropped off at what was supposed to appear as an agricultural facility. The only problem with that cover story was, unlike the CIA who actually kept up the work of most companies they owned, this North Korean farm didn’t till a single acre.

Thermal images showed over fifty people inside, even though not a one of them plowed the fields.

They were going to have to be careful. Stark was certain there were layers upon layers of security features at the facility.

It turned out in North Korea, if you hated America enough and had enough money, you could set up shop anywhere you liked.

The perfect hiding place.

One of the Axis of evil.

Great.

* * *

Davidson felt the boat bump up against a dock. By his count it should be eight o’clock at night. Time for them to leave. The trawler was right on time.

They waited in the hold until a knock came at the door. The signal that all was clear.

Prenner, the tallest, climbed up atop the fish and opened the hatch.

Once everyone was out, Davidson pulled his rifle from his bag, assembled it quickly, then slung it over his shoulder.

The rest pulled their side arms, frowning as they smelled themselves. Yikes.

“Where are we?” Tika asked.

Malvern just put his finger to his lips.

That hushed the specialist.

They made their way out of the hold and onto deck. All the lights on the boat were out and there was a hush in the air. They could see a few lights in the distance, but North Korea was so energy-poor they simply didn’t have enough electricity to light the streets at night.

All the better for his team. The darker, the better.

On the dock was a North Korean national. A CIA plant. He waved them down the gang plank and hustled them to a large Sungri bus. It had the logo of Hungoi Private Contractors on the side. Personal car ownership was discouraged by the state. First off, they barely had enough gas to power the official vehicles, and the government didn’t want the populace to become very mobile. Most North Koreans died in the same town as they were born.

Just how NK liked it.

Lopez climbed into the driver’s seat yet did not make a single complaint about the horsepower or steering or even the suspension. He just revved the bus.

“You know where you go?” the man asked nervously, his eyes darting around.

“We’ve got it,” Prenner reassured the man.

“Wait,” Tika said, her eyes dilating even more than they were in the dark. “This is North Korea.”

“Shh!” the man said. “Very dangerous. Must not be seen or heard.”

Apparently Tika didn’t process any of that. “North Korea. Do you know how many international laws we are breaking? Just by us being here, it is an act of war. If we get caught…”

Malvern put a hand on her arm. “So let’s not get caught.”

“But… but…what…” the woman stammered as Malvern guided her to her seat.

The man handed Prenner a map.

“Best of luck,” the man said bowing his head. Prenner pulled out a wad of won. Davidson had no idea the exchange rate of the Korean won to the American dollar, but the man smiled broadly, bowing repeatedly as he back away.  

“Kamsa hamnida,” the man mumbled over and over again.

Davidson thought it meant thank you.

That wad of money was probably more than the man would see in a year working under the government.

Then the man disappeared into the night.

Lopez had to drive with the lights off, but that was no great challenge. They stuck to the main road that led from the dock to the town of Sinphyong. A small town about halfway down the coast to South Korea. The Cultus were holed up a few kilometers away from the town.

“But…” Tika stammered again. “Is the boat coming back for us?”

Malvern shook his head, staring out into the dark night. It was a little creepy that there were no lights along the road. Only a few glistened far away and to the north. He didn’t think that Sinphyong was large enough to warrant nighttime lights.

They were just going to have to trust the map.

“Then how are we getting home?” Tika asked.

“We’re going to have to find a land route, the boat couldn’t risk being spotted coming this far in a second time.”

To say that North Korea was paranoid was like saying the Knot was a little secretive. The NK government claimed 12 miles off the coast as their territorial waters and even tried to claim out to 50 for military purposes. North and South Korea butted heads about this nearly every week. And the number of fishing trawlers that were blown off course that had to land in NK, never to be seen again, was higher than anyone in the West imagined.

They did not want to be on one of those poor unfortunate boats.

* * *

Bunny watched as the landscape slid by. It was kind of sad actually. Who needed a Hollywood post-apocalyptic sound stage? They could just film here if, you know, they weren’t shot on sight. The country had everything. Withered crops, abandoned factories, rolling mountains in the distance.

Fields lay barren, cracked and dry from the numerous droughts. Bunny had read that North Korea had decimated their forests to create farmland, but that farmland had little nutrients and they were susceptible to flooding every monsoon season. Somewhere up to 65% of their farmland was unusable.

Yet the forests, which had kept the air clean and provided tangible, sustainable products, were no more. 

To say the North Korean economy was in free-fall was being seriously over-optimistic. The government couldn’t feed or warm its population, yet there were no riots in the street. If NY didn’t have bagels for a day, Bunny knew that there would be panic and looting.

However in North Korea, the population was so indoctrinated into the party line that their leader, Kim Jong-un was a deity, and that all of their woes were because of the west, especially America.

It was shocking actually that an entire country could be duped like that, but North Korea had tight control over their state television, radio and internet. The North Koreans were living in a fantasy construct, devoid of knowledge of what was going on in the world around them.

The biggest employer in the country was the military. They were about the only citizens to get enough food every day.

It felt impossible to Davidson that the country had basically been stuck like this for over fifty years. Where was the young, restless youth? They were usually the ones that broke totalitarian states like this, but even hungry and jobless, they had not risen up. Or at least not in a large enough group to make a difference. Possibly because the state met any protest with swift and harsh violence. They made China look like Mother Teresa when it came to human rights violations.

No wonder the Cultus had set up shop here. She was sure as long as the bribes flowed, the Cultus could do anything it wished.

A set of lights glistened in the distance. It was far too small to be Sinphyong. Plus the town was far too poor to have lights on at night. Bunny guessed it was the Cultus’ camp.

“So what is the plan?” Bunny asked.

Unlike Tika, Malvern actually answered her. “I think this is recon only. We need to prove Cultus is here to convince the CIA to send in a full strike force, or negotiate with North Korea to give them over.”

“With enough wons, right?” Bunny suggested.

“Yes, we might be able to buy our way out of this situation in the long term.”

Tika leaned forward. “I have to register my absolute objection to this mission.”

“Acknowledged,” Malvern stated rather casually, to Bunny’s ear.

She had to give it to the older man. He was playing Tika just right. What exactly could she say back to him that didn’t sound completely hostile or aggressive? Plus they were in North Korea. What could Tika do? Get out of the car and make a run for it? To where? With what? The specialist was screwed and she seemed to know it.

Not that Bunny would ever gloat.

Not her.

* * *

“I think this is as far as we should go,” Lopez said as he lightly stepped on the brakes. “We don’t want to warn them with our engine sounds.”

No one in the Korean bus could argue with that. Not even Tika. Although she did open her mouth, the specialist closed it before she said anything.

Wise move, thought Davidson.

They unloaded from the bus. Their North Korean contact had given them a good supply of toys. But not even a multi-loading mini-RPG launcher could bring a smile to Lopez’s lips.

They seriously needed to do an intervention once this mission was over. Six months was enough time to get over the hump of Levont’s death.

They all missed him. To the core, but there was a job to do and one of Lopez’s jobs was to keep the mood light. Would it kill him to crack a joke or two?

Now was not the time to discuss it though. They were in the middle of North Korea, after all. The air was still, yet had the faintest taint of smog. For such a small country, especially with all of the government’s restrictions on fossil fuel consumption, the country still had a thin layer of smog. It was from all the remaining forest being burnt around the country. Most of the people who lived away from the capital had to burn wood for heat and cooking. So not only was the country in a constant state of deforestation, but was actively pouring carbon into the atmosphere.

Third World didn’t even begin to describe the mess North Korea was in. And for what? Their leader’s pride? If they would just give up this lunatic nuclear agenda, the sanctions would be lifted and the country could be brought up to the conditions in South Korea, which weren’t palatial by any means, but was better than digging up worms for your meal.

That was for the global politicians to sort out though. Davidson had to focus on the job at hand.

The hike looked easy, just barren field after barren field.

Since Davidson couldn’t ask about Stark, he instead posed the question, “What do you think the odds are that the Cultus have far security measures?”

Malvern shrugged. “My guess is not a lot. They wouldn’t want to raise their profile by blowing up some kid playing in the fields.”

Good. Stark must have done a sweep and found nothing. Otherwise Malvern would have been a lot more tentative about his reply.

Slinging his rifle, Davidson set off after Prenner. Even though it didn’t appear that the fields were rigged, that didn’t mean they abandoned protocol. Davidson stepped where Prenner stepped and Malvern stepped where Davidson stepped, all the way back to Lopez. 

They walked in a single file line exactly three feet apart. 

All the way to the Cultus’ lair.

That’s just how they rolled.




 


CHAPTER 4

“There’s something wrong,” Stark stated, watching multiple satellite feeds of North Korea.

“What?” his mother asked.

“There’s too much movement, especially heading south,” Stark replied.

“But we had alarms set,” his mother stated.

That they did, but they were set for movement from any one base. This movement was small amounts of troops from multiple bases. The only thing they had in common was that they were all heading south. 

With the exception of Kobulttong and Si’gye military bases. Those were the most southern bases. Those troops were moving north.

“The NKs have had help,” his mother stated. Again she wasn’t wrong.

Someone, most likely the Chinese, had helped the North Koreans do a work-around to Stark and his mother’s surveillance.

This was distressing on several levels.

The first, it implied the North Koreans or the Chinese knew about him and his mother’s hack. That made them not quite as world-class as they had thought. The next was that the North Korean troops were heading straight to Sinphyong or, more accurately, to the Cultus’ base just outside the town.

Stark double-checked to make sure that no police were coming from the town proper. They weren’t. The town was quiet. No heat signatures from any cars or tanks.

So the army was on the move. The country wasn’t that large. The southern force would be at Sinphyong within the hour. The northern troops would be there within an hour and a half.

They were supposed to stay dark, but this information was too important. The team had to know they were walking into an elaborate trap.

Stark turned to his mother. “Shooting stars?”

His mother nodded. “I’ll tell the Monnes to keep peddling.”

* * *

Bunny tripped over a clod of dirt, but Davidson was there to catch her. They were nearly to the outer perimeter of the Cultus’ fence.

“Look, a shooting star,” Tika stated. 

Had the specialist ever been out in the field? Even Bunny wasn’t this bad on her first op. Of course she’d gotten blown the hell up, but she wasn’t talking on an all-quiet mission.

Instead of chastising the woman, Davidson looked up, “You’re right. It looks like a meteor shower.”

“I count fifteen,” Prenner stated.

What was going on? Usually Venus could collide with the earth and the men wouldn’t have cared. Now all the sudden they were star gazing?

Malvern looked to Davidson who frowned. “We better get a move on then.”

What was going on? Bunny hated being out of the loop.

She especially hated being as ill-informed as Tika.

Clearly the meteor shower meant something to the men and they weren’t about to explain it to Tika, so Bunny just fell in line as they crossed the last of the fields to arrive at the fence.

Of course it was electrified.

Davidson and Prenner got out a bunch of thick rubber gloves. “Put these on,” Prenner instructed. 

Bunny did as instructed, but Tika backed away. “You are saying we are just going to climb the fence? Why not cut the power to it?”

Malvern turned and in his kindest grandpa voice stated, “Because that kind of breach is going to show up on their security panel. If we climb over, no harm, no foul.”

“But we are going to get zapped,” Tika countered her voice cracking just a little bit.

Davidson sighed. “Then you clearly don’t understand electrical fences. It is not constant current. It is pulsed, usually every two point eight seconds. Plus the further from the energy source the less current, so the less punch to the zap. And we will be wearing rubber gloves and rubber boots. The damage should be minimal.”

“Should be minimal?” Tika squeaked.

“Oh come on,” Bunny couldn’t help but say. The Pentagon had really picked a winner with this one. “That is like ten thousand times better odds than we usually have.”

Lopez oddly stepped in front of Bunny. “If the Chica wants to stay out here, maybe we should leave the Chica out here all by herself.”

That was the most Lopez had spoken in months. 

“Yes, let’s,” Bunny agreed.

Tika’s face scrunched up. She was screwed either way. She might as well be screwed going with them. Tika pulled on her gloves and stepped up to the fence.

She put a finger out. No spark. Gaining confidence, Tika put her foot in one of the metal spaces and hauled herself up a foot. A slight spark lit up the dark for a moment. 

“Okay, that wasn’t too bad.”

Rapidly she scaled the fence and jumped down on the other side. Tika smiled, making her look ever so beautiful. Too bad her heart wasn’t quite so attractive, Bunny thought.

* * *

Despite their urgency, Prenner set a far slower pace than he had outside the gate. The chances there could be booby traps between here and the large steel building was much higher. If Prenner dodged a step to the left, Davidson followed him without question.

He glanced back at Bunny. She still seemed annoyed that she didn’t understand the meteor shower.

Stark had developed it as a last ditch effort to communicate if they were all dark. This was actually a decades old plan of his. Stark and his mother had bought some cargo space on a private satellite. That cargo, mainly just large pieces of junk metal, had sat up in the space for nearly ten years, just waiting for the moment when they might have to use it.

According to what Davidson learned from Stark, on average a shooting star only happened once every third night. Several in a row were rare unless the Earth was traveling through a space debris field, which only happened a couple of times a year. Most shooting stars were just tiny bits of space junk that burned up on contact with the atmosphere.

Stark’s scrap metal were artificial shooting stars. If the team went dark, they were to watch the night sky. Any more than four shooting stars in a row, especially with significant brilliance, was more than likely Stark. 

Any number from five or more was a code. A total of fifteen, left the remaining number eleven.

Davidson was certain there was a more technical term for it, but Davidson took it as… “They are coming for you.”

Which was why Malvern gave the “speed it up” command.

Not that there was much to speed up right now. Prenner slowed even more as they got near the building. It looked like it once was a facility that could harvest and package wheat.

Davidson recognized some of the equipment and rooms from his time on an Ohio farm as a child while he was “growing up” in the Heartland. His cover story had been all fake of course, down to his elderly but sweet grandparents. The work on the farm had been all too real. 

Waking up at dawn, feeding the cows and milking them, then working the combine out in the fields, collecting the heavy heads of the wheat stalk. Then they were put into a sorting cylinder where the wheat from the chafe was actually separated. After that the wheat was shipped off to a facility like this, where it was processed into wheat flour.

Although Davidson felt that this facility had used the old-fashioned scythe method. Back-breaking work indeed.

Silos were positioned around the facility to hold the wheat before it was processed. Usually there were mice and rats under foot and coyotes and owls at night hunting the mice and rats.

But the night was still and quiet. Too quiet. Not a peep from even a cricket looking for his mate.

Those silos must have been empty for years.

What did that say about the facility itself?

* * *

Stark wheeled back and forth in front of his screens, “There’s something wrong, there’s something wrong, there’s something wrong,” he murmured.

“Spit it out, son,” his mother snapped.

“The entire Cultus contingent has disappeared off my screens…” Stark said as his mouth went dry. 

“What do you mean disappeared?” his mother demanded.

Stark pointed to the screen. He flipped the screen back to two minutes ago to show about fifty heat signatures. Then he turned to the current feed. None. Zero. Zip.

“They couldn’t have just disappeared,” his mother said, although she didn’t sound quite as sure of herself as she had just a moment before.

“But they did.”

His mother frowned. “They must have heat dampening gear.”

Stark nodded, that was the only explanation. Which meant that the Cultus were not only prepared, but knew that the team was entering the building.

That was bad on so many levels and they weren’t in direct communication with the team. There was no amount of shooting stars now to warn them. 

Bunny and the rest were on their own.

And it was a trap.

And a pretty sophisticated one at that.

* * *

Bunny kept her hand on Prenner’s back as he checked a door and determined it was clear. They were about to lose the moonlight as they went inside. Without the use of their flashlights, this was going to be slow going and according to Malvern, they needed to hurry up.

Prenner took a single step into the facility, then another and another. Bunny crossed the threshold. 

Shouldn’t there be some kind of sound if over fifty people were in the building? For the most part, the central area was a large cavern. Sounds should have been bouncing off the ceiling. 

Normally she would ask Stark what was up, but not with little Miss Tattletale back there. Just looking for a reason to turn them in, besides of course being in North Korea.

Prenner kept to the wall, walking around the large empty space, checking any side doors. Some led to machine shops, others storage rooms that were extremely empty, to office space.

All were empty as the rest of the place was.

Not a soul. Not even the Cultus member that they had followed here.

Once they made their way around the room all the way, the men huddled together.

“We’ve got to check in,” Davidson said.

Tika stepped forward. “Actually I’ve been trying to reach the Pentagon on a secure line, but can’t raise them.”

“That’s okay,” Malvern said, “that’s not who we are talking about reaching.” Malvern raised a finger to stop Tika. “Need I remind you we are in North Korea with half of its army en route to intercept us?”

Tika swallowed hard. “We’ll sort this out once we are out of the country.”

Malvern smiled at her as if she hadn’t just threatened to court martial them all. “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

Bunny really didn’t know how the older man did it. Seriously how did he keep his calm like this? Even Davidson would have pimp-slapped her by now.

“Let me go up first,” Davidson said. “If I don’t see anything, we’ll call in.”

Malvern gave the nod and Davidson trotted off to wherever Davidson always trotted off to.

“I’ll get us an extraction vehicle,” Lopez said, taking the initiative. It was good to see a glimmer of the old Lopez.

“Something fast,” Malvern urged. The old Lopez would have taken offense to that statement, but the current Lopez just nodded.

“What do we do now?” Tika asked.

“Sit and wait,” Malvern said, sliding down the wall to sit on his heels.

Bunny did the same. Even in North Korea you had boring downtime.

* * *

Davidson found a small metal platform high above the rest. He swept with his scope the entire central area of the building. The only people he could see were his own team.

He did a second scan, this time flipping over to thermal scans. Still nothing but his team.

Yet Davidson could feel the presence of others. And not just a few. Quite a few others. The hairs at the back of his neck stood up.

He’d been doing this long enough to pay attention to his body’s intuition.

The Cultus were here, but hidden somehow. And they weren’t in the out buildings. No, this sensation felt like they were here. Right here.

Davidson almost felt like taking a few pot shots and seeing exactly what would come out of the woodwork, but that was not his style.

Looking down to the floor he watched his team. Despite the lack of evidence to the contrary, they too looked worried.

As well they should be.

There should be dozens of Cultus here.

No, there were dozens of Cultus here.

And for the life of him, Davidson couldn’t see where they were hiding.

* * *

“Did you hear that?” Bunny whispered to Malvern.

The sound had come from high above them. A clanking of metal.

The older man frowned. “Probably Davidson.”

Bunny just gave the commanding officer that look. Davidson making a sound that loud? Right.

Like that was going to happen.

“There’s someone above us,” Bunny insisted.

Malvern at the least took her seriously and scanned the lofty heights above them. “I can’t see anything.”

“That doesn’t mean they aren’t there,” Tika said.

“What do you mean?” Malvern asked.

Bunny inched closer to hear the answer.

“DARPA, the military brain trust, is said to be pretty close to developing invisibility armor.”

Bunny tried to stop her snort, but it came out anyway. “Invisibility? Like Harry Potter’s cloak?”

Tika wasn’t dissuaded though. “What is invisibility? What are the scientific principles of it?”

Bunny shrank back, sorry that she had started this argument. Challenge her about any obscure religious historical fact and she could knock it out of the park. Scientific advancement, not so much.

Luckily they had Prenner with them. He seemed a little bit more on the ball. “One type of invisibility is to see through an object or person.”

“Correct,” Tika said nodding. “And the other?”

“That would be to simulate invisibility.”

“How?” Bunny asked. She couldn’t help herself and it was Prenner, not Tika she was asking.

“The suits have rear and side facing cameras and those images are projected from the front of the suit. It isn’t invisibility, it really is just excellent camouflage.”

Tika nodded her head. “There could be dozens of attackers in here and we wouldn’t know it.”

“Wouldn’t they still show up on thermal images?” Malvern asked.

Tika shook her head. “The more advanced suits also have heat dampening built in. Once the suit is on, they are undetectable by any current means.”

Great. Now they had to worry about invisible Cultus because the visible ones were such a piece of cake.

Malvern’s lips turned up into a grin.

“What are you smiling about?” Bunny asked. She knew the commanding officer. He didn’t grin for just anything.

“Because we finally have the upper hand.”

“How so?” Bunny asked. “They are invisible.”

“Which is why we are in control.”

Bunny leaned back in her “what you talkin’ about, Willis?” position.

“Hear me out,” Malvern whispered.

Bunny indicated for him to continue, certain that he could not prove to her they were in a tactically advanced state.

“If you were invisible, wouldn’t you feel a bit cocky?” Malvern asked.

“Yes, because I would be invisible,” Bunny shot back in a harsh whisper.

“Right, so you wouldn’t be hiding, seeking cover. You’d be out in the open, taking advantage of the situation, trying to get in the best possible position to spring the trap.”

Bunny nodded, starting to see Malvern’s vision. The Cultus were probably somewhere up above, just waiting for the team to come out from their cover.

Malvern was right. Even though they couldn’t see the Cultus, that didn’t mean they didn’t know exactly where they were.

The commanding officer turned to Tika. “Been able to cut through the static to reach Davidson?”

Tika frowned, shaking her head.

So what exactly was the advantage of having an in the field IT specialist if she couldn’t actually improve their IT?

Tika seemed to get the irony of the situation and kept her head bent.

“Alright,” Malvern said. “We are going to quadrant off the building based on our positions. Each of us on the silent count of three is going to spray their quadrant with bullets and see what happens.”

“What about Davidson?” Tika asked.

“He’s taken cover and hopefully he will figure out what we are doing and join in. Ten second bursts then regroup behind the tank.”

Everyone nodded. Bunny put her rifle up nice and snug against her shoulder, ready for the gun’s kick.

It was time to find out what was hiding out there.

* * *

Davidson noticed movement over by his team. They suddenly rushed out from behind the holding tank they had been hiding behind and started firing. Their aim didn’t seem focused or even rational. Bullets pinged off metal going every which way.

Not the usual military precision Malvern expected of them. As a matter of fact, they seemed to be shooting in every conceivable direction.

Even though Davidson didn’t know what was up, he wasn’t going to miss out on this party. He started firing in the direction that he felt might hide the presence of a Cultus member.

Several screams confirmed the fact that the Cultus were in fact in the building. After a minor spark, Davidson watched as an object that didn’t seem to be an object fell through the air, thudding loudly on the concrete floor. The only reason Davidson knew it was a body was from the blood seeping out around the shape of a body.

Then it hit him. They were wearing a faux invisibility suit. 

Oh, now they had them.

Another “invisible body” fell to the floor.

Gunfire erupted from all around the room. Luckily Malvern and the rest of the team ducked back under cover.

Davidson set up at nine o’clock position and shot. He didn’t take specific aim but at each half-hour on his imaginary clock, he shot. The Cultus would be set up along those lines if they had any military training at all.

There was no surprise when he heard cries of pain. Davidson didn’t stop until he had come around full circle. If the Cultus were as good as they seemed, they could also be set up along the vertical.

Knowing that he was the one person who was used to shooting blindly, he took advantage of the situation. Focusing on where the cries had come from, Davidson calculated the distance that he would disperse his men, in both the horizontal and vertical positions, and fired.

Blood splattered on the wall. He went to the next. A missed shot. He took that into his calculations, creating a 3-D image in his mind. For each hit and each miss, he refined his schematic.

Even though he began taking fire, Davidson didn’t stop. Another “invisible” body fell to the floor.

Malvern and the others ducked out of their cover and this time shot with a bit more precision. Many of the men Davidson shot did not fall to their deaths, however, he damaged enough of their suits that they were now clearly visible and without cover.

They were the first to go down.

A few of the Cultus must have realized that their invisibility wasn’t quite such an advantage as they thought it was and tried to retreat to some form of cover.

But not quickly enough.

Davidson’s shoulder began to ache as his rifle slammed into the damaged joint, but he didn’t let up. They were still severely outnumbered and they had a limited window to narrow those odds significantly.

So despite the pain, Davidson fired and fired, taking the jagged explosions of agony in stride.

On the floor were nearly fifteen dead. Davidson knew that either he or his team had seriously injured another twenty. That was thirty-five accounted for which left only another fifteen or so assailants still hidden.

Still three to one, but he’d take it over fifty to one odds any day of the week, including Sundays.

* * *

“Alright, alright,” Stark said, cracking his knuckles, apparently the team figured out for themselves that the Cultus were laying in wait.

There was heat leakage all over the place. Some were red hot and others were cooling into the orange and yellows. Those were bodies now. No threat to the team. 

Yet there was still plenty of threat. Stark was tracking thirteen active signals. There could have been more with intact heat dampening suits.

“How can we help them?” his mother asked.

Stark pointed to the screen with the North Korean military convoys. The ones from the south of the country were getting pretty close. “We’ve got to figure out a way to divert them before they get to Sinphyong.”

“Kumgang,” his mother whispered, then bit her lip and went back to her keyboard.

“Kum what?” Stark asked.

“Kumgang, it is a city just a little south east of Sinphyong.”

“Okay…”

“They had a minor uprising there about a year ago. If I can convince those convoys that Kumgang is up to it again, I can get them diverted.”

Stark nodded. The one thing they had going against the North Koreans was how incredibly paranoid they were. They would immediately bite at any bait dangled about their own people rising up against the government.

His mother typed furiously, her head bent over in one hundred percent concentration.

Stark monitored the convoys, now just a few minutes out from the wheat farm.

They weren’t changing course.

“Mom…”

She held her hand up. That was her ultimate “do not disturb” sign.

Stark went back to his monitors. The gunfire had slowed to nearly nothing now. He missed those sparks. They had told him the team was alive and kicking. Now though? He had to rely on the thermals. They all seemed red, but why had they stopped firing?

“What’s happening?” his mother asked.

 “I think…” Stark enlarged the view and calculated the rate of speed the convoy had been going. “I think that the upper convoy is slowing down… wait… now the lower convoy is as well.”

His mother had done it, again!

“Alright, let’s just make sure they take the turn off to Kumgang.”

Stark nodded as he glanced over to the team’s monitor. Why weren’t they shooting?




 

 


CHAPTER 5

“Fifty,” Bunny told Malvern. She was down to fifty bullets. That random firing had flushed the enemy but it had also sucked down their ammunition.

Malvern nodded. “Alright. We only have one hundred and sixty bullets between us. You know what that means?”

Make each and every one of them count, got it, Bunny thought. No one else spoke. It was pretty damned clear. Davidson had stopped shooting as well, more than likely conserving ammunition until the Cultus showed themselves again.

“They’ve got to know where we are,” Prenner stated. “They are probably repositioning to launch a strike.”

Malvern simply grunted his agreement. 

“How can we take advantage of that?” Bunny asked as Tika fiddled with her tablet. Bunny turned her attention to the petite IT specialist. “It sure would be nice to be able to communicate with Davidson.”

Tika’s cheeks blushed. “It sure would.”

Bunny shook her head as she refocused on Malvern. “Any ideas?”

It was Prenner who answered. “I think we have to draw them out. Move position. Trust Davidson to cover us.”

“We’re not even sure he’s alive,” Tika said as she fidgeted with her tablet. Bunny wasn’t even sure if she was actually typing anything coherent anymore.

The IT specialist just took the look from all three of them. Davidson was alive and would cover them. Period.

“I’ll go first,” Prenner said, not at all unexpectedly.

Malvern gave the nod.

Prenner took in a few breaths, pulled his firearm to his chest and rocked off his back foot then sprinted out into the open. Gunfire erupted, making Prenner more dance across the distance than run. Then the counterfire from Davidson. A scream and another body dropped to the floor.

“Told ya,” Bunny said, eyeing Tika.

* * *

Davidson had moved sixty degrees on the round. He no longer had a good angle on the team, but a great angle on the place Davidson assumed the team would move to. He had been right.

It was a little surprising when Prenner burst out from behind the tank, but Davidson didn’t hesitate. Any movement, even shadowy, “invisible” movement got a shot. He had to be careful though. He’d been carrying a bunch of ammo, but by the weight of his pack, he’d burned through a lot of it.

Now each shot was taken with precision.

Prenner dove behind a large generator. 

It gave Davidson the time to scan the area. Most of the Cultus had taken some damage to their suits so they were only ninety-nine percent “invisible.” Amazing what one percent visibility got you.

He picked off another Cultus.

Then a bullet streaked across his arm, tearing his uniform, slicing through flesh. And damned it if it wasn’t his good arm too.

Davidson pulled back up into the shadows, putting his hand over the wound. Blood seeped through anyway. It had been a through and through. No big deal, he reminded himself, bringing his heart rate and blood pressure back down. There were just so many ways being trained as a sniper helped you on this job. The blood slowed tangibly as he regulated his vital signs.

That wasn’t going to do it all though. He tore a piece of his jacket off and tied it into a tourniquet with this other hand and his teeth. He snugged it down until the blood flow stopped.

Rotating his shoulder, Davidson tested the make-shift bandage. It held. He was ready to shoot again.

Before he could get set up, Bunny dashed into the open space. Luckily the assailants hesitated, realizing that by firing they were giving away their position. Davidson quickly settled into shooting position. He ignored the ache of the bullet wound. That should be the last thing he should be worrying about right now.

Bunny made it across without a single shot fired.

By his count they were down to less than ten active gunmen. He tried to place them in his mind, but the players on the board were too mobile now. They would have shifted position since the last firefight.

It was a completely new theater of operation.

Which made sense, but also didn’t make sense. Then he glanced to his watch. The North Koreas would be here at any moment. 

Then it hit. This ambush had never been about eliminating the team, it had been about ensnaring the team until the North Koreans came.

Obviously they wanted to create an international incident. Smart. It would make America much less likely to pursue the Cultus ever again. Davidson had to up his game. These Cultus were smart and way too strategic for his taste.

While all of his training told him to stay up in his perch, Davidson knew he needed to go down and rejoin his team.

It was time to get the hell out of there.

* * *

“Crap,” Stark blurted. His mother swung around in her chair. “The convoys are turning around.”

Someone must have informed them that Kumgang wasn’t in rebellion. The convoys had reversed directions and were heading straight for Sinphyong. They had bought the team twenty minutes max.

His mother’s expression described her disappointment. 

Stark studied the screen. Davidson was on his way down while the team moved to a new hiding spot. Clearly they were trying to shake things up down there, but could they do it in time?

By his calculations, they wouldn’t, even with the twenty minute leeway.

In any other situation, Stark would be hopeless. But this was Bunny, Davidson, Malvern, Prenner and that new chick. Plus Lopez out on the grounds looking for a vehicle. Even at half speed, Lopez was still a force to be reckoned with.

They had been in tighter pinches than this. They could do it.

The team had just confronted an invisible, he repeated, invisible army that outnumbered them ten to one. 

Stark was pretty darn sure they could get themselves out of there before the North Koreans got there.

He just didn’t know how in the heck they were going to do it.

* * *

Davidson joined the rest of his team.

“What’s wrong?” Malvern asked upon seeing his sniper there in the flesh.

“We’ve got to get moving, the North Koreans will be here soon if they aren’t already driving up the driveway.”

“I know, but what chance do we have making a run for it though?”

Davidson shrugged. “That’s up to Lopez.”

Everyone frowned. The old Lopez? The old Lopez would have come up with a brilliantly evil and dangerous plan. The new Lopez? He could be out there in an old truck, drifting off into his depression.

“We’ve got to trust him,” Bunny said just before all hell broke loose.

Bullets zinged around, bouncing off the back wall. Davidson threw himself over Bunny. Prenner tackled Tika, as Malvern wedged himself between two large carburetors and took shots at the Cultus.

These Cultus were really starting to piss Davidson off. They were just too damned good. They must have known that the North Koreans were nearing and wanted to flush the team out into the fields to be easily picked off.

Not on his watch.

Davidson didn’t have a plan because he wasn’t thinking as out of the box as he should have.

A loud rumble announced that Lopez had decided to join the party. The south wall cracked open to reveal a large, heavy combine that had rammed in from the outside. He also turned a few of the Cultus to mulch as he rode over them.

Davidson picked off two more who were running from the scene. Malvern and Prenner hit a few as well.

Once Lopez turned off the large combine tractor, there was silence. Real silence. The Cultus had been vanquished.

“Come on,” Lopez said, opening the door to the tractor. “There’s truck lights in the distance.”

Davidson shook his head. “We’ll never out run them.”

“So you have a better plan?” Malvern asked. 

“As a matter of fact, I do,” Davidson answered.

* * *

Bunny was too busy getting the “invisible” suits off of their attackers to worry about the North Koreans. Davidson had a great plan, she just wasn’t so sure that they had the time to pull it off. The North Koreans were getting closer and closer.

Like she could hear their trucks’ engines close.

The soldiers were exchanging their uniforms for the invisible suits. Most of them had damage so they were patching the holes, trying to make the suits as functional as possible. 

Bunny was trying to find a suit that would accommodate “the sisters.” These Cultus were a lean bunch. Her boobs warped the field, making her not exactly invisible in the chest area. These things had clearly been made for men. No room in the hips, thighs or chest.

She was just going to have to make do as Tika, that slim-waisted AA girl vanished from sight. The men started disappearing as well. Prenner was the only one having trouble since he was tall with wide shoulders. They’d had to cut up five other suits to make him one large enough.

She put a big patch across her chest and just had to hope for the best.  

Bunny joined the “others,” none of whom she could see, at the hole that Lopez had created in the wall.

“Now remember,” Davidson stated. “Walk slow. No sudden movements and keep your motion linear. No twisting or bending, especially you Bunny.

It was a good thing no one else could see her, because she could feel her cheeks had just flushed a very unflattering red.

“We convene behind the last North Korean truck,” Davidson explained. “Got it?”

An odd murmuring from an apparently blank space answered the sniper.

“We don’t want to magnify any of the suit’s flaws, so we will need to spread out and move in a lateral line, rather than single file.”

“Ready?” Malvern asked.

Again no real answer. Just a confirmatory groan.

This walking out into the fields without cover felt foreign to Bunny. She could only imagine how it felt to the men. It must have gone against each and every one of their instincts.

Only by the shuffle of fabric did Bunny know the men had moved out. She struck east. Watching the footsteps of the others, Bunny went out on the wide flank position. The furthest she could get away from the trucks as possible.

* * *

Davidson clenched his fists. This was challenging to say the least, as the North Korean trucks fanned out as they drove onto the plant’s property. One truck missed him by a mere inch.

Which on one hand was great. It meant he really looked invisible. On the other hand it was giving his sphincters a workout.

And he couldn’t exactly throw himself out of the way, that would have been a dead giveaway. 

So slowly, ever so slowly, he walked forward, trying to angle away from the oncoming trucks. He was glad his suit was holding up to even the bright headlights of the North Korean Army trucks.

There were already twenty or so here and Davidson guessed these were only the trucks that had been close by. More were probably on the way.

He had to suppress his concern. He needed to be even more focused right now than he was up in his perch. Each step could bring about discovery and if he was found, then the rest would be quickly discovered.

Davidson’s toe searched the dirt in front of him. He didn’t want to die because he tripped in a hole. As smooth as fields appeared, they were usually pocked with gopher holes. It was a treacherous landscape when you were trying to be invisible.

One of the trucks stopped right next to him. He froze as the door jerked open and several men hopped out. Davidson pivoted on one foot, keeping his front to the men, then sidestepping out of the way of one of the soldiers. 

Two men were charging straight toward him. Davidson sucked in his gut and turned sideways. They brushed right past him.

Thank goodness that hadn’t been Bunny. It wouldn’t have been her fault, but her ample bosom’s. As men piled out of the back of the truck, Davidson weaved through the soldiers.

He looked out into the field. The others seemed to be navigating well. He didn’t see any problems on the horizon.

“Jeongji!” a voice sounded from the side of Davidson.

Davidson didn’t know much Korean but that was “halt.”

Carefully, inch by inch, he turned to face the voice. From the bars on his shoulder it looked to be a Captain barking orders.

The man looked like he was walking straight at Davidson. Again, agonizingly slowly, Davidson side-stepped barely in time as the captain barreled past Davidson to yell at a soldier that had been behind Davidson. 

The captain pointed to the man’s uniform that had a stain at the shoulder. The soldier received a slap across the face as his punishment. The captain turned on his heel and hurried to the front of the regiment. Supposedly to go assault the Americans in the building.

That had been close. Insane close.

* * *

Bunny stood perfectly still. There were three soldiers crowded around her. She had been trapped here for a few minutes.

The staging by the North Koreans had been anything but television quality propaganda. It had resembled more of an Abbott and Costello skit. Soldiers were milling around. The one time Bunny really wished the North Koreans had their act together, and they were completely disorganized.

Perfect.

Finally one of the Generals had simply called a halt to the assault while they got their act together.

Davidson had taught Bunny the sniper’s breath. She closed her eyes. Having them open wasn’t doing her any good anyway. 

The first thing she had to get control of was her breathing. Bunny consciously slowed her lungs down. Each breath she sucked in, she savored and pulled all of the oxygen out of the air she had inhaled. Then she let the breath out through her lips. She had to be careful the action didn’t cause any kind of whistle.

There. She felt a little better already.

Now to imagine her happy place. A place of complete and total safety. There had been a small pond on the edge of her childhood property. She could remember sitting on its banks, watching the sunlight filter through the trees. And that you could see each and every speck of dust drifting on the light breeze.

And the water. It had been crystal clear tumbling over the rocks, truly babbling as if it were speaking to her. Birds would chirp overhead, jumping from limb to limb, causing the sunlight to flicker between the branches.

She had loved that place. It had taken from her any worries and passed them along downstream.

Bunny opened her eyes feeling the calm that Davidson had promised. She didn’t have to override her lungs anymore, they breathed slowly in and out, creating a soothing rhythm.

The fear wasn’t gone, it just couldn’t get to her right now.

Calmly Bunny watched a superior officer wave the men over. 

Which was great. They would be leaving. Not so great was the fact that she was smack dab in the middle of them. 

Taking in a breath, Bunny tried to match the men step for step, while angling away from them. The maneuver wasn’t perfect. She got stepped on by one of the men. Bunny had to risk taking a quick side step. The man turned around, spotted a clod of dirt and kicked it.

Soon the soldiers were away.

The back truck wasn’t that far. She couldn’t let that fool her though. All it would take is one miss-step and she could get spotted.

Bunny resumed her slow pace.

She wasn’t going to be the one to give them all away.




 


CHAPTER 6

Stark was freaking out. He couldn’t see the team, but that was a good thing, right?

Probably, but still it was torture to watch the screen right about now. All of the convoys had made it to the farm and there were North Koreans swarming the area, hunting for the team.

He knew they’d put on the thermal blocking suits and it appeared the suits also had some kind of “light bending” abilities, but was the team really invisible? It appeared to be so. If he couldn’t see them, he doubted anyone on the ground could.

But what was their end game?

How were they going to get away from the North Koreans eventually?

“There’s some chatter,” his mother said. “The NKs are pretty pissed off at the Cultus. This mobilization has cost the military a pretty penny and no Americans in sight.”

Right. In sight being the operative words there.

“So what’s the consensus?” Stark asked.

“They want the Cultus out of North Korea,” his mother said.

Stark pointed to the screen, showing the dead cult members as their body temperature dropped. “But they’re all dead.”

His mother got that wicked smile. “Oh no. That is just one of three facilities they have in North Korea.”

“What?”

“I know, right?” his mother said. “Who knew the Cultus were so engrained?”

Stark’s mind spun. “Do you know where the other two facilities are?”

“No, but I’m listening and at some point they’ve got to mention them,” his mother explained. “It looks like the Cultus dangled arresting American troops in the heart of North Korea for a huge propaganda campaign, but now that they can’t find any American’s the NKs are reconsidering their relationship with them.”

This was such huge news. First it indicated that the Cultus had a far greater network than they had ever imagined before. Second if they were kicked out of North Korea, all the more easily Bunny’s team could track them down.

This day might end in a win after all.

* * *

They were so screwed, Davidson thought as the team huddled just south of the last truck of the convoy. With miles and miles of barren fields, they couldn’t get far enough away to avoid detection if they took off their suits.

They had another problem. Battery life. These suits were chewing through the battery packs. At this rate, they would only have another half an hour before they became visible again.

They were far enough away that they could whisper to one another but that was about it.

“I say we go for it,” Lopez said. The corporal sounded almost normal.

“And what exactly are we going for?” Malvern whispered back.

“I say we steal a truck and head out with the first convoy that leaves.”

There was a hushed silence. It was an audacious plan, even at half speed, all of Lopez’s ideas were going to be audacious. The question was could they actually pull it off?

“Talk to me,” Malvern said.

“We creep up while we are still invisible. Kill the drivers, put them in the back of the truck. I’ll get out of my invisibility suit and wear a North Korean driver uniform. I’m not going to pass close inspection, but if no one is really on high alert I think it could work.”

Davidson couldn’t tell if Malvern was looking at him or not, but he just guessed that he was.

Tika’s voice sounded small and very afraid. “Then what? Won’t we have to drive into an Army base? How do we get out of there?”

“No,” Lopez stated, sounding just a tad annoyed that the woman wasn’t trusting him. “We fake engine trouble and stay at the back of the convoy. Then once in a town, we make a quick left and find somewhere to hole up.”

“Davidson?” Malvern asked.

“I think it is our only plan,” Davidson replied.

It seemed that was all that Lopez had to hear. Immediately the sound of boots crunching the ground made a beeline from the team to the rear car of the convoy. Even though Davidson couldn’t see them, he was pretty sure that Prenner had joined him.

“Stay here in case we need back up,” Malvern said, then another set of footfalls.

* * *

Bunny stood motionless. Suddenly the driver of the North Korean truck was jerked from behind the wheel and his neck snapped. The same happened to the soldier in the passenger’s side. 

It had been a swift and merciless action. The bodies were dragged by what looked like phantoms from the truck and into to the back of the vehicle.

“Come on,” Davidson whispered.

Bunny couldn’t follow in his footsteps, but she made sure to step to the side of them so as not to lose him. There was a slight wheeze from her other side. Tika, Bunny supposed. Clearly she hadn’t been taught sniper’s breath.

By the time they arrived at the truck, Lopez had taken off his suit and climbed into the truck. Behind his large military hat, he did pass as one of the soldiers. No one could look him in the eye though. Then they’d be screwed.

“Get in the passenger well,” Davidson stated.

After he opened the door, Bunny climbed in curling up under Davidson’s feet. The rest were getting into the back of the truck. They were hiding behind the equipment loaded in crates.

Bunny was glad to be up here. She’d rather not ride a couple of hours with the dead bodies back there. She didn’t blame her men for what they did, but she certainly didn’t want to sit next to the results.

“There’s movement up ahead,” Davidson whispered.

“Looks like this convoy is getting ready to leave,” Lopez confirmed.

Bunny gulped as she heard footsteps approach the truck. She watched Lopez give a wave which apparently was the international signal for “I’m ready.”  Lopez turned over the engine to prove it.

Thankfully the footsteps turned and headed off in the other direction.

“It is going to get bumpy folks,” Lopez stated as he ground the transmission. They popped forward a few feet then continued over the uneven fallow field.

“Uh oh,” Davidson stated.

“What?” Bunny hissed. She hated not knowing what was going on.

“This convoy is headed north…”

Okay that wasn’t so bad. Maybe an hour or two longer ride.

“To Pyongyang.”

The capital of North Korea. 

Okay, that, that was bad.

* * *

Stark had flagged the truck that the others apparently stole. He never saw any of them, but he assumed those two Korean soldiers hadn’t killed themselves then stuffed their bodies behind the crates.

Another figure flickered in the passenger seat. It looked like Davidson’s suit was losing juice. Not good. Luckily he was dressed in NK military garb, however no one in the world would confuse his blue eyes and straw blonde hair as North Korean.

The convoy was just a few minutes out of the capital city of the officially named Democratic People’s Republic of North Korea.

Stark found the more words that countries added to their names, the less those words meant. 

As for Democratic, North Korea was possibly the least democratic nation in the world. They tried to pass Kim Jong-un off as a god and their president was titled, “Eternal,” as was their general secretary. 

There was officially only one party with uncontested elections, which of course by any definition was not a real election.

And “the People’s” anything was a joke. Out of its 25 million population, the UN estimated that over 16 million lived with famine every day. That was over half the population that didn’t get enough food to eat each day. Over 20 million of its population lived below the poverty level.

That meant only a fifth of its population was living at anywhere near humane conditions. Most of those lived within the city and held government jobs, including the military. It followed their “military first” campaign. While North Korea was the size of one of the US’s smaller states, NK had the 4th largest standing army in the world, and most of its resources went to outfit and feed them. 

Amnesty International was up NK’s rear about the gazillion human rights violations within its borders. It was ranked dead last in nearly every category that the UN ranked nations by.

Stark shook his head.

All to serve one mad man’s delusions of grandeur.

No wonder South Korea was always so nervous.

Kim’s main goal, along with his predecessors since the Korean War, was to advance the Democratic Front for the Reunification of the Fatherland. Which meant they wanted to beat the snot out of the South Koreans and take over their more fertile lands, no matter the consequences to the population.

Stark just hoped that the team knew exactly what they were up against.

* * *

Bunny sat in the passenger seat, having switched out with Davidson as his suit was fritzing. It must have had more damage than the other suits, which drained its battery faster.

Hers still seemed to be working at the moment.

Luckily on the long drive, no one had blinked an eye at their truck. But now that they were entering Pyongyang, that might change.

It wasn’t unusual for large military convoys to drive through the capital city rather than driving around the city to the base. The young Kim liked to show off his power just like his father had.

The city was situated on the largest plain of North Korea. The city was flanked by the Taedong River which was just about as polluted as you would expect in a struggling developing country.

Bunny was oddly familiar with Pyongyang because it was called the Jerusalem of the East. A large contingent of Proto-Christians had immigrated to the region. Christianity flourished to some extent. By the turn of the nineteen century there were said to be 100 churches in the capital city.

After the Korean War, when the country became communist, those churches were destroyed, but it was said that there was still a strong underground Christian community. Just like in Russia during the Stalin years.

The city was drab. And more than a little depressing. Everything was grey or brown. There were the infamous willow trees, but not even their light green foliage could brighten the landscape enough.

By the time their truck made its way into the populated section, all of the pedestrians had fled into street-side businesses. The Army rolling into town was not met with cheering throngs, unless they were paid to do so for televised events.

In the distance was the Juche Tower. It was one of the rare buildings that was lit at night. Supposedly it was quite the sight. Bunny could imagine. Unlike the Sears Tower or the Empire State Building that had to contend with so many other sites, The Juche Tower supposedly shone like a beacon in the night.

Right now, in the early morning light, it just looked like a television tower. 

Then they passed under the Reunification Tower that was made up of two Korean women dressed in traditional dresses holding up a map of the two Koreas together. Bunny had to admit it was a beautiful, if not an impossible, dream. At least with the Kims in charge of the country.

Again, no cheering throng, no citizens throwing roses at the Army’s feet. Such a different picture on an average day than when the state television showed parades for the glory of North Korea.

Another eerie thing about Pyongyang was, for a city of this size, supposedly over 2.5 million, was the lack of traffic. Granted it was early morning, but still. The convoy moved effortlessly through the city streets.

They passed the Tomb of King Dongmyeong, an ancient ruler of the united Koreas. The Kim family was very intent on ancestor worship since it held the populace in check. If the Kim family were destined to rule there could be no opposition. 

The Tomb had been painstakingly restored after the Korean War. Again the colors were muted. Browns and dark peach-colored. The only brightness to the structure was in the gold filigree that decorated the accents. 

For all the drab buildings, the clothing on the pedestrians was anything but. The traditional dress for a woman was called the joseonot. It was a dress much like the kimono, yet had assorted pleats and folds that made it all Korean. And the colors were like a riot. A declaration of life. Many wore a white joseonot with layers of red, blue and green. Other joseonots were made of strips of yellow and orange. It all looked a little chaotic to Bunny’s eye.

Most of the men were wearing a mixture of traditional wear, cheogori, a long shirt and paji, nearly pajama-like bottoms, and modern jeans and business suits. All the men had exactly the same haircut, just like their supreme leader. It was trippy, like watching some dystopic sci fi movie. But there they were. Hundreds of men from all walks of life with exactly the same fade haircut.

Weird.

The convoy up ahead was taking a hard left to go east to cut through the city then head north to the base.

Lopez made a right instead then another right quickly to get out of sight. Bunny watched the mirrors like a hawk making sure no one noticed them missing and gave chase.

“What do we do now?” Bunny asked.

“I know a guy,” Lopez stated.

Bunny’s eyebrow went up. “In North Korea?”

Lopez just nodded, rather than telling her a thousand tales of intrigue. The poor guy. But at the least he seemed to be lightening up a little bit.

They took several other turns, moving away from the modern section of the city and instead into the poorer section of town. Gone were the tall office buildings and business complexes. 

Here the roads got narrower the further away from the city center they went. Here people actively ran from the truck, rushing into homes and closing all the windows.

Finally Lopez pulled in between two houses under a bamboo shade. 

Instead of announcing, “We’re here” or “Guess who is coming to dinner,” Lopez simply cut the engine and hopped out. 

Bunny followed, as the rest of the men poured out of the truck. Half of their invisibility suits were now fritzed making them look like part-people. Bunny looked down. The only part exposed to view was her chest. Surprise, surprise.

She peeled out of the suit as a man burst out of the house, shaking a large stick.

Guess you had to work with what you had in North Korea.

 


CHAPTER 7

Davidson’s hand went to his side arm. He didn’t pull it. Not yet. 

The Korean man’s face was twisted in fear and hatred, then went slack, then lit up in a huge smile.

“Lopez!” he exclaimed in a heavy accent.

The two men hugged then the Korean looked around. “Where is Levont?”

Davidson’s heart fell for Lopez, whose face got that vacant look again.

“He died in Zurich, Kie Kang” Lopez said in a completely flat tone.

“Oh, my brother, I am so sorry for you.” This time it was a one sided hug from the Korean.

“Kie, maybe we should get inside?” Malvern suggested.

“Ye, ye,” the man responded. “May I have the keys?” the Korean offered his hand to Lopez. With no hesitation at all, the corporal gave over the key ring. “Do you have a name for her?”

Lopez shook his head. “Just take it.”

Another sign Lopez was in a bad way. He always named the vehicles he drove. Sometimes they didn’t even have to drive it. If Lopez picked it out, it had a name. Until now. Until PL, post-Levont. It was an era of great sorrow. It was hard on the team to see Lopez this way. It was hard for Davidson to see him this way.

“Geugeos-ui,” Kie shouted. 

Davidson was pretty sure he was calling for his son. Sure enough a boy of about ten ran out of the house. At first, just like his father, the boy skid to a halt, looking horrified, then glanced to Lopez and a smile burst onto his face. “Lopez!”

“Deanu!” Lopez reciprocated and pulled the boy into a hug. 

Apparently the corporal had friends in every country. Davidson had been out in his perch the last time they had been to North Korea, so hadn’t met this family.

Kie threw his son the keys and spoke rapidly in Korean. Davidson didn’t understand the language, but the boy nodded enthusiastically as his father escorted them into the house.

It was a humble abode. With a dirt floor and thatched roof. Although this central room was fairly large for a lower-income home. It served as the living room, kitchen and utility room. A woman, dressed in a blue and white dress, bowed and indicated for them to take off their shoes.

Davidson was reluctant to. You never knew when you were going to have to am-scray, but he also knew it was the custom here and to not do so would be very insulting to their host.

So he took his boots off and left them in a row with all the rest of the shoes.

The woman then waved her hand indicating they should sit on the two low couches. That left no room for their hosts, but again that was the custom. Davidson was so unused to sitting while a lady stood. It felt unnatural, but quickly the woman went back over to the pot she had been tending.

Kie’s smile faded as he began to talk. “My son will take truck to outside city and burn it with the sign of the cross on the side. The authorities will blame the resistance and look no further.”

That was a relief. 

“Good, I didn’t want any of this to blow back on you, my friend,” Lopez said as their hostess served tea.

Kie shook his head. “We are very careful.”

Davidson bet they were. Just watching an American film could get you imprisoned or, worse, tortured to death.

One of North Korea’s political prisons was larger than the entire Washington DC metropolitan area. It was one of the few countries that imprisoned more of its population than America. And that was too damned high.

“We are going to need an exit strategy,” Lopez stated.

Kie nodded. “There are several smuggler’s routes over the mountains to China.”

“Um,” Lopez said, clearly not wanting to hurt their host’s feelings. “That is as precarious as staying here.”

Kie smiled and chuckled though, “Ye, ye, of course. And going north to Russia is out as well. Then the coast is your only option.”

That is how they came in. They couldn’t take the same boat back because the North Koreans kept track of such things. They would have to find a new boat willing to take the risk of smuggling them out of the country.

“What about to the south?” Lopez asked.

Everyone’s head turned to the corporal.

Malvern was the one that spoke first. “Lopez that would mean we’d have to cross the DMZ.”

Yah, the de-militarized zone was a strip of land between North and South Korea, with perhaps the most land mines in the world, plus it was guarded every two feet with razor wire atop a ten foot electrified fence.

Lopez shrugged. “Just asking. Has anyone successfully crossed it?”

“Not since the 80’s, before the Supreme Leader created the sniper line. Now no one can even get to the land mines. They are shot as they leave the northern fence line.”

Lopez simply grunted.

“So we go to the east then?” Malvern asked.

Kie nodded. He seemed such a simple man in simple attire in his simple house, yet Kie was extraordinary. To even talk to them, let alone help them, Kie was risking execution, not only for himself but for his entire family and probably the neighbors on either side. They owed their life to this man.

“I will contact some fishermen I know and trust. We shall have you on your way by midnight.”

Davidson took a sip of the tea. It tasted like Omija tea or the five-flavor tea. It was a berry-based tea that was supposedly sweet, sour, salty, bitter and spicy all at the same time. Davidson wasn’t quite sure about that, but it was tasty.

“Do you wish breakfast?” Kie asked.

Shockingly Lopez shook his head “no.” “Thanks but we shouldn’t stay here long,” Lopez lamely stated.

“You will be safe here until nightfall. To move you now would raise suspicion.”

Lopez sagged back into the low couch.

Kie’s wife brought over a platter of food. None of which Davidson recognized nor wanted to really eat.

One was a dish of dirt brown noodles with a hard-boiled egg on the side. Which did not make it breakfast food to him.

Another had a fish head floating on the surface, its eye staring up at him. Davidson was a pretty adventuresome eater, but this, this just no. Even Lopez turned away from the offerings.

“Why thank you,” Malvern said, always the gentleman and took some of the offered food.

Kie’s wife bowed and backed away from them.

Davidson felt bad not taking any. He knew it was considered rude, but that fish eye really got him.

Tika, who had taken a small amount of the noodle dish, chewed with less than delight. 

“Good?” Kie asked.

Nearly sputtering, Tika replied, “Very good. Thank you.”

Bunny frowned, eating the hard-boiled egg which seemed the least offensive part of the dish. “Do you have salt?” Bunny asked.

Kie shook his head, “Not for several years.”

It was hard to imagine the life these North Koreans lived. You read about it in the paper and maybe watched a documentary, but you really couldn’t understand the daily poverty that they lived in. And Kie’s family was fairly well off.

And even Kie hadn’t had such a basic necessity as salt for years.

Davidson was almost glad he declined the food. What Kie’s wife had offered them was probably the entire family’s ration for the week.

Now to wait out the day with a grumbling stomach and aching arm.

* * *

Stark scrutinized the screen. The team didn’t seem to have moved once it arrived at the small house on the outskirts of the capital. They moved around the room, but didn’t leave the domicile.

“What are they doing?” he asked rhetorically.

Of course, his mother answered. “Waiting until nightfall to make their egress.”

Yes, that made sense, but to bet on the assumption that no one would squeal about a bunch of white folk showing up in a poor neighborhood?

For, as harsh as the penalties were for disloyalty in North Korea, they also gave huge rewards to those who showed loyalty. A tip like this? That the American military were in the capital would be worth millions.

That amount of money could transform someone’s life. All for a simple tip.

He had been watching for any movement from the Capital building, just in case.

His mother had been running scenarios on the team’s likely escape plan. None were looking great. The seas were pretty rough and as the night set in, would only get rougher. It would be hard enough to find a captain to take on a bunch of American soldiers, it was quite another to face down a squall for them.

A beep came from his computer. He’d set an alarm if more than the average number of people came out of the Capital building.

His worst fear was coming true.

A dozen men, all dressed in black suits trotted down the Capital Building’s steps and got into three black SUVs. Guess secret police everywhere looked the same.

“They’ve been compromised,” Stark said as dusk set in.

“We’ve got to warn them,” his mother stated.

True, but they’d blown their shooting star option, plus the team was inside and wouldn’t see it anyway.

Stark racked his brain for options but was coming up negative. They still hadn’t been able to fix the men’s communications gear. If only they had access to the Pentagon. But he and his mother had both decided not to poke the bear. So far they were safe in Bhutan and wished to stay that way.

“State Radio,” his mother suggested.

“Yes!” Stark put his hand up and got a high five back. 

Korea’s only radio station was the state radio station. And each house was hard-wired for the station. NK’s citizens might not have indoor plumbing or a stove, but by God they had a state radio.

And the good thing for the team was that each home’s radio had a volume knob that could slightly decrease the volume but couldn’t mute the feed completely or turn off the radio.

Thank goodness for the Supreme Leader’s ruthless dictatorship. It was going to save his team.

As the three SUVs raced toward Kie’s house, Stark began his hack.

It was North Korea, so really it wasn’t that hard.

In minutes they had control of the radio.

In English, Stark announced, “Get out now. The People’s Security is on its way.”

* * *

Bunny stood as the rest of the team hopped to its feet. The radio repeated the same warning over and over. They’d been discovered.

How could her heart sink just as her stomach leapt into her throat?

It was getting dark, but nowhere dark enough to try and leave by boat, and even then Kie couldn’t find a boat due to the weather. They couldn’t stay the extra days that would be needed for safe passage to Japan.

Lopez gave a grin. “I guess we head south then.”

Bunny could feel the team groan, but as always, they were going to have to trust in Lopez’s plan.

Kie handed Lopez a set of keys. “It has a stolen license plate from one of the higher officials who authorized torture, so when it is traced back to him, do not feel sorry.”

Lopez’s fingers tightened around the keys as he hugged his friend. “One day we will meet as free men.”

Tears came to Kie’s eyes. “For my son I hope that is true.”

Only then did Bunny realize that both father and son had the Kim haircut.

To live in such a world?

Bunny shuddered to think.

They exited the house to find a Mekong, Jeep rip-off waiting for them. It had an official license plate, which was good because a regular passenger car would have drawn suspicion to them.

How Bunny longed for those invisibility suits.

Luckily they had already changed into Korean upper class clothing. Bunny had to shuffle given the tight base of her dress. Hers was red and white while Tika’s was blue and green.

Everyone loaded up into the SUV, which was a dark grey. 

Kie suggested they leave their weapons behind, but really, if the North Koreans caught them, would a weapons charge really matter?

They did however keep them in the truck or under the seats, so that a casual glance wouldn’t reveal them.

Lopez was in the driver’s seat. Bunny got into the passenger’s seat. The other men had been reluctant to take Levont’s place. She didn’t think Leroy would mind.

Plus she wanted to keep an eye on Lopez.

He revved the engine and pulled out into the street which was devoid of other cars. Pedestrians and bikes, sure, but no cars.

So they were going to make great time to the DMZ.

Whoopee.

* * *

Seulgi Bakt sat in the back row of the SUV, given he was not a North Korean official, the other men had shunned him to the back. His seat mattered little to him.

Destroying the American team, now that is what mattered to him most.

The Cultus had seen how the Americans had cut through other cults like butter. The Cultus had once fostered high hopes for the Warriors, but they too had been defeated. Now they were broken, fleeing for the shadows slithering behind their snakes for cover.

A once proud Cult, dedicated to God’s mission had fallen. All at the hands of the American team. Bakt’s elders had hoped that without Brandt they would be less successful, but those hopes had been dashed within the first month. It was the woman, Bunny, who’d replaced Rebecca, who had kept their dedication to excising all cults.

And now they knew of the Cultus due to Levont’s dying words. Bakt had warned the elders that Levont had gone native. He was not of the Cultus, he had just worked for them. A weak man who lost his way, betraying the Cultus in his final moments.

The elders in their infinite wisdom had given Bakt the go-ahead with this plan. Thoughtfully, Bakt had laid the trap to lure the Americans to North Korea, where he held the most sway.

The Cultus had been in North Korea for decades, marrying into prominent families, bribing those they could not wed.

The American threat would end here and now.

* * *

About the only thing that Davidson could count as a win in North Korea was that the sun had set and it was now dark out. There was still a full moon though, so the road was lit pretty brightly.

Lopez was actually going the speed limit so maybe his depression was a good thing at the moment. It kept them off the numerous police cars’ radar. For a country with so few cars, there was a large police contingent on the street, but this being a police state and all, it probably made sense.

There was no more hated nation than America. If they were caught…

He couldn’t think about it. Not that he was afraid of torture. Not for himself but for the women. Davidson knew exactly what the North Koreans would do with the women. They had to make their escape. It was as simple as that.

They were driving down the Reunification Highway. It went straight down to the border. That’s when things would get dicey. 

When asked about how they were going to get through the DMZ, Lopez had just shrugged. No plan. No reassurance that there was a plan. Just the shrug.

Normally Davidson would have trusted Lopez implicitly, but now? The corporal wasn’t quite right yet. However there weren’t a lot of other options at the moment so Davidson sat patiently just as the others were.

According to the highway signs, which were sporadic at best, they were about an hour away from the DMZ.

Davidson could only hope that Lopez was inspired in that amount of time.

Prenner cleared his throat next to Davidson. “As long as we are trapped in here, can I maybe get brought up to speed?”

“Me too,” Tika stated.

The problem was no one jumped into the gap. Malvern looked to Bunny who looked to Davidson who shook his head. They were in real trouble if the team was looking at him to fill in the blanks.

“Bunny?” Malvern asked.

“Me? Really?” Bunny reflected back.

“Yes, you.”

“That’s totally pulling rank,” Bunny grumbled, then turned around to face the team from the front seat.

Malvern just shrugged. He didn’t mind putting his stripes to good use.

Bunny took in a deep breath.

“We’re skating on thin ice here,” she acknowledged. “Not like we ever have a ton of information, but on these Cultus we’re going off of rumor only.”

“And Levont’s dying declaration?” Prenner asked.

Bunny bit her lip, looked over to Lopez whose face was a mask of stoicism. “Yes. And after Stark and his mother did some deep digging, they found millions of dollars in the name of a deceased cousin of Levont.”

“You mean you’re using information gathered by the tried and convicted traitors?” Tika asked.

Bunny sighed. “Seriously, you really need to accept that Stark and his mother are the good guys. They are white hats.”

Tika grumbled, but didn’t argue directly with Bunny.

Malvern moved the conversation along, “So we think he wasn’t like Davidson, brought into the cult at an early age?” Malvern gave Davidson a sympathetic grin.

“Correct,” Davidson answered. He’d gotten over his past as much as he possibly could. “It looks like the Cultus hired him.”

“Only because his grandmother was having trouble with her diabetes, which her health plan wasn’t covering,” Lopez inserted. This was pretty soon to be talking about all of this. Which was probably why they hadn’t discussed it yet. Lopez was way too sensitive about the subject.

“For whatever reason,” Bunny stated diplomatically, “the Cultus were using Levont to gather information regarding our movements, which we believe they were selling to the Warriors.”

“So the Warriors and the Cultus were not in league with one another?” Prenner asked. A question that Davidson thought they all shared.

* * *

Bunny took in another breath. Everyone was looking to her for answers. She had scant few of them. 

“That is correct,” Bunny stated. “According to records seized while we tried to hunt down the warriors, they were paying the Cultus for information.”

She stopped short of saying that information came from Levont. Lopez was having a rough enough day as it was.

“The real shroud is still missing,” Bunny continued. “The Riviera family’s home has been searched along with their businesses, but the shroud is lost to history once again.”

“So the entire raid in Vancouver, where we thought there was an enclave of Warriors, was in fact a ploy to lure us to North Korea by the Cultus?” Davidson asked. Although from his tone it sounded like he already knew the answer.

Bunny just nodded. There was no need to clarify further.

“Who are these Cultus?” Malvern asked.

Letting her shoulder’s drop, Bunny took in a sigh. Wouldn’t they like to know? Okay, they had a little bit more information than that, but not much.

“The Cultus were thought to be a bedtime story told to children of other cults. ‘Now be a good boy and get indoctrinated’ or the Cultus will come get you. They were made of myth and rumor. It seemed impossible for a cult to be a central clearinghouse for religious cults, but apparently since we are stuck here in North Korea, they are anything but myth.”

“But what do they want?” Malvern asked. “I mean, cults, especially the ones that we run into, are usually built around a specific secret and everything they do is about that secret.”

Bunny nodded again. “They must have one. We just haven’t found it yet. They seem rather to be a clearinghouse of cults. They have their finger in every little pie.”

“Then why this ruse to get us to North Korea and eliminate us?” Davidson asked.

Another great question, and one that she couldn’t answer fully.

“We don’t know much, but historically if a cult pops its head this far above the surface, then something is afoot. This mission is more valuable than their anonymity. There must be something big in the near future for them to expose themselves the way they have.”

“Stark and his mother haven’t come up with anything?” Davidson asked.

Bunny held up a finger to Tika. The “Don’t, just don’t” finger. The younger woman shut her lips and looked down at her hands. That was better.

“No, but they are searching.”

It was the best that Bunny could do.

* * *

Davidson watched as Lopez took a right. They could see the DMZ fence from here. Why weren’t they going to it?

“What are you doing?” Davidson asked.

“Saving our butts, like usual,” Lopez mumbled with his patented roll of his eyes.

Davidson wished he had the skill set that Lopez had. The corporal thought in four dimensions. Time, space, position, and exactly how ridiculous a plan could be. He found the outlier idea and ran with it.

Just as they were doing now. Davidson had no idea what they were doing, but he was beginning to trust the corporal again. Lopez showed no sign of hesitation or caution. Exactly how Davidson wanted him.

Lopez took a left down a narrow street. Up ahead was a well-manned gate. Why weren’t they punching through at a less guarded section of the barrier?

Davidson didn’t know as Lopez sped up, heading straight for the gate. Guards scattered as they punched through the wooden gate, then sped ahead.

Davidson grimaced, turning his head away, expecting them to get blown up any second. But the blasts never happened. Davidson opened his eyes to find asphalt in front of them. They were on a road, right through the center of the DMZ. How could that be?

“Everyone down!” Lopez yelled.

Gunfire shattered the rear window of the SUV, but Lopez kept driving. Davidson peeked over the back seat to see the guards in confusion. No one had given chase yet. Apparently no one was expecting someone to be brazen enough to crash the gate directly. Sniper shots came through the roof, luckily no one was injured.

“What the hell is going on?” Malvern asked as bullets ricocheted around the SUV.

“Kijong-dong,” Lopez stated.

The corporal sounded like he was ordering in a Korean restaurant.

“Explain,” Malvern ordered.

“Kijong-dong is one of only two villages that were allowed to remain inside the DMZ once it was built. If we can get there, it cuts our journey across the mine fields from two and a half miles to one mile.”

Damned it if wasn’t true.

Up ahead of the straight road were twinkling lights. There was a village up ahead. Who in the world would want to live in the middle of a minefield?

Apparently Kijong-dong residents.

The small village was a huge PR coup for NK. They had night lights, plenty of food. The exact opposite of the rest of North Korea.

Just chalk it up to another weird fact about the world they learned while on a mission.

“We’re here,” Lopez stated as he pulled to a halt in front of a warehouse. About the only structure in the village not built of straw. 

Davidson still had his doubts about how this was going to work. Sure they were a mile and a half inside the DMZ, however there was still a mile filled to the brim with land mines out there.

Lopez flashed his lights a few times and a large steel door rolled up.

Lord only knew what was inside that door.




 


CHAPTER 8

The frustration of being able to see his old team, but not be able to help was gnawing at Stark’s belly. He’d even declined a candied pecan blondie his mother had made. That’s how upset he was.

His stomach really couldn’t take much more and his mother had made Yankee pot roast. How was he to go on if he couldn’t eat his favorite meal?

Stark was listening to the North Korean chatter. His mother’s AI-fueled translator was actually working. And it had a nice Indian woman’s clipped British accent with just a hint of Indian to flavor it up. Nice work.

The North Koreans were of course freaking out. Like bat-shit crazy freaking out. However, there was more confusion than there was actual action. The NKs tried to act all Nazi-like in their military precision, but that was mainly for show. Once the cameras were off, it was a cluster.

No one had even woken up Kim yet. They were all too scared of what he would do to the messenger. His uncle, the Eternal Supreme Secretary Megalatron, or whatever his position was, had been informed. There was chatter about using their missiles, but this was a Tuesday, so that was pretty much a given. 

Even though NK wanted the Cultus gone, they were still protecting them. How high up had the Cultus bribed? 

The Supreme dude wanted physical proof the Americans were on North Korean soil. Proof before he went to Kim or to launch any kind of retaliatory strike. 

The team needed to get out of the country post-haste.

Lopez had acted boldly, but as always with a startling cleverness underneath. Yes, the gate to Kijong-dong was heavily fortified, however it needed to open multiple times a day so it couldn’t be solid. Lopez had bet everything on that calculation and so far was winning.

The North Koreans had given chase, finally. However, by the time they got on the road, Lopez had ducked into the village and turned off his lights. 

Now the NKs were reduced to doing a grid search of the village. It wouldn’t take them long to find the team. Lopez had better have a plan and fast.

* * *

Davidson heard a shocked gasp as he came around the back of the SUV. Tika held her hand up to her mouth. Before them stood two tanks. One a larger bruiser of a tank that looked like it had been built for World War II with two gun turrets and another smaller, sleeker more modern tank built for speed rather than open combat. Both were painted to look like South Korean Army vehicles.

The team spread out, checking out the tanks.

“I suppose you have a plan that uses these?” Malvern asked the corporal.

“Yep, the smaller one can be remotely driven, so I say we drive it over into the DMZ and trigger the mines, then with this one, we just cruise right into South Korea.”

“We can do that?” Davidson asked feeling a little sketchy about the plan.

“Look,” Lopez said sounding the most animated he had in a while. “The DMZ we have to cross is one mile wide. Even in this brute we can make it across in five minutes, as long as we detonate the mines first. It should be a breeze.”

Ah, there was a little classic Lopez. Escaping North Korea was some kind of breeze.

“How did you get these?” Malvern asked.

Lopez shrugged. “I know a guy.”

Of course he did. While the team had been in and out of South Korea a few times before, it was always with the help and direction of the CIA. Only Lopez usually ventured off on his own and made “friends.”

“How much is this going to cost the American taxpayer?” Tika asked.

“Not sure, but I’m pretty sure less than what World War III would,” Lopez shot back.

The corporal was warming up. Davidson liked it.

“Why South Korean colors?” Prenner asked.

“Because we don’t want to get creamed on the other side,” Lopez stated.

“Isn’t this going to cause an international incident?” Tika asked.

Again, Lopez shrugged. North and South Korea are always picking at each other. They have four to five territorial disputes a year. The North Koreans aren’t going to press hard, because they don’t want to admit that a South Korean tank somehow got into North Korea. They also don’t want to publicize that someone escaped North Korea. They don’t want the rebellion to know it is possible.”

“And how do you think the South Koreans are going to feel about it?” Tika asked. 

“Who do you think supplied these tanks? They want North Korea overthrown more than anyone on the planet,” Lopez stated.

Tika clenched her jaw and walked away. At some point Davidson wanted to pull her aside and give her a little friendly advice, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen any time soon.

Not with Lopez swinging his leg over the side the tank and dropping out of sight.

Davidson turned to Malvern. “Well?”

“Unless anyone has any better ideas?” Malvern stated, and looked from team member to team member. No one said anything. Even Tika just looked to the ground.

Guess she wanted to get out of North Korea despite any international consequences.

“Are we all going to fit in there?” Prenner asked.

Davidson eyed the larger tank. It was big, but Prenner and Malvern were big as well.

“I guess only one way to find out,” Davidson stated, climbing up the outer shell of the tank and climbing in, his arm gave a twinge to let him know he’d been shot earlier.

It was cramped, there was no doubt about it. Prenner was next. The look on his face spoke a thousand words. No wonder the guy seldom opened his mouth, his expression usually took care of it. He was lucky though. He got a seat all to himself in the navigator’s spot. Malvern was next. He was not quite so lucky. They had to cram him in the far back, on his side, limbs tucked in.

As Lopez got the rumbling motor started and began linking to the smaller tank, Bunny and Tika entered. They were much smaller and tucked in nicely.

Davidson reminded himself to breathe slowly and shallow. Once the hatch was shut they would be sucking down the onboard oxygen and since there were four extra people on board it wouldn’t last long and who knew how long it would take to get somewhere safe enough to open the hatch.

He was not counting on Lopez’s five minute timeline.

The tank smelled of rusted metal and mold. Not a great combination. The thing did seem solid though. They just didn’t make ‘em like they used to. There seemed to be a good two feet of metal surrounding them.

“How do we know which way to go?” Prenner asked from the navigation seat.

Lopez tapped his head. “Got the mine locations in here.”

“All of them?” Malvern asked from his cramped position.

Lopez turned and just rolled his eyes.

Davidson knew that the original plans for the mines had been destroyed as soon as the DMZ had been finished right after the Korean War. 

“How do you know the locations?” Davidson asked.

“Stark and his mom ran a ground-penetrating satellite over the area a while back.”

Tika went to open her mouth, but Bunny’s glare stopped her.

“And you just decided to memorize it for the heck of it?” Davidson asked.

“Duh,” Lopez said shaking his head, clearly missing his partner in crime who would be equally dismissive of Davidson’s concerns. “I mean, at some point we were going to have to break out of North Korea. Like I said, duh.”

“Is this one of your bucket list items?” Bunny asked, seeming to know the corporal better than any of them.

Lopez just grinned. It wasn’t his full-toothed, pearly white smile he usually flashed, but it was something.

“Alright, people, time to make history,” Lopez stated as he flipped some switches. Their tank didn’t move, but you could hear the rumble of the other tank.

Davidson hung on to a metal bar.

This ride was about to get rocky.

* * *

Bakt stood, white hot fury flowing through his veins. The Americans weren’t here and worse, anyone who might have helped them was gone as well. The entire neighborhood was emptied. Everyone had fled. 

There wasn’t a person home within three blocks.

He cared little about North Korea’s political problems. He cared less about the rebellion that was brewing under the surface. It would probably never rise to see the light of day. The Koreans didn’t have social media like the revolutionaries in other countries.

Bakt closed his eyes and thought of his savior. The Cultus had millennia to consider their path and had chosen wisely. Anger never helped. Most of the time it had been a cult’s rage that had crashed them upon the rocks of history. He had no such plans.

Forcing his hands to unfurl from the fists they had become, Bakt surveyed the small houses.

“Burn them,” Bakt stated. Not out of anger, but out of strategy. These families had left in a hurry, taking only their necessities. Bakt assumed they thought they could sneak back in to get the rest. They couldn’t have gone far.

Perhaps a few flames would bring the residents scrambling back.

He turned to his second in command, Ling, and went to give the order but Ling was frowning.

“What?” he asked in Korean.

“There is movement near the DMZ,” his second in command stated.

No. Bakt refused to believe it. It could not be the Americans. It simply couldn’t be. To try and cross the DMZ was both madness and suicide. However the Americans had proved many times over to be both insane and suicidal. They would not go down without a fight.

“Burn these homes,” Bakt stated. He had to admit now the order was in retribution. They knew where the Americans were headed so the villagers had no information they could use, but he still wanted to see their homes burn. “And prepare to make haste to the border.”

Ling nodded and moved off to execute both of his orders.

Within moments the thatch-roofed huts were burning gloriously. Flames licked into the sky. Screams rose from the surrounding neighborhoods. This fire, if not contained, could take out the entire village.

Bakt certainly hoped so.

* * *

Bunny’s teeth clattered as the tank rumbled forward. They were only a few feet from the tall barbed wire fence. There were no North Korean guards, yet. This warehouse had been picked for its strategic location. It was positioned between guard posts, yet still within range of the snipers in the towers, but with a tank, they didn’t have to worry about that, at least for the moment. 

Bunny knew how these plans went. Usually awry.

She looked over to Tika whose eyes were wide open and the pupils dilated, masking her bright blue irises. 

That’s right honey. This is how we roll.

“Punching through the gate now,” Lopez reported. Was that just a little bit of excitement in the corporal’s voice?

Bunny looked over Lopez’s shoulder to watch the small screen, it was the feed from the advance tank.

That little tank revved up to speed, crashing through the fence. Sparks flew as the tank barreled into the DMZ. 

It hit the first mine within seconds. The North Koreans weren’t messing around. That mine was within feet of the fence.

The force of the blast lifted the smaller tank up about four feet into the air. It landed hard, nearly tipped over, then righted itself onto its tracks again.

“That’s my baby,” Lopez murmured. Normally there would have been high fives and chest bumps, but Bunny would take it.

“Here goes nothing,” Lopez stated, urging their tank forward. The hole that was created by the smaller tank wasn’t quite large enough for them to go through cleanly so they grazed the electrified fence and were in contact with it long enough to zap the outer shell.

There must have been some insulation because Bunny only felt a minor shock. Then they were in the DMZ.

From their screen she could see the tracks of the smaller tank in front of them. Lopez was driving right over them, keeping to the path that the little tank had created.

Then boom.

The force was so great Bunny feared that their tank had been hit, but it was the smaller tank that had taken the hit for them. It rose in the air, then fell over on its side. Spinning around in slow circles.

The rear camera showed North Korean soldiers racing to the breach. The faintest ping, ping, ping, sounded as they were fired upon. They were going to need a lot bigger weapons to pierce this tank’s hull.

Prenner pointed to the little tank that looked like it was a turtle that had been overturned on its back and would never get up again. “What are we going to do now that we don’t have a decoy? We’re only a few hundred yards in.”

Lopez snorted. “Ye of little faith.”

Slowly the corporal crept their tank up to the smaller tank. He waited in the smaller tank’s track until it pushed its way around. Lopez used the gun barrel to snag the edge of the smaller tank’s upended tread. A loud sound of metal grinding filled the small confines of the tank, then the smaller tank tipped back over onto both treads. 

Lopez worked the controls as the pinging became almost musical. The North Koreans gave it their all, firing everything they had at the tank.

Bunny hunkered down for another of Lopez’s bucket list items to be crossed off the page.

* * *

Bakt arrived at the main gate to the DMZ. There were no other vehicles to be seen.

As his men poured out of their vehicles, he headed straight for Ling.

“What is this?” he asked in Korean.

Ling’s face clouded. “I will see.”

Ling trotted off to the tall guard station towering above the fence that kept North from South Korea. Of course the propaganda was to say the opposite. That North Korea weren’t keeping their people hostage. They were keeping the South out as long as they could before the inevitable attack.

Kim liked to keep his people afraid of that doomsday.  It kept the population nice and timid. Little did Kim know that South Korea was the least of his many, many worries.

Ling ran back over. “They have headed to Kijong-dong.”

Oh, another brilliant move by the Americans. He’d even forgotten about the “Peace Village.” Or as it was called in South Korea, the “Propaganda Village,” since many of the pro-North Korea videos that played on state television were filmed in Kijong-dong. The area was so tightly controlled. No crime. No homelessness. Plenty of smiling, happy faces. Never mind the minefield in their back yard. Or that they were paid to be in the video.

“Break off some snipers from the wall and advance them to the forward position.”

Ling frowned. “I’m not sure if we can rely on our contacts to provide us with such support.”

Bakt simply looked at Ling. The Americans were here. Within a few miles. 

“Tell them of the Americans and you will get all the cooperation you could ever want.”

* * *

Davidson put his hands over his ears as the lead tank took another mine for them. This time it landed a bit catawampus, but fell back onto its treads and continued on. Not a few feet further, the tank hit another mine then another. 

Dang. 

It was estimated there were ten million mines buried along the DMZ. Davidson was beginning to believe that was a low estimate.

But each inch they crawled forward was an inch closer to freedom.

Good thing Lopez got them so close to South Korea. Davidson didn’t know how many more of these close calls he could take. Their tank rattled with each explosion.

Lopez was steady at the helm though, taking them through the safe portions in the aftermath of the lead tank’s disaster.

The nose of the tank dipped down. Each explosion created a crater. Sometimes shallow. Sometimes deep. Who knew that there were so many types of mines in the minefield? Someone had gotten way, way too creative.

It took Lopez a few moments to get them out of the crater. He had to rock them back and forth until one of the treads caught the lip of the crater and they popped out. The lead tank had already taken another three mines. 

It was the little tank that could.

The pings continued as the North Koreans fired on them. But Davidson knew even armor piercing rounds weren’t going to get through the siding of this beast of a tank. There was very little that could injure this tank. 

Up ahead the lead tank hit a mine. No, it wasn’t a mine, it was a mega-mine that launched the smaller tank ten feet in the air, flipping it completely upside down.

Lopez caught up with the smaller tank, nudging it, trying to get it to tip over, but this time the lead tank seemed to be truly stuck.

And with each second they worked on this was a second the North Koreans could reorganize and actually mount a response.

Lopez stopped his attempts. “I’m going to try something but it’s going to be tricky.”

Davidson looked to the screen. They were a football field away from the South Korean border. Could they take that many hits?

Malvern nodded.

Guess they were going to find out.




 


CHAPTER 9

Stark couldn’t watch any longer. It was bad enough when it was the lead tank taking the hits but now that Lopez was looking like he was going to take it alone? Dear God, indigestion didn’t even begin to cover it.

“The Monnes boys are getting pretty tired. I just gave them some high fructose spiked Kool Aid, but I don’t know.”

“We can’t lose electricity now!” Stark exclaimed.

“Well you better get your peddling shoes on because those boys are exhausted.”

Stark cringed at the thought. He was a man of the mind, not the body.

“You going to help?” he asked.

“And leave you to power all of this? I’ve seen you working on your core, son, I’m not stupid.”

True. True.

Stark grabbed his table. “Alright.”

Since they were only an hour behind North Korea, it was dark outside. They simply didn’t have the electricity to have lights at night. The solar batteries had given out hours ago.

This was not a “trickle” kind of night. They needed real computing power.

The eldest Monnes brother gave Stark a sideways glance as he motioned for the teenage to turn the bike over.

“Get,” Stark said, shooing the boy away. He hopped on the bike while the pedals were still moving. Stark held his legs up waiting for the right moment to engage. Okay, so he missed that, but finally got his feet onto the pedals and started cycling away.

His tablet dimmed for a moment but came back to full brightness with a few pedals.

He had been wrong, Lopez wasn’t going it alone. He was pushing the upside down tank in front of him. A sacrificial lamb.

His mother was pedaling beside him, but unlike Stark, she wasn’t just casually pedaling. She was up off the seat giving it her all.

His mom was pretty awesome.

Then a bang came from his tablet.

The upside down lead tank hit a mortar and was thrown in the air, turning it right side up. Unfortunately it landed on top of the large tank. The one with the team in it.

* * *

Bunny wiped the dust from her eyes. Everyone just sat there, shell-shocked. The tank sat there, the metal groaning at the weight on top of it.

“Can we even move forward?” Prenner asked.

Lopez checked the gears. “I think so…”

Although he sounded way more tentative than usual. But this was anything but usual circumstances.

“Gotta say, I did not see that one coming,” Lopez murmured as he coaxed the tank forward a few feet. 

“Incoming!” Davidson yelled.

There was absolutely nothing anyone could do about it. Bunny just tucked her knees under her chin and closed her eyes. 

Instead of the RPG hitting them though, it hit the tank on top of them, not only knocking it off them, but on to another mine just ahead of them, clearing the way ahead.

“Alright,” Lopez said, looking brighter. “Problem solved.”

Perhaps not. Bunny watched the rear camera as another RPG raced towards them. This one was not going to miss.

Lopez popped the gears getting them slightly airborne as the RPG hit. So when the explosive hit, it hurled them forward. They landed hard but intact.

“Crap,” Lopez stated.

“What?” Malvern asked.

“There are mines all around us,” Lopez said.

Of course they couldn’t see them. Lopez was the only one with a mental map to where the mines were. He had memorized the corridor between Kijong-dong and South Korea.

Another RPG hit, this time there was nothing Lopez could do, and it hit squarely. The explosion ripped through the thick hide of the tank. Equipment sparked and smoke filled the interior.

“We can’t take another hit like that,” Lopez stated. “We need to go on foot.”

“Abandon the tank,” Malvern ordered. 

Prenner stood and tried to open the hatch, but it was stuck. Lopez added his muscles to it, but the thing wouldn’t budge. The other tank’s weight must have warped the metal. 

There was no way out.

Bunny wasn’t usually claustrophobic, but come on. This was crazy. If they didn’t die from the next RPG, they were going to die of smoke inhalation.

“Everyone forward,” Davidson ordered.

The entire team, including Malvern, crammed into the forward area, hiding behind the metal seats. Bunny was currently sitting on the steering mechanism. It was not comfortable. All she had to say was it was a good thing she wasn’t a virgin.

Then the next RPG hit, shredding the metal. The tank took the bulk of the damage, but fires erupted in the electrical equipment.

“Hurry!” Davidson yelled. “Now!”

Bunny had no idea what he was talking about. “Hurry now to where?”

Then she saw it. There was a hole in the back of the tank large enough for them to fit through. On the down side, there was another RPG already on its way.

Bunny now understood the hurry part.

She followed Davidson as he threw himself clear of the tank into a crater of a former land mine.

Tika came out next. Then Malvern and Prenner. Lopez was only half way out when the RPG flew at them.

All Bunny could see was fire.

* * *

Davidson grabbed Lopez by his jacket and dragged him out just as the RPG hit. The tank bounced forward, hit another land mine which must have been a mega as it ripped the belly from the tank.

Its treads were shredded as well. They were not getting back in that thing.

On foot then.

Davidson could see the South Korean fence. The soldiers recognized the markings on the tanks. Plus anyone the North Koreans were shooting at must be someone they wanted in their country. The enemy of my enemy is my friend kind of situation.

The soldiers were cutting a hole in the fence for them.

Freedom was only yards away, but that meant there were probably hundreds of mines between them and that hole in the fence.

Lopez though was dusting himself off. “Alright, follow me.”

Prenner shook his head. “I’m point man.”

“Not tonight,” Lopez said, patting the tall man on the shoulder. “It’s my plan and I’m the one with the map in my head. I have to do this.”

Lopez was right on both counts. This was his plan and he was the one who had memorized the coordinates, Davidson thought there was way more going on than that. Lopez just couldn’t lose anyone else, especially if it was his fault in any way.

Prenner must have read the determination in Lopez’s voice as he nodded, waving Lopez to go first.

Lopez took a deep breath and turned to South Korea. He then turned a quarter turn, then another and another.

They were due for an RPG at any moment, but Davidson didn’t dream of hurrying Lopez. He should take as much time as he needed to get his bearings straight.

Finally Lopez returned to his original position and took a single step forward. 

Davidson squinted not wanting to see what happened next if Lopez was wrong.

Nothing happened. Lopez took another step. Prenner filled his last set of boot prints.

Soon the line was moving forward. Copying Lopez’s exact path.

The fence wasn’t far. Now it was a matter of feet.

They would have made it cleanly if another RPG hadn’t headed their way.

* * *

Bunny felt the blast wave. It was behind her. She did everything to stay grounded but it still lifted her up and tossed her down five feet away. She expected the earth to explode under her, but she’d gotten lucky.

Well, kind of lucky. As she tried to rise, she realized her ankle had been injured, it collapsed under her.

She sat on the ground, happy to be alive but realizing she still had about twenty feet to cover. Tears sprang to her eyes. This couldn’t be happening.

The others were already to safety, but they weren’t patting each other on the back, they were all turned, staring at her.

“Come on, Chica. You can do it,” Lopez encouraged, but Bunny knew her ankle. This was her bad ankle.

“I can’t,” she quietly wept, head down. Ashamed that she had let her team down.

“You are inside a circle of mines, but you can get out, Chica,” Lopez again tried to prompt her.

Bunny shook her head. The pain was too great. She couldn’t trust her body right now.

“Then I am coming to get you,” Lopez warned.

She put a hand up. “No! No one risks himself for me.”

Her last hope was that if she gave her ankle a few minutes, maybe, just maybe she could walk then.

Davidson stepped in front of Lopez. “No, I’ll do it.”

Bunny violently shook her head. “Samuel, don’t.”

“Then get up,” he said.

Bunny struggled to her feet. She couldn’t let the men get killed for her. She had to tough this out.

“Chica. I need you to leap about three feet to your nine o’clock position.”

Standing on one foot, the other leg balanced on the tip of her toes, Bunny tried to screw up the courage to make the leap. Three feet? It might was well be three hundred feet.

“Use your adrenaline,” Davidson urged.

Bunny tried, she really did but her ankle was screaming in pain. She must have injured the same ligament she had before in Paris.

Crouching, encouraged by the sound of another RPG on the way, Bunny bunched her muscles.

“Now!” Davidson yelled.

She didn’t think, she just did.

And she missed the landing by a foot.

Crashing to the ground she expected to be blown to bits, but instead her shoulder was just sore. The RPG was a dud, landing on the ground about four feet from her. The thing seemed so innocuous lying there. Good thing those Chinese RPGs weren’t the most reliable.  

“Lied to you, Chica,” Lopez smiled. “It was just two feet but I needed you to get some height.”

Good to know.

She was within ten feet of the fence.

“Don’t even think about it,” Lopez said. “There are mines every foot at the edge.”

The pain shooting from her ankle told her that she didn’t have another jump in her.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, tears spilling down her cheek.

“Knock it off,” Davidson said.

He was usually more supportive than that, but then she realized why he’d said it as he backed away from the group, then sprinted forward and launched himself. He landed about three feet out. 

“Lopez?” Davidson asked.

“Two steps to your left, then three to your right, then you’ll have to jump to her.”

Davidson nodded. He looked to her and smiled.

Bunny tried to smile back, but it was more of a grimace. She was sure.

“Hang tight,” Davidson said as he gingerly followed Lopez’s direction.

There was a click. Had he triggered a mine?

Davidson didn’t move. “Lopez?”

“Sorry, the map had a six inch margin of error.”

Dear God, Bunny was glad that she didn’t know that before. That was a half a foot. Lopez’s coordinates could be a half a foot off. Davidson seemed to be having the same revelation.

“Should I step off or what?” Davidson asked.

“You gotta move at some point.”

Yah, that was super helpful.

Bunny watched as Davidson got his sniper mojo on. He took several breaths, each one slower and slower. She knew his pulse was slowing. He was becoming one with the universe.

His eyes were closed yet he still took the leap, landing at her feet.

No explosion. He had done it.

He rose with a smile and scooped her up into his arms.

Bunny had a really, really, really hard time remembering why she had ever been attracted to any other man but Davidson.

Curling up in arms, nuzzling her head in the cradle of his neck.

She had never felt so safe…in the middle of a minefield.

* * *

Davidson had to ignore his body’s response to Bunny’s presence. They might be broken up, but she was still as Lopez of old would have said, “smokin’ hot.”

He needed all of his blood to be in his limbs, thank you very much.

“We’re going to make it,” Davidson said as much to himself as to Bunny.

“I know we are,” Bunny replied. No tears. No sobbing. It felt like a statement of fact.

He needed to tap into her confidence in him to make this jump. From a dead stop with Bunny’s added weight?

“Just go for it,” Prenner encouraged. “We’ve got you on this side.”

It all seemed so stupid. South Korea was right there. Right there.

Did he have it in him to get those last few feet?

The men were clinging to the fence posts, leaning over the minefield, their hands outstretched.

He just had to get to them.

Closing his eyes again, he found his center. He couldn’t let Bunny down.

He could do this.

Davidson imagined the leap, but as he imagined many of his more difficult shots. He saw himself landing on the other side. Both he and Bunny safe and sound.

“Incoming,” Prenner announced.

Time to move from wishful thinking to reality.

Davidson honed in on the whistle of the approaching RPG. He allowed his breath to rise and fall to the sound.

Then at the last possible second, when his adrenaline was at its highest, Davidson made the leap.

The RPG hit in exactly the spot they had just been standing.

Thank God, since the blast wave was what pushed them over the border.

Davidson and Bunny slammed into the wall of men.

They all ended up on the ground, laughing, crying, and cheering.

They had done it!

They had survived the DMZ!

* * *

Bunny clung to Davidson, as they were whisked away from the fence by the South Koreans.

Her world was a blur of rapidly spoken Korean and bright strobing lights. There was a press of people around, jostling them. It felt like an invasion after it had just been Davidson and her out in the minefield.

Luckily Tika spoke Korean. The only words Bunny recognized were “top secret” over and over again.

Finally they reached an ambulance. Davidson refused to hand her over and laid her gently onto the gurney himself. He also refused to get out of the ambulance. He simply ignored the South Korean EMTs.

They gave up after a minute and drove off. Bunny watched through the back window as the other men were loaded into waiting ambulances.

“Where are we going?” Bunny asked Davidson as the South Korean EMT took her pulse and other vitals.

“I would imagine Seoul,” Davidson replied.

“And then?” Bunny asked.

“I’m sure we are going to get some grief, but at this moment there is no proof we were in North Korea.”

“Except the satellite footage,” Bunny stated.

“Please, Stark is probably taking care of that as we speak.”

Bunny smiled, leaning back into the pillows. Her ankle still throbbed, but if that was the worst of it, not too bad at all.

The drive stretched on. 

The passed through city streets and Bunny was certain she’d even seen a sign for a hospital. “Um, isn’t this Seoul?”

Davidson nodded as they streaked down the nearly empty streets with siren and lights blasting. “Since we are non-critical they must be taking us to Camp Casey.”

Bunny asked her question with her eyebrow.

“I think the South Koreans want to get rid of us as soon as humanly possible. They are going to dump us on the US Army base’s doorstep.”

Bunny shouldn’t be surprised. There was enough tension between North and South Korea. They shouldn’t add to it.

Bunny held tight to Davidson’s hand. It wasn’t a romantic gesture at all, it was just to prove that they had, in fact, lived through that nightmare.

* * *

The Americans were proving to be as pesky as their reputation. To travel across the DMZ essentially unscathed? Unheard of.

Ling ran up to Bakt. “They are heading north in ambulances.”

“Is there any chance we can intercept them?” Bakt asked.

Ling shook his head. “By the time we could get helicopters up, they would be to Camp Casey already, they are going full speed.”

Bakt had already calculated those factors in his head, but he wanted confirmation there wasn’t some other way to apprehend the Americans.

“Prepare an assault then,” Bakt ordered.

“Prefect?” Ling asked seeming startled at the command. “We are talking about a US base.”

“I am aware,” Bakt answered, tired already of the conversation. Yes, the Americans were like a gnat at a picnic. Unfortunately even a creature as small as a gnat could destroy a perfectly good picnic.

Ling’s jaw moved but no sound came out. “I will need a scrying before I can fulfill such an order.”

In many ways Ling was the perfect second. He was diligent and obedient, yet with enough intelligence to think matters through. Normally Bakt appreciated Ling’s skepticism, however tonight they needed to act in haste.

But Bakt knew that Ling would not move until he felt God decreed Bakt’s order.

Bakt waved to a soldier who willfully trotted over. Little did he know that he was the conduit of God’s judgment.

“Lay down,” Bakt ordered.

Only then did the soldier’s eyes dilate. He knew what came next. Bakt could see the instinct to panic and run cross his face, yet his feet stayed planted. To become the vessel through which God spoke? It was the ultimate act of faith. One that would be rewarded greatly in heaven.

This man’s family would never want for anything after he made this sacrifice.

The soldier swung his rifle over his head and lay it on the ground. Then he knelt to his knees, pressed his palms together in prayer. He was going to need all the strength he could get.

Bakt did not hurry the man. He needed to be as calm and in touch with his God as possible for this to work.

Finally the soldier said his Amens and lay down. Belly up.

Bakt put his hand out to Ling. The man hesitated for a moment. It was he that had asked for the scrying. It was he who had put this series of actions in motion. Yet you could see the doubt on his face. 

“Well?” Bakt asked.

Ling took in a sharp breath and handed the blade over to Bakt.

So he truly needed to know God’s will, Ling couldn’t see it for himself.

Bakt would oblige.

He knelt next to the man as the soldier unbuttoned his shirt, revealing his creamy yellow skin.

Without warning, Bakt drove the knife into the soldier’s stomach, he found it best for the wound to come as a surprise.

The man gasped and instinctively tried to grab his belly. Ling held the man’s hand down as Bakt expanded the incision to flail open the soldier’s belly.

Writhing in pain, the man wailed. Another soldier rushed over and put a hand over the sacrifice’s mouth.

Then they waited.

The man’s actions moved his internal organs around, forcing some down and some to the surface. Bowel spilled over his body wall, splatting on the ground. But that was not what they were looking for. Bowel told you nothing.

Then the spleen, red and engorged rose to the surface, floating amongst the omentum.

Bakt smiled. God had approved his plan.




 


CHAPTER 10 

Davidson snapped awake as the ambulance pulled to a stop just outside Camp Casey. The gates swung open and the ambulance drove through the gates. Why did it feel like a funeral procession rather than an escort?

As soon as all of the ambulances were within the wide-open courtyard, soldiers poured out, all pointing their guns at them.

Davidson sighed, so this was how it was going to go.

“What’s wrong?” Bunny asked.

“They’re arresting us,” Davidson replied flatly. There was no way to sugar coat this one. 

Bunny struggled to sit up. The EMTs had given her some painkillers and they were kicking in big time. Davidson helped her so she could see out the back window.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Bunny said.

An armed officer, his sidearm pointed at them, came to the ambulance door and jerked it open. “Everyone out.”

Davidson raised his hands in the air. “She’s injured.”

The guy just didn’t seem to care. “I said out.”

Davidson hopped down to the ground along with the EMT. Bunny managed to stand and hobble to the edge of the ambulance, but couldn’t jump down. Davidson didn’t blame her. That ankle was black and blue.

The officer grabbed Bunny by the arm and forced her off the ambulance. Bunny cried out, crumpling to the ground. “On your feet!”

“I told you,” Davidson said taking a step forward. “She’s injured.”

The officer looked to Bunny then to Davidson.

“Let me carry her,” Davidson said.

The officer snorted. “Fat chance.”

“Then get a wheelchair out here, but if you make her walk on that ankle, you can expect a massive lawsuit against not just the Army, but you personally.”

Another snort. “And who’s gonna prove I did anything?”

Davidson upward. “We’ve got eyes in the sky.”

“You personally have a satellite up there?”

Davidson smiled. “Yep.”

That wasn’t exactly true, but he trusted that Stark was watching every frame of this encounter and recording it. This was Bunny after all.

The officer, it looked like he was a Lieutenant, seemed shaken by this knowledge.

“We just made it through the DMZ, so you might have orders to arrest us, but don’t for a single second underestimate us.”

* * *

“That’s right!” Stark exclaimed as he peddled. “You go, Davidson.”

His mother just rolled her eyes as she continued to pedal next to him. 

“What?” Stark asked. “That guy is being a jerk to them.”

“To Bunny,” his mother corrected.

“Same diff,” Stark said, looking away from her and back to the Russian satellite feed of Camp Casey.

The South Korean base was pretty big, including over 3,500 acres, but most of that was forest used for military exercises. The vast majority of the buildings were housed on just a few acres of the compound.

There were about 6,500 soldiers on the base at any one time, along with approximately 2,500 civilian contractors. The Camp even had its own movie theater that played new releases about the same time China got them. 

Right now about three hundred of those soldiers were surrounding Bunny and the team.

The officer in question did get a wheelchair for Bunny. Stark’s mother’s lip-reading algorithm was spot on tonight. They could “hear” everything that was going on down there.

The team was stripped of their weapons, as Tika tried to distance herself from the team. The officials at Camp Casey weren’t buying it though. 

The IT specialist was rounded up with the others. Bunny was wheeled to the infirmary. Stark watched until her glistening red hair disappeared into the hospital.

The soldiers corraled up the rest of the team and led them into one of the Camp’s buildings. From there, they wouldn’t be able to hear anything.

“Grr...” Stark grumbled.

“Seriously, you are going to let a little wall stand in the way of hearing this?” his mother taunted.

He looked to his mother, to the screen. Of course! He just had to hack into Camp Casey’s audio/visual feeds. They were going to be recording these interrogations, that was for sure.

With renewed hope, Stark told his tired quads to shut up and started the hack.

* * *

Bunny tried to stay focused, but the nice nurse had given her a shot of some wonder drugs. Her ankle barely throbbed. And she was so very happy.

But she shouldn’t be. Davidson and the rest were dragged off for interrogation. And here she was nice and safe in the hospital.

She opened her eyes and tried to pay attention to her surroundings, but it was tough. Her team needed her though. She was the only one that could do something about their situation.

The more the fog cleared, the more she realized that she was not in a regular hospital room. There was a door with a stout lock. And a camera blinking a red light over the door.

She was most likely as secured as the men. That door must have been locked.

Luckily they weren’t all that into patient, apparently a hostile one, privacy.

That worked just fine for her.

If Stark was the man she thought and as infatuated with her as he should be, the tech had hacked into the base already.

Bunny sat up and smiled. She knew better than to try and exaggerate her lip movements. She needed to speak in a normal tone for Stark’s mother’s program to read her lips.

“Stark, you need to hack into Malvern’s personal cell phone. He should have the Director of the CIA’s number in there along with a pass code.” Bunny stopped, feeling a little silly talking to someone that wasn’t there, but she could only hope that Stark was on the other line.

“Turn off the camera for three seconds to let me know that you got this message.”

The red light turned off as Bunny counted to three then it blinked on again.

Stark was on the case.

The sound of a key turning a lock announced the nurse who came in. “Did you need something?”

Bunny shook her head. “Sorry, just doing my healing mantra.”

The woman frowned but didn’t question Bunny further. She turned and left the room, locking it behind her.

Bunny laid back in her pillows, content she had done what she needed to do. Now to relax into these drugs and get the nap that she deserved.

* * *

Davidson sat in the uncomfortable metal chair across the desk from a colonel and what appeared to be a CIA analyst.

They were asking Davidson a bunch of questions. None of which he answered. That old “name, rank, and serial number” protocol was too old school. Through various studies, they had found that speaking at all, even just giving those three facts made you more likely to crack under interrogation.

So the new protocol was absolute silence, even if it was his own government doing the interrogation. He had been trained to look through the interrogators. To see past them to his “safe space.”

Therefore he barely heard the men speaking.

For all intents and purposes, Davidson was in a meadow near his childhood home. A picnic spread out before him. Bunny was on the other side of the basket, laughing as she gathered her wild curls and tossed them over her back, as she spread cheese over a cracker.

There was nothing really that could penetrate that precious bubble in his mind. At the periphery of his consciousness, he could tell that the interrogators were getting frustrated. Their tone harsher, their cadence faster.

Oh well.

They weren’t invited to the picnic.

This situation was going to get resolved by men far above his pay grade.

What was that in his imaginary pocket?

Hmm… it seemed to be a small box, with a ring in it.

Reality might not be so kind, but tonight in his perfect bubble of a perfect time, Davidson was going to propose to Bunny.

If only the real world was so forgiving.

* * *

Stark dropped in on each of the men’s interrogations. It was the same for all of them, with the exception of Tika. The men were just staring straight ahead, not talking, not even responding to the interrogators’ questions. Which were all the same. Probing to see if the men were some kind of traitor terrorists.

Tika on the other hand was spilling her guts. Every detail of every aspect of the mission. She was trying to make the case that she was just following orders and didn’t realize the team was headed for North Korea.

Stark hated to admit it, but that was probably what he would do under the circumstances. He wasn’t great resisting interrogations. His mother just had to lift an eyebrow and he would confess his sins.

“Did you try the number again?” his mother asked.

“Three times, no answer, so I left a message,” Stark stated. He had done as Bunny asked and hacked Malvern’s cell phone account and gotten the Director’s personal cell phone number, but so far no luck connecting with the man.

“Maybe we should try to call in,” Stark suggested.

His mom laughed, “Yes, because a call from two convicted traitors with a death sentence on their heads would really help the team.”

True. True. But he felt awful just sitting here pedaling.

Stark flipped through the feeds of the men, then got back around to Bunny. She looked so beautiful lying there sleeping, her hair spread out on the pillow. He felt like he could reach right through the lens and give her a kiss on the cheek.

“We’ve got trouble,” Stark’s mom said, startling him back to reality.

“What, I’m pumping as fast as I can,” Stark said, although that effort was barely keeping his tablet charged. Forget his cell phone. That had gone dark hours ago.

“We’ve got movement in the eastern sector,” his mother stated pointing to multiple, multiple heat signature sweeping west.

“Maybe it is just troops on night maneuvers.”

“They came through the fence,” his mother clarified.

“Then why haven’t they set off any alarms?”

“Good question, son,” his mother stated.

“We’ve got to warn them,” Stark said.

“Fire alarm?” his mother suggested.

“Excellent.”

Stark didn’t need to encourage his thighs anymore. He pedaled with gusto. 

Bunny’s life was on the line.

* * *

A loud sharp noise awoke Bunny. She bolted upright in her bed. A red light strobed above the door as an alarm blared.

This couldn’t be a coincidence.

They had put her in a walking cast. Still a little groggy, Bunny swung her legs over the side of the bed, stood on her good foot, then gingerly set the other one down. 

It hurt, but not the blinding, searing pain it was before. Or maybe that was just the drugs talking.

Whichever, she hobbled over to the door, checking it. Sure enough it was locked. She looked up to the camera and asked. “Stark, is this you?”

The light blinked off for three seconds, then turned back on.

“Are we in trouble?” Bunny asked.

The camera again turned off, then back on.

It must have been the Cultus. They were a persistent bunch, she gave them that much.

Using the side of her hand, Bunny pounded on the door. “Someone, get me out of here!”

She could see nurses evacuating the other rooms, but not hers. 

Wonder why?

Bunny knew exactly why, but that didn’t mean they could leave her locked in here with a fire alarm blaring. They didn’t know for sure it wasn’t a real fire.

Fine.

Bunny hobbled back over to the nightstand where her clothes were.

“Turn off the camera, Stark,” Bunny warned.

The light shut off as she got dressed. 

If they weren’t going to let her out, guess she was going to have to do it herself.

Bunny found an IV pole and took it over to the door. Heaving back, she thrust the pole through the window. This was hospital security glass, so it was pretty easy to crack. With another hit, the glass shattered.

Bunny grabbed her blanket, wrapped it around her arm, and put her limb through the opening and unlocked the door.

She hobbled out into the hallway. Most of the staff and patients were already out of the building. She found a man sagged over in a wheelchair. Perfect.

She leaned heavily forward as she pushed him along. “Hey, by any chance do you know where they would take someone to interrogate them?”

The man didn’t seem to hear her, but a hand came out from under his blanket and pointed across from the hospital.

Bunny got him outside and handed him off to a nurse. She then struck for the building the injured man had indicated.

“Wait,” The nurse said. “The fire drill rally point is around the other side of the building.”

“Oh, sorry,” Bunny said, pretending to hobble after the nurse. Once the woman’s attention was away from her, Bunny turned around.

She wasn’t quite sure what she was going to do once she got there, but she had to get the men out before it was too late.

* * *

Davidson sat as he had before, except he had left his perfect bubble and was paying attention to the chaos around him.

The fire alarm was blaring, however his captors didn’t seem to think it was real. Which was probably true. If Davidson had to bet, he would say Stark and his mother were behind this, but why?

No matter what happened in this South Korean base, they would ultimately be sent to America and more than likely “get lost” in transit. Davidson hadn’t been worried at all until the alarm went off.

The colonel came back into room with a frown on his face.

“We are getting multiple alarms from the east quadrant.”

Davidson looked up and spoke for the first time during the interrogation. “Those are real.”

The Cultus must be making its move.

“You did this?” the colonel asked.

“No,” Davidson chuckled. “But the cult after us did.”

“They are going to try to extract you on an American base? Don’t they know that is the same thing as attacking America itself?”

Davidson shrugged. “With what they have planned, I doubt that matters much to them.”

“And what do they have planned exactly?” the colonel asked, sitting down on the other side of the table.

“I don’t know, but knowing cults, it is about the end of days, so pissing off America is kind of the least of their worries.”

The older man’s face got blotchy. 

What could Davidson say? That was the truth.

“They were after Bunny before. Is she secure?” Davidson asked.

The CIA guy left the room.

Davidson leaned over to the colonel. “Let us out. It’s the only way. Otherwise you are going to lose a lot of men.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“When you do finally realize it is the only way, let me out first and give me my rifle back. I’m just trying to save lives,” Davidson stated, looking the colonel right in the eye.

“Son, I know you think that, but this is an Army base. I have plenty of snipers.”

Davidson leaned back in his chair. “Sir, I know you are going by the book, but the Cultus aren’t. Come see me when you figure that out.”

The colonel didn’t respond, he simply rose and left.

Alone, Davidson was plunged into silence as the fire alarm turned off.

It was no longer necessary.

Stark had made his point.




 


CHAPTER 11

Bakt sat in a truck just outside of Camp Casey’s outer fence. 

The offensive was going smoothly. He really should thank the American military for rounding up the gnats that had been pestering him. Now to smash them until they were unrecognizable.

All of them except Bunny. They needed Bunny.

His men swept down the hills toward the main gate with military precision.

Once they had suppressed the first sensor alarms, it had been a simple thing to invade the compound.

For a base in South Korea, just 70 miles from the DMZ, the outer perimeter of the base was rather lax in Bakt’s opinion.

He watched the feed through the lead soldier’s helmet cams. They were making good time.

The team’s IT support had thrown the fire alarm, apparently trying to warn the others of Bakt’s arrival, but it mattered little now. It was like crying “fox” once the predator was inside the hen house.

They should be making contact with the first defenders within moments. This was to be a classic smash and grab. They had a helicopter just over the ridge to extract his men as soon as they had done away with the team and captured Bunny.

Bakt had God’s blessing. He had shown that through the sacrifice. This would go as planned.

They were not the Knot or the Warriors. This was the Cultus.

God’s will shall be done.

* * *

Bunny leaned against the wall. People were streaming in and out of the building the Army had taken Davidson and the rest of the team into. She was waiting for someone to open the door but forget to shut it behind them.

She’d had a couple of opportunities, but her ankle just wasn’t cooperating. Bunny was waiting for a pretty big window.

A soldier rushed up to the door, input his code and jerked the door open. She heard footsteps but no click of the door. Turning the corner, Bunny pivoted on her good foot and came around the corner.

The door was swinging shut fast.

There was only one thing to do. She shoved her walking cast into the opening. The door hit, hard, sending a shock wave of pain up her leg, but it didn’t close.

Taking in a sharp breath, Bunny pulled the door open and ducked inside to find a long hallway lined with doors. Which one was Davidson in?

Even though she was in civilian clothes, no one really gave her much heed. A group of men, their rifles against their chests, trotted down the hallway to her. She pressed up against the wall allowing them to pass her. They were prepping for combat. 

Bunny hoped they knew what they were getting into. This wasn’t just any enemy. Because what enemy in their right mind would attack an Army base? 

Only the Cultus would be so brazen and just bat-shit crazy enough to do so.

Once the hallway cleared, Bunny read the labels on the doors. Most were offices. Did she pick the wrong building? She had been sure this was the one they had gone into. The further down the hall, the more certain she was that she would be identified and taken back to the hospital. 

But anyone who strode these halls seemed far more preoccupied than to notice a stray patient.

She came to a junction in the hallway. Bunny could go right or left. Dang she really wished she had Stark in her ear right about now. He’d have the base’s schematics up and ready for her.

Maybe though, she did have Stark. If he could break into the hospital’s camera feed, had he broken into the entire base’s? Bunny looked up to the camera installed up on the wall. “Stark, if you’re there. Which way?”

The camera slowly swung to the left.

“Thanks,” she said with a smile as she limped her way to the left.

This section of the building seemed starker. Down the main hall there had been paintings and award plaques. Here there were just gray bare walls.

The first room announced it was interrogation one. There was no window.

Bunny looked around. The only other camera was way down the hall. She couldn’t ask Stark which one Davidson was in.

Theoretically she should be looking for Malvern, but in her gut she knew that Davidson was the one she needed. They all needed. No offense to Malvern. And she knew he wouldn’t have taken any.

As she passed interrogation four, the lock clicked and the door swung open. Bunny peeked her head inside. Davidson sat across the table. He didn’t look at all surprised and gave her a smile.

The man sitting in front of her didn’t look nearly so pleased to see her. He didn’t have a uniform on, so that made him most probably CIA.

Davidson stood up. His hands were cuffed together but not to the table. Their mistake.

The CIA guy recovered from his shock, sort of. “What are… What do you think you are doing?”

“Saving your ass for one,” Bunny stated as Davidson came around the table.

“You can’t leave,” the CIA agent whined.

* * *

Okay, Davidson was so done with this guy. He’d put up with him for an insufferable amount of time. “You have no authority over me.”

“But… but… the colonel does.”

“Yes, but he’s not here, is he?” Davidson reminded the man. He’d taken his down time to slip out of his handcuffs.

The agent jumped out of his chair and blocked the doorway.

Seriously even without his rifle, Davidson could kill the guy seven different ways. Davidson let his stare communicate that.

The man’s lip trembled, then he stepped aside. Davidson left the interrogation room with Bunny.

“How’s your foot?”

“It’ll do,” Bunny said as she grimaced.

“Do you know where they stowed our gear?”

“No, but I know someone who does,” Bunny answered, looking up.

At first Davidson didn’t know what she meant. Then he saw the security camera move pointing further down the hall. 

“Shouldn’t we get the rest of the team?” Bunny asked.

“I want to be armed first. Besides I think they can take care of themselves.” Davidson responded then looked up. “When the others escape, Stark, lead them to the armory.”

The camera nodded up and down.

Good to have their IT support back.

Gunfire crackled. It sounded far away. If only the colonel had let him out earlier, they might have stopped this assault.

Bunny leaned into him. Her face pinched up each time she took a step on her bad foot. They had certainly low-balled their estimate of the amount of pain she was in.

Stark gave them a few more directions until they reached the armory. There were still two guards at their post, plus a keypad lock.

Davidson looked up to the camera. “Can you help us out?”

The lights sparked, then went out as Davidson heard the door click open. Night vision goggles would be nice. But he had to work with what he had.

Using the image in his mind’s eye Davidson leapt forward, grabbed the first guard and put him into a choke hold. Once the man slumped in his arms, Davidson let go. The guy should just have a nasty headache when he awoke. Putting him down had probably saved his life.

Davidson listened for any sound to indicate where the other guard had gotten off to. If he was smart, he would have relocated. But the soldier had looked young and a little panicked even before the lights went out. Could Davidson be so lucky to have the guy hold his position?

Betting on it, Davidson leapt in the direction of the soldier’s post. Unfortunately he hit the guy’s gun. The soldier pulled the trigger but the bullet just glanced off Davidson’s side. With a throw of his elbow, the guard went down.

“Bunny?” Davidson called out.

“Here,” Bunny answered. He could hear the click of her cast as she joined him. She put her hand on his side. “You’re bleeding,” she said.

“Just another glancing wound,” he informed her as they stepped into the armory. “I’m collecting them.”

Bunny grinned and shook her head. “Soldiers.”

Most of the lights were out, but rows upon rows of weapons glistened. “Oh Lopez is totally going to love this.”

* * *

Stark watched all the monitors. He really, really hoped the sun rose soon. They needed some solar power to relieve him of his biking duties. And where were the Monnes brothers? They should have gotten plenty of sleep by now.

Malvern had broken out of interrogation next, feigning a heart attack. He had subdued his interrogators with minimal fuss. Prenner and Lopez broke out at nearly the same time. Tika however had to be broken out by Malvern. They were all heading in the direction Stark sent them, straight to the armory.

 Bunny was sitting down in the gun filled room, propping her foot up as the sniper gathered enough weapons to launch a small war.

But wasn’t that exactly what was going on here? 

The Cultus had already breached the inner fence and were on the march to the main compound.

While the base might have over 6,000 troops, how many of them were on duty at any time, especially in the middle of the night? Maybe a few hundred at most. The rest of the men were sleeping and with communications blocked, these sleepy soldiers had no idea what was happening or where to go. They were like sheep to the slaughter.

“No, not her,” Lopez said over the speakers. His mother’s voice compatibility algorithm really was outdoing itself. He pointed an accusing finger at Tika.

“Stand down, corporal,” Malvern stated.

“You told them everything, didn’t you?” Lopez demanded of Tika.

Tika’s jaw stuck out. “Of course I did. Or did you forget about the chain of command?”

Lopez lunged, but Prenner held him back.

“She’s informing on us,” Lopez growled. “She’s betrayed us.”

“Lopez!” Malvern snapped. It was shocking how accurate the voices sounded, even the annoyed tone. Stark’s mom rocked. “I know you are a little sensitive about this issue right now, but she is a part of our team.”

Lopez mumbled something like “not for long,” but Stark couldn’t be sure.

Malvern glared at the corporal but no further words were exchanged.

Davidson quickly unlocked their cuffs, except for Tika’s. The sniper looked to Malvern, who nodded.

With a frown Davidson freed Tika’s wrists.

“I only did what I was ordered to do,” Tika protested.

Right.

“What’s the plan?” Prenner asked.

“Run,” Davidson stated.

“Run?” Malvern questioned. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

Davidson shrugged. “They are after us. A lot of innocent soldiers are going to get killed if we try to duke it out here. I think we should head for the hills to the east. Take the fight away from here.”

* * *

Bunny looked from Malvern to Davidson and back. You could see the wheels in Malvern’s head turning the situation up and down and all around. It went against these men’s instincts to run, but Bunny agreed.

There was already a fierce firefight out there. Good people were dying. People that had nothing to do with the Cultus. People were dying for no good reason at all.

Finally Malvern gave the nod. Davidson indicated all the weapons that he had laid out.

Lopez actually got a smile on his face. “Nice.”

Bunny felt useless as her ankle throbbed. 

Even Tika the tattletale was more help than her as she suited up.

“Let’s move out,” Malvern stated. 

Davidson came over to Bunny, lending his shoulder. She felt like a wimp taking it, however she wasn’t making it out of here without some help.

They made it out into the hallway. A few civilian contractors saw them, but must have assumed the team was from the base and barely gave them a second look.

Prenner and Lopez pulled ahead, heading for the exit. The rest of the team moved as fast as Bunny could go.

“This is silly,” Davidson said and scooped her up into his arms.

Bunny felt herself blush for good reason.

Picking up the speed, they made their way outside to find Lopez and Prenner waiting with a Jeep.

“Gonna be a tight fit,” Lopez stated. “Maybe lose someone?”

Even though Bunny knew that wasn’t directed at her, she actually felt just a little sorry for Tika. 

The woman’s face clouded over. “I want to draw the Cultus away as much as you do.”

“Until you don’t,” Lopez shot back.

“Enough,” Malvern stated. “We will have to make do.”

After everyone else was in the Jeep, Davidson lifted her up and into his lap.

Who ever said working with an ex could be uncomfortable?

* * *

Thank God, the Monnes brothers showed up. Stark got off his bike, his legs trembling. He had to lean on his mother to get inside their computer room.

The screens shined much more brightly than when Stark was peddling, but he didn’t care. He just needed to see how Davidson’s plan would play out.

The men avoided the main conflict, circling around to the south, then east. Lopez ran straight through the fencing, but that was pretty much par for the course with the corporal.

To Stark’s surprise, Lopez left the headlights on, but Stark had forgotten, the team wasn’t really running away, abandoning the Camp to the Cultus. They were luring the Cultus away from the camp to have a showdown out in the rolling hills of South Korea.

And it was working. The Cultus turned their attention from the camp and the bulk of their forces moved east.

A bright flash went up, nearly blinding the screens. 

What the heck had that been?

Then a helicopter rose from behind those eastern hills.

The team was heading into a trap and there was absolutely nothing he could do about it.

* * *

Davidson heard the chopper before he could see it. Of course the Cultus had a helicopter in waiting. They must have guessed that the team would try to draw the fight away from the base. 

Levont had taught the Cultus quite a few of Special Forces’ tactics it appeared. Too many.

They had been doing so well. They had nearly made their way to the hills. The Cultus had swung the main brunt of their force to the east, giving the base forces a chance to regroup, now that they weren’t under direct attack.

But this helicopter, this helicopter might be their undoing.

Davidson patted Lopez on the shoulder to indicate they should stop. As the Jeep wound down, Davidson passed Bunny off to Malvern. “I’ve got to go up.”

Malvern nodded. The plan had been to wait until they were at the peak of the hill then have Davidson set up his perch, but now they didn’t have that luxury. He had to get up and get up now.

He didn’t look back as he flat out ran from the trail they were following, up into the forest. As the sound of the helicopter beat down on him, he ran.

Malvern would have moved the team into the forest to the north, but still a helicopter could do a lot of damage in not very much time. Each second pressed against him. This could not be the end.

He couldn’t wait for just the right tree, he had to gain some altitude. So he started up the next wide-based tree. It had enough peeling bark to scale the tree without any tools. 

Finding a nice thick, but high, branch, Davidson shimmied his way out to the edge of the tree.

The helo came over the crest of the hill, barreling right for the team on the other side of the trail. They opened fire, spraying the trees with bullets.

There was no time for any kind of set up or regulation of breath. Davidson brought the rifle up to his shoulder and targeted the helicopter’s rear rotor.

He fired off two shots that went wide.

“Calm down,” he reminded himself. Calm the frack down.

Davidson had to detach himself from the outcome. He needed to see the shot and not be worried about anything but centering himself.

He took the time to take a filling breath, then held it.

Aiming again, Davidson let the pain in Bunny’s face fade. He let his anger at Tika go. His own life meant nothing. Only the shot.

Davidson pulled the trigger. The bullet flew true, hitting the metal junction between the rotor and the stabilizer. The blade started wobbling, throwing the chopper off course.

But he couldn’t stop at that. The pilot was too good. Compensating for the rear rotor action. 

The helo turned, coming at Davidson.

Wrong move.

Davidson shot out the helicopter’s front window, injuring the co-pilot before it could get 200 yards from him. The chopper peeled away. Davidson shot at its undercarriage, punching holes in the metal.

Someone brave enough to open the helicopter’s door pointed an automatic machine gun out the opening and fired. Davidson hugged the tree branch as bullets ripped by. Even in such an inappropriate position, Davidson readied his rifle.

The helicopter pressed its advantage, pushing in, narrowing the distance. A bullet blew a chunk of bark off, right in front of Davidson’s lead hand.

He fired, instinctually rather than accurately. He just needed to push the helo back for a few moments until he could set up a kill shot.

Then gunfire erupted from the opposite side of the forest. The men were laying down covering fire.

The helicopter popped vertically, rising to get out of the other guns’ range. A far shorter range than his rifle’s. The enemy’s helicopter pilot had pulled up too short.

Davidson aimed at the fuel tank. Time to make a mark.

His shot struck true. The helo burst into flame. All pretense of control was gone as the helicopter careened into the hillside and exploded. They weren’t going to have to worry about any survivors from that accident. That was for sure.

Over the flames, Davidson heard a scream and the rev of a Jeep. He swung his rifle around, searching the forest. The team was still at the wood’s edge. They must have left Bunny back at the Jeep, but someone must have been pacing them.

Maybe the Cultus weren’t after the team. Maybe they were just after Bunny. Frantically, Davidson scanned the forest. Only a slight glint gave away the Jeep, and it was hauling ass up the hill. 

The Jeep was passing through the forest, making it nearly impossible for Davidson to set up a shot. Nearly.

He synchronized his breathing with the Jeep’s progress. His body knew when to take the shot. It hit the back of the Jeep. Of all the times to miss a shot.

Davidson took another breath, but the Jeep was nearly to the crest of the hill. If it went over the side? He couldn’t think about it. The rest of the team could never get to her in time. It was up to him.

The sound of another chopper filled the air. This one was smaller. Not a combat chopper, but an extraction chopper. Just how well funded were these freaking Cultus?

The bulk of the Cultus force were making their way up the hill. It wouldn’t be long before they would be at their 6. The camp was harrying the Cultus, but the Cultus had their sights set on one thing and one thing only. 

Bunny.

* * *

Since she didn’t have any other weapons, Bunny had to the use the only item she had that would do the trick. Her hard walking cast. The sound of the Jeep masked the noise of her ripping the Velcro off. Her ankle complained, but a little pain now was a whole lot better than being kidnapped by the Cultus.

Bunny pretty much knew what happened next.

Cocking the boot back, Bunny swung with all of her might. There was a nice crack as the cast hit the driver’s head, but he wasn’t knocked out. Damn it.

She swung and hit again, this time the man slumped over the wheel of the Jeep as it ground to a halt.

She’d done it!

Not so fast.

Was that another freaking helicopter? 

Jesus, she hated cults. 

There was no way she could outrun the men rappelling down to capture her. She didn’t even resist, as the first man landed and wrapped the line around her waist.

She was done for.




 


CHAPTER 12

“No!” Stark screamed as he watched Bunny pulled up toward the small helicopter. That thing looked like it was built for speed. If they hauled her all the way up into the chopper, there was no way they could get her back. 

He prayed, despite being an agnostic. He prayed as Bunny was a third of the way up.

Suddenly the line broke and Bunny tumbled back to the ground.

Stark rewound the footage. The line hadn’t just snapped, it had been shot through. That had to be Davidson. No one else would be crazy enough to try to take that shot but the team’s sniper.

Bunny hit the ground hard but rolled over, coughing, giving a thumb’s up.

Now what though? The bulk of the Cultus forces weren’t far down the hill and even if they somehow survived them, the US Army wasn’t going to be too pleased or inclined to let the team go.

Out of nowhere, Davidson launched from high up in a tree and caught the line they had been trying to pull Bunny up with. Davidson climbed hand over hand toward the chopper. There didn’t seem to be many men inside as only one tried to fire down at Davidson.

The rest of the team on the ground though provided cover fire, forcing the Cultus back into the chopper.

Davidson climbed crazy fast. Like Wesley in the Princess Bride fast. Would he make it in time?

Stark found himself biting his fingernails. 

The Helicopter tipped, trying to drag Davidson through the trees. Even getting smacked by branches and leaves, the sniper kept climbing.

Even Stark had to admit, Davidson deserved Bunny.

* * *

Davidson wasn’t sure how much his damaged joints could take of this, but there was only way to safety now. Up. 

If he dropped now, he wouldn’t survive, so he kept climbing.

He was nearly to the railing, when he felt the rope lose tension. He didn’t have any time to think. Davidson just flung himself at the railing. One hand caught. The other didn’t.  Of course it was his bad arm that caught. The joint wailed in protest, but he hung on.

Using his legs, Davidson swung to the side, catching the railing with the other hand. He pulled himself up and straddled the railing with his legs. He pulled his sidearm from its holster. 

This was not going to be fun.

While the helicopter swung to and fro, Davidson got on his feet, clinging to the side of the chopper. He put the palm of his hand on the sliding door. It wouldn’t budge.

Great.

On to Plan B.

This one was going to be even less fun.

He walked, foot over foot along the railing of the chopper, taking a branch to the face every two steps. But finally he was at the tip of the railing, just beside the pilot.

So close in fact, Davidson watched the man’s eyes dilate as Davidson put the gun up to the glass and fired.

The pilot’s head snapped back as the helicopter veered dangerously to the right.

Davidson kicked in the glass and shot the copilot before he could raise his gun. Davidson slipped into the cockpit, grabbing the joystick, backwards of course. It took him a moment to stabilize their flight.

Just then the man in the hold burst forward. Davidson shot first. Now alone, Davidson was able to move the pilot and climb into his seat. Davidson was no Lopez, but he could make do.

* * *

Bunny was still doubled over when the men got to her. That had not been a pretty drop. She’d landed right on her bad ankle. If it hadn’t been broken before, it was now.

“Here, here,” Lopez said, urging the boot cast at her.

Trust her, she was grateful to Lopez and Davidson, but damn it hurt.

Malvern helped her up and scooped her into his arms like her own father should have done years ago. They all ran over to where Davidson was landing the helicopter.

It was a bit of a blur as she was loaded into the helicopter and they took off. They took some fire from both Cultus and the Army, but made it over the ridge.

A lone SUV sat on the access road. A Cultus SUV.

“Sir?” Davidson asked.

“Prenner, please do the honors,” Malvern ordered.

The point man went over to the door and opened it. He fired at the SUV as they flew over. Four figures tumbled from the car, scrambling to the back of the vehicle for some cover.

“Thanks for the helo!” Lopez yelled into the wind.

* * *

Bakt grimaced as he rose to assess the situation as the chopper flew off. The driver had been killed. The radiator had been damaged --- and this mission was an utter and complete failure.

His vision swam with red. Had God deceived him with the sacrifice or was this one battle in a long war?

Ling’s voice crackled over the radio, calling for a full retreat. Their escape vehicles were just over the western ridge. That was if the American team hadn’t destroyed them too.

Bakt climbed the ridge to see the battlefield. The Army was getting a little cocky, thinking that it had been them who’d won the day. His troops had left the American soldiers several surprises.

As the Army advanced, the lead soldier stepped on one of the aforementioned presents. Not only was that soldier thrown into the sky, but each soldier flanking him. Suddenly the American’s weren’t so quick to press their advantage, as Bakt’s men faded into the forest and over the ridge. Disappearing into the night.

Bakt did not even bother to ask Ling for a causality report. He knew that they had probably lost more men in those helicopters than they had on the battlefield.

Perhaps the Knot had been right. Petir had insisted that Davidson was doubly blessed by God. That he had a guardian angel on his shoulder at all times.

Bakt had dismissed such reports as pure hyperbole. But after facing the sniper for the second time, Bakt may have been too quick to ignore what may be the God’s given truth.

Or was this just another obstacle that God placed in front of Bakt? Nothing had ever come easy for Bakt. He’d gained this position within the Cultus by cunning and great daring.

Bakt knew that the elders had entrusted him with much and knew the task ahead would be difficult. But how many defeats such as this would they tolerate?

He knew what had happened to Tok of the Knot. Would he face a similar fate?

Would this American team be the end of him, as it had been for so many other cults?

No. Not an equivocal maybe, but no. Bakt could never let that happen. The end of days were but a few heartbeats away and his cult, the Cult of All Cults had what none of the others had before.

He could not even think upon it, else he would lose his focus.

His focus must remain on routing out the American team before the Cultus could make their final move.

* * *

Stark was still having a hard time grasping that the danger was over. One moment Bunny was in mortal danger and the next, the team had not only saved her, but commandeered the enemy’s helicopter.

“Where do you think they are going?” his mother asked.

He looked at the map. In that part of Asia, not a whole lot of American-friendly options. “I’m not sure. Let me figure out their trajectory.”

Stark did some simple calculations. “No.”

His mother looked over. “No, what?”

“They are…” Stark couldn’t bring himself to say it. “They’re coming here. To Bhutan.”

“What?” his mother asked, a bit shrill even for her.

Stark pointed to the map and the long straight line that led from the helicopter’s current path. “They are coming here.”

“Oh my,” his mother muttered. “Well, I’d best tell the Monnes brothers to pedal a little faster.”

* * *

Davidson’s joints creaked at the rattle of the plane. They had flown the helicopter to Fukuoka, South Korea and stolen a plane for the remainder of the trip to Bhutan. 

Looking at Bunny, he felt lucky not to have dislocated his bad arm. He’d certainly fared better than poor Bunny. Even with the boot back on and the foot elevated, the ankle was still swollen to twice the normal size. Prenner had shot her up with some painkillers, so now she didn’t just look in agony, but stoned.

It was only a four-hour flight, but it felt like an eternity. Malvern had been on the phone with HQ nearly the entire time. They were either going to spend the rest of their lives in Leavenworth or be awarded the Silver Star, it just depended on whom you talked to.

Luckily, the North Koreans were being pretty hush-hush about what went down in their country. Usually they liked a good propaganda war, but someone escaped from their country. They really didn’t want to get too vocal about that. Especially since the Americans could have easily blamed North Korea for the attack on Camp Casey. Instead the official story was that the camp wasn’t attacked, that the activity was part of some war games. Very, very intense war games. The kind where the losers died.

Davidson was sure that the soldiers there did learn a few hard lessons.

And so had they. 

Bunny was the target. They needed to get her as far away as possible. The only truly safe place they knew was Stark’s safe house. It wouldn’t be safe after they arrived, but at least it would be a friendly face in the middle of all of this. Somewhere they could regroup without the threat of the local government arresting them. Bhutan had an international reputation of looking the other way.

Looking out the window, Davidson watched the low rolling plains of China turn into broken crags of the southern tip of the Himalayas. Bhutan bordered China on nearly every side except for the eastern border of Nepal. To the south, it touched on India.

As they were descending, you could see even from the air that Bhutan was a beautiful country. The land was dotted with quaint villages and striped with glistening rivers. Pagodas were frequently set atop hillsides. 

They were headed to a tiny, tiny airstrip near Rukha in the Dragon Kingdom region of the country. The village was one of the most remote in the country. Stark and his mom had chosen well.

It didn’t take long to cross the country. Bhutan was only 18,000 square miles. If you blinked, you could have missed the entire country.

The late afternoon sun shone down on the green pastures and Buddhist monasteries that dotted the Dragon Kingdom.

Even though Lopez was losing altitude quickly, Davidson didn’t see the airstrip. Trees that were once dots were now bushy green obstacles.

It wasn’t until the plane banked sharply right that he saw what he supposed was an airstrip. The thing couldn’t have been longer than 200 yards and ended in the sheer wall of the mountain.

If Lopez didn’t stick this landing…

What was Davidson thinking, of course Lopez was going to stick it, one way or another.

The aircraft may not survive but hey, Lopez didn’t care about the security deposit. Especially since he’d stolen it.

The intercom came on. “Hey, guys, this might be a… well… assuming crash positions might be a good idea.”

With a click, that was all from their pilot.

Another click, this time Prenner. “He wasn’t kidding.” Then another click.

Davidson went over to Bunny and put his arms around her. She lowered her foot, grimacing as they tucked into crash position. 

He couldn’t help but peek though.

They were coming in pretty fast and were angled a bit steep for Davidson’s taste, but that wasn’t Lopez’s fault. They’d just had to come over one of the lower ridgelines. 

Who in the hell built an airstrip here? It was insane.

Lopez touched down and bounced hard. He applied the brakes as his flaps went up, all the way. You could hear the air screaming its dissatisfaction. The plane fishtailed as Lopez really engaged the brakes. He didn’t even attempt to counter the weaving. It was probably all part of his plan.

Davidson sat up, looking out the front window. That wall was coming up, fast. It was a pure gray wall of death. No, wait. As they were getting closer you could see gouges from other flights that didn’t quite come to a stop before the wall. Not reassuring.

Brakes screeching, wing howling, they flung to their doom.

Then Lopez did exactly what he shouldn’t have. He lifted off again. There was no way he was going to get over this cliff. But that wasn’t his intent. He landed, bouncing again, then lifted off for a fraction of a second and bounced again. Then again. What in the hell was Lopez thinking? 

The wheels of this small plane couldn’t take that kind of punishment. Which apparently Lopez was counting on. The next bounce, the horrible sound of metal wrenching apart filled the cabin. There went their wheels.

The plane was now scraping its under surface along the ground, creating a hail of sparks. Yet still they were careening toward the wall.

Grey became the only thing you could see.

They hit the wall going about twenty miles an hour. 

Everyone was thrown against their restraints. The forward propeller still spun, digging into the wall. Bits of rock flew everywhere, but they were at a stop. Lopez killed the engine, then hopped up, probably the most animated he had been in months.

“That folks, is what you call a masterpiece of a landing.”

No one argued.

* * *

Bunny accepted both Davidson and Prenner’s help to get off the plane. The pain was nearly blinding if she tried to put any weight on the ankle. If they had them, Bunny was more than willing to take some happy drugs once they got to Stark’s.

She was so concerned with her foot that she didn’t notice men leading donkeys their way. What the hell?

The men all bowed. As they rose they had toothy smiles. Their gestures indicated the team should mount the short beasts. The men were dressed in what looked like native garb, the gho, Bunny believed. It was a knee-length, brightly colored shirt that was tied by a red kera, at the waist. From the knees down, the men’s legs were exposed. All the men wore low, ankle boots which indicated they were from a low position in society. That was confirmed by how little embellishment was drawn on the leather. Upperclass shoes were ornately decorated. 

“What is up with this?” Lopez asked. “Stark was supposed to arrange transportation not entertainment.”

The lead man, denoted as the leader by his kabney, a bright yellow scarf, spoke in broken English. “Ride. No walk. Ride.” He then pointed up. “Go there.”

Bunny craned her neck to see what in the world the man was talking about. High above them was what looked like a Buddhist monastery. “No way.”

The man nodded vigorously. “Yes, way. Come, come.”

The vertical assent looked steeper than the Grand Canyon and she was supposed to trust this donkey that was giving her a nasty side-ways glance.

“You can ride in front of me,” Davidson offered. 

The man shook his head. “One donkey. One.”

“It’s okay,” Bunny said. “Just tie me to the saddle.”

Davidson didn’t look any too happy as he helped Prenner get her onto her donkey. The beast snorted, backing, swishing its tail. Bunny assumed that meant the animal was annoyed. 

Great. Just the attitude you wanted in a beast you were entrusting your life to. 

But this was the only way up, so Bunny had to suck it up.

Led by the men who had mounted their donkeys, the group set out. Tika looked particularly nauseated as they reached the narrow path. It was literally two feet wide and in places narrowed to a foot wide.

She knew that donkeys were sure-footed, but come on.

Finally, Bunny just had to close her eyes and allow the side-to-side swaying to lull her nerves. If you didn’t know you could fall off the cliff, it really was a pleasant climb.

Until her donkey lost its footing. Bunny’s eyes flew open as she clung to the beast’s mane. Rocks slid off the side, tumbling down the cliff. The donkey surged forward. Again, if Bunny hadn’t had a white-knuckled grip on the mane, she would have flown off the back as her donkey jumped to safety.

Okay, she was going to slap Stark upside the head, if by God’s grace she made it to the top.

* * *

Stark fidgeted with his gho. It was dyed a royal blue with gold accents announcing him as upper class.

“Stop it,” his mother hissed next to him.

She was in the traditional women’s ankle length dress, the kira. Hers was orange with red piping. Denoting she was the mother of an upper class male. Her belt, or kera was gold. At her shoulders were komas, two identical broaches, also made of gold, which drew the kira’s shoulders in. 

They were dressed for official guests.

A curse floated on the breeze. A Hispanic one. Lopez.

Stark licked his lips waiting for the group to crest the hill. He’d only been on that trail once. After that, he’d sworn off travel and stayed in their small building off to the side of the monastery.

The first donkey heaved itself over the last bit of trail carrying one of their sherpas. Ugyen. Then the other two. Kinle and Jai.

Stark stiffened his back and straightened his gho. He wondered if perhaps he shouldn’t have worn his purple boots instead of the green ones. Did he look like a carnival performer?

It was a little late to worry about that as Prenner came over the ledge followed by Lopez and Tika, whose face was a lovely shade of chartreuse. Then there she was, in all of her glory.

Bunny.

Even injured, she rode the donkey with grace and decorum.

Oh yeah, then there were Davidson and Malvern.

Whatever.

Stark raced over to Bunny’s donkey. “Let me help you,” Stark said. Then Bunny slapped him across the face.

He didn’t mind. Hell that was the most contact he’d had with a woman in a long, long time. The sting kind of felt good.

He still offered his arm.

Bunny accepted it and slid into his arms.

Okay, so the team had totally ruined their super-secret safe house, but oh, it was certainly worth it as Bunny leaned into him and they moved toward their lair.




 


CHAPTER 13

Under other circumstances Davidson might have been jealous of the way Stark was holding Bunny, but they were no longer together and quite frankly, after saving the team’s butts several times over, the guy probably deserved a little one-on-one Bunny-time.

The team followed Stark and his mother behind the large monastery. It was weird to see them in such traditional dress. Usually the two of them were in torn jeans and a “Let the force be with you,” tee shirts. Guess it was better to go native if you were trying to hide from every first-world country.

The building behind the monastery was built in the same manner, even if it was a quarter of the size. White-walled with overlapping red roofs. Stark’s hideout looked like a miniature monastery with upper bell towers and everything.

The hackers knew how to live in style, even in exile.

They passed two teens, furiously pedaling on stationary bikes.

Odd.

Stark’s mother indicated to the bikes. “They generate our extra electricity if we need more than the solar panels. She pointed to the roof. Dang, but she was right. Those weren’t any tiles on the roof, but solar electricity-generating panels. Apparently the hackers had figured out how to live truly off the grid.

Entering the hideout, Davidson felt transported back in time. There were rich, thick Oriental rugs with low cushions that served as couches with a low central wooden table which looked like it had been made from the trunk of a single tree.

The walls were lined with tapestries, showing what appeared to be the history of Bhutan. Off to the corner was a traditional mud stove. You would never know that this was the home of two of the world’s most elite hackers.

Stark parted a thick wool curtain to escort Bunny into their inner sanctum.

The difference was night and day. 

Behind them was the past. In front of them was the future. 

To say the tech suite was tricked-out was a poor, poor description.

There were gadgets, lit up like Christmas, that Davidson couldn’t even begin to identify.

Unlike Tika, whose jaw had dropped as she walked around the room aimlessly.

“Is this… is this a…. no it couldn’t be… these are just in the theoretical phase…”

She was looking at a strange wide-based white plastic item that looked like it should be a lazy-Susan or something. 

“Oh but it is,” Stark said as he helped Bunny sit down on a long black leather couch.

He came over and waved his hand over the base. A blue-lit keyboard appeared. “This is a B-membrane computer, all right.”

 Tika watched, enraptured as Stark typed on the keyboard that wasn’t there a moment ago. 

“You think that is awesome,” Stark stated. “Watch this.”

He waved his hand again and out of the sides of the forty-inch screen, two other forty inch screens slid. That was over a hundred inches of screen. That was just crazy.

Tika was nearly drooling when she seemed to remember that she was in the presence of convicted traitors. Like their treason could rub off on her.

She backed away murmuring something that Davidson couldn’t hear.

“What’s the plan, oh master of weird tech,” Lopez asked.

“We know what the plan has to be,” Bunny said, rubbing her calf above the walking cast.

Davidson cocked his head. He thought he might know what she was talking about, but he wasn’t going to like it.

“I need to get captured,” Bunny said.

Yep, that was pretty much what he thought.

He knew Bunny, so he didn’t bother to argue with her. He let Malvern handle that one.

Their commanding officer walked forward. “Absolutely not. No. Never.”

“Hear me out,” Bunny asked.

“I will, but it won’t change my mind,” Malvern stated rather emphatically.

* * *

But he would, Bunny knew he would once she made her case.

“How many soldiers died at Camp Casey?”

Malvern’s features clouded. “The current body count is seventeen with over five hundred injured, eighty-seven critically. So that number may go up.”

“Exactly,” Bunny said. “I can’t let any more good people die. I just can’t.”

“You have an angle out?” Malvern asked, his eyes narrowing just as she knew they would. Her argument was sound. He knew that.

Bunny waved to the technological wonders surrounding them. “I’m sure Stark has some super small, bio-compatible doo hickey that would track me. Then we could strike at their heart, rather than this cat-and-mouse chase all around the world.”

Malvern put two fingers to his lips. His tell. He was seriously considering it.

Davidson clearly figured that out as well. “No. Still no.”

“Samuel,” Bunny coaxed. “I’m injured. I would only slow you down. The other option is to drop me off, where I would more than likely get kidnapped as well.”

“It’s still too dangerous,” Davidson plead.

“No, it is probably the safest option for me, for all of us. They want me alive,” Bunny said. “They must need my historical knowledge for something, so they will keep me alive.”

“So you think,” Davidson shot back.

“They were taking me alive. As long as I play along, it is totally logical that they will keep me alive.”

Davidson frowned but didn’t retort. 

“I don’t know…” Stark interjected.

Bunny looked to him. He was always so worried about her. “I am counting on you.”

“I know,” Stark stated. “That’s what I’m worried about.”

“You haven’t let us down yet,” Bunny commented.

Stark couldn’t look at her, but still she knew he’d come through for her.

Bunny looked to Malvern. “Well?”

He only nodded.

Bunny caught Lopez’s eye. “So are you ready to stage the most awesome kidnapping ever?”

Lopez gave a shrug, but she noticed a little smile at the corner of his lips.

“Alright then, let’s get my abduction underway.”

* * *

Bakt sat in the lotus position, trying to gravitate down to his core. 

To say he was shaken by last night’s events was a grave understatement. Never had God let him down the way he had the night before.

Or was Bakt simply not patient enough?

God seldom indulged man’s timeline. Perhaps defeat was preordained. It had forced the Americans to flee. In flight for your life you were much more likely to make egregious errors.

Last night’s defeat had prepared Bakt for success.

Yes, that must be the right of it, for God would never forsake his most humble servant.

Bakt heard Ling enter the room, although his second in command was quiet and tried to be non-intrusive, it was still clear there was a second person in the room.  

He opened his eyes. “Yes?”

“It appears that they have fled to Bhutan and reunited with their techs.”

“Excellent.” That meant they didn’t have to track Stark and his mother separately. They had hidden well until now.

This was the sign from God that Bakt needed. A reaffirmation that his path was the one true path.

“Prepare another sacrifice,” Bakt stated.

Ling inclined his head and backed out of the room.

Bakt longed to be back at the sanctuary, surrounded by the faithful. Seeing the object of his path.

But alas, just as Jesus had walked the desert for forty days, so must Bakt stay amongst the unclean until his mission was completed. 

He only hoped he was as blessed upon his return as his Savior had been.

* * *

Stark’s head felt like it might explode. The entire mission depended on him, and his mother of course, but this was more about him.

“Oh my, how rude we have been,” his mother stated and hit a switch. The entire sidewall transformed to show the view from beyond the walls. The valley below was a brilliant green with fog hanging off the opposite mountains. Further along the plateau the Buddhist monks were having outside mediation. Their orange and saffron robes stood out starkly against the green pastures down below.

“Thanks, Mom,” Stark said. She really got him. That was just what he needed. A little real-time hologram always got him started.

As his fingers flew over the keyboard, Stark explained what he was doing even if Tika seemed to be the only one who understood half of it. “The biggest hurdle is, of course, for the tracking device to be completely discovery-proof. Actually that isn’t the biggest hurdle. I can make a bunch of bio-identical devices that can survive any biometric scan. The obstacle is how to jump start the device once it is inert.”

“How are you dealing with that? A thin rare metal lattice?” Tika asked him.

Stark shook his head. “No, those can show up on ultrasound and routine x-rays, I am talking about a truly undetectable by modern means transmitter.”

Tika rocked back on her heels. “There is no such thing.”

“Ah, but there is,” Stark stated, basking in the specialist’s awe.

He pulled out a string with small crystals of salt along the line of irregular pearls. “Taste it.”

Tika looked askance then stepped closer, touching the tip of her finger to one of the crystals. “It’s just salt.”

“Ah, and just the right amount of galena, right here,” Stark stated.

Tika frowned. “You aren’t trying to make some kind of micro-Cat’s Whisker radio are you?”

“My, my,” Stark said whistling through his teeth. “You do know your transmitters.”

Tika blushed a bit, taking a step back.

Stark had kind of hated her for a lot of reasons, one of which was she thought he was a traitor to his country. But her adoration was kind of making up for that.

“Yes. The human bio-electrical system is based on salt crossing semi-permeable membranes,” Stark said as he slid a drawer out, pulled open a container and carefully displayed a thin blue membrane. “We wrap this puppy around the crystals and voila. An electrical source that sparks this tiny amount of Beryllium to create a pulse signal.”

Tika stepped forward again to look at the tip of the string. “Beryllium is one of the few metals that doesn’t show up on x-rays.”

Stark nodded. “Yep.”

“But a sodium-chloride membrane pump requires water to work,” Tika noted.

“Exactly,” Stark answered.

Tika grinned. “Where is the water coming from?”

Stark indicated over to Bunny. “Each time she drinks, she will activate a ping. Even her own saliva, if enough of it, will trigger a signal.”

Bunny frowned. “So I’ve got to swallow that?”

“Yes, and if you are being actively scanned, don’t swallow any saliva or the ping might show up.”

Bunny frowned again.

“Really?” Stark asked. “This is the most sophisticated non-X-ray detectable transmitter in the world.”

Bunny rolled her eyes. “That I have to swallow.”

* * *

Davidson couldn’t look. Sure he could traipse around in lakes of blood or walk on the entrails of his enemy, but watch Bunny swallow that weird string? 

No thank you.

He would like to keep some fantasies alive. And all of them would die if he watched that.

Tika too was averting her eyes as Stark helped position the string properly around the base of her tongue to anchor it.

“So they’re not so bad, are they?” Davidson asked Tika.

“They still could have triggered Europe to fall into the ocean.”

“Darlin’,” Lopez said, his back turned to the swallowing maneuver. “Europe was going into the ocean no matter what. Stark and his mother rolled the dice to save Europe and the world. And they came up Big 6 and saved all of us.”

Tika normally would retort back, but this time she frowned, chewing the inside of her cheek.

That was the beauty of experience out in the field. It changed you. Improved you. Malvern had been right, again, by keeping her with the team and not leaving her in South Korea to be the designated scapegoat.

“Done,” Stark announced. 

Davidson turned around to find Bunny still gulping awkwardly.

“You okay?”

“Ya,” Bunny responded, “But remind me not to volunteer to do anything brave in the future.

“You know I will,” Davidson stated. “Still time to reconsider.”

“Oh, hell no,” Bunny stated firmly. “I did not just go through that for nothing.”

The entire team turned to Lopez.

“What?” the corporal asked.

“The plan?” Malvern asked. “I believe it is supposed to be the most epic kidnapping ever?”

“Oh yah, that,” Lopez said. “I was thinking the US-friendliest country in the Middle East would be Turkmenistan. We hole up in a hotel and let them come get us.”

Bunny shook her head. “Absolutely not. Is there anything in Turkmenistan that’s on your bucket list?”

Lopez looked down, shaking his head.

Bunny put her hand out and he took it, looking like a contrite little boy. “Lopez, it’s okay to have fun again. Levont would have wanted that.”

“Then he shouldn’t have betrayed us,” Lopez rumbled. His throat sounded like it was constricting with grief again.

* * *

Bunny squeezed Lopez’s hand tightly. She wanted him to hear this. “He regretted it, Ricky. I believe deep in my heart that he would have made amends. He only did what he did out of guilt. We have to get on with our lives.”

“I don’t know how,” Lopez whispered.

“If not for Levont then for Svengurd?”

Lopez’s eyes raised and locked with her. Yes, she had just invoked Saint Svengurd. There was no turning back from that with these men. Even though she had only briefly met the man in Paris, Bunny had come to know his reputation.

“Well…” Lopez stated. “There is the world’s largest water park in Dubai.”

“Now that’s more like it,” Bunny smiled. If she was going to get kidnapped by a rabid pack of religious terrorists, she’d like to have a little fun first.

“Dubai it is,” Bunny informed them.

The rest of the men moved to the corner of the room to plan, except for Stark.

“What’s wrong?”

“What’s going to happen to us?” he indicated to his mother.

“Um, come with us, of course,” Bunny chuckled. “Dubai is a non-extradition country, Stark. Don’t you want to ride that water slide?”

“Hell, yes,” His mother commented. 

“Then it is done,” Bunny replied. She knew that Stark’s mother had never thought much of her, but apparently a trip to Dubai was going a long way toward solving that. Thank goodness, because Bunny wasn’t sure how much more of that “You are torturing my son” glare that she could take.

Malvern came back and clapped his hands together. It was funny how each of the team members was taking over a portion of Lopez’s usual enthusiasm and mannerisms.  She really was expecting Prenner to break out in song with Pharell’s “Happy” at any moment.

“Alright, Lopez is going to hangglide down,” Malvern stated.

“Wait a minute! Do we have hanggliders?” Bunny interrupted.

“No. Lopez is talking something about using the monks’ robes and some connecting wire Stark has,” Malvern explained. “I really didn’t pay attention to the details. I trust Lopez to find a quick way off this mountain.”

“Then I’m going to steal a car,” Lopez stated. “To get to an airport to steal a helicopter to get us to India where I’ll steal a plane to get us to Dubai.”

Malvern indicated as if to express “what he said,” yet not quite pulling it off.

They really needed Lopez back up to speed just for the coolness factor.

“Great. How long until we’re picked up?”

Lopez looked at his watch and shrugged. “An hour, maybe hour and fifteen.”

That sounded ludicrously fast.

Maybe their Lopez was coming back to them.




 


CHAPTER 14

As they dragged the sacrifice away, Bakt smiled. God still favored his mission. They knew where the Americans were. Yet they probably wouldn’t stay in Bhutan for long. No need to send a strike team there.

They would wait until the Americans made their next move.

More than likely an auspicious one.

He guessed they would continue east, trying to find a large, secure US base. Ling was monitoring all outgoing traffic out of Bhutan, India and southern China for evidence the team was on the move. Bakt had to stop them before they reached safety.

And Bunny. Bunny was the key. The Cultus were on a righteous path. He knew that. The sacrifices confirmed it. Yet the elders knew that with such a small insular group you could get the echo chamber effect. That everything you said was simply repeated back to you. That the Cultus thought as one.

The elders were right to seek outside counsel.

They needed the confirmation from a biblical expert that what they held truly was as significant as they thought.

Entrails only got you so far.

They also had to be sure that none of the other cults that they did business with caught a whiff of what the Cultus had obtained. 

Ultimately the Cultus wanted a religious war, but not too soon and certainly not with the other cults. 

No, his sect wanted a full blown global religious war. It was the only way to cleanse the wicked from this world.

And the wicked must be cleansed.

* * *

Davidson leaned back in his chair. Lopez had done well. They were leaving Northern India in a brand spanking new luxury jet. The plastic wrapping had still been on the seats when they boarded. He doubted if even the owner had gotten to fly it yet.

And all of this done in a minute under an hour.

Lopez was starting to warm back into stride.

They were flying from Tezpur, India to the Dubai Airport, then a quick drive to the water park. Bet the Cultus didn’t see that coming.

Which made it the perfect location. They had estimated after they landed that it would take the Cultus at least four hours to mount an effective kidnapping. So they were going to have plenty of time at the park before they had to let Bunny go.

It still felt wrong. Really wrong.

But he could tell by the set of Bunny’s jaw she wouldn’t be swayed. Besides there was that whole string-swallowing business.

The crystals were only so thick, so Bunny couldn’t eat or drink until she was kidnapped. Insult to the injury, Davidson supposed.

She was handling it fairly well, reading a book on her tablet. He couldn’t be prouder of her. Bunny was within hours of being kidnapped on purpose by a vicious cult and here she was reading Gone Girl. Probably apropos. 

They were more than ready for the Cultus. They were going to have to put on quite a show in order for the enemy to believe they had really kidnapped Bunny, rather than her being offered up on a silver platter. 

The first order of business would be to draw the fight outside the water park. The second would be to rally around Bunny, making it seem as if they were protecting her. The third would be to make the Cultus realistically believe that the team would never let Bunny be kidnapped.

Then the real mission would begin. They wouldn’t be able to follow in stolen vehicles any more. Too obvious. The Cultus would be looking for that. So once they knew Bunny’s destination, they would have to fly coach. 

The horror of horrors.

But they couldn’t raise any red flags. They would have to make their way on regularly scheduled flights and such to stay under the radar.

It was going to be an odd experience for them, but they would survive.

En route, they would stop at one of Stark’s safe houses and pick up enough ammo and supplies to lay siege to wherever the Cultus took Bunny.

It was a sound plan. A brilliant plan even. Except for Bunny’s life being on the line. If it had been his or Malvern’s or even Tika’s, Davidson wouldn’t flinch, but it was Bunny.

And damned if he didn’t still care.

* * *

Bunny heard the excited squeals of children before they even pulled into the Wild Wadi parking lot. The building was massive. This was the largest indoor water park in the world.

Dubai didn’t know how to build the second-largest of anything.

Lopez pulled their rented SUV so that they took up three parking spaces. If that wasn’t a bull’s eye for the Cultus, Bunny wasn’t sure what was.

Everyone piled out of the vehicle. The sun was bright, like intense bright. Good thing she’d bought sunglasses at the airport. You practically couldn’t walk two steps in the terminal without a sunglass cart blocking your path.

Now Bunny was glad that she went for those Ray-Ban knock offs. Malvern wasn’t so lucky, as he put up his arm to block the sun’s fierce glare.

Even though she knew that the Cultus were hours behind them, Bunny couldn’t help but look behind her every few steps. Within moments, she spotted Stark’s mom driving an unassuming rental and parking in the back of the car park.

They had made a bit of a show renting the SUV. However it was empty. That little subcompact had all the weapons and explosives they needed.

The two teams headed to the water park separately. 

Even the gates to the water park were enormous, a large cut-out window allowed the sounds of the park to wash over them. Laughter was the predominate sound that showered down like a thousand crystal bells ringing. This symphony of happiness was punctuated by the shrill sound of joy.

Such a difference from their usual fare.

Normally they lived in either a world of silence or one filled with the screams of panic and pain. Oh yeah, and gunshots.

Bunny took in a deep breath of the desert air. This is how people usually lived. They worked, they went on vacation, they enjoyed themselves, then went home to do it all over again.

She was the only one here today, or probably any day, to serve herself up as bait. 

Bunny wasn’t just doing this for herself or her team, but for all the people at this water park and water parks around the world. Because whatever the Cultus had up its sleeve, it wasn’t going to go well for anyone outside the cult.

Malvern paid for the group in cash and waved them into the building. It seemed even larger from the inside. Cavernous was the only word Bunny could think of, and even that didn’t really describe the sheer magnitude of the water park.

Far, far up above, at least five stories, was a clear acrylic ceiling with tint to keep the worst of the glare down.

The sound of water whooshing down the dozens upon dozens of slides sounded like a tsunami was roaring its way in.

The place was crazy busy. Kids ran around, yelling at the tops of their lungs. Parents gave chase after them. Combine the press of bodies, the stench of chlorine and the humidity, Bunny felt ready to pass out.

Or maybe it was thinking about what was going to happen in a few hours.

Lopez pulled off his clothes to reveal boarding shorts. “I am going for that one,” he stated, pointing to the tippy top slide. It was so high up Bunny couldn’t even make out the ladder for the slide.

The corporal turned to Davidson. “Wanna come?”

* * *

Davidson didn’t even have his pants off yet. He was feeling especially self-conscious. He had so many burns and so many scars, he never went without long pants and shirts.

“Um, I’m going to stick close to Bunny,” Davidson said, hoping that convinced Lopez.

The corporal frowned, but didn’t push the issue. He just waded into the pool and struck for the tallest slide.

“Prenner, come on,” Davidson said. “You know he needs someone along to really make the experience for him.”

The tall man pulled his shirt over his head. He didn’t say anything. He just followed after Lopez.

“I think I’ll coordinate with Stark,” Malvern said. 

Bunny grinned at him. “Well?”

Davidson could feel his cheeks, as he blushed for numerous reasons.

First off, Bunny had stripped down to a pink bikini, showing off all of her lovely curves. 

The second was that this had been one of his and Bunny’s sticking points. She had thought he wasn’t attracted to her, but the opposite couldn’t have been truer, then or now. No, to get more physically intimate required him to strip down and he hadn’t been ready for it.

Not like he was up for it now.

He deserved each and every one of these scars. God had branded him a traitor. A fact that Davidson had to make atonement for each day. The scars felt too personal to share with the world.

“You are going to draw attention to yourself,” Bunny stated.

Davidson frowned and indicated around them. “Like anyone even notices anything but their own fun.”

A kid squealed, ran into Davidson, then bounced off, never giving a glance at him.

“See?”

Bunny tilted her head. “Then all the more reason to strip down to your board shorts.”

Dang it. Davidson hated it when Bunny used his logic against him.

The problem was the person he was the most embarrassed in front of was Bunny. She was the only one that really mattered.

“Sam,” Bunny said, reaching out her hand. “Let’s have some fun while we still can.”

She didn’t mention that this might be their last opportunity in this world to do anything, let alone have fun. 

“Come on, please,” Bunny said as she walked backward into the pool, her walking cast and everything, then bent her fingers, enticing him into the pool.

Dang it.

It had to happen sometime with someone. Why not at an anonymous waterpark. Did he really think Bunny was going to judge him? Her scars were on display to everyone. If she was that brave, he had to ante up.

First he pulled his shirt off. He no longer had a chest. He only had a jigsaw patchwork of burns and scars to try and graft healthy tissue. Most had not taken. He was lucky that his face had been so well reconstructed. His body, not so much.

He sucked in a breath. So far no security came over to tell him to put his shirt back on.

“I’m waiting,” Bunny teased playfully, spraying him with water from the pool.

“Alright, alright,” Davidson murmured as he pulled his socks off, then his pants. Below his board shorts it looked like someone had peeled off his skin then a toddler tried to put it back on with a play sewing machine.

He looked up and caught Bunny looking down at his legs. What was she thinking? Then she glanced up and smiled.

“Come on, you wimp!”

With that she turned and swam off to the nearest slide.

Here went nothing.

* * *

Stark hated the waterpark. Everything about it. From its drippy wetness to the smell of chlorine trying to overpower the smell of toddlers’ urine. He suspected the population of the water park was twenty three percent toddlers. Of those he assumed one hundred percent of them were peeing in the pool. That was a lot of urine.

He was not getting in that cesspool. 

His mother on the other hand was having a blast. She and Tika had somehow become BFFs, challenging each other with taller and taller slides. They would giggle to each other.

Ugh. They might as well braid each other’s hair. Sometimes he simply forgot that his mother was a woman. To him she had been a mother, which really transcended gender, and a world-class hacker. To think she was a woman with her own needs?

That was just gross.

Kind of like the sanitation of this water park. If they all didn’t come out of here with Leptospirosis, it would be a shocker.

He sat as far away from the pool as possible, in a small wooden lounge chair with his tablet propped up on his knees. Someone had to be minding the store. Fully-clothed. Although he did worry what the humidity was going to do to his tablet’s screen.

What had sounded kind of enjoyable back in Bhutan had become his worst nightmare. Except for the part where Bunny was still safe in her revealing bikini. But not for long.

The first ping on his tablet.

He had been tracking three dozen flights that had come out of South Korea. Waiting for the lone plane that would ultimately head to Dubai.

The Cultus were smart. Their team had changed planes three times, but Stark had still tracked them to Dubai.

Their plane would land in twenty minutes. Stark had facial recognition software, watching to confirm the Cultus were on their way. Then what? An hour to set up an assault?

Stark set his watch.

This outing was about to come to a very swift and abrupt end.

He waved his mother and Tika over as they sloshed down yet another slide.

They were both all smiles as they picked up towels and wiped their hair down.

It was just wrong to see his mother’s belly button. Unfortunately his eyes, trying to escape his mother’s form, found Tika’s. While petite, she wasn’t skinny by any means. She had gymnast’s thighs.

What was he doing?

Jerking his head up so he could look at both of their faces, Stark sputtered… “They are in Dubai.”

His mother frowned. “How long?”

Stark shrugged. “Before the park closes.”

Tika bit her lip. “This plan seems excessively dangerous.”

Stark’s mother laughed. “If the team ever needed a name, I think that would be it. Excessively Dangerous.”

Even Stark had to grin at that one, even if his mother was dripping water onto his shoes.

* * *

Bunny laughed, really laughed, as Davidson made them go up one side of the slide, then slip down and up again on the other. Her ankle a dull memory. Prenner had given her some awesome drugs. Davidson’s arms were wrapped around her waist. The first time in their entire relationship where she had felt his skin against hers.

Heck, they had probably laughed more in the last three hours than they had the entire time they had known each other. They definitely needed to take more R & R. The whole team.

Even Malvern was having a good time. He wasn’t riding the water slides, but was engaged in an epic game of water guns in the kiddie pool. Knowing Malvern, he was probably teaching the kids the basic tactics of warfare over there.

They’d lost track of Lopez and Prenner but every so often a shout meant for the heavens would ring all the way through the water park and they’d know the two were still alive.

One more curve and they shot out of the tube and into the pool. It wasn’t deep, but her ankle was still too weak to support her weight, so Davidson helped her stay steady. She probably shouldn’t be doing this, but what the heck? 

The chances she’d be alive long enough for her ankle to heal were slim. Why not make the most of the day? Tonight though? She was going to pay the price one way or the other.

Hand-in-hand, they made their way to the edge of the pool. A very somber Stark stood at the edge.

She knew what that meant. It was time to pay the bill on this party.

“Here?” Davidson asked.

Stark nodded. “They were spotted on a traffic cam a block away.”

So this was it.

Bunny didn’t even realize she had nearly swooned until she felt Davidson’s strong arms holding her up. Suddenly her ankle flared, a blinding pain that threatened to darken her vision.

“I’m here,” Davidson whispered in her ear. It shouldn’t have helped, but it did. 

Her ankle calmed down. Her vision steadied and she could breathe again. By the time her senses came back, they were already to the side and Davidson helped her onto the cement deck and urged her over to a chair. 

Suddenly Malvern, Lopez and Prenner were at her side. They surrounded her with their presence. She’d never felt so safe just before being kidnapped.

Stark’s mother handed her a towel. 

The plan was to retreat to the showers and out the back way to carry the fight away from the tourists and control the attack as best they could.

“They are actively trying to hack into the park’s security footage,” Stark said, not a drop on him.

“Keep them out,” Malvern ordered.

“You know it,” Stark responded as the team traveled over to the showers. 

The screams of glee no longer sounded quite so fun. They echoed off Bunny’s brain. Just because she knew this was the right course of action, didn’t mean that she had to like it.

Flashes, even of Paris, were going off in her head like a bunch of paparazzi. She knew pain. She had survived pain. She could do this.

Half of her strength though was coming from Davidson. What happened when he had to leave her side? She was about to find out as they approached the entrance to the showers.

There was a men’s door and a women’s door. Bunny would join Stark’s Mom and Tika, while the men went into the other door.

“I’ve got her,” Stark’s mom said. 

Bunny knew the woman meant well, but no one but Davidson had ever truly had her.

Then his arms slipped from her waist. It was like letting go of a life raft.

Bunny choked back a sob. They were to be reunited on the other side of the showers.

She could make it that long, couldn’t she?




 


CHAPTER 15

Bakt did not like Dubai. Not for all of the obvious reasons, such as an Islamic country hosting basically a Western orgy. To each his own on such matters.

No, it was the baking heat. It came up in waves off of the pavement as they sped across the city.

His country was warm, but this, this was torture. Even with the ocean just a few blocks away, there was an oppressive heat. It felt like it penetrated right into his chest and took up occupation in his heart.

Ling leaned forward from the back seat. “It is confirmed, the team was at the water park…playing.”

Clearly a ruse, as all such American actions were. “They were there to meet someone,” Bakt stated. “Find out who.”

Ling nodded, leaning back into his seat, typing quickly on his tablet.

The Americans were up to something. They must have known the Cultus would find them, yet they’d spent hours frolicking at a water park. It made Bakt even more suspicious.

Did they somehow know the Cultus’ ultimate secret? Did the Americans have a larger force with them than had been identified?

How he hated this team. 

If it were not for Bunny’s very specific skill sets, Bakt would have just bombed the water park and been done with it.

But damned the redhead. She might very well hold the key to the elders’ plans.

For that reason, they had to show restraint.

Or at least until they had Bunny. Then all bets were off.

* * *

Davidson practically ran through the showers, avoiding hitting tourists by mere millimeters. 

“Davidson,” Malvern barked, but he didn’t heed his commanding officer’s concerns. He had to get Bunny back into his sights.

Hitting the exit, with huge signs that he was leaving the park and could not come back in without a hand stamp, Davidson flung himself into the parking lot.

Bunny and the rest of the women weren’t out yet. 

Davidson’s heart caught in his throat. Had they miscalculated? Had the Cultus members claimed Bunny as their own already?

No. No. No.

Each second counted off in his pulse until the door swung open and Bunny hobbled out. He couldn’t keep the smile off his lips.

Neither could she. He rushed over to her as the men came out their door and headed to Stark’s car to unload their basic equipment. The rest would be saved for the Cultus’ lair.

“I’ve got to go up,” Davidson said to Bunny.

She hugged him then backed away a step. “I know.”

Davidson put his hands on her shoulders. “We are going to come get you.”

With tears in her eyes, Bunny nodded.

“What’s your emergency code?” Davidson asked.

“Swallow three times, then stop for three seconds then gulp three more times.”

“You give that signal and we will come at the Cultus, hard.”

“I know.”

Davidson tilted Bunny’s face up. “I mean it. We’ve got your back.”

“Stop it or I’ll start gulping and waste my super salt transmitter.”

Davidson smiled at her, giving her one last hug before heading to the stairs. They had to convince some Cultus that the team had somehow allowed Bunny to be kidnapped.

* * *

Bunny got into the SUV. The takedown was supposed to happen right outside the water park. Stark had his finger on the fire alarm for the water park. As soon as the action began, Stark was going to hit the alarm. The fire exits were in the opposite direction of the road. It should keep the tourists safe.

The rest of the men piled in, their coats now bulging with weapons.

Stark, his mother and Tika had already left in the sub-compact. Stark could monitor everything remotely and it would be best if all the C4 was away from the fight.

Somewhere above them, Davidson was watching from the heights. He was set up to monitor the street out front. They had timed it so the attack would come as they exited the building. 

There were a few shaky elements to this plan. One was the theory that the Cultus really did want Bunny alive. Otherwise they were going to take an RPG to the SUV and game over.

Lopez looked back over his shoulder. “You ready, Chica?”

“Um, not really,” was her real answer, but Bunny just nodded. 

Lopez revved the engine and pulled out of the three parking spots he had taken up.

Bunny couldn’t help but gulp. 

This was it.

* * *

Stark noted the ping. Poor Bunny. She must be beside herself.

The Cultus’ SUV drove right past their car. It was so weird to think so much evil was contained in such a common vehicle.

Two other SUVs followed at a discrete distance. At least it was just a few cars rather than the veritable army that had descended on Camp Casey.

“They are approaching,” Stark whispered into his mic. Finally they had some communications. No thanks to their official IT specialist. Stark glanced in the rearview mirror. Tika didn’t seem quite the enemy she had back in Bhutan. She actually looked embarrassed that she hadn’t overcome the glitch.

“Why are you whispering?” his mother asked.

Good question, the Cultus couldn’t hear him, not from this distance.

Bunny’s SUV was turning out of the waterpark’s parking lot. The Cultus’ cars sped up and skidded in front of her SUV, stopping the team.

It was one thing to talk about this plan. To calculate all of the angles and options. It was quite another to see it play out in the street.

Then a loud crack and the lead car’s windshield shattered and the driver slumped over, a red stain spreading on the hood of the car.

* * *

The American sniper and his damnable accuracy. “Go!” Bakt ordered.

They were not without their own eye in the sky.

Another crack. The shot went high over their heads to keep the American sniper at bay.

His men exited the car, pelting the American’s SUV with gunfire. The other team opened the doors, using them as protection. That would not last for long.

A loud fire alarm went off inside the water park. What was the Americans’ angle?

He didn’t have time to ponder such questions as another sniper shot zinged past Bakt’s ear, burying itself in the back seat. “I thought I told you to neutralize him,” Bakt barked into his mic.

Another three shots fired overhead. Hopefully that would keep the American sniper a little busy.

One of the Americans grabbed Bunny and urged her away from the car and down an alley. A commendable strategy. Only problem with it was that Bakt had two chase cars blocking all lateral exits.

The man took fire, shoving Bunny behind a dumpster as he fell, taking a bullet to the side. The redheaded woman helped pull him beside her as the rest of the men provided cover fire.

When would they learn? 

Ling used a bullhorn. “You are surrounded,” he blared. “Let her go or all with you die.”

Unfortunately Ling had not taken quite as good of cover as he might. The sniper’s shot hit him in the exposed shoulder.

Bakt’s second in command spun around and fell to the ground.

Such dramatics. That was not a lethal shot. The bullhorn fell not inches from Bakt.

He picked it up and used it. “Bunny step out or watch your friends die.”

Bunny squabbled with the man protecting her. Finally she pushed away and limped into the street, her hands up. “Please, please, don’t hurt them.”

Americans. So very predictable.

“Walk to the lead SUV,” Bakt announced as his men put pressure on Ling’s shoulder and dragged him over to the vehicle.

Bunny took a few halting steps. It didn’t seem to be her fault though, she had on a walking cast.

Finally one of Bakt’s men grabbed her and shoved her into the SUV. Another of Bakt’s men scanned her for any kind of tracking device. They found one in her belt. Stupid Americans, didn’t they know that Bakt would scan her?

Tears streamed down Bunny’s face. “Please, don’t hurt them.”

As the doors slammed shut, Bakt snorted. No matter his promise, they would never trade an opportunity like this to take down the American team.

“Get us out of here.”

* * *

Davidson watched through his scope as the SUV raced away. Davidson could have taken a thousand different shots. Kill another driver. Hit a tire and spin them out. It would have been easy.

The sniper across the way had missed by not just inches, but feet. Davidson was about as afraid of the Cultus’ sniper as he was the spider that shared his beam. 

Davidson took a few pot shots just to keep it interesting, but they were halfhearted and anyway were not included in his shooting stats.

He noticed that the other SUVs weren’t going anywhere.

“Prenner, you okay?” Davidson asked.

“A through and through flank wound,” the point man stated.

They had needed a little blood to convince the Cultus they were really in a firefight. Any one of them was supposed to take a non-lethal bullet if they could. Guess Prenner took one for the team.

“Malvern?” Davidson asked into his mic. It was getting uncomfortable as his bathing suit was drying onto his legs. “Withdraw or fight?”

There was a pause. They hadn’t hammered out this part.

On one hand the Cultus might actually leave as they promised, or they might try to leverage their “advantage.”

“Malvern?” Davidson asked again, unsure if the comms were working properly.

“Yes,” Malvern said. “I’m thinking.”

It sounded like Malvern was thinking he was pretty pissed off.

“Drop them,” Malvern finally said.

“My pleasure.”

Davidson first aimed at the building across the street. Even though the Cultus sniper’s shots went way wide, like he wasn’t even sure if the bullets hit his building, Davidson had a trajectory in his mind’s eye.

He fired once and only once and the opposing sniper fell to the ground.

Turning his attention back to the remaining Cultus SUVs, he noticed the men hiding behind their doors. Which for the average bullet was enough, but for Davidson’s armor piercing rounds? 

Not so much. The only safe place from him was behind the engine block.

None of the Cultus seemed to understand that. 

Davidson aimed and fired. A scream. He didn’t hesitate or wait for confirmation any longer, he just shot.

With each bullet, he felled a Cultus.

Did they really think with this paltry force the Cultus could take down his team?

Within seconds the rest of the Cultus force was permanently neutralized.

“Stark, head out,” Malvern ordered. “Davidson, we will pick you up at the check point.”

Fine with him. Davidson was already breaking down his gun and looking to get out of these board shorts.

* * *

Bunny had to work up the saliva to swallow. The adrenaline was giving her dry mouth but on the up side, her ankle was feeling better. They had gone from the SUV to a private plane and were headed for Israel. Which, given this was a super religious sect, made sense. 

What didn’t make sense was the scenery out the plane’s window. They were landing, but Bunny couldn’t make out any of Jerusalem or Tel Aviv. She had assumed they would land at one of the larger airports near all of the pertinent historical sites.

But nope. There were just natural canyons and valleys down below.

Weird. Thank goodness she had her odd tracker on her.

It looked like they were in Northern Israel. Which had no significant Christian or proto Christian sites. This made absolutely no sense whatsoever.

As they prepared for landing, the plane passed by a large sign announcing the Nahal Me’arot Nature reserve. What? Why would the Cultus set up shop way out here? It certainly was out of the spotlight, that was for sure.

But it was out of the way of everything that usually drew these religious whack-a- doodles.

Bunny scoured her mind trying to think of why the Cultus had chosen here. She was coming up blank. This nature reserve was best known for its ancient human remains and cave drawings. And when she said ancient, she meant ancient. Like Neanderthal ancient.

Bunny sighed and leaned back for the landing on the airstrip. So much about this made no sense whatsoever, so she might as well get used to it.

The landing went smoothly, as their small jet stopped and the men rose.

The leader of the group, a lean man with dark eyes. Like the type that would be black holes in comic books. He reached out his hand to help her up. “Allow me.”

Well, at the least they were polite kidnappers.

“You are?” Bunny asked. Most of the flight had been in silence. It seemed the entire team was praying the whole way. There had been a wave of amens as they landed. 

“Bakt, I am the commander of the tainted.”

“Tainted?” Bunny asked.

“We step into the outside world so are tainted. We can only come back into the Cultus sanctuary once anointed with victory.”

Okay, like she said. Whack-a-doodle.

“So I am tainted?” Bunny asked trying to figure out their pseudo-societal hierarchy.

Bakt chuckled. “No, you are not even of the Cultus so you are nihil, nothing.”

Good to know.

Bunny forced herself to gulp again, although she wasn’t sure if she had enough saliva. “Can I have a glass of water?”

“Ling,” Bakt indicated to the whip-thin man next to him “will arrange it once you are settled.”

Bunny wanted to ask, “six feet under?” but she knew from experience that cults like this did not have a sense of humor.

So she simply allowed Bakt to escort her out of the plane and onto the dirt runway. The plane was parked not far off from some remote caves.

Really? This was their headquarters?

There was no sign of security or guards or anything.

Very unusual in her experience. Usually these cults were all about secrecy and security. 

Not here though. The Cultus’ team was spread out, so it didn’t appear there were any land mines or any other sort of ground-based security. This area was mainly scrubby without any tall trees, so no snipers. Once Davidson got here, he was going to have few choices himself.

If Bunny didn’t know better, she would have sworn the area was all wilderness. There weren’t even game trails. They were walking across what appeared to be pristine nature.

It quickly became clear they were headed for the caves and her crystal transmitter was pretty weak. As a matter of fact, it had been necessary for Stark to create a special receiver to find the signal.

Bunny’s mouth was as dry as the Sahara. There was only one thing to do. 

Cry.

It wasn’t hard to find the motivation for the tears. Her entire life was a tragedy. As tears spilled down her cheek, Bunny blinked rapidly sending some of them down the duct that emptied out in the back of her throat. She gulped, once, then twice, and finally the third time as they arrived at the mouth of the largest cave.

“No need for tears,” Bakt stated. “We mean you no harm.” 

Right. That is what every cult said, until, you know, they put the knife to your throat.

Bunny paused three seconds then swallowed again as they stepped onto the stone.

She got two more gulps in, but had she been quick enough? Or did the stone block her signal. After all of their careful planning, did she end up on her own?

* * *

Stark stared at the screen. It looked like Bunny had started the “come and get me guys” signal. The first three pings had been fast and crisp then a silence of three seconds then a single ping.

“We’ve got to get going,” Davidson stated.

“I don’t know,” Stark remarked, chewing on his thumbnail. “What if she changed her mind?”

“Or she is injured,” Malvern offered.

Davidson frowned. “Or dead. I told you this was too dangerous.”

No one argued. 

They had flown into Tel Aviv and just waited in the helicopter for where Bunny landed. Which was only a half an hour north of them. The closest airport was Haifa, but his mother was scanning the coordinates Bunny gave them for smaller airfields without control towers.

“We’ve got to bug out,” Davidson urged.

“Yes, I have registered your suggestion,” Malvern said sitting back into his chair. “If we move too soon, we give away our entire gambit.”

Stark tasted blood as he gnawed on his nail. “There haven’t been any more pings from Bunny.”

“What does that mean?” Malvern asked.

“She had been pinging us five times every ten minutes, which is low because we normally subconsciously swallow two times a minute, but she must have dry mouth from all the excitement.”

“And what does this have to do with whether or not we go kick down the Cultus’ door?”

“Oh sorry, she hasn’t pinged us since we got the start of the code. Which is physiologically impossible.”

“Unless she is dead?” Prenner asked.

Stark only nodded.

“Or,” his mother interrupted, “the signal is being blocked. Look what I found.”

The screen bloomed with a valley filled with brush and a wall of caves that lined the hillside.

“That could do it,” Stark agreed, feeling hopeful for the first time since Bunny started sending the code.

Stark looked to Davidson, who looked to Malvern.

Malvern slapped the armrests. “Sounds like we have a go sign.”

Davidson’s lips spread into a smile. “I’ll tell Lopez.”

 But before the sniper could leave the cabin, the engines roared to life. The intercom came on. “I’ve already sent in a flight plan. Buckle up.”

Stark did just that.

* * *

Bakt walked down the cool stone tunnel. He could smell the stale air. It smelled like home. They were not going to go all the way down to the sanctuary. None of them were cleansed for such an entry.

No, they were going to the holy cave and allow Bunny to evaluate it for herself.

Anyone in the Cultus, tainted or not, could visit the holy cave. Otherwise, why be a Cultus? Their faith was based on the cave and everything it prophesized.

This is how the Cultus knew they had the truth of it. 

They arrived at the stone staircase. Bunny stopped and frowned. “Yah, I am NOT going to make it down that.”

She lifted her walking cast off the ground to emphasize her handicap.

Bakt nodded to Ling, who picked her up.

“What the…” Bunny growled. 

Ling only tightened his grip.

“Now you can make it down,” Bakt responded, as he started down the staircase. Bunny would not worm her way out of her destiny.

The walls were glass smooth. They had been crudely hand carved tunnels dug by ancient man, but since the cave’s discovery, the Cultus had done its best to create a setting befitting the cave’s significance.

“Ugh,” Bunny said, readjusting herself in Ling’s arms. The man was rather pointy. She could see why this trip was uncomfortable.

Bakt stepped down from the staircase onto the passage that would lead them to the cave. Ling set Bunny down. She should enter the holy space on her own two feet, even if one were injured.




 


CHAPTER 16

Bunny followed Bakt into a cave. It looked pretty non-descript. No shrine. No temple. Just some scrawling on the walls.

She had assumed they were simply cavemen drawings, but as she approached the center of the cave, she realized her error. Those weren’t pictures, they were writings.

Aramaic writing.

Bunny stopped in her tracks. 

No.

But yes.

Slowly she approached the walls. Tilting her head, reading right to left as Aramaic was meant to be read. The ancient Phoenician alphabet only had consonants and long vowels that were used very rarely.

The text was written in both cursive and print. 

“No,” Bunny said stepping away after she read the first passage.

“Very much yes,” Bakt stated.

Her mind refused to accept what her eyes were witnessing. She went to the next passage which only confirmed the first writing.

This was. This was the Christian finding of the… well, several millennia. Part of the problem with the New Testament was that it was written decades after the crucifixion by people who had not actually lived during Christ’s lifetime.

This… this was…

Her academic rigor refused to let her say it out loud.

The cave had to be carbon dated. The writing had to be authenticated. Any assumptions would have to pass through several peer reviews.

Bakt however didn’t seem to have any hesitation as he moved to her side.

“It is what you think it is.”

Bunny shook her head.

“This is the cave where Jesus sought shelter during his journey into the desert for forty days.”

Bakt waved to the walls. “This is Jesus’ journey in Jesus’ own words.”

* * *

Davidson adjusted the pack on his back. They had flown to Haifa, then picked up a new helicopter and landed about three clicks away from the caves that Bunny had been taken into.

They had decided that landing right on the Cultus’ backdoor was a bit of a stretch, so even though he wanted to get to Bunny as soon as possible, they had landed the chopper far enough out that it couldn’t be heard.

Stark had scanned the surrounding area and found no electronic surveillance. Which didn’t mean there weren’t physical measures like land mines around.

So Prenner was in the lead and they were having to go step by step to the ridge. Stark was still busy trying to find an alternate way in. Again, walking right into the Cultus’ stronghold didn’t seem like the smart move.

Davidson wasn’t all that fond of underground combat. It had never treated him well. He liked to be able to see the sky.

But underground it was. Stark was able to find some off angle footage from a British satellite that showed a fuzzy Bunny being led underground.

“Wait!” Stark yelled.

Everyone paused, mid-stride.

“I’ve got a heat bloom to the north,” Stark said. “It isn’t much, but it could be an air vent.”

Prenner pivoted and struck out in the direction that Stark was pointing.

They moved cautiously but swiftly to the source of the heat reading.

Sure enough, it was a vent created to look like a natural rock formation.

The super good news? It was large enough to fit into.

They all holstered their weapons. Davidson secured his rifle onto his back.

Stark backed away. “If it is all the same to you, Mom and I will stay out here.”

It wasn’t all the same. It was great. Thank goodness they weren’t coming in. Two fewer people to worry about.

Davidson patted Stark on the back. “No worries.”

Stark seemed relieved, like any of the men would want him along. Davidson was going to let him save face though.

“Um,” Tika said, kicking dirt. “Do you mind if I stay as well?”

Again, thank goodness.

“Protect them,” Malvern said, again letting a techie save face. Davidson wasn’t exactly sure how Tika could protect them, but it kept her out of their hair.

Things could get gnarly down there.

* * *

Bakt stood at the entrance of the cave, basking in Bunny’s reverence for the writing of their Savior.

She was extremely fluent, perhaps more so than some of the Cultus. She understood much more of the subtle sub-text, filling in the vowels that normally would be in modern words.

Within a half an hour, she had translated nearly a quarter of the cave, without a computer. Impressive even for a Cultus. Bakt had known she was the one.

She was not disappointing him now.

“Do you believe now?” Bakt asked.

Bunny turned around, pivoting on her walking cast. “Yes.”

Tears were strung upon her eyelashes like clear beads. Sincerity rung in her voice.

Bunny indicated to the cave around them. “These are truly Christ’s words in his own hand.”

Bakt nodded. She had seen the light. She now knew why the Cultus were not any other cult with their made-up prophecies. The Cultus worked directly off the word of God and his glorious Son, the Christ. “And?”

“Most of his musings concerned his opposite.”

“The Anti-Christ,” Bakt finished. He pointed to one passage on the wall and read it aloud. He had memorized them all. “He shall rise from the depths. Not red or black, but white. White as fresh snow. The Devil’s son shall have eyes that glow of fires of Hell. He shall grow horns and speak with a forked tongue and use his tail to ensnare souls.”

“Yes,” Bunny said nodding.

“Then you will help us,” Bakt asked.

Bunny’s expression changed from wonder to confusion. “But you must have already translated all of this. What else could I do for you?”

Bakt smiled. She knew so much yet knew nothing.

“So much. You can do everything,” Bakt stated. “But please, read this passage aloud.”

Bunny stepped up to wall and cleared her throat. “The visions of my Father have filled my sight these last few days. I can see ahead. Farther than my death. Farther than Rome’s demise. Farther than I even recognize.”

She took a breath, licking her lips. “I see ahead to my counterpart. The Devil’s creation. The anti-Christ. While there are many who are evil that walk upon his earth, doing the horned one’s work, there will be only one anti-Christ. Once he walks upon the earth and begins the great destruction, I shall appear for the final battle and the reckoning.”

Bunny turned to Bakt. “It is similar to other passages. I don’t understand the significance? I mean, it clears up a lot from the Bible, but so what?”

Bakt just smiled.

“No, seriously, what?” Bunny asked.

“See for yourself,” Bakt stated as he turned from the cave.

* * *

Bunny stood there for a second, still in shock over the cave. She wanted to hunker down here, write the verses down, see if they had any hidden meaning or code. She wanted to memorize them. She wanted to live in this cave for the next three years.

Why was Bakt moving on? Why was he so excited?

Just look at this cave. Freaking amazing.

Just amazing.

God, she wished that Lochum were still alive. Although she feared that his head might have exploded. Rebecca would be out of her mind as well. Even Davidson would have reveled in the cave’s legacy.

Instead it was just her, teetering on a sore ankle. 

Again she had to remind herself that these were Jesus’ own words, written by his own hand. You could tell that He had used this cave as a home base of sorts, recording his visions out in the desert. Ones that dealt with the anti-Christ were in cursive. Other, more random musings were in print. How much could she glean with just a few more hours of study?

As impossible as it seemed, she had to tear herself away from the cave to whatever Bakt had in mind next.

Which she could only imagine was going to be freaking amazing, if it was more important than this cave.

* * *

Stark was past the thumbnail-biting phase. He hadn’t even known a phase existed past the thumbnail-biting. He already knew he hated the field. Did he really have to experience it to confirm that fact?

The universe was messing with him, per usual.

They had set up under a short, stumpy tree-thing for a bit of shade. He and his mother had probably gotten more sun in the last half hour than they had in a year.

They liked their world dim and cool for the computers.

It turned out there were a ton of satellites covering the area, but none that were ground-penetrating.

Guess most terrorism was above ground these days.

“What about along the Afghan/ Pakistan border?” Tika asked. “They used GP radar to find the Taliban in the caves of those mountains. It shouldn’t take much to bump one to aim over here?”

Stark was starting to like the way she thought. 

“You do realize that means hacking?” his mother reminded Tika.

The young woman frowned, creating wrinkles that wouldn’t show up on her smooth skin for a decade or so. 

His mother’s fingers flew over the keys. “And the only satellite in close enough position would be an American one. Ready to hack the Pentagon? Come over to the dark side?”

“There’s cookies,” Stark encouraged.

Tika shook her head. “I can’t. I just can’t.”

Stark’s mother shrugged and continued her typing.

“But I won’t report it,” Tika whispered, as if she couldn’t believe she was actually saying it.

“First steps are always the hardest,” Stark reassured her and joined his mother’s efforts.

Tika would come around. Or turn them into the feds to watch them hang. 

Either way, it would get him out of the field.

* * *

Bunny’s ankle throbbed as they walked down a slight decline that led to a large flat landing. She wasn’t going to lie. She was grateful when Bakt stopped and stepped near the ledge.

Bunny followed suit, but it was just a pit down there. 

“Assyrian,” Bakt called out.

Bunny frowned. That name was one used in the Hebrew Bible to denote the Anti-Christ. No, he had to mean something else.

What would the anti-Christ be doing in a cave under the nature preserve? It was ridiculous.

Then she heard a chain rattle.

A boy, not older than five or six walked over, bent over and using his knuckles to move like a chimp came into sight.

He was striking for so many reasons. 

First the child was albino. A true albino with red irises that made it seem like he looked straight into your soul. He had a long tail, the buds of horns on his forehead and when he flicked his tongue out, it was forked.

“I give you the anti-Christ.”

* * *

Davidson’s foot hit stone. He had finished rappelling down the airshaft. He stood at the junction of several vents. “Which way?” Davidson asked Malvern, who was the last to rappel down. 

Lopez nodded to the west. “I think it’s this way.”

“Why?” 

“I can hear faint voices,” Lopez said, cocking his ear.

Malvern looked down the long shaft, getting ready to rappel down. “Stark says to the west.”

Lopez just gave that “I totally told you so” look.

Which was way better than the “I’m too depressed to have any expression at all.”

Davidson would take it.

The corporal moved aside as Prenner took point and they moved out down the tunnel. Very quickly though it became apparent that these air ducts were a tangled labyrinth of passages.

“Come again, Stark?” Malvern asked.

The comm was getting pretty sketchy too. Way too much rock between them and Stark.

“Shh,” Prenner stated and let Lopez step beside him. The corporal had the best ears by far which was kind of ironic because he was usually the one causing motors to whine into the hearing-damage range.

He pointed down the tunnel straight ahead. “There are voices, but I can’t tell if they are the voices we want,” Lopez stated.

Malvern gave the nod. At this point, unless Stark could get a ground-penetrating satellite, they were just flying blind. 

Davidson hefted his pack again. They had crammed everything they could carry into their packs. Davidson was pretty sure his weighed more than he did.

They had to be prepared for anything. He’d wished they’d known they were heading underground.

Sure they had enough explosives to blow a city block, but down here, they could blow stuff up, but all that did was collapse the cave system. And Bunny was inside that system.

So basically, the only advantage they had was of surprise. As much theirs as the Cultus.

* * *

Bunny spotted a narrow staircase carved out of the wall. Even injured she headed for it.

“What are you doing?” Bakt hissed, grabbing for her.

Despite the walking cast, Bunny was still pretty agile, avoiding his arm and hurrying down the shallow steps.

“None may enter his enclosure,” Bakt insisted.

Well, she wasn’t a Cultus and she didn’t care what rules they had set up. If this boy was truly the anti-Christ, she would see it for herself.

The closer she got, the more horrified she became. Not of the boy, but of the conditions he was forced to live in.

Around the corner was a small hollow in the wall that had what looked like hay in it. There was a bucket that he must have used for his refuse. 

Once on ground level, Bunny slowed, opening her hands in front of her to show she met no harm.

The boy was at the edge of his chain. The manacle on his ankle had worn into his fragile skin. Bright red blood dripped down to his foot.

“I am Bunny,” she said.

“Bu…n…ny?” the boy tried to say but his forked tongue made it her name sound somehow malignant.

“Yes, Bunny,” she encouraged.

He made a hand sign as if a bunny were hopping. 

Bunny smiled. “Yes, like a baby rabbit.”

The boy smiled back, sitting on his heels. 

“And your name?”

The boy tried to pronounce “Assyrian,” but failed miserably.

“No,” Bunny said. “Your real name.”

At first the boy frowned, not understanding what she meant. He knew some English, but how much.

“Bunny,” she said trying again, pointing to herself. Then she pointed to her head. “Redhead.”

The boy clapped, wrapping his tail around his feet like a cat might. He pointed to himself “Rada.” Then he indicated all of himself. “Assyrian.”

Okay, so he got it. Assyrian was a descriptor but Rada was his name.

Bunny stuck her hand out. 

“No!” Bakt shouted from above.

The boy stuck his hand out mimicking her, but did not seem to understand the action, so Bunny took his hand and shook it up and down. “Nice to meet you.”

She wasn’t sure if the child was responding to her words or just her tone, but he smiled, revealing pointed teeth. The only problem with that was several of them had fallen out. Kind of took the menace away, you know?

The Cultus were trying to sell this poor little mutated boy as the Anti-Christ.

Seriously, the Cultus needed to get a life.

Probably not what they brought her here to say.

“Leave there now!” Bakt tried to insist, but Bunny wasn’t going anywhere.

The creak of a gate warned Bunny someone was coming. 

Who would dare enter the Anti-Christ’s lair?




 


CHAPTER 17

Stark had to remember to breathe in through his nose and out through his mouth. And to slow it down because right now he was feeling a little light-headed.

Maybe two back-to-back Monsters had been a bad idea.

But he needed to remain razor focused. They hadn’t yet been able to realign the British satellite. Guess since the last time he and his mother hacked in, the Brits had gotten a security upgrade.

And for all of Tika’s moral imperative about not helping with the hack. That her fingers would never touch a keyboard doing anything illegal, the chick was back-seat driving like crazy. 

“No, I think you need to go in through the null fields,” Tika said over his shoulder, pointing at the screen.

That was about the twelfth piece of unsolicited advice she’d given so far. And even though she was usually right, it was still annoying.

And his mother was less patient than he.

“Hon,” His mother said, although it was the last thing from an endearment. It really meant, person who hath bugged me. “Either pull up a keyboard or have a seat.”

The expression on Tika’s face wavered. You could tell deep down under all that “Yes, sir. No, sir,” that there was the heart of a hacker beating.

But ultimately her lips pressed into a thin line. “I can’t.”

His mother didn’t verbally answer. She just nodded to a root about ten feet away.

Looking defeated, Tika got up and walked over to the root and sat down, facing away from them.

Stark gave his mother a look, but she glared back so Stark moved on. 

They had a hack to finish if they were ever going to figure out what was going on down there.

* * *

Prenner pulled them to a stop. The tunnels had gotten narrower and narrower the deeper down they went. There were also a gazillion side tunnels. Davidson was lost and he wasn’t so sure that Prenner wasn’t too.

The point man indicated that Malvern should come forward. Prenner must have found something. Malvern scooted by Davidson to find out what. Perhaps now they could get out of the cramped passageways.

Lopez turned to Davidson and whispered. “Some kind of chow hall up ahead.”

Davidson nodded. They had followed, as best they could, the sound of the voices. Now it made sense, the dining hall was usually the loudest on any base, Cultus or not. Because usually the men were off duty, the amount of smack talk and joking was done in the galley.

Malvern came back. “Too many of them. We couldn’t take them out cleanly.”

Made sense. Right now their absolutely greatest advantage was stealth.

Without any more dialog, Malvern began backing the way they had come. Time to try another tunnel.

Davidson tried not to think of how poor Bunny was doing. He’d promised her he’d be there for her, but he hadn’t exactly thought he would be playing hide-and-go-seek through a bunch of tunnels.

The facility below the ground was sprawling. It truly was impressive. And without comms to Stark, how were they ever going to figure out where Bunny was?

Now was not the time to give up hope. Now was the time to lean into it.

He hoped that Bunny remembered that.

* * *

Bunny pushed her back against the stone as the metal gate opened but Rada rushed forward and threw himself into a woman’s arms. “Nana!”

The woman was dark-skinned and -eyed, with a high brow. Of Arab descent it looked like. This woman couldn’t possibly be Rada’s biological mother.

Nana gave him a small cookie and he climbed down her, using his tail for balance, and nibbled at the corners.

The woman’s warm smile for the child fell as she frowned at Bunny. Her Arabic was rich with a Cairo accent. “You should not be here.”

Bunny flavored her Arabic the same way. “Why?”

The woman’s face clouded over. “You are in danger.”

“Not by him,” Bunny said nodding to the youth that was licking the back of his cookie and laughing to himself.

“No, but by them,” Nana said, indicating up to Bakt.

No kidding.

“You must leave,” Bakt pleaded. It sounded like he was getting more and more desperate.

“Why? Because it won’t look good if your Anti-Christ makes a friend of the first outside person he meets?”

Bakt’s expression darkened.

This could seal her death sentence, but she wasn’t going to lie. “You didn’t find this boy. You bred him to be like this.”

The set of Bakt’s jaw told her that she was on the right track. She went over to Rada and tapped his shoulder. Bunny stuck her tongue out. Rada did the same. There were clear suture scars along the inside edges of his forked tongue.

Bunny turned back to Bakt. “And you surgically altered his tongue, as well. I suppose you surgically attached those horn buds.

Bakt’s frown was about as deep as any Bunny had seen.

“You brought me here to assert whether or not the child is the Anti-Christ described by Jesus, and I am telling you, he is not.”

The Cultus had just bred and altered a boy to resemble the descriptions in the cave, but that wasn’t how Bunny thought it worked.

“Why can’t you just allow God to decide when the end of days is? Why are you cults always trying to do it on your timetable?”

Okay, that may have been too far, as Bakt’s face screwed up into a grimace. Nana pulled Rada back around the corner.

Clearly the woman had a better sense of Bakt’s moods than Bunny did.

* * *

“Kill her,” Bakt ordered. The two guards flanking the enclosure swung around and began firing. Bunny threw herself behind the outcropping.

He was denied seeing blood seeping through her clothes, her falling dead to the ground.

“What do you want us to do?” one of the guards asked as Ling came trotting forward.

Bakt’s second in command assessed the situation instantly. “We can’t get to the alcove from here… Someone will need to go into the enclosure.”

Bakt might sacrifice guards to hear God’s word but to send a man, even tainted into the Anti-Christ’s chamber? That was an act man could never recover from. His soul would be stolen for all time. 

The woman, the caretaker for Assyrian’s physical body had been a sinner. A whore they had picked up off the streets of Lebanon. He didn’t care if she were eternally damned.

But could he send in one of his own men. Men loyal to Christ?

“Then we starve her out. No food or drink until she succumbs.”

“What of Assyrian?” Ling asked.

“If he is who we all know he is, he will survive.”

“And Nana?”

Bakt tilted his head. Was that a slight hint of sympathy Ling just expressed? No matter. What must be done, must be done. “She has served her purpose.”

Ling bowed his head and turned to carry out his orders.

Bakt was due down below to give his report.

Was it time to show the world their doom?

He had hoped that Bunny would confirm their hopes, but a single redhead’s objection wasn’t going to stop the Cultus from urging Christ down from his heavenly seat. 

The glory. The infinite glory of that day.

Bakt could feel the rays of heaven’s splendor on his face. The hand of Christ on his head, judging him, then the final rapture of his ascent. He had thought upon it so often that he almost believed his thoughts to be real.

They were not real yet. 

But soon, very, very soon.

* * *

“Eureka!” his mother exclaimed, pointing to the screen.

There it was. The read out of the British ground-penetrating satellite’s data for their area.

Now to make sense of it.

Tika came over from her “time-out” root. She found another spot and sat down, holding a hand out for a keyboard. So after the dirty deed was done, she was willing to help.

Stark hoped she knew what a slippery slope that she had just climbed onto.

His mom was working on keeping the hack alive. Stark was working on converting all those squiggly lines to an actual map they could read and Tika was now studying the 3D image to find their men and hopefully Bunny. 

Tika pointed to the screen. “There!”

Yes, in a nice single-file row were four men deep beneath the rock following what looked like vent shafts.

“Good work,” Stark said, handing her one of his snickerdoodle cookies.

“Now to find Bunny,” Tika said, taking a bite of the cookie. Once she’d swallowed, she looked up. “Dang, that is one fine cookie.”

“Told you the dark side had cookies,” Stark remarked.

Tika smiled and looked back at the screen. “There are clusters of others, but how are we going to tell if Bunny is in one of them?

This was just like thermal imagining in that the good guys didn’t look any different than the Cultus.

“What’s that?” his mother asked, as she pointed to a large cavern inside the cave system.

A small spark flashed, then disappeared.

“What was that?” Tika asked.

“This satellite also has high frequency sound receptors. But it has to be pretty high and pretty loud to register.”

“You mean like a gun shot?” Tika asked as another went off.

“Mom, what time was that?” Stark asked.

His mother scrolled through the footage. “About ten minutes ago.”

“Can you bring us to real time?”

“Of course,” his mother stated, her fingers dancing across the keyboard.

There were no more flashes, and two full-grown bodies were huddled with a smaller shadow. A child perhaps?

“That’s got to be them, right?” Tika said. “Bunny plus a child and another person?”

While Stark could make no logic out of it, that grouping with previous gunfire did make the most sense out of a scene that made no sense.

“But how are we going to get them…” Stark said, pointing to the blips that they assumed were the rest of the team. “To them?”

The comms were down. The rock was really playing havoc with their equipment. They just couldn’t penetrate that much stone.

“Clicks,” Tika stated. “Even under these circumstances we can hear clicks as the signal flickers on and off.”

“We don’t have time for Morse code. It would take us a decade to explain everything that seems to be going on here,” his mother stated.

Tika shook her head. “We don’t have to. Just a simple one click for yes. Two clicks for no system should get them there, and quickly.”

Stark thought for a moment, could that work? Well, they might as well give it a try.

He pressed the mic button then let it off quickly. Stark waited a second, then clicked again, repeating the process several more times. 

Then they waited. Had it worked?

A click answered them. Then another and another.

Holy crap, they’d made contact!

There was a God.

* * *

Davidson and the rest of the team were paused, listening for the response. It was a single click.

They had finally made contact with Stark. Or more accurately, he had figured out how to contact them.

Hope surged in his chest. This blind groping around had been distressing.

“I think that one click means yes?” Lopez suggested.

“Or go?” Prenner added.

“Either way, let’s move out,” Malvern said.

Prenner had moved them forward no more than a few feet when a double click came over.

“Wrong way?” Prenner asked.

“Let’s see,” Malvern offered as he started backing up. Quickly a single click broke through the static.

They got the hang of it pretty quickly. They backed their way to the last junction, and Prenner took the tunnel to the left. That was met with two clicks. He stopped and went down the passage to the right and was rewarded with a single click.

This must have meant that Stark not only knew where they were, but knew where Bunny was as well. And if Stark was leading them to her, she must still be alive.

Davidson was going to be able to keep his promise after all.

* * *

Bunny clung to Rada and Nana. The shots had stopped, but that didn’t necessarily mean they were safe. This little alcove provided them with a semblance of protection from the upper galley, but if anyone came through that gate they were toast.

Where in the hell were the men anyway? She’d just about swallowed a gallon of saliva. She supposed the rock was blocking the weak signal.

So did that mean that she was all on her own? Now with a civilian child and woman?

Great. Just how the plan was supposed to go. Right.

And she was injured. The drugs and adrenaline were wearing off and she could feel her ankle swelling against her cast. Perhaps the water park wasn’t the best idea after all. Hindsight was always embarrassingly 20/20, wasn’t it?

But she was here now, and what was she going to do about it?

If she gave Bakt enough time, he was going to send someone in to kill them. She could only imagine it hadn’t happened because of the stigma of the Assyrian. Soon, very soon, someone was going to get over that fast, even if they had to be thrown in from the top.

Bunny was pretty sure that Bakt would sacrifice one of his men if the moment called for it.

Bunny turned to the Arabic woman and spoke in her native language, remembering to put the Cairo accent on thick. “You have keys to the gate, don’t you?”

The woman shrank from Bunny, moving into the corner of the alcove. “He cannot leave here.”

“Oh, yes he can,” Bunny said. “Doesn’t he deserve a life better than this? To see the sun? To play?”

The woman’s lips trembled as she looked down at Rada, who looked up at her with those red, yet still innocent eyes. “But I…”

“We’ll take both of you with us,” Bunny urged.

“Us?” the woman asked.

“Yes, I’ve got a team with me. I hope they will be here soon, but we need to keep ourselves alive until then.”

Rada started clapping and urged Nana to play patty cake with him. Some things were just universal, Bunny supposed.

The woman looked into Bunny’s eyes, tears filling Nana’s eyes. She loved the boy, that was clear. Finally the woman dug in her pocket and handed Bunny a large iron key.

Bunny didn’t move at first. Seldom was a decision like this in her hands. Usually Malvern or Davidson decided. They were safe for now and that tunnel could be filled with guards just ready to mow her down. However, if they lingered much longer, death was certain.

She gripped the key and rose, cautiously walking over to the gate. She was now outside of her cover. Anyone from above could shoot at her. Luckily Bakt seemed to have withdrawn from his position up top.

Feeling braver, she pushed the key into the large, ancient lock and pushed on the iron grate. It swung open easily. She waved to the others to hurry.

Little Rada scampered across the ground and leapt onto Bunny’s back. Her ankle complained but she didn’t correct the boy. This was probably going to be the biggest adventure the boy had ever been on.

Nana came over a little less enthusiastically. 

Bunny headed into the dark tunnel. So far, no guards. Apparently no one ever thought that the Anti-Christ might stage a break out.

They came to a junction. 

“Which way to the closest exit?”

Nana’s expression once again turned to a frown. “I have not been out since I was brought here.”

Great.

“Any idea whatsoever? Up? Down? Left? Right?” Bunny asked.

The woman pressed her lips together, concentrating. “There is a passage I was told never to go down.”

Good enough for Bunny. “Lead the way.”

* * *

Stark had to bite his tongue so he didn’t curse in front of his mom, but damn it. Just when he’d found Bunny and was sending the men to her, she was on the move. The threesome inched their way through the tunnels.

He wasn’t quite sure what she was doing. The passages they were moving through were going to take them down. Down to a smaller chamber deep beneath the rock.

Stark couldn’t even warn her, since they had sent Bunny out without comm equipment.

Now what do they do?

He looked to his mother, who shrugged sadly. Miss-Bright-Eyes shook her head.

Fine. If they couldn’t warn Bunny, they had to get the men to her faster.

Of course, they were two levels above where Bunny was headed. This wasn’t going to be easy.

“There,” Tika stated, pointing to what appeared to be a sewage line that sliced through the strata.

Stark nodded. So the girl could think outside of the box.

His mother gave two clicks to turn the boys around. Once they were headed the right direction, she gave the go-ahead click.

The men changed course and headed to the sewage line.

It was probably best the men didn’t know what was in store for them. 




 


CHAPTER 18

Davidson trotted behind the others. Stark had found them an actual tunnel, so they could move more quickly. Now of course, that meant they were more vulnerable.

He could only take that to mean that Bunny was in danger.

Their steps echoed off the stone, surrounding them, and to Davidson, pressing in on him. On his hope. 

Even with directions now, he couldn’t see Bunny. He couldn’t protect her. His promise still up in the air.

Davidson skidded to a halt as the men in front of him did. Prenner must have pulled an all stop up ahead.

“Can you see anything?” Malvern asked.

Davidson shook his head. He trusted Prenner though. The guy was good at his job.

Lopez moved to the side, putting his gun away.

What?

Davidson could see now that Prenner had done the same.

Um, he wasn’t putting his away until he knew why.

Slowly they crept forward, making sure their shoes made no noise.

Then Davidson saw it. A tiny beam of light spilling out under a door up ahead.

Four clicks sounded in his ear.

Stark has just warned them that four assailants were straight ahead. 

Was Bunny in that room? Could Stark even tell?

And now he understood Prenner’s strategy.

Go in quiet and take them out before they could raise the alarm. Plus hand-to-hand protected Bunny in case she was in there.

So time to embrace Prenner’s strategy.

Davidson put his gun in his hip holster and pulled his knife from his boot.

Time to get dirty.

* * *

Stark was trying to follow the action in that room, but couldn’t. It looked like four on the floor and four standing. 

He prayed it was the right four.

He put out a single click.

Panic hung in the air as they waited.

Then a click back. The men had survived.

The dots on the screen were now moving along the passage Stark had laid out for them.

Stark let out a long, slow breath. Even being so close to the action, he still didn’t have a clue how this was going to play out. It was torture. And as long as he was being tortured, he might as well be in a five-star hotel, right?

“Where does she think that she is going?” Tika asked.

Well, Bunny was pretty much heading straight for that lower chamber. Whether or not she knew, that was a completely different question.

His mother indicated to her screen. “I’ve hacked into the Cultus’ security system. Such as it is.”

“Great, we can ping her like I did at the hospital room,” Stark stated. This was the best news all day.

“Well, not exactly,” his mother stated turning the screen toward him.

Stark studied the schematics, but couldn’t believe what he saw. To call this a security system was a gross miscarriage. There were no cameras in the facility. There was just a rudimentary fire alarm system and a series of locks to who knew what.

His heart sank. There was no way to alert Bunny that she was going the wrong way.

He looked to Tika. “Come on, you’ve got to have some military thing up your sleeve.”

“I mean, without threading a speaker down there, I don’t know how else we would do it?”

Stark looked to his mother. Was she thinking what he was thinking?

They had the micro speakers. They had a ton of wire back at the helicopter. Could they do it? They couldn’t broadcast as long as the men seemed to be in stealth mode, but once the team’s presence was revealed? 

Oh, hell yes. They could make some noise.

Then he realized someone was going to have to run back to the helicopter.

Tika sighed. “I’ll go.”

“Thanks,” Stark said. “There will be a peanut butter delight cookie when you get back.”

* * *

Bakt could not force anyone to do this task. It had to be him. He had to believe that his faith was stronger than the influence of the Assyrian. Bakt would keep his thoughts pure. He would close his heart to the influence of the Anti-Christ.

Bunny’s words nagged at him. How could she not see that God had given them the blueprints of the Assyrian? That they would have been remiss not to have tried? All of the sacrifices had told them to take God’s word and follow that path until it was done. How could any faithful delay the rapture? It was the moment they were all pining for.

Yet the redhead had smeared their good name. Accused them of usurping God’s power. That couldn’t be further from the truth. If God did not want their action, why had He led their founder to this cave? Why give them Jesus’ writings unless they were to act upon them?

He felt certain of God’s approval of their work.

Until he turned the corner to find the gate to the Anti-Christ’s enclosure wide open.

No. No. No. The caretaker would never open the gate and allow the Devil’s Son to run free. No.

Yet as he walked into the enclosure and turned the corner, he found an empty sleeping cove.

Assyrian was loose in their sacred temple.

May God save their souls.

* * *

Prenner stopped them again. Another click. So they were at the right spot, but they were at a toilet. It was more of a porta-potty than indoor plumbing.

Malvern sent two clicks which were responded to by a single click. “Yes.”

A rather emphatic yes.

“Stark must mean the sewer line,” Lopez stated.

Davidson’s stomach dropped. Not that he hadn’t climbed around in enough sewers in his day. It was just his least favorite thing to do.

“I notice that he comes up with these plans, while he is not in attendance,” Lopez stated with a snort.

Yes, Stark was pretty fast and loose with his advice as long as he was nice and safe elsewhere.

Prenner and Lopez lifted the top of the Porta-potty, then Lopez leaned back, waving in front of his nose.

“This must be a way station,” Prenner stated. “They only empty this pool on some schedule.”

“There’s got to be a way to trigger an emptying,” Malvern said, looking none too thrilled to have to muck around in that, well…muck.

“Wait!” Prenner stated, finding a handle at the base of the holding tank. These Cultus were pretty primitive. He yanked on the lever and the bottom opened and the refuse slid down the long vertical tunnel. 

Lopez flushed, sending water down the sides, clearing at least some of the yuck.

Davidson took in the last good breath he would probably take in a while.

Bunny had better be worth this.

Who was he kidding?

Of course she was.

* * *

Bunny was getting a sinking feeling that the long, winding tunnel they had been following was not going to lead to the outside. They were going deeper and deeper into the earth. 

Unless they popped out in Utah, Bunny doubted they would escape any time soon.

They could backtrack but that would only lead them back to the enclosure with the same lack of options. 

So Bunny had allowed Nana to lead the way and she, with Rada on her back, followed. It was slow going, Bunny’s ankle couldn’t hold up much longer, but at least it was downhill.

They came to a door. It was just an ordinary, plain wooden door.

Nana pushed it open to reveal a chamber about half the size of Rada’s enclosure. It had low ceilings and was unadorned. The walls were lined by low burning torches. The only thing of significance in the room seemed to be a spring-fed pool. Nothing fancy. Just the gurgling of the water.

“Oh no,” Nana said in Arabic.

“What?” Bunny asked as Nana tried to back out of the room.

“This is the cistern,” Nana explained, pushing Bunny’s hands away as she tried to keep the woman in the room.

“The cistern?” Bunny asked.

“It is the holiest of holy places for the Cultus. They believe its origins are divine in nature. They say this is what kept Jesus alive for those forty days. God provided.”

Just where Bunny wanted to end up. Not.

* * *

Davidson, for one, was glad to be free of the sewers. They had gone down what felt like ten stories.

They moved out in single file, taking a shaft that ran down.

How far down there was Bunny? And why had she gone down? Was she forced to? Had she lost her mind?

No, never that. 

Prenner pulled them to a stop, used a small mirror and lifted three fingers. The signal that there were three guards down the next hallway.

Prenner tried to back away, but Stark gave two clicks.

Guess they really needed to go down that hallway.

Prenner stopped as his jaw muscles worked over time. His eyes darted back and forth, as his brain tried to work out a plan.

He flashed several hand signals. They all were going to move as one at full speed. A blitz attack then. Prenner sighed, then brought his gun up, indicating they were going to need to fire. The men must have been too far down the hall for a silent attack.

Davidson swallowed, hard. Their only advantage was their secrecy. Once they fired, those shots would probably be heard all the way up to the first level. Noise traveled well down these convoluted tunnels. They could expect a vigorous response.

Malvern looked to him.

They were going to have to crack the egg sooner or later.

Davidson nodded. 

Time to get real.

Once his fist clenched, the men spread out, going from a full stop to a full-out run. They fired, taking the three men out before they could even raise their weapons.

Prenner stopped them to check to make sure the men were dead. They really didn’t want anyone behind them.

Click. Pause. Click. Pause. Click.

That seemed to be the get your ass in gear code.

Others must be coming in response to the sound of gunfire.

None of them hesitated as Prenner set off. They all fell in line, moving at a fast trot. Since Stark didn’t give them any more clicks, he must have been fine with their speed. 

The only question was what exactly were they headed into?

* * *

Maybe they could sneak out unseen, Bunny wondered as she backed up a step.

That hope was dashed as the torches flared brightly for a moment, so brightly that Bunny was blinded for a moment. She wasn’t freaked out, though. This was a pretty typical ancient priest trick. Behind the torch sconces was a valve that, when hit, dumped magnesium into the torch, creating the bright flame. The ancients were a pretty sophisticated bunch when it came to impressing the masses.

As her eyes dilated to let light in, Bunny watched as over a dozen men and women, all dressed in white robes came from the shadows. Each was as albino as Rada. Their skin as white as the robes they wore.

“T ne- condmnt,” said the most forward of them. Bunny could only assume they were high priests of the Cultus.

He was speaking Turkish, but not the modern version. The ancient version. And like most ancient languages, they left out most of the vowels. 

Bunny wasn’t so hot on Turkish, let along ancient Turkish. And why in the hell were they speaking that? She was pretty sure the man had said, “You condemn us all.”

Bunny stepped forward. She’d gone up against enough whack-jobs that she wasn’t intimidated by their theatrics.

“This boy is one of yours,” Bunny stated flatly in English. At least of few of the priests and priestesses had a flicker of recognition. Some of them spoke English.

Bunny pointed at the first one. “Is this boy yours?”

This child did not just spring out of any woman’s womb. This boy was more than likely hundreds of years of selective breeding. Possibly inbreeding. She pointed to the next “priest.”

“Or yours?” Bunny was furious. Cults were normally whack jobs with a sense of entitlement and grandiose narcissism. But to do this to a child? Bunny was truly horrified.

“How could you funnel all of your shame into a little boy?” Bunny asked, then spat on the ground. That got the group to take a step back.

Bunny knew she had to get out of there. Guards must be on their way. 

But despite having no physical weapon, she knew that she had what Davidson called an “inner crowbar.” Bunny didn’t need a weapon in her hand if she could back these douchebags off verbally.

Taking another step forward, glaring the closest priest right in his red eyes. “Flee now and we won’t kill you. Stay and my team will shatter your bones and spread your ashes upon the wind.”

For people who Bunny assumed did not see the light of day very often, this seemed to be their worst fear. Many of them took several steps back.

One of the priestess who didn’t step back spoke in heavily accented English. “You have no way to back up your threats, fahise.” Whore.

Bunny had been called far worse by far better people than these Cultus.

“Do you think you actually kidnapped me?” Bunny shot back, tapping into the fury she felt at these hypocrites. Fishing under her tongue she found the thin filament that held the crystals in place. Bunny pulled it out, trying not to gag. It was nearly as awful coming up as it had been going down.

She dangled the string of crystals, now covered in drippy saliva, in front of the Cultus. “This is a passive transmitter. I have led my men to your doorstep,” she hissed.

Okay, Bunny only hoped that she had. Who knew if her distress signal had actually gone out, but as Davidson would say, she needed to have faith. Faith in him, faith in her team. She looked down into the eyes of the little boy in her arms. He was filled with innocence. Bunny couldn’t let him down.

Looks of self-righteousness were replaced by expressions of worry.

Bunny took a gamble. “What happened to the rest of your men in Dubai once I left?”

The corner of the lead priestess’ eye twitched. Bunny had nailed it.

“If you could abduct me so easily, why then did my team mop yours up in a matter of minutes?”

Doubt filled the eyes of the rest of the priests. Bunny had already won. Now she just needed to be sure that they knew that as well.

“Leave now,” Bunny stated, leaning into the words, using her inner crowbar to the maximum.

A few priests around the edges of the circle backed away until they were lost to the shadows. The cistern gurgled and water danced in the center of the room.

Bunny pointed to it. “That will run red with your blood.”

That got about half of them out of there. 

Bunny was left with the bravest three and, to be honest, they looked pretty thin and wimpy under those flowing robes. She felt like she could take them, if it came down to it.

She swung the string back and forth. “Tick tock.”

The two flanking the tall priestess left as well.

Now it’s one-on-one, bitch, Bunny thought but didn’t say. She didn’t have to. Her inner crowbar was translating that just fine.

The albino’s bravado broke as tears welled in those red eyes. She turned and fled with the others.

Bunny nearly dropped to her knees as the tension in her body broke like a dam. Nana grabbed her arm and tugged her toward the exit to the cistern cavern.

With Rada in tow, Bunny didn’t argue.

* * *

Red lights flashed across all of his screens. Tika pointed to one in the lower left hand corner. “That had to be quite a heat spike,” she said.

Coming from that far down under that much rock, Tika was damn right.

“It must be some kind of self-destruct,” his mother said. “Look at where it originated from.”

Both women were too damned right. He and his mother had been doing stress analysis of the cave system, trying to figure out exactly the right place to blast if the team ultimately had to bring the roof down.

The red light blinked in exactly that spot.

How to warn the men?

And what was going to happen to Bunny? Her signature, barley flickering on the ground-penetrating radar was still deep down inside one of the larger caves. What was she doing there? 

The other squiggly signatures moved out.

She was starting to leave, but would it be fast enough? Especially with her injured foot?

The men were deep in the bowels of the cave system. Had Stark doomed them as well?

* * *

Bakt felt a calmness wash over him. 

The day had taken a disastrous turn, yet God was still with him. He could feel the Holy Spirit move beside him. 

His outrage at Bunny’s accusations had faded, and now he only felt melancholy. 

He could not deny that the Cultus had tried to speed up God’s will. They had taken that which was holy and perverted it into something mortal and tainted.

However, he had a new sense of purpose.

The Cultus’ mission was not to bring the anti-Christ into the world, it was to destroy the American team. 

Clearly God had set his and the Americans’ path on the same track. God must surely be as tired of their hubris as Bakt was.

No, the self-destruct was the only answer. He had enough time to escape. He and few others. They had documented Christ’s word. And now instead of trying to breed an anti-Christ, they would remain vigilant and seek out the Assyrian when God in His infinite wisdom decided to send him to Earth.

The sacrifice had confirmed this.

All was right with the world, as his old world was set to collapse down on the Americans’ heads.

* * *

Davidson stopped as the rest of the team stopped. Stark was on one. There were clicks galore, but it didn’t make sense.

Lopez put his hand up. “Start here.”

Everyone listened.

“One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine,” Lopez counted off. “Pause. One. Pause. One.”

Davidson looked at the corporal. “And?”

“Um, 9-1-1.”

There was an emergency. No, duh. Hadn’t this entire mission been an emergency? But clearly something had changed. What, they had no idea.

Prenner headed left. Two clicks. Prenner headed right. Two clicks.

“What does he want?” Prenner asked.

Only Lopez responded, the one who always thought outside the box. “Step forward.” Even though that was straight into the opposite hallway, Prenner did as asked and got one click.

“So what does that mean?” Malvern asked.

Prenner slid his hands over the smooth stone. “There’s no locking mechanism I can find.”

“Then we blow it,” Lopez stated as if it were the only reasonable choice.

Prenner looked to Malvern. “Do any of us have any idea what is on the other side of that wall?

No one did.

But there was only one way to find out.




 


CHAPTER 19

Bunny felt both like she was walking on air since she wasn’t dead yet, and that she might be dragging a broken ankle behind her.

Part of her pain was that she and Nana didn’t have a plan besides take any tunnel that led up. Which was driving her ankle crazy. But for all that was holy, Bunny needed out.

The guys always had a plan. It might be crazy or suicidal, but it was a plan. Bunny was just now realizing that having a plan made one much more hopeful.

Rada lay in her arms, relaxed like they were taking a Sunday stroll, not that he would know what a Sunday was, let alone a stroll, but he didn’t even seem that interested in his new surroundings. 

The boy seemed far more interested in playing with her rosy locks and cooing. It seemed like it was his way to soothe himself.

Skirt bunched up in her hands to make walking uphill easier, Nana would look back every once in a while, her face pinched in worry. Only when she gazed upon Rada would her expression soften, and she would kiss him on the cheek before carrying on.

Usually Bunny would have handed the heavy boy off, especially with the ankle, but the boy just seemed so at ease with his tail around her waist.

For some reason, she just couldn’t let him go.

* * *

Freaking out was for pussies. That was why Stark was nearly stiff as a board. He was keeping all that freakout inside, letting it fuel his sleep-deprived brain.

The flashing lights had stabilized, but only because they were now in countdown mode. The team had less than ten minutes to get out of there before the entire complex blew.

As a matter of fact, he, Tika, and his mother had moved another 500 yards out, fearful that if the complex blew, it would take even their scraggly trees with it.

He thought he’d made it pretty clear to the team that this was time-sensitive, yet they still hadn’t blown that wall. What were they waiting for? The Cultus to send an invitation?

Stark blew out his mouth. He had to calm down or he was seriously going to blow an aneurysm.

Seriously.

“We can’t hack in and shut it down?” Tika asked.

Stark shook his head. “Good idea, but they don’t have any Wi-Fi or way for us to access their self-destruct network unless we are on site.”

“And none of the men has the skills to do that?”

“If I could walk them through it, sure, but this way? One click for yes? No freaking way.”

“Maybe I should go in?” Tika asked, although not exactly with gusto.

Stark pointed to how deep the room in question was. “You’ll never make it down there. And look,” he indicated to the mayhem that was going on in there. Guards were everywhere, people were panicked to get out. Tika would get noticed for sure.

At the least the team and Bunny were far down below and weren’t caught up in the chaos.

But that meant they were far down below. Stark didn’t see how they could get out in time.

Then again he never did. One of these times, though, the team just wasn’t going to be able to beat the odds.

Stark prayed it wasn’t this time.

* * *

Davidson backed around the corner with the rest of the team as Prenner ran wire from the explosives to the detonator. Since they had no idea how thick the wall was, Prenner had to make some off the cuff calculations.

Either this was going to go well or they were about to bring the entire anthill down upon them.

Everyone grimaced as they covered their ears. Prenner hit the button. The walls shook and dust rained down on them, but the walls held. A minor miracle.

Prenner inched down the hallway, everyone alert and at the ready in case any of the Cultus came bursting out of the hole in the wall they had created.

Dust still floated through the breach. Prenner waved his hand in front of himself to disperse the brown fog.

Nothing. No yells. No shouts. No guards running to apprehend the men who had delved so deeply into the Cultus’ stronghold.

Prenner pulled out his mirror and looked past the broken wall. He tilted his head, apparently as surprised as Davidson that no one was there to challenge them.

Following his teammates, Davidson stepped into the hole and came out on the other side into what looked like a room that belonged to NASA, in the sixties.

Huge machines whirred. They seriously looked like something from the movie on Apollo 13. This stuff was clunky.

White, green, blue and red lights flickered on and off. Apparently announcing that, even decades old, the computer banks were working.

“Um, this can’t be good,” Lopez said, pointing to a digital clock, the most modern thing in the room, counting down from ten. They only had seven minutes, twenty-eight seconds left.

“Davidson?” Malvern asked.

Davidson shook his head. He was the youngest and usually the most efficient with computer equipment, but this? No way. “Sir, I think you’d have more luck.”

Malvern grimaced but didn’t argue.

“Look for any kind of communications device,” Davidson urged.

They looked around, but for a sole wall-mounted dial-up phone that had no dial tone, there was nothing to get a hold of Stark with.

Davidson gave four clicks then one then one. 411. He needed some advice.

Davidson switched from simple clicks to Morse code. He doubted that Stark knew it, but Davidson was sure Stark’s mother had some app for it.

“Can you defuse it?” was Stark’s reply.

Davidson coded back. “Circa 1960 equipment. No keyboard. Can you help us?”

There was a long pause then a sharp two clicks. “No.”

Davidson’s entire body sagged. That was not the answer they were looking for.

“Guide us to Bunny,” Davidson punched in.

Two clicks.

“Why not?” Davidson asked via Morse code.

“Too far,” was the response.

“Is she escaping on her own?” Davidson asked, hoping against hope that Bunny was free.

One click.

“Guide us so we meet before the surface,” Davidson said.

One click.

Prenner moved to the hole in the wall but got two clicks. He went to the door. One click.

Seriously, this was grating on Davidson. 

He couldn’t wait until they were up top and could use words instead of clicks again.

Was that too much to ask?

Davidson chided himself. Bunny didn’t even have clicks and yet she somehow was escaping on her own.

Maybe, just maybe, they could pull this off.

* * *

Bunny felt a sense of urgency just under her breastbone. Unfortunately that urgency didn’t make it all the way to her ankle. Rada was getting really, really heavy, but still she couldn’t part with him.

Nana was up ahead checking the side passages, trying to find ones that went up.

So far they’d had about a .500 batting average.

Didn’t the Cultus believe in staircases? Seriously.

A sound came from down the hall. Bunny hoped beyond hope that it was her team, but they couldn’t take any chances. Nana opened a door and they slipped into the darkened room. 

It smelled of spices and musk. It must have been a storeroom of some kind. Bunny didn’t blame Nana for getting so lost. This place was built to get lost in.

The footsteps passed the door without even slowing. Bunny breathed a sigh of relief. Nana cracked the door open and someone pushed it in from the outside, sending Nana sprawling on the floor.

It was Ling. Bakt’s right-hand man.

Nana cursed at him in Arabic.

Ling strode forward and reached his hand back. Bunny prepared for him to slap Nana. Bunny pushed Rada’s head against her shoulder not wanting the child to see his mother beaten.

“No!” Bunny cried out, but Ling merely offered his hand to Nana.

She accepted it and the man pulled Nana into his arms. They hugged, then Ling planted one on the woman’s lips.

Wow. Get a room.

No, seriously, Bunny thought as the kiss lingered on.

Bunny could tell you one thing. She definitely didn’t see that coming.

Finally the nearly-to-third-base kiss ended. Ling turned to Bunny. “We must hurry.”

Yah, how about thinking that two minutes ago when the kiss started?

He grabbed Nana’s hand in his and led them out the door.

Bunny’s feet stalled as he led them to a hallway that sloped downward.

“You know what? I’ve had enough of downstairs,” Bunny said.

“We must go this way to access the central passage to head up to the surface,” Ling said, clearly frustrated with her.

Nana reached out and put her hand on Bunny’s. “We can trust him.”

Really? Because the last time Bunny saw Ling he was helping kidnap her.

“Go, go!” Rada lisped, kicking Bunny like she was a horse.

Since she had no better plan.

Down it was.

* * *

“What is she doing?” Stark sighed.

“And who is she with?” Tika asked.

Stark’s mother shook her head. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Why are they going down again?” Tika queried.

“I think the new person is leading them out,” his mother said, pointing to the screen. If Bunny and her group went down, then left, then right, they would come to the largest tunnel in the complex, which led straight up. But that would lead them right into the middle of the evacuation.

There were dozens of Cultus at any one time in that passage. It was like the Grand Central Station of cults.

It looked like the new person was guiding Bunny straight into Bakt’s hands.

“There’s really no way to warn her?” Tika asked.

Stark hung his head. They couldn’t stop the self-destruct. They couldn’t hack into the complex because there was nothing sophisticated enough to hack. What were they even doing here? They were useless.

“Unless…” his mother stated with the glint in her eye.

“What?” Stark asked, wanting to feel useful again.

“We’ve been going about this all wrong,” His mother explained.

* * *

Bakt rushed through the hallways, asking any he met if they’d seen Bunny with Nana. He didn’t ask about Rada. He didn’t want to panic his already frightened worshippers as they fled the doomed sanctuary.

Finally, he made his way to the central aisle. At some point she would have to come here, if she wanted to get out.

But he was not content to wait here. He imagined in his mind the great temple. The interconnected tunnels. The paths that had been woven through the stone. He headed down and to the right. This hallway would be the most likely any would use coming up from the lower levels. 

The level of the Assyrian.

He was gratified to feel the first blast. The entire self-destruct would take a few more minutes and take dozens of more blasts, but it started now.

The hallway shook, knocking many of the Cultus off their feet. Screams echoed down the passage. Not all would make it out. A chance for God to weed the worthy from the weak. 

A crack started at the floor then spread up the wall, creating a glimpse inside the hill. 

Soon it would become a crevice if the self-destruct explosives had been placed correctly.

“Ling?” Bakt asked as a familiar figure rounded the corner.

“Master?” Ling asked in a much higher than usual octave. And his hand moved. Had something been in it?

“We must find the child and the redheaded temptress.”

“Of course,” Ling stated, joining Bakt as his tone lowered. “There was word of a possible sighting on the second level.”

“That far up?” Bakt asked. How could they have made their way past him?

Ling nodded. “I can go if you wish to stay here.”

“No, no,” Bakt stated. “We shall travel together.”

Ling strode off. 

Bakt felt certain now they would find the Assyrian and his red headed abductor.

* * *

That had been so close that Bunny didn’t even want to think about it.

Ling had done them right. Drawing Bakt away. But only up to the second level? What happened when they got to the second level?

They were just going to have to find out when they got there. Nana handed Bunny a robe. She covered Rada and used the hood to hide her red hair. A definite giveaway in this bunch.

Turning the corner, Bunny nearly panicked. There were dozens of Cultus racing up the hallway, trying to escape the self-destruct.

Another blast shook the tunnel. Bunny rode it out, leaning against the stone hallway. 

No one seemed to pay them any heed. They were all headed for the exit. As matter of fact, the most danger they were in was being trampled, rather than discovered. Nana kept them to the side of the fleeing masses as they headed up. Up to glorious sunlight. Bunny had only been down here a few hours and already she missed the sky.

Was Davidson down here somewhere trying to find her?

Dear God she hoped so, she thought as the ground underfoot rumbled again, this time twice as hard. A huge chunk of rock fell from the ceiling and landed not a few feet away from Bunny and Nana.

Yah, this was going to get interesting. Fast. 

* * *

Stark gulped hard.

His mother was insane. Completely insane.

She wanted them to steal some Cultus clothes then have him, him, go down with an amped up Walkie Talkie to join the men.

“No,” Stark said, his mouth going dry.

Tika was already out procuring him the clothes.

“Why don’t you go?” he whined. Usually he and his mother were on the same page, but not today. Boy, not today.

His mother traced the path he would take to the team. “Look, it isn’t that far.”

“Then why don’t you do it?” Stark insisted. What was his mother’s problem? Clearly she was the far better candidate for this mission. Didn’t she remember the Water Park? Stark had been useless.

She’d had a blast.

“You know why,” his mother retorted. “It has to be you.”

Tika ran up with an armful of robes. “She’s right.”

Stark’s shoulders dropped. “Not you too.”

“You’re the better hacker,” Tika admitted.

Okay, that buoyed him up a bit. But not enough. “Mom, what in the hell are you talking about?”

“Speluncaphobia,” his mother explained.

Fear of caves. And damn it, but it was a real thing. His mother had been afraid of caves after she’d gotten lost on a family outing as a child. She could go into an asthmatic fit once she was below ground. And strangely, the larger the cave, the worse it made his mother’s symptoms.

She was out.

Stark turned to Tika. “Come on, I’m not meant for field work.”

Tika just shoved him the robes. “You know it’s gotta be you.”

“Can’t we both go?” Stark whined, knowing he was whining, but not really caring that he was.

“It is going to be hard enough for one person to infiltrate the stronghold, we can’t risk two,” His mother said. 

It totally made sense, but not only did he have to infiltrate the stronghold, carrying a load of robes for the rest of the men, but then hack into the antique communication system and bring Bunny home.

Who did they think they had on their hands? Superman. He was Hack-man. Pasty and out of shape. A hero for the masses, not for important missions.

“Stark!” his mother barked.

Well, at the least he was more afraid of one thing more than he was this mission. 

His mother. 




 


CHAPTER 20

The team went into the room that Stark had directed them to.

Prenner proceeded to check all four walls, the corners, and back out the door to a series of two clicks. They seemed faster, sharper. 

Had Stark given over the comm to his mother?

And why would he do that?

Apparently whoever was on the other side of the comm wanted them to stay put in the room. Why?

It was no point speculating. They had been in the dark going up and down these passages for what seemed like forever. And it appeared that Bunny was rescuing herself.

Wild goose chase didn’t even begin to cover it.

He could feel the tension in the other men.

Before they could get settled in, another explosion hit, this time much closer to home, rattling the walls. A crack started in the northeast corner and ran diagonally across the ceiling.

They couldn’t stay here.

As the ceiling began to crumble, the team ducked out the door to find Bakt and Ling in the hallway.

Bullets started flying before Davidson could even register what had happened. But there was no retreating into the room, it was now just full of broken rubble.

Prenner angled them diagonally to a hallway that led away from the room.

Once they were behind solid rock, the shots from both sides stopped.

“Davidson, you’re bleeding,” Malvern said.

Davidson hadn’t even noticed. He looked down. The shot seemed to be a through-and-through to his forearm. He didn’t even feel it now, looking at the wound. Just add one to the list.

He had way more important things to worry about at the moment.

Like the next explosion. 

The wall beside them just crumbled. One moment it was there. The next it was gone, reduced to tiny pebbles.

Davidson brought his gun up, but Bakt and Ling were no longer there. 

He snapped his gun down. What the…

Davidson knew that the Cultus’ main objective was Bunny, but to leave an armed force behind?

That was just stupid, unless it was a ploy, but Davidson couldn’t see the angle. 

This mission just got weirder and weirder as the ground shook and the ceiling poured down dust.

“I’m done with this lurking,” Malvern stated, pretty much expressing what they all felt. “Time to take control of the situation.”

The team nodded in unison.

“I say we clear this level and work our way down until we find Bunny,” Malvern stated.

Time to move out and no time to check in with Stark.

* * *

Bunny was bumped by another Cultus running for his life. The explosions were coming more quickly and the tunnels were collapsing.

Rada kept trying to stick his head out of the robe. The child seemed to know no fear. To him that enclosure down below was normal. He didn’t know it had been horribly abusive. How could he?

But right now, she just really needed him to dial down his curiosity and stay put.

A huge explosion went off very near to them. Bunny was knocked down to one knee as Nana tried to help her, but a huge boulder cracked off the roof.

Nana scrambled back as the walls around them tumbled down.

Bunny covered Rada with her body. It was the only protection she could offer.

Rocks tumbled down. Her ears threatened to split as the hallway was consumed.

When the dust settled, Bunny sat in a singular spot. Rocks were piled all around her, yet she and the boy were unscathed.

Slowly she rose, partly due to shock. The other part due to caution. If she made a wrong step, it could bring down the rest of the boulders onto their heads.

Very carefully, teetering on her walking cast, Bunny made her way over the shortest pile of rubble.

“Nana?” Bunny whispered. The last place that Bunny had seen the woman was right there under a ton of rock.

“Nana?” Rada called, peeking out from the robe.

Bunny thanked God that the child hadn’t seen what happened to his mother-figure.

Bunny tried to push some rocks out of the way, but it threatened to destabilize the entire pile. If Nana were still alive, Bunny didn’t want to kill her in a botched rescue attempt.

Brushing the dust out of her eyes, Bunny looked to the main tunnel. Was that light up ahead? The dust blew gently on a breeze. Was that fresh air?

Was she that close to the exit?

Tucking Rada back in, Bunny made for the surface.

Damn it.

* * *

Stark’s nervous system was in overload. He was in the Cultus robes moving upstream as the cult members abandoned their stronghold. No one seemed to care why he was going in while everyone else was going out.

He tried to move faster, they only had a few minutes until the self-destruct reached its climax, but he had to physically tell his legs to move. He couldn’t get them to go any faster.

There was the opening. The entrance to a cult’s underground bunker.

This was crazy. He didn’t do field work. It went against his nature. He was pretty sure that he was allergic to danger. His skin itched terribly.

“You can do this, son,” his mother said in his ear. 

Gulping, Stark took a step within the stony confine. 

Not so bad.

Then a tremor started far away, then the blast wave hit, shattering the upper arch of the entrance.

Stark had a choice to make. Fling himself backward to safety or forward into harm’s way.

He could have sworn he told his legs to push backward, but instead he flew forward, landing on his belly ten feet from the destroyed entrance. There would be no going out through there.

Stark turned to find a wall of Cultus, their faces covered in dust and despair.

They looked to him for guidance.

Um, clearly they hadn’t met him before.

He tried to walk through them, but each person reached out and touched his robe.

Freaky. 

If he’d ever had even an inkling of becoming a cult personality and having worshippers, this certainly killed off that dream.

They were all mumbling something…the second coming.

No, dudes, he wanted to say. Your own leaders did this to you.

There was no coming or going apparently.

Once he made his way past the cult members, who turned in unison to try to clear the exit, Stark hurried to the last location they had for Bunny. But that tunnel was blocked as well. 

There wasn’t a lot left of the stronghold. It was collapsing down upon itself.

An explosion, luckily far off, sounded, rattling the hallway. It didn’t collapse anything new, but rocks as large as his fist rolled down the rubble pile.

Time to move. But in what direction?

Static burst in his ear. He only caught a few words of his mother’s sentence. “Men…move…”

“Come again, Mom?” Stark said, figuring that was probably the first time those words had been uttered during any combat mission.

There was no answer, just static.

Now was not the time to freeze up.

He knew in his mind’s eye where the men were headed. Clearly they had left the room that they had wanted the team to stay in so he could easily find them.

But what ever went easily on a mission?

A big fat nothing, that’s what.

* * *

Davidson was down on one knee as shots flew all around him. They’d found a cache of guards in one of the rooms they were trying to clear. Davidson let the rattle of gunfire go. He let the perspiration down his back go. He let everything go except for a fortunately placed outcropping of rock.

Ricochet shots were more of an art than a science. Davidson pulled the trigger. The shot hit the rock and pinged off, nailing one of the men in the leg. He screamed, falling to the floor. Now Davidson didn’t have to rely on a ricochet shot. He finished the man with another shot.

The rest of the guards had been taken care of.

“Well, this level is clear,” Prenner said. “Do we go down or up?”

Malvern was considering their options when the scrape of a shoe sounded behind them.

The team turned as one, raising their guns.

The robed person’s hands flew up. “It’s me guys, me!”

“Stark?” Davidson asked not believing it could be true. Stark out in the field? Fish might as well start to walk.

His hood slid back, revealing the hacker’s features.

“You might want to announce yourself next time,” Malvern stated lowering his gun.

Stark didn’t know how close he’d been to getting shot, like a dozen times.

Actually, by the hacker’s pale face and drawn features, maybe he did.

“What are you doing here, man?” Lopez asked.

“Bunny is stuck up on level one and you guys were going the wrong direction. Plus I think I might be able to patch into the loud speaker system and try to get her out.”

“Then do it,” Malvern said looking up to one of the World War II style speakers.

“They aren’t an intercom,” Stark stated. “I need to get to a microphone.

Prenner snapped his fingers. “I think there was some kind of antique microphone in one of the rooms we just cleared.”

Stark nodded. “There should be one on each level.”

Okay, this was more like it. Not much of a plan, but more than they’d had before.

* * *

Bunny clung to Rada. It shouldn’t be, but she felt like she was gaining strength from him rather than the other way around. Each of the hallways she’d tried was blocked by rubble. 

Tears threatened to spill each time they found their passage thwarted. To be so close. To have seen the light, then had it taken from her. It wasn’t fair.

But what was fair when you dealt with cults?

Her ankle hurt and she was done, just done. Even without her ankle hurting, she wasn’t strong enough to move the large boulders that blocked her passage.

Instead she leaned against the wall and started to slide down.

Right about now they needed a big fat miracle.

“Fahise!” The word whore filled the hallway.

Bunny had nowhere to flee. She could only turn and watch Bakt and Ling approach. Ling had a gun. Bakt had a long curved blade.

“Did you really think you could evade me, in my own home? You have doomed this place. Doomed the elders, tainted everything you have touched.”

Why did Bunny take that as a compliment? Because it was.

 “Where is Nana?” Ling asked.

Bunny gave a weak shrug.

“Dead then?”

Again Bunny could only shrug and indicate to the piles of rubble.

Ling’s face clouded but he said nothing.

She pulled Rada close to her. He shouldn’t see what happened next as Bakt approached. Bunny knew hand to hand, but with her ankle? Carrying the child? Against a long blade?

Even at full strength she would have been doomed.

“You will be my greatest sacrifice. You will be my gift to God to make amends for the errors of the elders.”

Bunny wasn’t quite sure what the sacrifice entailed, but the way Bakt was brandishing the blade, it wasn’t going to be pretty. He wasn’t heading over to trim her dead ends.

Bunny felt too tired, in too much pain, and too hopeless to offer any kind of resistance to her death, but she covered Rada with both arms. “Don’t.”

Bakt laughed a cruel laugh. “Him, I will not hurt. You on the other hand…”

He flicked the blade in the air, indicating what he was about to do to her.

Then a shot rang out. Could it be the team? Davidson?

But as Bakt fell to the ground, an expression of surprise on his face, there was only Ling behind him. The barrel of the gun smoked a tiny wisp.

The blade clattered to the ground.

Bunny watched as Ling bent over and picked up the blade and rolled Bakt so that he lay on his back. What was Ling up to?

The man smiled. “So in the end, you shall be the sacrifice.”

Bunny cringed back and Ling lifted up the knife, plunging it into the still-conscious Bakt’s belly.

The man gasped in pain, but it wasn’t over.

Ling expertly sliced open the abdominal wall. Bunny cringed as guts spilled out onto the floor. 

This was what Bakt had planned for her? Bunny’s throat stung with bile as Ling shoved his hand into Bakt’s abdominal cavity and pulled out even more guts.

“Oh, look. Your pancreas,” Ling stated as Bakt moaned wordlessly. “You were wrong.”

Bakt let out one more whimpering moan, then his head lolled to the side. His eyes lifeless.

Almost too much of an escape for the man who had done all of this.

Bunny tracked Ling’s movements. He seemed to have loved Nana, but would he blame Bunny for her death? What were his intentions?

But then he offered a bloody hand to Bunny.

“Thanks, I’ll get up on my own,” Bunny said as she pushed against the wall, slowly getting to her feet. 

“We must leave,” Ling stated in his thickly accented English.

“The tunnel is blocked.”

“I know another way.”

What choice did Bunny have but to follow him?

Stepping around the pool of blood that was expanding from Bakt, Bunny followed Ling into the unknown.

* * *

Stark made some adjustments to the speaker system so that he could broadcast to all levels. Too much had happened to assume that Bunny was still on the second level.

“Bunny,” Stark said into the microphone which crackled and hissed.

He turned down the levels.

Stark tried it again. “Bunny, head to the third level south side. We will meet you there.”

“I thought we were headed up?” Prenner said.

Crap, Stark had kind of buried the lead. “Yah, the upper exit is completely collapsed. We are going to try and go down and find a vent exit.”

“Sounds par for the course,” Lopez commented.

Prenner headed out, but Stark stayed behind to speak one more time. “Bunny level three south side. See you there.”

He hoped.

* * *

Bunny watched as Ling ducked his head around a corner. “You must follow this passage until it dead ends, then head left.”

Ling must have recognized the place that Stark had announced over the loud speakers.

“Your team should find you soon,” Ling tried to reassure her.

With the ground beneath their feet shaking and the walls cracking, soon might not be quick enough.

“What about you?” Bunny asked. “You’re leaving us?”

“I must find Nana.”

Frowning, Bunny touched Ling’s elbow. “I can’t imagine how she could have survived that tunnel collapse.”

“Still I must try,” Ling insisted. “Would you not do the same for one you loved?”

Davidson’s face popped into her mind. His stubble when he forgot to shave. Those kind lips.

Bunny lowered her hand. “I wish you the best of luck then.”

Ling gave a single nod and headed off in the opposite direction.

There were so few Cultus left that Bunny moved her robe so that Rada could see out. He cooed to her, putting his head against her sternum. To him that seemed the highest form of affection.

“Okay, Buddy. It’s just you and me. Think we can do this?”

The boy smiled and clapped.

Oh, if only Bunny had been so sure.

* * *

Davidson trotted as fast as he could with Stark in front of him. He kept stepping on the hacker’s heels. The guy seemed winded and they were barely a quarter of the way there.

The sound of the hacker’s wheezing was a dead giveaway. Good thing most of the Cultus had abandoned ship. The only time the guy hurried up was after a major quake.

Davidson felt this would probably be Stark’s one and only time out in the field.

“Move it,” Malvern grunted from behind them.

Prenner and Lopez turned a corner and disappeared around it.

Davidson gave Stark’s back a shove. 

Apparently Stark didn’t have another gear. Slow or stop was about it.

“Davidson!” Prenner barked.

Davidson flew around Stark and joined the point man. Down a long hallway was Bunny. He couldn’t see her features, but that glistening red hair he could spot a mile away.

“Samuel!” Bunny shouted, rushing forward. What was under the cloak?

Before he could find out, another explosion, then another rocked the tunnel. Between he and Bunny, a huge crack opened up and the roof started to collapse.

“Bunny,” he yelled, charging forward, flying over the crack as it enlarged each and every moment.

He landed hard on the other side. He looked behind him, but the chasm was too wide for the rest to try to cross. Instead the men had to back away to avoid being killed by the collapse.

Soon there was no sight of them.

Bunny flew into his arms. “Samuel.”

He hugged her back, but there was something between them.

Davidson looked down to find two startling red eyes looking up at him. Impossibly white eyelids opened and closed slowly, as the most unusual child studied him.

Bunny chuckled, wiping her eyes. “Davidson, meet Rada. The supposed Anti-Christ.”

Ah, so this was what it was all about. Good to know.

“Supposed?”

Tilting her head, Bunny frowned. “Come on, Davidson. The kid has been bred to look like this. He wouldn’t harm a fly.”

Davidson looked deeply into those red eyes. Bunny was right. The child seemed harmless. But what would he grow up to be?

There were far more urgent questions though.

“Where to?” Bunny asked one of them.

“Not sure, but hold still,” Davidson stated. Hopefully Stark’s mom was still on the job. The ground under them rumbled, even without an explosion to explain it. The entire complex was collapsing. It wouldn’t be long now.

Davidson took two steps to the left. Two clicks. He’d never been so glad to hear a click in his life.

He took two steps to the right. Two clicks.

While Bunny stared at him like he’d gone crazy, he took two steps back. One click.

He took Bunny’s hand. “This way.”

Bunny cocked her head, but followed. She, in a cast, was faster than Stark without one.

Not surprising.

They followed the clicks and found the vent in question. The only problem was that they had to go up. Probably two levels. How was he going to get Bunny and Rada up that shaft? He could do it, but he didn’t have any rope on him. Prenner had it all.

Bunny’s robe shifted and Rada’s head popped out. 

“Rada!” Bunny cried trying to hold onto the boy, but he leapt from her to vent’s entrance, scrambling up the smooth rock using his tail as leverage.

Well, that was one. Now one to go.

“Bunny…”

“I know…” she said. “It’s going to hurt like a bitch.”

Davidson didn’t argue. “You’ll go first, inching your way up. Back against the wall. I will help from underneath.”

Bunny waved him away. “Yah, yah, yah.”

That was his girl.




 


CHAPTER 21

Stark was flailing and he knew it, but dang, these stupid Special Forces were out of control. A full-out run for how long? And on what felt like straight up. 

They had tried the rubble, but that was a no go as explosions rocked the tunnel, burying it in even deeper debris.

Luckily, Stark may not be able to run a three-minute mile, or an anything-minute mile, but he did have a didactic memory. He had the lay out of the stronghold memorized.

There was another vent not far off. Well, when you were running it felt like forever. 

Prenner finally pulled to a stop. “Here?”

Stark couldn’t answer verbally, not through his panting, snorting and overall sloppy lip movement. So he just nodded.

Prenner felt along the rock, found a latch and opened it.

Oh, Christ all mighty. Stark looked up the shaft. You might as well ask him to climb to the moon for God’s sake.

He put his elbows on his knees, wheezing like a fool.

Lopez patted him on the back. “Prenner’s got rope. We’ll get secured up there, then pull your sorry ass up.”

Stark didn’t even care that Lopez was being condescending. His words were music to his ears. As long as Stark didn’t have to climb, he was good.

“Lean against the wall,” Malvern suggested.

Even though Stark doubts his muscles would comply, he did as asked. Okay, yes, that opened up his diaphragm. Sweet oxygen flowed into his lungs, maybe just maybe, he would survive this ordeal.

Then another shock wave hit and the wall cracked right along the vent.

“We can’t wait,” Malvern said, shoving Stark toward the long shaft. “Get in.”

“No, no, no” Stark complained, but Malvern gave him a heave and hoisted Stark into the shaft. The older man was deceptively strong.

Bunny always called Malvern their silverback, and she wasn’t wrong.

“Back against the wall, legs out, climb step by step up.”

Right.

Stark had no other choice though, so up he went. Of course, he was practically sitting on Malvern’s head.

He was actually getting the hang of this when another tremor split the wall behind him. He would have fallen to his death if Malvern hadn’t caught him.

“Now what?” Stark asked, his fingers tingling with all the adrenaline coursing through his body.

“Find another part of the wall.”

Oh yah, that.

Stark promised himself that he would never, ever, ever, ever, ever, ever go out into the field again.

* * *

Bunny’s ankle screamed with each heave up the shaft, but she wasn’t complaining. 

From the whoops and coos, Rada had already made it to the top. That gave her hope. If a little albino fork-tongued Assyrian could do it, so could she.

“One. Two. Three,” Davidson said below her then he heaved them both up about a foot. It was slow going, but it was progress. She could see light up ahead.

Clenching her jaw she moved her walking cast and made it another six or so inches. She couldn’t have Davidson do all the work. He was going to need some energy once they got out of the shaft.

A few more heaves and she could see Rada waving at her from the top of the tunnel.

That gave her the strength to make those last grueling feet.

Rada held out his little hand to help her out of the shaft. She was a bit wobbly, trying to keep weight off her ankle as Davidson popped out of the hole.

They looked around. Whatever this tunnel was, had been shattered. It did look like there was room to squeeze through to the north.

Without words, they weren’t necessary, Davidson led them through the passage.

It opened to another tunnel. This one had been cracked open. They could see the sky.

Finally.

“Davidson!” came a shout. The rest of the team was on the far side of the passage.

“Let’s head out!” Malvern shouted.

* * *

You did not have to tell Davidson twice.

As fast as they could, they hurried to the center of the tunnel which had a domed jagged rock staircase that led to the surface.

Prenner ducked through and disappeared beyond the arch. Then Lopez. Stark had to get some help from Malvern but made it through.

Then Rada ran over, galloping up the steps and out of sight.

“Rada!” Bunny screamed. The boy had never been out of this facility. If they lost him, how would he survive? “Davidson!”

“On it,” the sniper said, handing her off to Malvern and racing ahead to catch Rada.

Malvern helped Bunny up the first step.

Safety was right there. If she could reach a few more inches, she could have touched it.

But the final self-destruct must have gone off, as it felt like the whole world shook. A stone fell on her leg.

Bunny couldn’t hold in the scream as she felt her bones shatter. The men couldn’t get to her from the avalanche of rocks. Malvern covered her with his body, but it was too late. Her leg was caught under a large boulder.

Once the shaking stopped, Malvern got up and tried to get the rock off her leg, but it was no use. She was wedged in. Every attempt he made sent icicles of pain up her leg.

“Stop, just stop,” Bunny begged. “Get out of here.”

“Not without you,” Malvern said, looking around for something to help.

The world shook again, this time knocking the boulder off her leg. It crunched and ground, but she was free. Dragging her broken leg behind her. She looked down to find her leg bent at a nauseating angle. Still, Bunny fought for the surface. 

And she got there just as another huge shock wave hit.

Malvern was half buried under rock.

“No!” Bunny screamed. “No,” she sobbed as she realized the extent of the damage to Malvern. His entire lower half had been crushed. She was shocked that he was still conscious.

Crawling over, Bunny reached his side.

“It’s okay,” she said through tears that proved she was lying.

“No, it’s not,” Malvern said but he smiled. “And it is okay. I’ve had a long life. I’m ready.”

Bunny put her head on his chest, sobbing, “I’m not.”

Malvern held her head so she could look into his eyes. He flinched in pain. Once the spasm was over, he said, “Tell my wife… tell her…” Then his eyes refocused on Bunny. “Never mind, she already knows.”

Then he let out a deep sigh as his head lolled to the side.

“Malvern!” Lopez yelled as the rest of the men reached them.

Lopez set to freeing the rocks as Prenner checked a pulse. He put a hand on Lopez’s back. “He’s gone.”

“No,” Lopez said back. “Just no. Not another one.”

Davidson, with Rada in his arms arrived. “Ricky, we’ve got to get out of here.”

“No,” Lopez sobbed, still moving rocks.

The area shook as the ground cracked and crumbled away.

* * *

Davidson grabbed Lopez by the back of the collar and hauled him back. He handed Rada off to Prenner and scooped up Bunny. He didn’t notice until she screamed and clutched her calf that she had broken her leg.

Well, not much to do about that now. They didn’t have time to apply a splint as they fled for their lives.

But could they outrun the complete collapse of the Cultus’ stronghold?

Davidson looked back over his shoulder. The wave of destruction was moving faster than they were. They weren’t going to make it.

Dirt crumbled at his feet with each step. He was losing purchase. Soon they would be sucked down into the churning abyss. The sound of rocks crushing together horrified something deep within him. This was a sound even the caveman had feared.

Then on the horizon a dot flew at them, faster and faster.

It was their helicopter. How could it be their helo? 

“Mom!” Stark shouted, waving. “I knew she’d come through!”

Davidson didn’t even know she could fly a helicopter. Stark’s mother certainly was a woman of many talents.

She brought the helicopter in smoothly, turning it sideways for them to load as she hovered just a few inches off the ground.

The team piled in just as the earth beneath their feet disappeared. 

Bunny cried out as they hit the floor of the helo, but there was no other way. Rada clapped, waving into the wind as Stark’s mother took them straight up.

Davidson watched as the compound collapsed in on itself.

The damage was sprawling as level after level gave way until there were no more levels, just a giant pit.

“Swerve left!” Lopez shouted. 

Davidson saw no reason why and he didn’t think that Stark’s mother did either, but she did as commanded just as a huge plume of water shot out of the center of the pit, aiming for the heavens.

* * *

Bunny cried in Davidson’s arms, as they all watched the plume die off and the pit fill with water. It appeared that Northern Israel had itself a new lake.

The cost though had been high. Not just Nana and Ling, but Malvern as well.

She willed her tears to dry, but they wouldn’t. Even with her leg splinted and stable, she couldn’t stop crying.

Lopez didn’t even take over the chopper. He just sat across from them, his head in his hands.

Prenner looked shell-shocked leaning against the side of the helicopter. Stark sat in a jump seat, completely harnessed in. His eyes glazed over in grief.

Rada seemed to be the only one with any life in him left.

He was up in the cockpit driving Stark’s mother and Tika crazy trying to keep his hands off the instruments.

The price seemed too high this time. It should have been her to have found a watery grave in the middle of the desert. Not Malvern.

Why hadn’t he just left her? He’d be alive right now if he hadn’t saved her.

How could she ever repay that kind of debt?

Davidson pulled her tight against him, as if he could read her mind. “He made his decision. You need to honor that.”

She felt like Davidson was saying that as much for himself as for her. Bunny was certain that Davidson was replaying those last few minutes over and over again. What if he hadn’t gone out to find Rada? If he had stayed, would Malvern still be alive?

You could go crazy thinking like that.

Prenner cleared his throat. “I don’t know about any of you, but I’m kind of pissed at Malvern.”

That seemed like a really weird thing to say about now.

* * *

“Why?” Davidson asked.

“Because he left us without a commanding officer,” Prenner stated. “He must have known what kind of hell we were going to go through to replace him.”

Said by anyone else, Davidson might have taken offense, but Prenner was right. It had seemed impossible to replace Brandt and now Malvern.

They were in for quite a ride when they got back home.

Lopez raised his head, his face tear streaked. “And who’s going to reluctantly call me ‘One Shot’?”

They all chuckled at that. This is how Malvern would have wanted it. Laughter was so much better than sobbing.

Bunny wiped the tears off with an expert flick of her finger.

“He was pretty awesome.”

Prenner snorted. “Awesome? He was the only sane one amongst you guys. Now it’s just me holding onto our collective sanity.”

Davidson had to laugh at that one.

He was a past cult member. Lopez, in top form was a speed demon. They hung around with two hackers convicted of treason. And Bunny, well Bunny had brought this little, tailed, albino boy home with them.

“True, True,” Davidson said. 

Who could ever fill Malvern’s shoes?

He had died doing what he loved. 

Saving the world from yet another apocalypse. 

His family would probably be told that Malvern died in a training exercise, but they, they would know the truth.

Malvern died a hero.




 


EPILOGUE

Bunny stood on a corner in Coventry, Rada in her arms, Davidson beside her. She was exhausted from a long week of surgery for her leg and then physical therapy.

Davidson had taken care of Rada and brought him every day to the hospital. The nurses fell in love instantly, but who wouldn’t with those big red eyes of his?

He’d even started to learn a little English. Unfortunately, his first word had been caramel and his second chocolate, but hey, it was a start.

She and Davidson had missed Malvern’s funeral, but she thought the older man would agree with why. They had found the largest clan of albinos in Coventry, England. As much as she loved this bundle of energy in her arms, she knew that she was not the one to raise the boy.

He was going to meet much prejudice in the world because of the way he looked and who better to prepare him for that then a large family of albinos themselves. They had agreed wholeheartedly to take him in when she’d called.

Her heart was heavy with loss for both Malvern and now Rada as he scrambled out of her arms to run and play with a little boy down the street.

The parents came out of their house and walked in their direction.

Bunny squeezed Davidson’s hand. “Can you? I can’t.”

She held back tears as he said “sure” and walked forward to complete the transfer of care for little Rada.

Dear God, she was just a gushy, sopping-wet sponge of emotions today.

She watched as Davidson handed over the paperwork, then went over to Rada and pointed to her, telling him to say goodbye.

Rada ran full speed then launched himself into Bunny’s arms. Even though her leg was still painful, Bunny wouldn’t have had it any other way. She hugged the boy fiercely until his new parents came over. Finally she had to let go.

Rada patted her on the cheek. “No cry. No cry,” he said in English.

Which of course made her cry all the harder, as Rada’s new parents took him from her arms and into his new home.

“Get me out of here,” Bunny begged Davidson.

He took her hand and slowly walked down the block and took a right so that Rada’s new house was no longer in view.

Bunny pulled them to a halt. “Thank you so much. I don’t know how I would have gotten through this without you.”

“Just being a friend,” Davidson said.

Bunny put a hand up on his cheek. “Just a friend?”

Davidson covered her hand in his. “Bunny…”

“Samuel,” Bunny teased, but it didn’t bring a smile to his lips.

* * *

“Bunny, we’ve been through this before,” Davidson answered. It was tearing at his heart. He wanted her so much, yet knew the price of having her.

“Not like this,” Bunny said, stroking the side of his cheek. “Not ever.”

God, Davidson wanted to believe that. He knew people could change. Look at him, but he’d also learned how infrequently that happened.

“What has changed?”

Bunny’s hand fell from his cheek. “I’ve figured a lot out this past week,” Bunny said. “Loving Rada, Malvern’s last words…” 

She took a step back. “I’ve led a life connected but not connected. Half in. Half out. Not committed fully to you or the team or my career or my own happiness.”

It was Davidson’s turn to reach out and give Bunny’s hand a squeeze.

“I thought I was safer with the back door always open, but I realize that was just a delusion…”

Davidson gulped. Could she really have changed this much? Were they really a possibility?

Bunny blotted a tear before it could roll down her cheek. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am for how I’ve treated you. It wasn’t until Rada.” She choked up on his name. “That I grasped that the reason I wasn’t all in with you is because I thought I didn’t want kids and I knew you did. You want the white picket house out in the country.”

“Nah,” Davidson said, trying to lighten the mood. “White is too hard to keep up. Split rail fencing all the way.”

Bunny smiled at that. “But after Rada, I do want kids. I mean not right now like Lopez, but someday when we are ready…”

Davidson had to remind himself to breathe. He couldn’t decide if he too wanted to burst into tears or if he wanted to throwup. It was about fifty-fifty. Opportunities like this didn’t come up often in life. Especially his life.

“What are you saying?” Davidson asked, wanting confirmation before throwing his heart into the ring again.

Bunny put both of her palms on his cheeks. “Samuel Davidson, I love you. I have through all of our crap. I’ve loved you and I want to start over. Have both of us put away our hang-ups and really find a way to make this work.”

Davidson wanted to say yes, yes, yes, and kiss Bunny all over her beautiful face. He’d dreamt of this moment. Wished for this moment. Prayed for this moment, but they had been here, or at least close to here before and look how it had turned out.

“Bunny, I think --”

“Stop thinking Samuel and kiss me.”

That was one request he couldn’t refuse, not ever.

He leaned forward, closing his eyes, putting his worries behind him. Their lips met. They had kissed before, but not like this. He could feel all of Bunny, not physically, but emotionally lean into him. She was raw, vulnerable. She was everything he could ever hope for.

Bunny broke off the kiss with a smile on her face. “Why don’t we head back to the hotel and explore this new phase of our relationship?”

Davidson knew what she was implying and normally he would tense up and pull away, afraid for what she would find beneath his clothes. But she’d seen him in board shorts, for goodness sake, and hadn’t flinched.

It was time to get over his crap and commit to Bunny, fully. And that meant physically as well.

As she looked up at him expectantly, Bunny squeezed his hand and guided him down the street. “The hotel it is.”

She beamed back at him, cuddling under his arm as they walked.

Then both of their phones went off.

He pulled his phone out to find a text. “9-1-1, get back to base, ASAP.”

“When isn’t it an emergency?” Bunny chuckled. “Alas our next adventure calls.”

Davidson kissed her on the top of her head. “Yes, yes it does indeed.”
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CHAPTER 1

Brandt suppressed a grunt. If he had grunted, he’d probably have died. Therefore he hung upside down with a rope around his waist and didn’t make a peep.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. It never was. They hadn’t known how they were going to get into the targeted room until they got there. Which was why they didn’t have any kind of harness or super Tom Cruise-type get up. 

Nope, here he was with a crude rope tied around his waist being held up by three of his men on the roof.

He knew he shouldn’t complain though. He was out in the field doing what he loved best. Well, maybe not best. That would be out in the wilds with his old Special Forces team, but for now, with a bum knee and three kids, this was the best that was going to come along for awhile, so he might as well enjoy it.

What Brandt didn’t enjoy so much was the throbbing headache as all his blood rushed to his noggin. 

The plan had seemed so elegant. They were serving a “no knock” warrant, which meant that they didn’t have to announce themselves before they entered the premises. Actually, it meant they could go into the warehouse, do what they needed to do, then get the hell out before the terrorists were made aware of their presence.

Ah, Brandt could remember the days he didn’t need any sort of warrant. That he could beg, borrow, or steal whatever he needed in the field. But those days were gone. One ruptured anterior cruciate ligament and bye-bye to international intrigue.

So they made the breach from the roof. The rest of his Homeland Security team would support him from above, he’d drop down feet first until he got to the drop ceiling. He would flip headfirst. Remove the ceiling panel. Drop down into the room, take pics to confirm the cash delivery of over four million dollars, then get out and come back with a much larger strike team to take the terrorist cell down. Of course, he wouldn’t be doing it alone. Oh no. He’d probably have some kind of interagency task force made up of ATF, FBI and Homeland.

Yes, welcome to the bureaucratic nightmare that was now his life. Every move of his was sliced and diced by not only his department heads, but the heads of every other alphabet soup agency.

He lived under a microscope. Like one of Rebecca’s ancient bones.

But here he was out in the field. Not a supervisor in sight, because you know, this could get dangerous or something.

Back seat drivers. The worst.

An ache in his hip brought him back to the situation at hand. 

Terrorist directly below him. Right.

He knew enough Arabic to know that the two guards beneath him weren’t praising Allah. They were discussing how they could put some of those stacks of hundred dollar bills into their own pockets.

That was the problem with turning your most devoted into suicide bombers. You were left with the… well, the less than devout.

For all the extremists talk about how American-style capitalism was the evil that was destroying the world, they were becoming just as bad.  Terror cells were basically forming syndicates now. To reduce overhead and streamline bomb making.

Finding a capable man still having enough fingers to build a bomb was the limiting factor for most terrorists.

This little warehouse was a bomb making assembly line. And once you industrialized like this, it was hard to go back.

Viva the revolution.

And once you set up shop, then embezzling and shrinkage happens. Welcome to Walmart’s world, folks.

Finally the two men decided that later that night they would try and take some bricks of cash from the center so the missing money couldn’t be seen from the outside.

Solid plan, fellas.

Too bad Brandt was going to ruin it for them.

The men left the room and closed the door behind them.

Finally.

Brandt waited a few more breaths, making sure that the men didn’t want to come back and touch “their” money again.

Once he felt like the coast was clear, Brandt lifted the ceiling tile off and tugged on the rope indicating his companions should lower him down.

Gun out, Brandt slowly entered the room, head first. Once he got low enough, he swung himself upright. His knee didn’t even register any pain. He’d been out of his brace for months, but really hadn’t put the joint to the test yet in the open field. 

Because if the joint blew again, there went any chance of returning to the Army.

The money was on a pallet, wrapped in clear plastic. Benjamin Franklin stared out at him.

Brandt clicked a dozen pics. He took down as many serial numbers as he could. Now that they had the proof they needed that the flagged serial numbers were in the terrorists’ possession, they could plan a full-on raid.

He went to tug on the rope to get his men to pull him up when gunfire erupted in the other room.

Brandt froze. He should leave. They had completed their mission to a tee. Time to get out while the getting was good.

But there was gunfire inside the larger room. Had ATF gone off half-cocked? Or was it an internal struggle with the terrorists?

Either way he needed to find out.

He untied his rope and climbed on top of the money to put the slack rope inside the ceiling and replaced the tile he had displaced to enter.

They were supposed to be radio silent, but that was back before the shots.

“Team, bug out,” he stated into his mic.

“Hell no,” Bull stated. His real name was Bullaford, but for obvious reasons everyone called him Bull. He was the only one on Brandt team to have Special Forces training, but unlike Brandt, who had a more than honorable discharge due to his knee, Bull had been cut due to his inability to take orders. Any orders. The guy was the definition of a loose cannon. He thought outward bravado equaled courage. Big mistake.

His superiors had put Bull on Brandt’s team hoping that he could corral the younger man.

“Direct order, Bull. Get back to the rally point.”

“On it, sir,” Lellum stated.

Lellum, Brandt could trust to do the right thing.

Funny, but wasn’t Brandt doing exactly what he accused Bull of doing? Going off book, disobeying orders?

Yes, but this was different. If Bull had a good reason to do the things he did, then Brandt could accept it. Unfortunately Bull lived up to his namesake. And pretty much trashed any china shop he went into.

Brandt turned his attention away from his team and focused on the pattern of gunfire in the other room.

The burst of rapid gunfire had ended. That kind of un-aimed, rapid, out of control firing came due to surprise, like an ambush sprung by someone you knew and trusted.

Now the pattern had quieted down to the occasional shot. More than likely everyone had taken up defensive positions and was only firing if someone else was on the move.

Brandt tried to remember the position of each shot. He’d rather not enter the main room and get gunned down. He was pretty certain that he knew where the main players were and after taking a peek through the window, there was cover right outside the door to the left.

God, how he wished he had Davidson with him. He’d feel certain of victory if the sniper were here.

But he wasn’t, so Brandt was just going to have to make it work.

He turned the door’s lever handle. It slid easily, not making a sound. Brandt inched the door open. Enough to get his rifle out the opening. Still nothing. A few potshots but they were from the other side of the building.

Scanning the immediate area, it didn’t look like anyone was shacked up behind the crates that Brandt was eyeing for cover.

There was no more time for stealth. He either had to do this or not.

Jerking the door open, he guessed he was doing this.

He dove for cover but didn’t seem to need it. All eyes seemed to be focused on the center of the room. You know, the place where there was enough bomb making equipment to blow up San Francisco?

Brandt crept along the crate, trying to get a better vantage point. Not even a twinge from his knee. Good joint.

As he reached the other edge of the crate, he realized two things. He was vastly outnumbered. And this was a Taliban operation. He recognized the propaganda plastered on the walls from Afghanistan.

That intel alone was worth the risk. The Taliban had pretty much stayed in their cocoon over in Afghanistan and Pakistan, where they were fairly well protected by local governments. It was surprising to find them holed up here in an East Bay warehouse.

And usually the Taliban were a tightly knit group. They seldom argued over sports, let alone had a firefight amongst themselves. And if this were an ATF raid, the firing wouldn’t have stopped. 

So what exactly was going on here?

Brandt put his eye up to his scope and surveyed the room.

He thought he could make out two shooters on the southeast side of the room. No one was near the bomb-making station. Thank goodness. One stray bullet into that ammonium nitrate barrel and they would be blown sky high.

Then he caught a glimpse of a turban from the other side of the room.

That was a Shia turban. 

Okay, now it was starting to make a little sense.

About the only people that the Taliban, a Sunni organization, hated more than the Americans were the Shiites. It would be as if the Catholics went to war with the Protestants. Oh, wait, they already had been for hundreds of years in Northern Ireland.

But what was a Shiite group doing attacking a Sunni bomb factory? Did they want to take the bombs for themselves or to stop an attack?

Brandt took as many pictures with his scope as he could. They should be uploading directly to the San Francisco Homeland office.

The analysts were going to go bonkers over this stuff.

But he needed to get a better angle. Unfortunately, to get a better angle, he was going to have to cross some pretty wide-open space. But what else was he doing here but securing the homeland?

Say what you will, but this just became a military-style mission.

He didn’t shoot or lay down cover fire, which would draw more attention to himself. Instead he had his rifle ready, but sprinted across the warehouse. His knee doing him a solid.

He dove head first behind a rack of chemicals. They had seriously set up shop here. This was like the Costco of bomb making supplies.

Scrambling back into position, Brandt swept the room again with his scope. Not a lot of change out there.

He did find one very dead bomb maker, marked by his thick rubber gloves and apron.

Chemicals were spilled all over the floor.

So it looked like the unidentified Shiite group took down the bomb maker first.

But why?

Sure the two groups hated one another and were the major problem in Iraq.

Could the Iranians be involved? They were the predominate Shias in the world. They sponsored Hezbollah in Lebanon.

Were they playing out some kind of holy land battle right here in San Francisco?

This was not going to end pretty.

How had the CIA not seen this coming?

Seriously.

Nothing like walking into a firefight you didn’t understand.

There was movement to his left. One of the Sunnis, the original terrorists they were after, scuttled from one stack of crates to another. Brandt got some good face pics.

Hopefully, they could get a name and try to sort out this mess. In a chess-like move, a Shiite repositioned himself to balance out the Sunni move.

Now Brandt was up against two enemies. Each of which hated his American guts as much as they hated each other’s.

A Shiite ran across an open area. Gunfire rattled from the corner of the building. The Shiite was struck in the leg. He ducked under cover before Brandt could see if it was a serious wound or not.

Right now it looked like it was him against ten terrorists. Five Shiite, which now might be four and a half men, and five Sunni.

He’d better level those odds or he wasn’t going to be around for long.

Which meant he had to go up. Neither the Sunni nor the Shiite seemed to have a sniper in play.

Brandt wasn’t a trained sniper, however, he could shoot down.

Missing Davidson more than ever, Brandt climbed up the stack of crates, keeping his profile to a minimum in case anyone wanted to shoot at him. 

Funny how a recon-only mission went sideways into a combat mission. Or had he forced it into one? Did he miss combat so much that he had let it cloud his judgment?

Right now straddling a girder, it didn’t really matter much. 

He swept the area and found three potential targets. Unfortunately, they were spread across the warehouse. Once he shot, Brandt wasn’t sure how many he could take out before his location was broadcast and he would have to dodge bullets himself.

Or…

He’d seen Davidson do it before. Position himself nearly atop one of the enemy then take some low angle shots toward the counter force. The bullets weren’t meant to kill but to rile up a gunfight between the enemies. Let the two forces pick each other off then Brandt could sweep in and either neutralize or capture the last man standing.

That sounded like the best plan. Because right now Lopez wasn’t going to burst in with a tractor or something.

Here Brandt had to take care of himself.

Not just for himself, but for Rebecca, their darling little girl Kasa and the twin boys. A smile crossed his lips.

This was why he was with Homeland Security. So he could see his family every night. It was a privilege that Brandt tried to appreciate but the siren call of Special Forces rang in his ear each night, even as he held his beloved in his arms.

But why even think about it? Rebecca would never approve. She was in baby central right now with three young infants needing her constant attention. He couldn’t even begin to think about gallivanting all over the world with her stuck at home with their children.

Thank goodness his knee had kept him from having that awkward conversation.

* * *

Rebecca was just trying to take a few minutes to have a bath and read the latest archeology journal. You know, the one where Bunny had not one, but two articles.

Some days…

Then a shrill high-pitched scream came from the playroom. Not two minutes before, the twins had been sleeping in their cribs. And yes, they had cribs in the playroom because if you tried to take the twins out of the playroom during the day and into their bedroom, forget about it. Their screams would get dogs to bark for miles.

So Brandt had set up cribs in the playroom. Usually, once they went down, the twins were down for at least an hour, but apparently, from the cries from the playroom, they were wide-awake.

Rebecca rose from the soothing hot water and tossed a towel over herself, not bothering to dry off. She was hoping to resolve this screaming match quickly and quietly.

Last she’d seen her, Kasa was reading her “Princesses with Power” pop up book. That usually got Rebecca at least ten minutes of me time.

Yet again, the screaming told her otherwise. 

Rebecca rushed in to find Kasa on the floor, holding her ankle next to Jimmy’s crib.

“Kasa?” Rebecca stated halfway between sympathetic and half way to scolding.

She pretty much knew what her intrepid daughter had done.

Kasa had tried to power her way up the crib. They had moved the cribs into the middle of the room to avoid this, but Kasa just wouldn’t give it up.

Long eyelashes soaked in tears, Kasa looked up at her, “I’m sorry, Momma,” Rebecca’s two and a half year old daughter muttered. “But I’ve got to get practice for when I go in-country.”

Okay, first of all Rebecca had a hard time staying mad at Kasa for any length of time and certainly not for doing exactly what her father preached… practice, practice, practice.

Yes, their daughter was hell bent on becoming the youngest person to get accepted into the Special Forces.

They really shouldn’t be surprised. It was practically baked into her DNA. Her father was SF, her mother was a DNA paleo-archeologist who had seen more combat than most enlisted personnel. And Kasa was named after perhaps the sweetest, yet strongest girl Rebecca had ever known, Vakasa.

“I know sweetie, but you’re only supposed to practice with Mommy or Daddy watching you.”

Kasa rubbed her ankle. “Well you guys aren’t always going to be around when I’m on missions, now are you?”

Rebecca rubbed her little toe-headed girl’s hair. Said with a toddler’s lisp it was all the funnier, but she really shouldn’t reward her for breaking the rules.

“No Princesses of Power for the next half an hour.”

Kasa’s eyes widened to nearly black. “No…”

Rebecca shrugged as she grabbed the beaten up copy of the book on the floor.

“Next time make better choices.”

Kasa pouted, but Rebecca didn’t back down. 

If this little girl thought she was going to be getting into the Special Forces, she’d better learn about following a direct order.

The girl brightened as she stood up and her ankle didn’t bother her. “When is Uncle Ricky coming back to visit?”

Rebecca shrugged. “I don’t know, baby.” Maybe this could be one of those teachable moments everyone was so fond of talking about. Rebecca usually didn’t pay much heed to teaching advice. She wasn’t looking to be a tiger mom or helicopter mom. She knew each family was different. And Lord knows she didn’t need to push Kasa, the girl was already on fire to be just like her Daddy.

“You know how it is out in the field. That’s the downside to being operational,” Rebecca explained, pretty sure that she had the only toddler who understood what operational meant. “You don’t get to come home much. Let alone visit friends.”

Kasa solemnly nodded. “That’s the price we pay.”

Rebecca noticed that her daughter said “we” as if she was already a part of that exclusive club. Rebecca had to shake her head. The girl was determined, that was for sure.

“Can I trust you to play quietly while I finish my bath? No more gymnastics?”

Rebecca looked over to the twins. Now that their sister wasn’t crying they had lain back down.

Kasa nodded again. “Can we call Daddy, first?”

Rebecca tilted her head. “So that he can tell you that you can read Princesses of Power?”

Kasa frowned, looking down. 

While Brandt and Rebecca tried to stay on the same page parenting-wise, Kasa did have her husband wrapped around her little finger. 

He didn’t mean to be a sucker, he just was. It was nearly impossible for him to say “no” to his little girl. Especially when she turned on the charm, batting those long eyelashes at him, staring up with those blue eyes, her hands clenched in prayer?

Who had a chance against that?

Seriously?

“Once I’m out of the bath, we’ll call, okay?”

Kasa saluted Rebecca. “Okay!”

What a strange little family they were raising.

 


CHAPTER 2

Brandt felt his phone vibrate on his hip. It didn’t buzz, but he knew it was a call from Rebecca. Normally he would take it in a heartbeat, but now wasn’t exactly the time to answer it. 

He glanced down at his watch. It was eleven thirty-eight, so it was probably Kasa calling to try and talk him into doing something she shouldn’t be doing anyway.

Focusing back at the problem at hand, Brandt felt pretty good regarding the position he’d taken up. It was near enough to the Sunni force that anyone on the other side of the room would think it was the Sunni shooting at the Shiite.

Now to get this party started.

Brandt aimed, a low angle shot just at hip height toward the Shiite.

Once the bullet dinged a piece of metal, the Shiite responded by firing in force which forced the Sunni to fire back.

Brandt just sat back and watched the melee unfold. 

Emboldened, or simply desperate, the Sunni tried to make a stand to protect their bomb factory, but the Shiite weren’t slouching.

Very soon this deadly standoff ended as most standoffs did... Most of the men were dead on the ground. Only one Sunni and one Shiite remained standing. Or more accurately, they were crouching behind cover.

One was practically beneath Brandt.

Brandt slung his rifle and ever so quietly climbed down. If done correctly, he could get behind the man, choke hold him unconscious, take care of the Shia and have one of the Sunni to interrogate later.

Ah, but like all good plans, something always went sideways.

The door burst open and the rest of his team advanced, firing in a spray pattern. Both the surviving Shia and Sunni went down.

“Stop!” Brandt cried but it was too late. Way too late.

Brandt hung his head. Bull.

“Sarge?” Lellum called out.

“Here,” Brandt grunted, climbing down from his perch. “I had it under control.”

“How were we supposed to know that?” Bull retorted.

“You have to trust me, Bull. I would have broken radio silence if I needed help.”

Neither Lellum nor the rest of the crew would look him in the eye. At least they had the decency to be contrite. Bull, on the other hand, stood there defiant, his chin stuck out like he wanted someone to clock him on it.

Normally Brandt would be more than happy to oblige, however in his new position that could get him arrested.

Stupid bureaucracy. 

If anyone in the history of law enforcement needed a right hook to the nose, it was Bull.

Before he could contemplate Bull’s broken nose any further, Lellum said, “Sarge, over here.”

Brandt went over and found a bunch of papers all written in a language he didn’t recognize along with a map of San Francisco with a big red circle around one area of the city.

His blood chilled as he realized that this bomb-making group had a target already planned out. And that circle encompassed a lot of possible buildings.

So Brand went to his go-to source. Rebecca.

He only had to hit one button. She was his #1 speed dial. 

“Sorry, hon,” She started out. “We just had a mild Princesses of Power crisis.”

“No worries,” he said, snapping picture after picture of the papers lying around. “I’m sending you pics. What language is this?”

* * *

Rebecca had to shift from Mommy-brain to paleo-archeologist brain in two seconds flat.

Her eyes scanned the odd letters and punctuation. This was weird, even for her.

“Babe, time sensitive,” Brandt said over the phone.

“My guess? Ancient Moroccan Arabic,” Rebecca reported hoping like hell that she was correct.

“Can you translate it?” Brandt asked.

“If you could give me a couple of days, maybe,” Rebecca responded.

“Don’t have that kind of time,” Brandt stated. “I think they have already put a suicide bomber into play.”

Rebecca’s phone dinged with another text picture. This was of a map with a large red circle around the buildings.

Brandt continued. “I mean, the Jewish consulate is in that circle, but that feels a little on-the-nose for someone writing in ancient Moroccan Arabic.”

“True, true,” Rebecca muttered. “Give me a second.”

Her mind flipped through the buildings in the area to figure out the one that these Sunni bombers were the most angered at. It couldn’t just be about religion. The Moroccan dialect spoke to a personal connection.

“Is today Friday?” Rebecca asked. But she knew the answer to that. “Grimm” was on tonight, so it was Friday. “You’ve got to get to 499 Ferril Street.”

“Why?” her husband asked.

“Do you really want me to explain it?” Rebecca shot back.

“No, no,” Brandt said. 

She could tell he was about to hang up. “Don’t forget the strawberry banana Go-Gurts! Not strawberry mango!”

Then a click on the line. He better get Kasa’s favorite treat or there would be hell to pay come bedtime.

* * *

“Are you sure?” Lellum said. “That building can only hold a few hundred people at most.”

He wished his transport man would step on the gas and forget the questioning. 

“I’m sure,” Brandt stated. Rebecca was sure. So that made him sure.

As they turned down Ferril Street, it became apparent that his wife was right. Not that he needed visual confirmation.

But here it was anyway. The street was blocked off for some sort of parade celebration. From the banners it was a Moroccan Jewish festival. There were thousands of people in the streets.

Damn if Rebecca wasn’t spot on.

Lellum parked the car as his men piled out. 

“Fan out,” Brandt said. “Look for the bomber near highly trafficked areas.”

He could try to evacuate the area, but with this many people? More would die in the stampede than a bomb. Plus it could give the bomber the opportunity to flee with the throng.

As he walked up and down amongst the revelers, Brandt pulled out his phone and dialed Rebecca. “Anything?”

“Right, because I’ve been sitting around translating ancient Moroccan Arabic, rather than doing the laundry….”

“Well, you have, haven’t you?”

“Yes, of course,” Rebecca snorted. “They seem to be after an Abbou Jihf. He is from the old country and his family is rumored to be responsible for the death of Mustah Ben Raissi Bouchaid.”

“I don’t know who that is,” Brandt admitted.

“A pro-French Moroccan politician.”

“Who was assassinated recently?” Brandt asked and he’d missed that?

Rebecca gave a sad chuckle. “No, honey, in 1955.”

“What?”

 “Sweetie, fundamentalists can hold grudges for millennia, a few decades is nothing.”

“Great,” Brandt said in the most ironic way possible. “Can you send me a pic of this Jihf guy?”

“Done,” Rebecca stated as a wail pierced the line. “Someone’s up from their nap.”

Then the line went dead. No great surprise.

His boys had sets of lungs on them.

Passing the picture on, Brandt looked at the man’s features.

He had long grey hair, normally held back in a ponytail. A prominent brow and square jaw. Even though the man was obviously in his seventies, he had a vigor about him.

Brandt went up one of the many stoops in the area to survey the crowd from above. 

Then a loud cheer broke out and Brandt focused his attention on the source.

Jifh walked out of one of the buildings, waving to the crowd.

The attack would be soon, as one of Jifh’s assistants placed a microphone in front of him.

Not caring about his knee, Brandt jumped down from the stoop and ran along the edge of the crowd, until he could break left and shove his way to the landing.

He put his hand on the back of Jihf’s hand, bending him over as he backed the man into the building. If they could take away the epicenter of the bombing, maybe, just maybe they could stop the bombing itself.

“What is going on?” an assistant asked as Brandt threw himself backwards into the door, dragging Jifh with him.

“There’s a bomber out there,” Brandt stated. 

The man’s dark skin went nearly white as he turned. Brandt grabbed him by his elbow. “Don’t. Stay here, spread the rumor I arrested him.”

“But… but a bomb…”

“Which we don’t want going off,” Brandt replied. “Now get Jifh out of here while I go catch the guy.”

Brandt didn’t wait for an answer. He opened the door and walked out onto the steps, waving for the crowd to quiet down. “Mr. Jifh has been temporarily taken into custody over visa issues.”

While Brandt was lying through his teeth, his gaze swept over the crowd. While everyone was angry, there was one young man, dressed in traditional Moroccan garb that seemed really pissed. And for a man dressed in a red flowing embroidered overcoat, why was he carrying a black backpack?

Brandt gave a loud whistle, twirled his finger in the air and pointed the man out. All of his team turned and headed toward the man.

Then Brandt saw it. The red detonator in the man’s hand.

Brandt didn’t panic or even allow a frown to cross his face. He just said to the crowd. “So sorry to break up your festival, but you don’t have the proper permits. Please disband in an orderly fashion.”

The crowd seemed determined to not move at all. 

Brandt watched the man’s shoulder, forget about his hand. All action came from the core. The suicide bomber’s shoulder was quiet, for now.

Could Brandt pull his weapon and shoot before the man hit the detonator?

He didn’t know, but was about to find out.

Brandt shooed at the crowd. “Nothing to see here.”

Finally the revelers broke and began melting into the alleys, breaking up the clog. Only their man moved against the crowd, uphill. In the opposite direction of the parking garage.

Brandt followed, as did his team until the bomber ducked into a building and disappeared from sight.

Now that he didn’t have to play it cool, Brandt broke into a run, uphill, and not a twinge from his knee. All that physical therapy was paying off.

His team met him at the door.

Thankfully, if the bomb did explode it would be more structural damage than mass casualties.

Then he looked at the sign on the door. A daycare facility was on the third floor.

“Bull, Lellum, get your butts up there and evacuate them.”

“But-- ” Bull protested.

There was challenging authority and then there was stupid.

Children’s lives were on the line. He didn’t have time to argue. “Now!” he barked.

That got Bull’s feet moving with Lellum right behind him, leaving Brandt with his three other men.

They charged in the door to find the hallway empty. 

Brandt led his men in. The elevator was on the move. From the first floor, it looked like, to the second. And stopped. Thank God.

There was no waiting on the elevator. Brandt turned and went up the steps Bull and Lellum had taken. They were old and steep. His quads complained after the first floor, but Brandt pushed through, testing his knee to see if it could keep up.

It did. 

They burst through the second floor door to find the bomber standing in the middle of the hall. His thumb hovering over the red detonator button. They must have been right under the daycare.

This was something his Special Forces training had taught him. How to talk down a suicide bomber. 

Brandt lowered his weapon and spread his arms wide, setting the gun down on the ground. “What’s your name?”

The man’s frown hardened into a line.

On a hunch, Brandt pulled his phone out, showing the man he meant no harm and dialed it.

“You better have those Go-Gurts,” Rebecca stated.

“Honey,” Brandt said in an abnormally high pitched voice. “I have the man we were looking for here. Maybe you can talk to him.”

* * *

Rebecca took in a deep breath. 

Dear God, Brandt was asking her to talk to the suicide bomber. He must have had a reason.

She cleared her throat. “I’m Rebecca Monroe.” As much as she loved Brandt she’d kept her maiden name, at least professionally. And here she was being a professional.

God, she wished she could see what was going on. But she had to plunge in. “You are here because of Jifh, right?” she said in Arabic. Modern Arabic. She didn’t think she could make any sense in the ancient dialect.

“He must die,” the man responded in Arabic with a shaky voice.

Brandt broke in. “But he is gone. Far away from here by now.”

“Do you have any family?” Rebecca asked in Arabic.

There was no clear answer.

“He just nodded,” Brandt reported.

“What shall I tell them?” Rebecca asked.

It was a risky strategy. To walk this scenario forward. To make the bomber think about the repercussions of the bombing. It could steel his resolve or break it.

Wow, she really had been around Brandt too long.

“Well?” Rebecca asked. “I know why you are doing this. Jifh ruined any chance for the Sunnis to live in peace in Morocco. This won’t help.”

* * *

Brandt watched as the young man’s determined expression dissolved into tears. His thumb fell away from the detonator.

Whatever Rebecca had said in Arabic had worked.

Taking a cautious step forward, Brandt prepared to peacefully take the man into custody.

Right then a shot rang out. Glass shattered and the bomber fell backwards, a red hole in his forehead.

Livid, Brandt turned to find Bull on the other side of the door. A shit-eating grin on his lips.

“What happened?” his wife asked over the line.

Too furious to answer, Brandt simply cut the connection. Then Brandt stalked over to the man, shoving the door open, grabbing Bull by the collar and slamming him against the wall.

“Why the hell did you do that?”

“He was a suicide bomber,” Bull choked out.

Brandt tightened his grip on the man’s neck. “It was under control,” Brandt growled.

“Not by my eyes,” Bull stated.

“Every chance we had at finding out where the rest of the bombs are is dead,” Brandt stated, bouncing Bull’s head off the concrete wall.

“No, you just can’t make the hard decisions.”

Hard decisions? This punk wouldn’t know a hard decision if it came up to him and bitch-slapped him across the face.

Releasing his grip, Brand cocked his arm back to punch the smug son-of-a-bitch right in the face. Lellum caught his wrist before Brandt could deliver the blow.

“Let go,” Brandt commanded.

“Not in this lifetime,” Lellum stated. “He isn’t worth the write up.”

By now Bull has slipped his grip, standing off to the side, rubbing his neck.

Oh yah, there is a lot more from where that came from. But it wouldn’t be delivered today.

Brandt broke out of Lellum’s grip.

To say that Brandt was sick of this bullshit would be a grave, grave understatement.

He needed to go home.

Because the single most important intel of the day?

His knee was combat-ready.

Now to have that awkward discussion with Rebecca.

The 3rd cycle of the Betrayed series, starring Brandtt and Rebecca is coming soon. The band is back together! StormFront, the 1st book of this cycle (along with the collection) will be out in Fall 2014. 

The best ways to find out when this book or any of mine come out is to go to my Author’s page (click here) and hit the “stay up to date” button in the upper right corner, however sometimes Amazon is sluggish to announce so you probably also want to go to my website…http://www.carolynmccray.com and sign up for my newsletter which comes out monthly!
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CHAPTER 1

FBI Special Agent Zachary Hunt slammed his shoulder into the suspect, sending the guy reeling into the wreath hanging on the church’s door. Kind of served the suspect right after committing his crime right in front of the sanctuary and on Christmas Day no less.

“Don’t even try to get away,” Zach growled as he put his knee into the suspect’s back, patting him down.

Zach’s partner, Ellard Macconi, trotted up, none too quickly, the gray at his temples slick with sweat. “Congratulations, Special Agent, you’ve caught yourself a jaywalker.”

“It’s a crime on the books that we are sworn to enforce,” Zach replied, although not exactly wholeheartedly. In his defense, the guy had run. Who runs after an FBI officer yells for you to stop? “Have Warp run his name against outstanding arrest warrants.”

“Look,” Ellard said. “I get it. You’re a little frustrated that a three-day-long stakeout hasn’t panned out, but –”

“Are you going to take care of this?” Zach asked as he held out the suspect’s wallet. “Or should I?”

The older agent frowned, but accepted the wallet. “I doubt even Warp is in today.”

Zach cocked an eyebrow. Warp leaving his cyber den? Not very likely, even on Christmas Day. Ellard must have realized the same thing, as he got his phone out and called the field office.

“Come on, man,” the suspect whined. “It’s Christmas, dude. Lighten up.”

“Did you know that nearly three-fifths of all pedestrian deaths occur due to jaywalking?” Zach asked the guy. “Nearly five thousand deaths and one hundred thousand injuries annually. So, in essence, I just saved your life.”

“Yeah, right,” the guy snorted. “Do you know how pissed my wife is going to be if I’m late for dinner at her parents’ house?”

Zach ignored the question. He could only imagine the suspect’s wife would be as pissed as Zach’s fiancée must be right now, sitting, waiting for him at his mother’s apartment. So be it.

“Well, well,” Ellard said, walking back over to them. “Zachary Hunt, you were right again. This gentleman has an arrest warrant out, ironically, for failing to stop at a crosswalk...”

“I can explain that!” the suspect yelled. “You can’t lock me up. Not today of all days.”

“Watch me,” Zach said, guiding the suspect to the car.

“You realize we could let him off with a warning,” Ellard suggested.

“Yes, yes, a warning,” the suspect agreed.

Zach, again, ignored both of them. “And have him fail to appear, again? I don’t think so.”

“Jeez,” the suspect sighed. “Aren’t you supposed to be hunting down, like, super-criminals or something? Why are you picking on me?”

Ellard shrugged and patted the suspect on the back. “Sorry, kid, but you chose the absolutely wrong day to jaywalk in front of Agent Hunt.”

Protecting the suspect’s head, Zach helped the man into the car, then walked around to the driver’s side door. Ellard, though, lingered near the back of the car.

“What are you doing?” Zach asked. “We’ve got to drop him off, then get back out on the search.”

“The Robin Hood Hacker isn’t going to strike today,” Ellard said, bluntly. “Even world–class hackers take Christmas off.”

Jerking open the car door, Zach wasn’t so sure.

* * *

Ronnie, a.k.a. the Robin Hood Hacker, braced her feet against the metal wall and scooted another foot up the shaft. It was slow going, climbing up the building’s small crawl space meant mainly for pipes and electrical cabling. Not a thirty-something hacker who was a tad bit out of shape.

“The FBI just posted another warning,” Quirk’s voice sounded in her ear. “They’re still describing you as a late-twenties male who probably lives in your mother’s basement.”

They both chuckled at that. Typical profile. The FBI really went more on averages than actual insight. Because, twenties? She wished she’d had this skill level a decade ago. Male? Her detailed, intricate work should have given them a hint it wasn’t a guy. And living in her mother’s basement? Not even close.

If anything, she was saving up to buy her own country with the tiny percentage of money she took out of each job. She was all about wealth redistribution for the poor, but come on. A girl had to keep a little something for herself and Quirk. There was altruism, and then there was just plain stupid.

“And nothing about an accomplice,” her assistant said. “Do they really think any one person could do all of this by themselves?”

Ronnie didn’t bother to mention that she had been doing pretty darned well on her own for eight years, but Quirk was right. The young man had brought her game up to a new level. They’d quadrupled their take once he’d come on board. Unicef could thank Quirk later.

“Just make sure they don’t get wind of us,” Ronnie said as she grabbed hold of a pipe, repositioned her feet and moved up another foot. “I’ll be in the penthouse soon.”

Quirk snorted. Even though they only had audio communications via her ear bug and sub-vocal cord implants, Ronnie could swear she could see Quirk’s meticulously-shaped eyebrow arch up. “Darling, you still have four floors to go.”

Damn Quirk and his heat sensing capabilities.

“How many times have I told you?” he continued. “Three days of weights, three days of cardio and some light Pilates on your rest day.”

Yeah, Ronnie was lucky to swing up and out of bed every day. But Lord knew that she didn’t want to start the fitness argument again. “Yes, Mom.”

Unfortunately, Quirk took that as a compliment. “That’s better.”

Ronnie stopped, pressing her ear against the metal wall. Christmas music drifted from the elevator on the other side. “Jingle Bells,” she thought. Yes, it was going to be a very merry Christmas for several NGO relief organizations. Funded by the rather Scrooge-like oil company that was hiding nearly ten billion – yes, that was billion dollars in a slush fund. The money should have been earmarked for cleaning up spills, but no, the corporation used it for private jets and raucous parties.

Not anymore. Not if Ronnie had her way with their servers.

“Um, are you actually going to hack something, Ronnie?” Quirk asked in her ear. “Or are you practicing for an audition for Cirque du Soleil?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Ronnie said hefting her way up another foot. She would have made it farther, but a rather large set of pipes loomed above her. “Quirk, I thought you said there weren’t any junctions in this access tunnel?”

“There aren’t.”

“Really, because some nice copper fittings here are saying otherwise.” She took a picture with her phone and sent it to Quirk. Between her and her assistant, they could pretty much hack their way around anything. Except a physical obstacle such as a pipe junction. Unfortunately, she needed to get past the pipes to get to the penthouse where the main servers were kept. Guess the oil company figured no one would be looking for them in the CEO’s office. They were wrong.

Months of planning had gone into this hack. Everything down to the last detail mapped out. And now it was all to be undone by pipes? It was so…dumb.

“Well?” she asked, scooting up a few more inches to see if there was a way around the jumble of pipes. There wasn’t.

“Tasking.”

Quirk and his love of all things Star Trek. Normally, Ronnie found it cute. Stuck in a tight, humid crawl space listening to jolly Christmas jingles that mocked her life choices? Not so cute.

“We are going to have to go to Plan B,” Quirk finally informed her.

“Plan B sucks, though,” Ronnie answered, trying to keep her frustration in check. She had probably failed, but at this point she didn’t care.

“What can I say, darlin’?” Quirk shot back. “Unless you can get emergency liposuction in that access space, you’ve got to cut a hole in the wall and get on top of that elevator before the guards go on their hourly rounds.”

Just because Ronnie knew what she had to do didn’t mean she liked it.

Pulling out what looked like an ordinary laser pointer, Ronnie hooked it up to a small battery-powered supply in her backpack. The pen was no longer a laser pointer but an actual laser.

“Don’t forget your glasses,” Quirk reminded her.

“Please,” she responded, then dug through her pack to find the glasses.

Ronnie would never admit it to Quirk, but she was a tad flustered. She had to get her head back into the hack. Crap happened out in the field. That’s actually why she liked going out into the field. Why she didn’t mind having to break into the actual main server. She liked the challenges of working outside of the cold room. Until, of course, the challenges surfaced. Then the challenges just annoyed her.

Securing the glasses that would protect her eyes from the ultraviolet portion of the laser spectrum, Ronnie turned on the “pen” and began cutting through the metal. The gray wall heated up, turned red, and then metal dripped down, creating a seam.

“They’re going to be at the elevator in ten,” Quirk prompted.

“I’m on it,” Ronnie reassured him, even though she had a lot of metal to cut through and not all that much time.

“And just remember how much junk you’ve got in your trunk, girlfriend. Make the hole large enough this time.”

Ronnie would really have liked to argue that point, but when Quirk was right, he was right. Which meant even more wall to cut.

Note to self… Do not eat a macho breakfast burrito on the morning of a hack.

* * *

Zach opened the holding cell door. The guy hung his head and walked in. Zach felt the tiniest twinge of empathy for the guy, but rules were rules.

“Cases like this aren’t going to get you back to DC,” Ellard said softly beside him.

Locking the cell door, Zach replied. “Who said I wanted to get back to DC?”

“Perhaps it is your no-holds-barred pursuit of the Robin Hood Hacker?” Ellard’s face softened, though. “Your mom’s been in remission for how long, Zach?”

“That’s got nothing to do with it,” Zach answered, brushing past his partner and grabbing the forms they would need to book the suspect.

“You only left your skyrocketing career in DC to take care of her.” Ellard stepped in front of Zach. “Now that she’s better, maybe go someplace that values your…enthusiasm.”

Zach ignored his partner. He’d made his decision and he was sticking by it.

“I bet Julia would love to head back east again,” Ellard pressed.

Well, the older agent had hit that one on the head. It was a never-ending topic with his fiancée. If they moved to DC, they could take the train into NYC for the theater, opera, ballet, and the orchestra. She didn’t seem to quite get that her argument wasn’t exactly helping her case. Even if she’d tried to make her argument with sports, he wasn’t all that fond of the Redskins.

“Look,” Zach said, trying to find a pen. “If you want a new partner for the next few months before your retirement, just ask Danner.”

Ellard sighed. “I just hate seeing you spin your wheels.”

This conversation was so done. Zach turned to ask one of the other agents for a pen, when he realized the bullpen was empty.

“Where is everybody?” Zach asked.

“Christmas, remember?”

“But there should be two agents on call.”

Ellard tilted his head toward the back of the field office. “Probably playing cards in the break room.”

The older agent was probably right. Whoever pulled Christmas on-call duty was usually a junior, junior, junior officer. Straight out of the academy. Young and unattached. But not exactly observant. Zach walked through the maze of desks to the fax machine and pulled off a sheet as it printed.

Another warning that the Robin Hood Hacker was more than likely going to hit today. Of course, the bulletin from Washington didn’t have any more information than that. They seldom had much information until after the most-wanted cyber-crime suspect hit, and even then, there was little forensic evidence to go on.

He turned to relate this to his partner to find him gathering a few wrapped gifts from his desk.

“What are you doing?” Zach asked.

“Going home,” Ellard answered.

“We agreed to continue the stakeout until tomorrow morning.”

His partner shook his head. “No, you agreed that you were going to continue it. I’ve already missed caroling with my grandkids last night. I am not going to miss Christmas dinner, too.” Ellard patted Zach on the shoulder. “Go home, Zach. Make your mom and Julia happy. If you really are going to stick it out here and get married, you’ve got to start balancing things better.”

Zach took a step back. He’d heard it all before from Ellard. Just because the guy had been happily married for over thirty years didn’t mean he had the corner on relationship advice. But he did mean well, so Zach offered his hand to his partner.

“Thanks, but I’ve got to see this through.”

Ellard shook his hand back, but Zach couldn’t help but notice that there was little enthusiasm in the gesture. He watched the old man walk across the office to the exit. With each step, Ellard moved more and more quickly with more and more spring in his step. By the time Ellard hit the door, he was at a near-run. The guy was like a high school student with senioritis.

Once his partner was out of the office, Zach shrugged off his partner’s lack of dedication and sat down at his desk. There was paperwork to be done, and the sooner he filed it, the sooner he could get back out on the street again.

Yet, as he began filling out the intake form and the canned Christmas music filled his ears, Zach was no longer quite as gung ho. His eyes scanned the room. It was so odd to have the place so empty and still. Even Supervising Special Agent Danner’s office looked lonely.

Zach had tried to convince himself that today was just another day at the office, but it wasn’t. He could imagine his mom cooking all morning, filling her apartment with the sweet smell of her special candied yams and the rich aroma of roasted turkey.

While he felt certain the Robin Hood Hacker would attack today, what were the chances it would be in El Paso? There were at least twelve more likely targets. Like Hong Kong. What would be served by him staying on alert when the hacker was probably an entire continent away?

Maybe he could do both. Run to his Mom’s, have an early dinner, and then, if the hacker hadn’t hit yet, go back out again. Zach wasn’t quite sure if that was the balancing act Ellard had in mind, but it was the best Zach could do.

Now to put his Rescue Christmas mission into action.

Grabbing his keys, Zach put his jacket on, then noticed a lone light on down the side hallway. Tech support. With a sigh, he headed down the hall. Sure enough, he found Warp, unkempt hair, baggy pants, and all, sitting in front of three video monitors.

“It’s Christmas, Warp.”

The tech nodded but didn’t answer.

“Even you’ve got to have plans for today,” Zach said.

“Sure,” Warp said, never taking his eyes off the monitors. “There’s a whole group of us pagan RPGers meeting at the vegan restaurant on Montrose, but this is way cooler.”

“What is?” Zach asked, even though he usually couldn’t understand half of what Warp was saying.

The tech turned. “Oh wow, Agent Hunt, when did you get here?”

Zach took in a deep breath. Warp suffered from some kind of split persona—personality disorder, or absorbed a twin in utero syndrome or something. Zach was kind of vague on the details. All he knew was that it made Warp twice as difficult to deal with. Hence why Zach seldom came down this hallway.

Already regretting coming into Warp’s lair, Zach tried to back out. “Just saying goodbye.”

“No, sorry,” Warp said, shaking his head, which kind of undercut his apology. “With everything going on, and then the Special Agent Zachary Hunt coming in, we got a little spooked.”

Not knowing quite what to say, Zach smiled pleasantly and took a step back. “Well then, I will leave you to it.”

“It will be amazing to see the Robin Hood Hacker in action,” Warp said.

Zach should know better by now, but the mention of the hacker intrigued him. “What do you mean ‘in action’?”

“Oh, the hacker is going to hit today, and with any luck we’ll be able to monitor some of the action.”

“You mean you’re watching a feed from Washington?” Zach asked. Though the El Paso office might be shuttered for the holiday, the techs in DC were on high alert. When Warp didn’t answer, Zach pressed on. “They are monitoring Hong Kong, right?”

Warp snorted. “Hong Kong? Like he’s going to hit Hong Kong.”

“Why don’t you think he’ll target there?”

“Why would the hacker attack on Christmas in a country that doesn’t celebrate the holiday?” Warp asked, what seemed to be a rhetorical question. Fingers racing across the keyboard, Warp brought up a map of the world. Across it were tiny points of light. “If he is going to attack today, he is going to make the most of it and hit an area with an extremely large Christian population.

As Warp spoke, some of the lights extinguished—those in Asia, Africa and India. “Which leaves us with some South American locations, two in Eastern Europe and seven in the good ol’ USA.”

If Warp was right, the tech had just cut the pool in half. That couldn’t be, could it? Still, there were a number of possible target cities. “So you’re monitoring these?”

The tech’s head whipped around, his eyes dilated as if he were startled. “Do you have clearance?”

Zach didn’t bother to explain the fact that Warp had known him and his clearance level for two years. He just answered, “Yes.”

“Okay, then.”

Warp went back to typing, and typing, and typing.

Zach tried to be patient, but there were candied yams to be considered. “So there are twelve possible targets?”

“Twelve?” Warp repeated, as if it were the most stupid thing he’d ever heard. Then he looked to the screen. “Oh, that was before I applied my pattern-discerning algorithm.”

On the monitor, the tiny lights extinguished, leaving only one. El Paso.

“You mean to tell me that you are sure the Robin Hood Hacker is going to hit here? In our town?”

Warp shrugged. “With a ninety seven point two percent probability, yes.”

“Did you tell Danner about this?”

The tech’s fingers stopped typing as he frowned. “Yeah, he pretty much said I could spend my Christmas sitting around here if I wanted to…off the clock.”

Yeah, Zach had pretty much gotten the same speech from their boss. Before, his theory that the Robin Hood Hacker would hit here had just been something in his bones. El Paso had just been one city on a long list of cities the hacker might hit. But now that he had actual scientific proof? Or, at least, Warp’s algorithm?

“This is great work, Warp.”

The tech patted the chair next to him. “Wanna stay and watch?”

A smile, his first in a long time, spread across Zach’s face.

“Watch?” He asked. “How about we go catch the son of a bitch?”





CHAPTER 2

Ronnie used the back of her sleeve to wipe the sweat from her brow. This was not going nearly as fast as she had hoped. Either the steel wall was thicker than anticipated, or the laser was weaker than Quirk had promised. Either way, she was barely going to make it through in time.

“God I could use some music other than Taylor Swift’s version of Silent Night,” she grumbled.

“Ask and ye shall receive,” Quirk said. “Say hello to your Christmas present.”

“I’m stuck in an access shaft,” Ronnie snapped, then realized it wasn’t Quirk’s fault.    She tried to lighten her tone. “Besides, you already got me the Panic at the Disco CD.” Ronnie said, blowing a stray hair out of the way.

“Oh, Scrooge, just turn on your MP3 player.”

“My hands are a bit full, Quirk.”

Her assistant’s sigh was loud enough that Ronnie could imagine him right next to her. “You really do know how to ruin a surprise gift, don’t you? Just say, ‘music, please.’”

Mainly just to shut up her assistant while she worked on cutting the last of the square out of the metal wall, Ronnie said, “music, please.”

The MP3 player in her pocket vibrated, turning on. Impressive. “Quirk, thanks. You made it voice activated.”

“Voice activated? Please, like that wouldn’t be a Christmas-level gift. Just give it a few seconds. It is documenting your heart rate, ambient temperature and blood pressure to decide which music is best suited for you.”

Ronnie waited, but she wasn’t holding her breath. As good as Quirk was, he was also known to slightly exaggerate his toys, especially the prototypes. Just take the laser pen in her hand. In this case, she should not have doubted him, as The Gossip’s song, “Catfight,” cued up, and its all-girl punk rock thrummed in her ear.

Just what a girl trying to laser through a metal wall needed.

“Brilliant. Truly brilliant, Quirk.” Ronnie gushed. The CD had been nice, but to be honest, she’d been surprised he had given her such a lightweight gift, as he was the self-proclaimed present-whisperer. Now she felt a little bad about the gift she’d given him. “You shouldn’t have, though. It’s too much. So much more than yours.”

“No, no, no,” Quirk said, as the Gossip still wailed in her ear. “I love the classic phaser you got me. It will go great with my Ka-Bar knife and Bat’leth blade.”

How was it that gay men were able to profusely lay on praise while making it quite clear they were disappointed? It truly was a marvel to see, unless, of course, you were on the receiving end.

“Hey, that was a prop used on set, and I made sure it had been touched by William Shatner,” Ronnie defended. It hadn’t been the most outlandish gift—however, she was a girl on a budget. She had that country to buy.

“Of course it was,” Quirk said in that pseudo-honey voice of his. “Those of us with birthdays on December 25th are used to one combo gift. It’s all good.”

Okay, now Ronnie really did feel bad. And, even worse, she knew that while Quirk was getting bounced around from foster home to foster home, he probably spent a lot of Christmases not getting any gift, let alone a separate one for his birthday. Maybe she should tell him…

“Uh oh,” Quirk announced, the fake honey gone from his tone.

“What?” Ronnie asked, tensing. If Quirk wasn’t being sarcastic, the news was usually bad—really, really bad.

“Yeah, it looks like the guards are giving themselves a little Christmas present and knocking off early.”

“What do you mean early?” Ronnie heard herself ask. It couldn’t be possible, they had logged and checked and confirmed the guards’ every route. They took no less than fifteen minutes per floor. They were like clockwork.

“I mean, you’ve got maybe three minutes, at most.”

Ronnie didn’t answer. There was no way she could cut through the rest of the metal and climb through in three minutes.

“I’m going to have to wait until the next guard sweep,” she said.

“And what about if they don’t go next hour?” Quirk asked the question that had already popped into her mind. “What if they take the rest of the day off?”

From a break-in thief’s standpoint, that would usually be a good thing. Now, however, when she needed the guards to activate the elevator? Not such a good thing.

“We can abort,” Quirk said, sounding more than a little hopeful that she would agree. He was not that fond of her working out in the field.

“So, what happens if I let the laser get hot to the touch?” she asked.

“You mean like how it could blow up in your hand and take not only take you but the entire wall?”

Ronnie gulped. “Yes, like that.”

But she had to risk it. Those billions weren’t going to transfer themselves into Greenpeace’s account by themselves.

As the pen warmed in her palm, she could only hope Quirk was exaggerating. Still, she kept her eyes squinted, just in case.

* * *

“No way,” Warp said for the fifth time as he fidgeted in his ergonomic chair.

Zach grabbed the tech by the shoulders and held him still. “Warp. You can do this. We can do this.”

“But, but, but,” Warp said pointing to the dot on monitor. “I am certain the Robin Hood Hacker will strike El Paso, but I don’t know where in the city.”

As the map zoomed in, that tiny point of light over El Paso broke off into half a dozen smaller lights.

“So those are the companies that the hacker has pinged during his ramping-up period?” Zach asked.

Robin Hood was good. Weeks before the actual job, he would hack into a wide range of companies’ financials. The hacker would test dozens of firewalls, never tipping his hand to which company was the target. So it was great they knew Robin Hood was in El Paso, but with so many targets, how could Zach hope to hone in on the one that was being hit today?

“Come on, Warp. You’ve come this far,” Zach encouraged. “You’ve got to have a way to narrow down the pool.”

“We’re not even the cyber-crimes division,” Warp whined.

“Who needs those pussies?” Zach countered. “If the Robin Hood Hacker is in town, we are going to bring him down. Think of the bragging rights.”

Warp’s eyes scanned back and forth over Zach’s face. “It would be nice to hold my head high the next time I’m in DC for a tech conference.”

“For a conference?” Zach snorted. “They will call you to DC permanently.”

Zach knew that the computer array in Washington was like a geek’s mecca. Just the thought of the banks and banks of computer servers brightened Warp’s expression.

“You are a world–class hacker,” Zach added.

Unfortunately, the tech didn’t take that as a compliment. “Hacker? You think I’m a hacker?”

God, how Zach hated having to talk with the tech staff. It was like they lived in a different world. Operated on a different wavelength, and seemed to get pissed off at random stuff.

“I am a cracker,” Warp stated proudly.

Again, what did you say to that? As Zach knew it, “cracker” was derogatory slang for a white person. He really needed to bring in an interpreter with him.

“Okay, honky,” Zach responded, just trying to get Warp back on track.

“No,” Warp said, shaking his head so hard that his mini-fro swayed back and forth. “I don’t hack. That is an illegal entry into a system. I crack. I break through code to pursue hackers.”

“Whatever,” Zach said. “Can you crack this case?”

“It wouldn’t hurt to try,” Warp said. “Right?” Although Zach was pretty sure the tech wasn’t talking to him. To prove his theory, Warp cocked his head as if he were listening to someone, then answered himself. “Right.”

Zach clapped Warp on the back and nearly knocked the kid over. “That’s the spirit. Now, how are we going to do this?”

The tech bit his lip as he called up each possible target. “I have a theory.”

“Of course you do.”

That got a wavering smile from Warp. Zach needed the tech confident. They needed to figure this out fast. Christmas was rapidly waning. This might be their best chance…ever to catch the Robin Hood Hacker.

“You see, I have tracked his last twenty jobs and found that in a median band width, he—”

“Warp,” Zach stopped the tech. “If you’ve got a hunch, let’s hear it.”

“I don’t do hunches,” Warp said, scratching his arm like he was about to get hives. “I deal in statistics and relative factors and—”

Zach gave the tech’s shoulder a squeeze, trying to infuse every ounce of confidence Zach had to share. “Warp, today we deal in hunches. So hit me with yours.”

Still, the tech didn’t seem so sure.

“What are hunches, Warp?” Zach asked. The scraggly-haired man looked at him with a blank expression. He was probably having a lengthy conversation internally, so Zach pressed on. “Your brain is the most sophisticated computer known to man. A hunch is just your subconscious working faster than your rational mind. So let’s get cracking.”

Warp slowly nodded as his fingers went back to his keyboard. He brought up a single company. The B & L Oil Refinery Holding Company. Zach stepped around the tech to get nice and close to the large monitor.

“I can find another one,” Warp offered, seeming to slip into his insecure persona, but Zach shook his head. He liked this one.

“No, this is inside the hacker’s wheelhouse,” Zach explained.

An ecologically unfriendly company with a history of evading clean-up laws and taxes. But most of the other companies the hacker had pinged were nearly as bad. A pesticide consortium, a bank known to still be issuing high risk mortgage loans, a cigarette retailer specializing in selling to the underage market. All of them perfect targets for a hacker who thought himself some kind of underdog financial vigilante.

Stealing from rich companies and giving to the poor. Although, Zach noticed, he also kept a tidy sum for himself. Not exactly a purely altruistic Robin Hood. Even if he didn’t take that cut, Zach would still bring him in.

Laws were laws.

And this oil company had probably broken most of them, but the business wasn’t the one under investigation. The Robin Hood Hacker was. If he had a target in El Paso, the oil company would be it.

“Let’s do this,” Zach said.

Warp looked around. “Do what?”

* * *

Ronnie shifted the hot laser from one hand to the other. Even though she’d wrapped her sleeve around her already gloved hands, her palms burned. “Seriously, you didn’t install some kind of heat sink in this thing?”

“Oh dearie,” Quirk replied, not bothering to cover his irritation. “What? In all of its six inches long and half an inch wide I didn’t somehow cram in a complicated heat conducting system never before created by man? That is what you thought you were holding in your hand?”

“Still, I think you might have anticipated—”

“That you couldn’t fit your booty-licious self-past some pipes, then have guards completely abandon their professional code of honor?” Ronnie waited for Quirk to think that through. He didn’t sound nearly as haughty as he continued. “Yeah, okay, that should have been on my radar. Point taken.”

Ronnie might have taken more pleasure in Quirk’s realization had it not been for the red hot metal beating waves of heat at her. Not cool. Not cool on so many levels.

“You’d better hurry, girlfriend,” Quirk encouraged. “They are making a beeline for the elevator.”

It was a little hard to hurry physics, though, however Ronnie tried. She stopped going in a straight line and, instead, heated the metal in a perforated line. There just wasn’t time to melt it all.

Ronnie could hear the rattle of the elevator doors opening. Turning off the laser before it liquefied itself, Ronnie put her shoulder against the metal square and shoved.

“You did put a magnet on it before you punched it out, right?” Quirk reminded her a second too late.

Good news, the metal square gave, strings of heated metal dripped from the edges. Bad news, the square was about to fall on top of the elevator. And no matter how much spiked eggnog the guards had consumed, they were going to notice that.

Ronnie lashed out, grabbing the metal sheet, feeling the heat through her gloves. She tried to hold on, she really did, but damn.

The metal slipped from her grasp, falling down the long elevator shaft, ten stories. It hit the cement bottom, clattering. She held her breath as the sound reverberated up the access tunnel. The guards entered the elevator seemingly unaware.

Thank god for Celine’s “Little Drummer Boy.”

“They’re pressing the floor button,” Quirk informed her. “You’d best hurry.”

Only she couldn’t. Her stepping on top of their elevator? That they could hear. Ronnie had to wait until that first jerk of the cable to mask her movement. However, if she waited too long—well, goodbye, leg.

Cocking her head to listen to the motor grind, Ronnie teetered on the thin rim of metal. Balance bar wasn’t exactly her greatest gymnastic event. Okay, neither were uneven bars, floor work or vaulting, but that wasn’t the point. She more sensed than heard when the cables snapped tight.

Just as the elevator jerked upward, Ronnie’s foot came down on the elevator’s steel bracing. She allowed the rising car to lift her past the hole she had made and rise up one floor. With a loud, eggnog-induced laugh, the guards exited the elevator.

“Who knows how long they’re going to be,” Quirk said.

Ronnie turned on her laser. She had to get back into the access tunnel. There was no way to breach the penthouse from the outside.

“Maybe a distraction of some sort?” Quirk asked. “I could turn on a motion sensor on the other side of this floor?”

“We can’t alert them,” Ronnie said, wincing as the laser heated up. “This has got to be a clean entry and exit.”

“Like they ever are,” Quirk murmured in her ear.

How she hated when he was right.

* * *

Zach stepped on the gas, but then had to slam his foot on the brake as a blue minivan cut him off. Holiday traffic was really cramping his hot pursuit of the Robin Hood Hacker.

Speaking of hackers... “Warp, you can do this.”

“Of course we can,” the tech answered into Zach’s earbud.

Awesome. The confident Warp was showing up. “ETA until you are in the oil company’s computers?” Zach asked.

“You do realize that I am having to crack my way in behind Robin Hood, right? I have to tread just as carefully and not set off any alarms.”

Traffic piled up ahead. Seriously, did a blaring siren and flashing lights mean nothing to these holiday travelers? Zach jerked the wheel to the left, went up onto the embankment, and gunned it, despite being tilted nearly twenty degrees.

Over the sirens and rattle of the tires, Zach asked, “Are you trying to tell me that the Robin Hood Hacker is better than you?”

“Of course he is better than me,” Warp answered. “Everyone is better than me.”

Great. Now the insecure Warp showed up. “We just need you inside the first layer of—”

“Turn left!”

“But I’m—”

“Left!” Warp yelled, as lights flashed ahead at a train crossing.

Braking, Zach spun the wheel to the left, found a hole between oncoming traffic, and sped down a side street. Buildings with their red and green decorations flashed by. He felt a bit guilty for a moment, imagining his mother and fiancée waiting dinner for him. Not very patiently.

Maybe Ellard was right. Maybe Zach should go all-in again. Go to DC and see how far up the ladder he could go. His mom was healthy. He’d done his duty. Plus, moving to DC would make Julia happy. He would get far more a dose of culture than he would like, but during the day he would be working on cases far more intricate than check fraud or jaywalking.

“I’m in!” Warp exclaimed.

“And?” Zach asked, the thought of dinner slipping away.

“Nothing yet, but I am going to see if I can’t re-task a border satellite to El Paso for a more detailed picture of the area.”

Zach wished he had a dozen agents at his back, but that wasn’t going to happen. And maybe it was just as well. Because bringing in the Robin Hood hacker with only Warp would feel pretty damned good.

* * *

Ronnie backed out the last of the screws that held the penthouse access door in place. Before she finished the job, Ronnie made sure to attach one of the magnets to the panel, preventing it from falling and clattering down the elevator shaft.

Moving the door out of the way, Ronnie looked down the shaft. That was a drop. She didn’t mind heights. She just wasn’t all that fond of the fall.

Luckily, she had a secret weapon. Pulling two other magnets out of her bag, Ronnie got ready to make her journey around the periphery of the shaft. The magnets in her hands weren’t just “hold them tight” magnets. Oh no. These were more of Quirk’s prototypes.

“You’re sure this is going to work?”

“I’m sure if you don’t use them there is a greater than thirty percent chance you are going to fall down that shaft,” Quirk answered.

Not exactly reassuring.

In theory, these were traveling magnets. Not the kind you got for your fridge, but magnets that actually moved. Ronnie grabbed each by the handle and pressed them against the metal wall. Due to simple magnetic attraction, they stuck there. Now came the fun part.

She pulled up, clicking the handle out of its locked position, then turned it to the left. A small charge alternated the magnetic field. Through microscopic cycling of the repulsion and attraction, with the leading edge rotating through the positive cycling more frequently, the magnet moved to the left, while still maintaining enough grip on the wall to keep Ronnie safe.

In theory.

The metal beam she stood on barely supported half her foot. And as was well documented, her sense of balance was not the greatest. Without the magnets, well, Quirk’s estimates about a potential plummet were not far off.

Slowly, she allowed the magnets to do their work as they practically dragged her across the beam. Imagine that. A Quirk prototype that actually worked. Then one of the handles went wobbly, spinning around under her hand. Suddenly, one magnet was going left, while the other right and up.

“Quirk, your magnets are going rogue,” she growled.

“Don’t blame them. You must have done something.”

What did it say about their relationship that Quirk always sided with his toys?

As her foot lifted off the beam, Ronnie needed to do something or let the magnet go before it carried her up and off the beam. And what usually worked was hitting something. She lifted up her hand, pulled the magnet off the wall and slammed it back down again.

“Inanimate object abuse!” Quirk yelled in her ear.

“However, it worked,” Ronnie answered, guiding the magnet back to its rightful place.

After the little rebellion, Ronnie swiftly made her way around to the elevator doors. She paused, turning off the magnets before forcing the doors open. “Are the penthouse’s pressure sensors down?” Ronnie asked.

“Modified,” Quirk corrected her. “I reset their sensitivity so that they still show functional on the control panel in the security office, but will only trigger if, say, a horse steps onto the penthouse. Or, you know, a hacker who hasn’t exactly been faithful to her diet.”

Ronnie didn’t bother to take the bait. “Motion detectors?”

Quirk sighed. “Yes, Miss Micromanager. All the security features of the penthouse are under our control.”

With a deep breath, Ronnie placed a small hydraulic expander into the seam between the doors. With a single flip of the switch, the doors were parted and held open by the device.

“Quirk, you really are a genius.”

“I know.”

Ronnie smiled. The two had originally bonded over their mutual self-assurance during a game of Gauntlet. There really should be more cooperative video games. Nothing brought kindred spirits together like killing ogres.

Stepping out into the office, Ronnie lingered, making sure no alarms sounded. Once she was sure that Quirk really was as good as he said, she removed the device from the doors and allowed the elevator to close behind her.

Lacing her fingers together, Ronnie cracked her knuckles. Time to move onto some actual hacking. She did need to live up to her reputation. Ronnie slid into the CEO’s leather chair. She couldn’t help but spin around in it once. The thing wasn’t a chair, it was a work of art. But she hadn’t come here to appreciate the extravagance. She was here to extract some cash and give it to the charities the company should have been donating to.

Booting up the computer, Ronnie rolled out a gel keyboard onto the mahogany desk. The thing was state of the art, using subtle fluid movement to track her keystrokes, but it still wasn’t what she really wanted.

“Wouldn’t it be cool if I didn’t even need a keyboard,” Ronnie asked.

“Oh. My. God,” Quirk exclaimed. “Get over it. We are not implanting a keyboard in your brain.”

“Maybe not,” Ronnie said as the computer screen came to life. “But wouldn’t it be cool?”

“Of course,” Quirk answered. “Duh.”

Ah, they truly were two peas in a pod.

Rapidly, Ronnie entered the security code into the pop-up window. They’d figured that out weeks ago, then pinged the system again this morning, pretending to be the company’s backup server. It worked like a charm. Once the correct code was entered, a panel slid open behind her, revealing a wall of highly secured servers. The sleek black cases with their blue indicator lights flashing made her feel right at home. This was her playground.

Getting to the DOS prompt, Ronnie threw down some angle brackets and started with her first arg. She found a nice wormhole and took it as far into the code as it would allow.

Running up against the first firewall she couldn’t skirt, Ronnie raised her shoulders up and down, preparing for the hours it could take her to dig into the company’s financials.

“Um…” Quirk said in her ear.

Ronnie didn’t like “ums.” Not when they were so close. “You wanted to say something, Quirk?”

“Hold on, checking another traffic cam…”

While Ronnie didn’t stop the hack—she was in the middle of parsing out a patch—she did frown. What in the hell could Quirk need with traffic cam footage?

“Yeah, this is real,” he said.

“What is real?”

“We’ve got an FBI car hauling ass in your direction.”

“What?” Ronnie pressed. “Did you trip an alarm?”

“No! Did you?”

“No,” Ronnie shot back. “Of course not.”

“Well, I didn’t either,” Quirk sniped.

Distracted, Ronnie almost zeroed out some important files. “Are you sure the agent is coming here?”

“That would kind of be the reason we are monitoring all law enforcement vehicle’s GPS signals. And I am not sure where else an FBI car would be traveling over sixty mile an hour to in this part of town. There’s nothing else on the police scanner.”

Damn it. Was the guy just late for Christmas dinner, or had something in their approach to the hack tip off the FBI? They had been so freaking careful.

“Wait,” Ronnie said. “You said one car?”

“Yes. And now it is going seventy miles an hour.”

“If the guys in DC had figured us out, wouldn’t they have sent a fleet of black SUVs?”

Quirk paused. Ronnie kept typing. Even though she loved the feel and give of the gel keyboard, she kind of missed the clicking. It would normally soothe her in moments like this.

“I’m double-checking,” Quirk said. “Wherever he’s going, he doesn’t have any backup. It is just the one car. No new alerts beyond that lame all-points bulletin fax that went out earlier today.”

“Okay, so this may have nothing to do with us,” Ronnie said, relaxing, getting more into the moby of the hack.

“Except for the fact that he just pulled into the oil company’s parking lot.”





CHAPTER 3

Zach jumped out of the car and rushed to the building’s main door. Two security guards sat behind a large granite desk. Zach put his badge up against the window.

“FBI.”

The guards looked to one another, then shook their heads. Who the hell shook their heads at a federal officer?

“Let me in!” Zach shouted through the glass. “Now.”

One of the guards cautiously came around the corner of the large desk and stepped out onto the checker board pattern floor. The guy wasn’t exactly steady on his feet. Zach waved for him to hurry up.

“What do you want?” the guard asked when he finally arrived at the door.

“Open the door.” The guy was wary, though, squinting his eyes, body angled away from Zach. “Look, I don’t care that you are wasted on the job. I just need in.”

“Why?”

“There is a high probability that you are being hacked as we speak,” Zach answered, trying really hard not to threaten the guy with his gun or start talking about how obstruction of justice was a felony.

The guard looked back to his partner. They exchanged a few words—Zach couldn’t tell through the glass what they were—but both men shook their head.

“Controls are showing green lights,” the guard responded.

“Of course they are. It is the Robin Hood Hacker.” That got the guy’s attention. So Zach pressed on. “You won’t know Robin Hood was here until the billions are missing from your boss’s bank account.”

Gulping, the guard got out his key and opened the door.

Zach charged through the door as he checked in with Warp. “Where do I need to go?”

“The penthouse would be the most likely point of entry, since the main servers are located up in the CEO’s office,” the tech answered.

Zach turned to the guard. “I need to get into the Penthouse.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” the guard said, backing away from Zach. Even the other guard came out from behind the desk. “No one goes up there.”

“Don’t you make security rounds?”

“We’re not allowed up there, not even for rounds. There’s a double key system that has to be triggered to even get the elevator to go up that far.”

“There’s got to be another way,” Zach insisted.

The guards shook their heads. “Not without authorization from the top.”

Zach turned away from the men, moving out of earshot. “Warp, I need clearance.”

“I’m trying,” Warp said. “But it’s Christmas. I can’t get ahold of anyone with the authority to grant you access. I think they are in St. Barts…But…”

“But what?” Zach asked.

“I could fake the—”

“No,” Zach answered, interrupting Warp.

“I know you are the straightest of the straight arrows, but, Agent Hunt, if we were able to ask the owner of this company if we could go up to stop billions from being stolen from him, what do you think his answer would be?”

Zach shook his head. “Doesn’t matter until we actually get his permission.”

“Or I could just…”

“No.” The law was the law. “Besides, I thought you were a cracker?”

Warp must have heard that in his voice, because the tech backed down. “You’re the boss.”

Although Zach certainly didn’t feel like one right now. He wasn’t going to let that slow him down any, though. “Be sure to check with secretaries, janitorial staff. Someone besides the board of directors has got to have a way up there.”

“I’ll try,” Warp answered, not sounding all that hopeful.

Zach didn’t blame him. How could he, while standing in the lobby of the company that Robin Hood was about to hack and not being able to do anything about it?

Hold on. Maybe there was something he could do.

Force the hacker into an error.

He turned and found the closest security camera in the lobby. Zach walked up to it and stared straight at the camera.

“I’m coming.”

* * *

“OMG, he is hot,” Quirk said.

Yes, this agent— Zachary Hunt, if Quirk was correct in his identification— was easy on the eyes, okay, he was extremely easy on the eyes, however he was still a FBI agent in the lobby of this building.

“Options?” Ronnie asked, as she rooted under yet another firewall.

“What options?” Quirk asked. “We’ve got to abort.”

But that wasn’t an option to Ronnie. They had worked too long and too hard on this hack to quit now. It would take months before they could strike again. She couldn’t let a G-man, no matter how hot, stop her.

“There’s another option,” Ronnie stated.

“What do you mean?” Quirk said, then hurried on. “No. Ronnie. No.”

Ronnie pressed on, though. “The only reason this hack is taking so long is that fact I am staying under the radar. That I am tediously avoiding sounding any alarms.”

“No,” Quirk said. “Means no, Ronnie.”

“The FBI is already here,” she reminded Quirk. “I might as well bring the house down and extract the money.”

Quirk tsked in her ear. “I think you just want an excuse to meet the hunk.”

She ignored her assistant’s barb. She wasn’t interested in meeting anyone, especially not an FBI agent. That pairing would make Romeo and Juliet look like a John Hughes high school romantic comedy. Pretty in Cuffs is what hers would be called.

“I am doing it,” Ronnie said.

“Wait!” Quirk yelled in her ear. “At least let me get the secondary protocols in place.”

While she waited, Ronnie watched the video feed of the lobby. Special Agent Zachary Hunt paced across the black and white floor. He looked like he was arguing with himself—however, she could guess he had a geeky tech in his ear, as well. But no one was as good as Quirk. Which is why he worked with her.

Even so, could the world’s best two hackers steal over ten billion dollars with the FBI in the house?

Ronnie cracked her fingers again. It certainly was going to be fun to find out.

* * *

Zach strode the length of the glassed-in lobby. Clearly, the hacker hadn’t taken his bait. Everything still seemed hunky-dory at the company. Which meant they had to wait to get permission to get up to the penthouse.

What was taking the tech so damn long? “Warp, have you made any headway?”

“Like we said. It’s Christmas and there isn’t a Buddhist in the bunch.”

Zach had never been pissed off at Santa Claus before, but this was getting ridiculous. Just thinking about Robin Hood sitting over his keyboard, looking out over El Paso from the Penthouse window, thinking he was above the law, stuck in Zach’s craw. But it still wasn’t enough to get him to break the laws he swore to protect. Although Warp's offer to lie their way into the penthouse was looking more and more attractive. It was a siren song that Zach had to resist.

Alarms went off all around. Zach spun on his heel, pulling his gun in the same motion. “What’s going on?” When Warp didn’t answer, Zach yelled louder, “Is this you?”

“No!” Warp shouted back. “The Robin Hood Hacker is inside the company’s mainframe.”

Maybe this was his Christmas present after all. He owed St. Nick a few apologies, but they would have to wait. Charging past the desk, Zach hit the button for the elevator. Nothing lit up.

“It looks like Robin Hood has overridden the elevators.”

“You know what?” Zach said, jerking open the door to the stairwell. “I think I like the stairs better anyway.” The sound of his boots pounding against the concrete steps filled the stairwell, making it hard to hear Warp. “Come again?”

“The stairs don’t go all the way to the penthouse. They stop at the floor below.”

“No worries,” Zach answered, passing the second floor. That gung ho attitude got him up to the sixth floor. After that, he started to feel the strain in his thighs. He really needed to install that stationary bike in his basement.

“Any progress on the hack?” Zach asked, sounding a little more winded than he’d like.

“The crack is going pretty well. I think Robin Hood is a little flustered. He didn’t close several backdoors. I think I can stop the flow of funds.”

“Good,” Zach commented, passing the eleventh-floor landing. One more to go. Twenty-six more steps. Twenty-five. Twenty-four. Damn, these last few burned.

Finally he made it to the twelfth floor’s door. Aiming his gun, he pulled open the door and swept into the hallway, checking his corners. There wasn’t a sound. Nor should there be. He raced over to the elevator and pried open the doors.

Flipping on his flashlight, Zach surveyed the elevator shaft. “Looks like he came up the access shaft, then breached through the penthouse’s elevator doors.”

“That would be the route least likely to trip the alarms.”

Holstering his gun, Zach braced the doors open, then leaped to the cabling. Catching it, he wrapped his legs around the bundle. His suit was trashed from the grease and soot, but that was a small price to pay for being hot on the Robin Hood Hacker’s trail.

Hand over hand, Zach climbed the cabling. Now it was his arms’ turn to ache.

Once level with the penthouse, Zach said, “I need those doors opened.”

“I’m trying, but I think you’re going to have to manually open them.”

Easy to say when sitting in an ergonomic chair half a city away. Not so easy here. There was barely a ledge to stand on, let alone enough room to really get the leverage he would need.

Then he saw it. Two large magnets with handles. It must have been how Robin Hood had climbed across the elevator shaft. Now, of course, he just had to jump across the wide open space, catch onto the handles and not fall several stories. A risk that he was more than willing to take, knowing that the Robin Hood Hacker was just an elevator door away.

Zach climbed up several more feet on the cables. Best to try this stunt with gravity on his side. Bracing his feet against the metal, he shoved off. Twisting mid-air, he caught one handle and narrowly missed the other. Worse, the handle turned under his weight and the magnetic disc started moving to the left.

What the hell?

Quickly, he swung his feet, maneuvering his body over so that his other hand caught the second magnet. This one held. Once his feet were firmly on the beam, he turned the handle of the magnet and got it to stop its wandering. This hacker had some weird-ass toys.

No matter, he had a job to do. Releasing the magnets, he stepped onto the elevator door’s ledge. Now all he needed to do was open the elevator doors. Which, apparently, was harder than it looked. On the inside, there wasn’t enough space between the doors to even give his fingertips leverage. And simply pushing them apart just wasn’t happening.

“Warp,” Zach whispered harshly. “There’s no way to get these open?”

“Sorry, no.”

He could not come this freaking close and miss the hacker because of a stupid door. Then he looked to the magnets. Carefully, he turned the handle all the way around. It released its hold on the metal so fast that Zach nearly dropped the thing. He reattached the disc to the elevator door, then repeated the process with the other disc.

Taking in a deep breath, he turned the handles in opposite directions. Between their force and his upper body strength, the elevator doors cracked open. He shoved a foot between them and pushed. With a creek, the doors opened all the way.

Jumping through, Zach released the magnets and pulled his gun. He landed hard and dropped to his knee, sweeping his gun in an arc.

“FBI,” he announced…to no one. The office was empty.

How?

“Well?” Warp asked in his ear.

Zach rushed over to the desk. The hacker seemed to have abandoned his keyboard and everything else during their hasty escape. The computer screen had been left on the company’s bank account page.

“You stopped the transfer?” he asked.

“Holding at ten point one eight billion,” Warp said with a distinct sense of pride.

With the money safe, Zach could go after the hacker.

“I’m following him down the access tunnel,” Zach said, sprinting back to the elevator doors. “Do you think you could round up some back up now?”

“Oh, you know it.”

* * *

“Where’s the helicopter?” Ronnie asked, turning her back to the wind. Of course there had to be a storm coming in. That was just her rotten luck today.

“Darlin’, he is en route, you’re just going to have to shiver for a while.”

“Why isn’t he here now?” Ronnie demanded. She was a little short on patience after having her hack interrupted.

Quirk tsked her again. “Remember how you wouldn’t let me prepay for his services? Remember how you said the chances we would need a helicopter on this job were so slim that you wouldn’t waste the double overtime?”

Oh yeah. She did say that. Sometimes her frugalness did interfere with a speedy exit. But hey, she had an island country to buy. “Fine. ETA?”

“I don’t know,” Quirk stated. “How long does it take to make your apologies from Christmas dinner, get suited up and fly over?”

Ronnie stifled a scathing retort. This was her fault. Sort of.

“So how did the FBI know we were here?” she said tightening her collar around her neck.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Quirk said, although not with his usual snappy tone. She knew that he was as affronted as she was. This just didn’t happen to them.

“Uh oh.”

Every muscle in Ronnie body tensed. “What?”

“Okay, which do you want? The bad news or the really bad news?”

“Quirk!”

“The Feds have called for backup. Just about every on-duty cop in the city is heading for you.”

Ronnie’s body trembled and it wasn’t all from the cold. “And?”

“The helicopter pilot is in the middle of some kind of gift exchange that may—” “Double his pay,” Ronnie interrupted. She wasn’t going to get to use her own private island if she was incarcerated. There was a delay on the other side of the line. “I mean it, Quirk.”

“Oh, trust me, I love to spend your money, but even if he left right now…”

Ronnie didn’t have to ask Quirk for clarification. Not as sirens sounded on the wind. Red and blue lights flashed in the distance. The building would be swarmed within minutes.

“You’ve got to use it,” Quirk said.

“There’s got to be another way.”

“Nope,” Quirk said flatly. “We’re on to plan C.”

But Ronnie hated plan C. Okay, she’d loved plan C when they were thinking it up, but now that she had to implement it? Not so much.

“You better start stripping, or even plan C isn’t going to get you out of this mess.”

Ronnie knew her assistant was correct, however she was having a hard time putting that knowledge into action. The sirens helped, though. And knowing that an FBI agent might be barging through that rooftop door got her fingers moving. Quickly, she stripped out of her outerwear to reveal her “swallow suit.”

Skin tight, the aerodynamic body suit had another feature. “Wings.” Not really wings, but flaps of resilient fabric under her arms and between her legs. She zipped each of the pieces into place.

“Do you like the embellishments?” Quirk asked.

Ronnie hadn’t even noticed the tiny swallow stitched onto her shoulder. Somehow that gave her resolve. “Yes, I do.”

Still, looking over the side of the building, preparing to jump with just a glorified yoga outfit, Ronnie hesitated. “You know what to do if this doesn’t work out.”

“Oh please,” Quirk said in her ear. “Don’t be so maudlin.”

Wind whipping all around, Ronnie stepped onto the ledge.

It was now or never.





CHAPTER 4

“He’s on the roof!” Warp screamed in Zach’s ear.

Zach clutched the pipes. He’d just gotten around the junction and was on his way down. Now the hacker was on the roof? Damn it.

“No. Wait.” Warp said, then screamed again, this time much like a little girl. “He’s jumped!”

Jumped? Nothing in the hacker’s psych file indicated suicidal tendencies. If anything, his survival instinct measured off the charts.

“No, he’s flying!”

“Warp, damn it. Which is it?”

“The satellite feed is coming in at a low angle, but the dude is in some kind of hang gliding outfit, only without the hang glider.”

Zach had no idea whatsoever what that meant, but it did mean that he had to get out of there, pronto. And there was only one way to do it. No more “walking” his way down the pipes.

Instead, he released his grip and slid down the copper. He gained speed rapidly. He must have passed several floors by now. Looking down, the end of the tunnel rapidly approached. Braking with his feet, his shoes squeaked in protest. That floor was coming up pretty damned fast.

He hit way harder than he’d wanted to, but knee pain was a small price to pay for getting back onto the Robin Hood Hacker’s trail. Zach burst through the access door and into a small electrical room. Jerking open the door, he charged across the lobby, not even bothering to answer the shouting security guards.

Hitting the front door at full speed, Zach ran out into the parking lot. He looked up to find a figure in a black suit, with armpit wings, no less, sailing overhead.

Screw that.

Hopping into his car, he gunned the engine and squealed out into the street. Leaning forward, Zach watched the figure bank right. Sure the guy was high-flying now, but he had to come down sometime, and when he did, Zach was going to be right there.

Zach skid around the turn, keeping the suspect within sight. “Warp, are you tracking this?”

“He’s about to move out of range of the satellite, but I should have an image back within a few moments.”

Did it matter, though, since Zach had eyes on the suspect? Then bright flashes came from the suspect’s hands and the guy made nearly a U-turn…in the sky.

“Were those…?” Zach asked as he skid the car around.

“Yes, those were mini, handheld jet packs,” Warp said. “But I’ve lost him.”

So had Zach. He searched the skies above him, but no show. The hacker had gone between the highest buildings in El Paso.

“We need that satellite in position.”

Zach could hear Warp typing as he talked. “Border Patrol is already pissed off we’re realigning it. I don’t think they’re in any hurry to help us out.”

“Well, make them hurry!”

“Maybe I’ve got another way,” Warp commented.

Zach took his foot off the gas. Just a little. There was no point in rushing in any one direction when the Hacker could have doubled back. Zach had to give it to the guy. He was inventive and adaptive out in the field. A rare quality in a hacker. Most just sat behind a desk and got pasty white. This one climbed pipes and jumped off buildings. What were the FBI shrinks going to make of that?

“Okay, okay, okay,” Warp said. “We’re flipping through the traffic cams and I think I’ve got a location.”

“Where?”

“Turn left at the next block.”

Zach was more than happy to. Of course, due to traffic, he had to go up onto the sidewalk. Seriously, people still didn’t seem to catch onto the lights and sirens. And, with every cop in town was now descending onto the oil company building, Zach was on his own once again.

He followed Warp’s directions to the letter, driving deeper into the city.

“Robin Hood should be overhead!” Warp announced.

Only he wasn’t. There wasn’t anything in the sky. “Warp, he isn’t here.”

“But, but, but…” Warp stuttered, then the line went quiet. “Oh no,” the tech groaned.

“What?” Zach could tell by the guy’s voice this was bad. Really, really bad. Worse than just losing sight of the suspect. “Warp?”

“I’ve been…” the tech gulped loudly in Zach’s ear. “We’ve been hacked.”

“That can’t be,” Zach stated. “The guy is up in the air.”

“He must have an accomplice,” Warp said. “Because they have been feeding me fake traffic cam images, leading you astray.”

While Zach was pissed, mighty pissed, so much made sense. This wasn’t a single person executing these elaborate cyber heists. It was a team. Something the profilers back in DC never detected. Of course, Robin Hood had never been spotted before. Their crimes were elegant in their conception. Apparently, two heads did think better than one.

“Oh no,” Warp groaned again.

What could be worse than losing the suspect and having the FBI field office hacked?

“Oh god.”

Zach’s stomach dropped. There could only be one other aspect of this case that had gone wrong. “The bank account?”

“Gone,” Warp answered.

“How much?” Zach asked, although, from the tech’s tone, he pretty much knew already.

“All of it.”

That was billions and billions of dollars. “How?”

“They let me hack into a ghost account. It looked like I’d stopped the transfer, but the Hacker has been siphoning the money all this time. They just got the last of it.”

And right under their noses.

Zach gripped the wheel and stepped on the gas again. “Tell me when the satellite feed is back up.”

“Where are you going?” Warp asked.

The only place the hacker would be going after stealing over ten billion dollars.

* * *

“We’ve lost them!” Quirk announced. His tone glowing with pride. “Hah! Take that, G-men.”

Ronnie would have smiled, except for, you know, the wind slapping her in the cheeks. Her only thought was getting to the rendezvous point. If the helicopter couldn’t come to her, she needed to get to it.

Using just her wings, since the jet packs, much like the pen laser, had rapidly overheated. Quirk really shouldn’t call them prototypes. He should call them use-it-once-before-it-overheats-types.

Ronnie glided over El Paso, passing over the FBI building.

“Kind of ironic, right?” Quirk said in her ear.

Yes, it kind of was. Banking in the wind, Ronnie headed out of town and toward the airport. Her target? The large parking garage. The tiny spot in the distance rapidly approached. She just needed to land, change clothes, and head out to the helicopter, then meet up with Quirk. As the garage loomed ahead, this C plan really might work.

That was, until a bullet ripped through her right wing. The torn fabric flapped wildly, throwing her off balance. Tilting askew, Ronnie was headed straight for one of the garage’s concrete pillars. Pulling her arms together, she cut her lift all together, falling from the sky. Tucking into crash position, she could only hope that she had enough velocity to make it through the pillars and into the garage, otherwise…well…otherwise, she was going to make a very artistic statement on the street below.

Her foot hit a pillar, spinning her around as she sailed through the large concrete opening. She hit the floor on her shoulder. Pain shot up her side. As she lay there on the third parking level, trying to figure out if all of her bones were intact, bullets chipped away at the ceiling.

“And he’s shooting left handed,” Quirk said, sounding slightly too impressed. “While driving a speeding car.”

“How the hell did he find me?” Ronnie croaked out, still guarding her ribs.

“No idea, but girl, you better get on the move.”

Catching her breath, Ronnie pushed up from the pavement and unzipped the fabric that connected her legs together. She didn’t have time to tuck the extra fabric in the pocket Quirk had made for them. The screech of metal as the FBI agent’s car bounced over the entrance to the parking garage kind of told her that Quirk was right, she needed to haul ass.

With her “wings” now nothing more than flapping fabric, Ronnie knew that she looked like some kind of drunken mermaid making a run for it, but she didn’t care. She didn’t care about pretty. She cared about practical.

But trying to outrace a car, uphill, was not going so great. Ronnie ducked her head over the side of the retaining wall to watch the FBI car pass the second turn. Damn the guy could drive.

“I’m not going to make it,” she said, as much to herself as to Quirk.

“Then honey darlin’, you better come up with a plan D.”

* * *

Zach laid on the emergency brake as he took yet another curve. The hacker couldn’t be that far ahead.

“Do we have satellite coverage yet?”

“Trying,” Warp answered, with that far-off voice of his. Either he was concentrating really hard, or having an internal argument that involved whether Big Bang Theory was a satire or homage to science fiction. Zach was learning you could never quite tell the difference with the tech.

Coming out of the curve, Zach punched the gas pedal, flying across the third level, aiming for the up ramp to level four. He was about the make the turn when his headlight bounced off metal. Slamming on the brakes, Zach laid down rubber, skidding to a stop just inches from a car parked sideways in the tight space of the up ramp.

He didn’t bother to curse or hit the steering wheel. Zach just popped his car door open and jumped out. He slid onto the car’s hood, then hit the ramp running. The hacker must have been heading for the roof, because that was exactly where Zach would run, and so far, he was batting a thousand on what the hacker was going to do next.

Except, of course, for Robin Hood stealing the oil company’s money, but honestly, Zach didn’t care about that. He was sure the oil company could take care of itself.

This was now personal.

The Robin Hood Hacker was going down.

* * *

Ronnie charged up the steps to the last level. Given that it was Christmas, the place was packed, end to end with cars. But no helicopter.

“Where’s my ride?”

“He says he’s en route,” Quirk answered.

“Okay, en route and being here are two distinctly—”

A shot rang out. Ronnie ducked behind the nearest vehicle. The bullet missed her—however, her back was covered in paint chips from the car that was hit. She dove behind the next car, trying to make it to the cover of the large electrical room at the corner of the garage.

“God, he’s hot,” Quirk breathed out. “You should see him, striding across the garage, arm out, firing shot after shot.

“Quirk!”

“Well, I mean, if he weren’t shooting at you, he’d be hot.”

She had little time to worry about Quirk’s crush. There were a good twenty feet between the last car and the electrical room. And with how rapidly the FBI agent was firing, she was not going to make it.

“I need a plan E,” Ronnie admitted.

“You do realize how crappy our plans C and D were, right?”

“Yeah,” Ronnie said, putting her hands over her head as the FBI agent shot off the side mirror of the car next to her.

Then the sweet, sweet sound of rotors filled the air. Her helicopter. It rose next to the garage in all of its escape-possibilities glory. There was no pretty way to make her escape. She was going to have jump for it and pray the FBI agent wasn’t going to shoot an unarmed person in the back.

“Tell the pilot to hold steady,” Ronnie shouted above the noise. The wash of the blades whisked away her words. Had Quirk heard her?

Taking a deep breath, Ronnie hopped onto the car next to her, then launched onto the edge of the ledge. A shot pinged off the cement.

Crap. Guess the FBI agent would shoot her in the back. One of the risks one took when they were the FBI’s most-wanted cyber-criminal, but there was no turning back now. Then the sound of the firing pin hitting metal filled the air. Then another. He was out of ammo.

Not wasting a moment, Ronnie jumped for the helicopter. Her foot found the railing as she grabbed for the handle of the door. The only casualty was her body suit, which ripped along the shoulder. Ronnie went to haul herself into the helicopter when it tipped precariously. Her body swung out, facing the FBI agent full on as he replaced his clip.

Ronnie really wanted to close her eyes if she was going to be shot to death, but Quirk was right. The agent really was just that hot.

* * *

Zach slapped the clip in and raised his weapon, but stopped as the hacker’s body suit ripped even further, revealing the curve of a breast. What the hell? Then Robin Hood’s blond hair tumbled out of its restraint, flying around her head like a halo.

“The Robin Hood Hacker isn’t a guy,” Warp said in his ear.

By no definition of the word, Zach thought as she looked into his eyes.

Then the helicopter righted itself, reminding him why he was here in the first place. To arrest the hacker, chick or not.

He raised his weapon, going for the good shot, but the hacker made her way into the chopper, slamming the door shut behind her. Zach shot, but he hit the door. Then the helicopter was hightailing it away. Maybe he could hit the gas tank or a rotor, but the chopper rapidly flew out over the desert. Zach fired until he ran out of ammo.

“The hacker is a woman,” Warp whispered into his ear, as if the tech were afraid to say it too loud.

“How quickly can we get our chopper in the air?” Zach asked.

“Again, it’s Christmas. I can’t imagine getting someone—”

“Then contact the local PD,” Zach ordered as he watched the chopper gain more and more distance. “They’ve got a rescue chopper.”

“But it’s out at a major accident on the I-85, and, before you ask, the news choppers are all out there, as well.”

This could not be happening. He could not have come so close to lose the hacker now. But that was exactly what was happening. The chopper was flying way under any radar. Once they made it past the outskirts of town, they could head anywhere. Including south, to Mexico, where they could lose themselves before you could say extradition.

Zach holstered his weapon and leaned against the concrete ledge, doing the only thing he could…

Watch the Robin Hood Hacker fly away.





EPILOGUE

Ronnie watched the sun set from the window of the train. The Mexican desert streaked past as they entered night. Freshened up and changed into actual clothes, the stress of the near miss slowly melted away.

Quirk opened the door to their compartment. How did he always look like he had walked off a Milan runway? The only concession to their anonymity was the hat he wore to hide his perfectly raven-black hair. And even the damned hat was high fashion.

“I thought we said ‘low key,’” Ronnie complained.

“What?” Quirk retorted. “I am not wearing feathers, sequins or appliqués, so, I repeat, what?”

Ronnie didn’t bother to argue the point. Or mention the fact that his pants were faux snakeskin or that his boots were orange. She could never win. However, she did stop him from sitting down.

“Nope,” she said. “We’re going to the dining car.”

“Ugh,” Quirk groaned. “I just want to sit down, apply some apricot exfoliating cream and take a nap.”

“After dinner,” Ronnie insisted, turning him around and nudging him through the door.

As the train rattled underfoot, they made their way down the hallway and into the dining car. The place was empty, except for one person sitting at the far end of the booth.

“I thought we’d bought out the car?” Quirk asked.

“We did,” Ronnie said, urging him forward.

The figure stood up and walked toward them.

“Oh my god!” Quirk squealed, then threw his hand to his mouth. “It’s William Shatner.”

Ronnie laughed as the sci-fi icon joined them. “Yes it is.”

“Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god,” Quirk repeated, over and over again.

Shatner extended his hand, but Quirk could only mutter his fanboy chant. The star chuckled, clearly used to the reaction, then offered his hand to her. She was pretty much in awe, too, but managed to return the handshake.

“Thank you so much for making the trip,” Ronnie said as their hands parted.

“Can I call you Captain?” Quirk blurted.

Shatner nodded. “With the payment your friend made to get me here on Christmas? You can call me anything you like. Kirk. James T. Your call.”

“Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god.”

Ronnie waited, hoping that Quirk could pull it together enough to say something coherent, then realized that was not going to happen. She turned to Shatner.

“When we reach Hermosilla there will be a private plane waiting to fly you to Los Angeles, where you will meet up with your new horse. There will be a climate-controlled trailer there you can drive up to your ranch at Three Rivers.”

The star cocked his head. “How did you get the imperial family to sell the stud? They swore they’d never part with him. Trust me, I’ve tried.”

Ronnie shrugged as Quirk continued his shock-induced mantra. “A girl’s got to have some secrets.”

“Well, I can’t thank you enough,” Shatner said, then eyed Quirk. “Just an hour of face-time, though, right?”

“Yeah,” Ronnie assured him. “Normally he’s a bright, articulate firebrand,” she said.

“They all are,” the star said with a smile.

Ronnie patted Quirk’s shoulder as she passed by. Hopefully he would come to his senses before the sixty minutes ran out.

“Wait,” Quirk blurted just as she was about to exit the car. He trotted up to her. “Thank you!” The normally glacially cool hacker wrapped her in a bear hug. “This is the best Christmas present ever.”

“Oh, but it’s not,” she said. “Meeting Shatner is your birthday present. Happy Birthday, Quirk.”

Tears filled her assistant’s eyes, and damn if her eyes didn’t respond. Years ago she’d sworn off feelings, or relationships of any sort. A hacker’s life was a life lived best alone.

Until now.

“Thank you so much, Ronnie,” Quirk rushed on to say. “But I’ve only got fifty eight minutes left and there are twenty-nine episodes—”

“Thirty, if you count the original pilot,” Shatner commented.

Quirk’s face lit up like a sci-fi super nova. He pointed his finger at his hero. “Just one of the things we’re going to debate.”

Ronnie pushed him toward his present. “Go.”

With one last quick hug, Quirk was gone. He was pelting Shatner with questions before she could even make it out the car. The star was going to wish for the “oh my god” mantra to come back after a few minutes of Quirk’s geekery.

Despite the near-death experience in the elevator shaft, the swallow suit nearly burning up and getting shot at, Christmas had turned out pretty damn good for once.

* * *

Zach walked up to his mother’s apartment. It was way later than even his usual. The aftermath of nearly catching the Robin Hood Hacker had taken far longer than it should have. But when you shatter the law enforcement’s worldview on the number-one most wanted cyber-criminal, there was some serious paperwork to be done.

He’d wanted to head home, but when he texted his mom, she’d hear nothing like that. It was still Christmas, and they were having dinner. End of story.

Before he could knock on the door, though, his phone vibrated in his pocket. He would have ignored it, since he’d already given like five different statements, but it was his boss, Danner.

“Yes, sir?”

“Sorry to bug you, Hunt, I know I said you had the rest of the night off, but what are we supposed to do with this guy in holding?”

Crap. Zach had forgotten all about the jaywalker. “Let him go.”

“Did I hear that right?” Danner asked. “Special Agent Zachary Hunt is letting a suspect walk?”

“The Christmas spirit has overcome me, sir,” Zach chuckled. “But tell him if he misses another court date, I will lock his ass up for Valentine’s Day.”

“Will do,” Danner said before the connection clicked off.

He didn’t even have time to knock as the door burst open. “Zachary!” his mother exclaimed as she launched into a hug. “It is so good to see you.” Wow, it looked like, for once, she was going to let his tardiness go—until she rubbed his back. “Finally.”

There it was. His mom’s patented guilt-inducing zinger. Luckily, he was too tired to really care. “Yep.”

As they entered the living room, Zach glanced around. “Julia left?”

His mother snorted. “Oh please, she didn’t make it through the first hour of waiting.”

“She’s gone home then?”

“Home? Julia? When she’s mad?” His mother was shaking her head. “No way. She joined some girlfriends who were going to a bar for eggnog shots.”

Yes, that did sound like Julia. He couldn’t blame her, though. It was Christmas, after all. Ellard had warned him.

“Son, that girl is absolutely beautiful, but high maintenance. If you want to keep her you’ve got to—”

“Don’t worry,” he interrupted his mother, guiding them to the dinner table. “I’ll make it up to her.”

His mom put a hand on his arm. “Dear, using sexual gymnastics to solve the problem will not work forever.”

“Mom…”

“I’m just saying that pleasing her in bed isn’t going to make up for—”

“Mom!”

His mother waved him off, then straightened the tablecloth. Most of the food was already plated and ready. “Just because I’m a senior citizen doesn’t mean that I can’t remember what it was like to be young and engaged.”

Zach sighed. “Mom, I was going to give her a ten pack punch card for her favorite Pilate’s studio.”

“Oh my,” his mother said frowning. “You mean sexual gratification isn’t working anymore?”

“Mother!” Her prying was bad enough. And when she was on the cusp of being right? “Can we just eat?” he begged.

“Of course,” she said, a smile replacing the frown. “I’ll get the turkey.” Zach started toward the kitchen, but she urged him to a chair. “No, no. You sit down. I’ll be right back out.”

He didn’t argue. His legs were tired. His arms were tired. His brain was tired. It had been one hell of a day. Then his phone dinged. He’d meant to turn the damn thing off, but he found the text was from a blocked number. A link to a video.

It took a few seconds of the film running for Zach to realize it was a compilation of satellite footage of the chase after Robin Hood. The hacker flinging herself off the oil company building. His car chasing her through El Paso. Then, finally, their confrontation on the garage roof.

The final shot lingered on the Robin Hood Hacker’s face just before she turned to board the helicopter. A smile flickered at the edge of her lips. With her hair flying around her face, the hacker looked a little like Julia in one of her old photo shoots. Only this woman wasn’t in a harness or strapped onto a dozen safety lines. She was actually riding the side of a helicopter in the air, tilting over nearly on its side, for that matter. There was nothing fake about that shot.

Below her picture were the words, “Better Luck Next Time.”

“Ta da!” his mother announced as she carried out the turkey on a platter.

Zach turned off his phone, slipping it back into his pocket, but not before thinking to himself…

Game on.

Want more of Ronnie, Zach, and Quirk? Check out the Robin Hood Hacker Omnibus Collection!
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To purchase the Robin Hood Hacker Series on Amazon, click on the link below…

Robin Hood Hacker Collection





Bullies: the prequel short story to the Apex Predator Series
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CHAPTER 1

 

Callum McClay stood at the bow of their ship, the Salechii. The Indonesian afternoon was warm. Warm enough that he’d stripped down to just his swimming trunks. Despite only close friends and crew on the ship, it still felt slightly uncomfortable to allow the stump of his arm to be uncovered.

Plus he had to be careful because the ragged scar from the Great White attack burned easily. 

 “We’ve got ‘em!” an excited shout came from the bridge. An enthusiasm that only youth could bring. His son, Dillon.

“Them?” Callum shouted back. They were only tracking one bull shark.

Dillon’s big flop of blonde hair poked through the window as he nodded so vigorously that his hair bounced like a slinky. “Yep! Come and see.”

Callum grabbed the railing with this one good hand and pulled himself up the steps to arrive at the bridge in only a few moments. 

Dr. Shalie Hofstrum smiled as warmly at the Indonesian sun as he climbed aboard the bridge. For a moment Callum cringed as her eyes swept over his chest and to his stump. Perhaps he was being overly sensitive to think her smile fell just a little at seeing the partial limb.

Behind the doctor stood QX59. The robot’s titanium skeleton glistened in the afternoon sun. Unlike most “lame robots” as Dillon would call them, the QXs were built off of animal models rather than human. For the most part they looked like a cross between a gorilla and a chimp, only they had a prehensile tail.

A tail which was up and quivering at the moment. QX59 was not a happy camper. He had been built to go into the water in situations like this. Unfortunately QX59 looked about as squeamish as something built out of the strongest metal in the world could look.

“Don’t worry about him,” Shalie said, nodding to QX59.  “I’ve got five others ready to hit the water on your call.”

Callum nodded. This was their first true test of the QXs in the wild. They had been trained at the Salechii park with other sharks they had captured, but this would be their first time they were out in open water with wild sharks.

Hopefully they performed as well as their creator, Tonaka Yashimoto had promised. They had best or they would be no more. His stump proved that.

“Look how big the lead shark is,” Dillon exclaimed, as all the air seemed to rush out of his lungs.

Callum stared at the modified radar. They were only looking at the ghost of the creature and Dillon was right, it was huge. “A female then.”

“And what a girl!” Dillon stated “She’s got to be eight feet long if she’s an inch.”

“The other looks to be about seven feet?” Shalie asked. “Does that make it a male for sure?”

Callum was pleasantly surprised at Shalie’s knowledge of the bull shark’s anatomy, although he shouldn’t have been. Even though her doctorates were in the robotics field, she took on any disciple she was involved in with rigorous study. She was nearly as versed in shark knowledge as most academia, she just had no field experience which she insisted on correcting on this trip. He’d rather have her stay back at the shark park, but there was no keeping her back, not with her robots going out for their first time.

Up until now their acquisitions had focused on smaller, easier to manage sharks such as the nursery, grey and sand sharks to test the park’s infrastructure. So far so good. No major incidents. So far. They kept piling on the safety and security measures to make certain. Callum wanted nothing, but nothing to take attention away from his message that sharks were a vital and necessary part of the ocean’s ecosystem. 

One tiny mishap and all of the negative publicity would overwhelm his message and the very purpose of the park.

“Let’s go get them,” Callum ordered.

“Them?” Dillon questioned. “As in both?”

“Why not?”

“Um, like a gazillion reasons,” Dillon replied. His mother had raised him right. He was even more cautious and thoughtful than Callum. “First off, we only have one transport bay on the ship.”

His son wasn’t wrong. They had specially custom made a loading bay that was based on the “endless pool” theory so that the sharks could be kept in a stationary tank yet still have water flow over their gills to keep them alive. The only problem, the thing wasn’t very wide. It had been built for one shark, not two. 

Even QX59 seemed concerned. The robot might not have eyebrows yet his expression certainly conveyed incredulousness at the idea plain enough. 

Yet…

Callum turned to their resident veterinarian. “Well, Clint?”

Dr. Clint Tatus shrugged. “They do seem to be a bonded pair,” he said indicating to the radar. And they are swimming more tightly together now than they would have to in the tank.”

“But with the stress of capture and confinement?” Dillon pressed. “They could turn on each other.”

“With enough sedation I think we can swing it,” the vet replied.

Dillon frowned, which was an uncommon occurrence.  Despite all the hardship of his mother’s cancer and death, Dillon had been a beacon of hope to Callum. He’d thought he’d permanently screwed up seventeen years ago. This was like he had hit some kind of cosmic, “do over” lottery. Which he knew full well he was probably going to screw up, but for now he just looked at his son with such pride. He had such a good head on his shoulders.

“Swing it?” Dillon repeated. “I think we need a few more percentage points on that before we decide it is worth the risk to the sharks.”

Callum drew in a deep breath. His mother had clearly instilled in him a deep sense of love for the animal kingdom. Callum wished that he could say he had given Dillon his respect for sharks, but it had been his mother.

“I agree,” Shalie weighed in. “I want some numbers as well.”

Callum couldn’t help but smile at the robotics doctor. She was all math and percentages. Her whole world ran on specifics. Callum was more of a fluid dynamics person.

“Clint, can you get some figures to calm our companions?” Callum asked.

The veterinarian nodded. “I’ll work out the dosage versus mass equations to see exactly how quiet I can get the couple.”

“There, are you two happy now?” Callum asked his son and Shalie.

“I will be once I see the results,” Shalie responded. He wasn’t quite sure if she was teasing him or not. There was the tiniest tug up of her lips that implied she might be pulling his chain.

“Alright while we wait on the numbers, let’s run through the drills and get ready to drop the cage.”

* * *

Dillon checked the wench, again. They had run through the drill like a gazillion times already. The vet gave them an eighty five point four percent chance of success so his dad had given the go ahead. Even Shalie agreed. Dillon still had his reservations, but was outvoted.

“This is the stupidest thing to date we have attempted and we have attempted some pretty stupid stuff,” Quax, aka QX59, stated next to Dillon.

The theory was to pull ahead of the sharks, which was no small feat with bull sharks, then drop the cage over them. Immediately darting them with high potency, quick acting tranquilizers then have the robots help them transfer the sharks into the tank and keep them sedated through drugs in the water for the trip back to Australia and the shark park. 

It sounded so simple. It was anything but. 

“At least you only have to help with the cage,” Dillon reminded his friend. He knew how much the robot hated to be out on the water. He swore that he got seasick. And his phobia around sharks didn’t help much either. 

“Only?” Quax responded. “Only? We will be within feet of the bullies. If anything goes wrong, whack! We will join your dad in the limbless club.”

Dillon shook his head. If it had to do with sharks, Quax always took it to the worst case scenario.

Quax steadied Dillon as he nearly fell over when the engines kicked in. He could hear the rumble of the engines as they tried to overtake the sharks. They needed to catch up soon since they were headed toward one of the hundreds of archipelagos that dotted the ocean and combined together to be the country of Indonesia.

It got pretty shallow between the islands, which is what the bullies liked. They were known for shallow water hunting which meant they were likely to come into contact, i.e., read attack humans.

It wasn’t just their looks that got them the name Bull shark. It was also their temperament. They were unpredictable and highly reactive. Plus they were strong as heck which made them possibly their most dangerous catch. Only the Great White would be more difficult. 

Despite his qualms, Dillon could hardly wait until they went after a Great White. To date no one had been able to keep a Great White shark alive in captivity longer than a few months. But “they” didn’t have Salechii. A park built specifically to keep sharks healthy and happy while still allowing the public to safely be in close contact.

It was going to be amazing. Five long years of work would finally pay off. Of course for his dad it was twenty long years of work. Dillon was proud to be a part of Salechii. His mom would be so proud. This had been her dream as well. She’d only gone back to Montana to raise him around family. How he wished she could have seen Salechii. She would have lost her mind.

Dillon smiled. He liked to think his mom was with him now. Smelling the sea brine, feeling the wind in her hair. Her freckles multiplying under the late afternoon sun. The sunset promised to be spectacular tonight.

“Are we ready?” His dad shouted from the bridge.

Dillon gave a big thumbs up. The rig was ready. He was ready. Were the bullies?

* * *

 Shalie studied the monitors. They hadn’t been able to catch up to the bullies before they ducked into the island system. Which meant the sharks and they had to slow down a bit. There were a myriad of reefs and land shelves to navigate in here. She was monitoring the radar extremely closely for any signs of danger.

“All stop!” she cried out. The captain of the ship looked at her sideways. She didn’t have time to explain. Breaking protocol, Shalie reached over and hit the large emergency red button that killed the engines.

“Oy!” the Aussie captain yelled, shoving her out of the way.

The ship lurched, then stalled. They coasted forward with their inertia though. Shalie gripped the railing with both hands.

Callum rushed onto the bridge. “What’s the bloody problem? The sharks are getting away!”

Shalie let Callum’s anger wash over her and pointed to the radar screen.

“What the hell are those?” he asked.

The captain took in a sharp breath. “Bloody hell.”

Dillon swung into the bridge, literally swung, “What’s going on?”

It took his young eyes a few seconds to recognize the danger on the screen. Shalie watched as his pupils dilated. Then a loud clang filled the bridge. 

“Did we just hit a sea mine?” Dillon asked with a hiss.

Shalie nodded.

“If we’d been going full speed…” the captain whispered.

“Good call, Shalie,” Callum said as they slipped past two other mines.

“What the heck are they doing way out here?” Dillon asked.

Shalie sat down and tried to loosen her grip on the railing. “During World War II both sides laid down hundred of thousands of mines.”

“But why here?” Callum asked.

Shalie was not a World War II expert, but before coming out here, she had done extensive research into Indonesia. She wanted to hit the ground running. “This area, like Guam were strategic footholds in the battle for the Pacific.” Shalie went on. “The Allies laid mines throughout this region to keep it free of lurking subs.”

“But I thought those mines were taken care of?” Dillon asked.

“They did try to do a thorough sweep, but many pockets like this still exist. This region is uninhabited so no fishermen came across the mines to report them.”

Callum sucked in a loud breath. “So we can’t try and navigate around them?”

Both Shalie and the captain shook their heads. 

“This appears to be an active field. We’re just too bloody big,” the captain whispered.

“So we’ve got to let the bullies go?” Dillon asked.

“I’m afraid so,” Shalie responded watching father and son’s faces fall.

“Wait,” Callum said. “Not so fast.”

* * *

Callum watched the bullies on the radar screen. Almost like they knew they had the advantage they had slowed, coursing around the mines, hunting. They had probably done this a hundred times, not knowing that the floating orbs were filled with enough munitions to blow them sky high. The bullies and the humans.

“We’ve got the submersible.”

Dillon backed away a step, his lips turning down. “We can’t contain the bullies with the sub.”

“No,” Callum said. “But we can chase them out of the mines and back into the open water.”

He looked around. No one seemed to believe him. 

“What?” Callum asked. “Along with the QXs, we should be able to get them to turn around.”

Still the room looked skeptical.

“We’re really going to let two bullies go, that we’ve been chasing after for three weeks?”

Shalie frowned. “Or we could wait for them to exit on their own.”

“For how long? We’ve only got so much time to gather our specimens.”

“Dad, we’ve got nine months before the opening. We’ve got time.”

Callum leaned against the control panel. “Do we? We’ve still got a Great White, which are not territorial. It could take us months to track one. Then the hammerheads? And a whale shark? Nine months sounds like a long time, but it’s not.”

How well he knew that. The last five years had passed by in a blur. Everyday the shark park looked different as all of the underpinnings were done, they were terraforming the surface, making it look like a natural archipelago, much like the one that lay ahead.

Opening day would descend upon them in no time at all.

“What is the harm in trying?” Callum asked.

Shalie opened her mouth then shut it. Dillon did the same.

“Again, why are we catching sharks?” QX59 asked, breaking the tension in the room.

Both Shalie and Dillon chuckled.

“No risk, no reward,” Callum reminded them.

Shalie sighed. “Talk us through it.”

* * *

Dillon listened to his dad. How did everything he say always make it sound so easy? Sure, just take the submersible, dart around a couple dozen live mines, somehow intimidate a pair of full grown bull sharks and drive them out of the channels.

No big deal.

“I supposed you’re going to need me in the submersible?” Quax asked.

“You are the best rated at the controls,” his dad stated.

“Damn me and my excellence,” Quax said, shaking his fist at the sky.

“Who all is going down?” Dillon asked.

“QX59 and me,” his dad said.

“And me,” Dillon insisted.

His father frowned.

“Hey, if this is such an easy run, why not?” Dillon pressed.

He had his father in a bind. If he admitted it was dangerous, Shalie was going to weigh in and try to nix the whole thing. If his dad admitted it wasn’t that dangerous, why not let Dillon go?

“Fine, the three of us then,” his father relented, probably not wishing to give Shalie a reason to start asking for success percentages.

Dillon held up his hand and Quax gave him a high five. “Expertly done,” Quax whispered. Dillon knew how much Quax did not want to go down there with just his dad. His dad could get, how would you say it? Intense.

“I’ll monitor everything from here,” Shalie said. “The QXs will swim in ahead, awaiting your instructions, Callum.”

His father nodded and headed off the bridge. He wasn’t big on inspiring speeches. He just assumed everyone was as fired up as he was.

In this case, he was right. At least for Dillon. Quax and Shalie didn’t look so sure, but now that the moment was at hand, game on.

Dillon clapped his hands together. “Let’s go get some bullies.”

* * *

How Shalie wished she had Dillon’s resilience. Her concerns still weighed heavily upon her, even though she could not quantify them. On paper the plan looked solid. The men were protected by the submersible and the QXs could outswim the bullies, in at least a sprint. 

So why did her heart feel so heavy? Those mines glistened in green as the radar swept past them. Why wouldn’t the bullies just come back out? But she knew from her research that they had caught the bullies moving from one feeding ground to another. They might stay within these channels for months until they had culled the fish population and were forced to move to another archipelago. And they certainly did not have months to wait. Callum was right about that.

Shalie didn’t even want to think about all the work she had left to do back at Salechii. The QXs were meant to do double duty there. Shark wrangling, but also park maintenance. It was a heady task that seemed to be evolving daily. And these robots were barely booted. They could learn, but that took time and experience.

Maybe that was it. Maybe she was worried about her robots. They had become like children to her. She was scared for them to be out in the wild with two bull sharks capable of ripping them shreds within seconds.

They did not have a submersible to protect them, but wasn’t that the point? She was starting to think like QX59. Too worried. The robots were built out of titanium and had been programmed with every aspect of shark behavior. They knew how dangerous the bullies were. She had to trust they could handle it.

Shalie looked out the forward window to see the winch bring the submersible up and over the side of the ship.

Dillon waved from the tiny port window. Callum didn’t even look out the window and QX59 begged with his eyes for her to save him from going down.

If only she could.

She gave a wave back as the sub disappeared over the railing. Then a loud splash announced that the sub had been dropped into the water.

Shalie took in a deep breath, chanting, “everything’s going go be okay.” “Everything had to be okay.” That sub held every person in the world she cared about.

 


CHAPTER 2

Callum watched the undersea world come into focus as the bubbles dissipated. Their small submersible had a large front window which allowed for nearly 180 degree viewing. It wasn’t really glass, but transparent aluminum impregnated with lead. It was the toughest clear shield you could have. The aft hull was dotted with smaller port windows. The thing was electrically powered so it was whisper quiet.

The fish they passed didn’t even give them any mind. Of course the mines didn’t either. Given how many there were and how closely they were packed, Callum was shocked they didn’t blow one as they entered the channel. The Allies were serious about keeping subs away from the islands.

The large steel orbs were at least three feet across with pressure sensitive spikes sticking out from their hull. Thank goodness Shalie had killed the engines, if they’d hit that mine any harder, they would have been blown out of the water.

“There!” Dillon exclaimed pointing ahead. 

One of the bullies, the larger one, the female came into view. She chomped down and ate a fish whole. One moment the fish was swimming along, having a grand time, then boom. It was swallowed without warning.

That’s how the bullies rolled. They would take on whales if they were hungry enough. They were also persistent. They could tarry with their prey for miles and hours until they were just too tired to fight back.

Its broad, grey snout swung back and forth, searching for its next prey. It cruised over to the submersible, skimming along the side, bumping it with it pectoral fin, seeing if they would respond.

Callum didn’t. He wanted the sharks to get used to the sub so that when he made his move the sharks would be startled and hopefully drive them out of the channel.

The bully took another long pass at them, waving her head, taking in all the sensory information she could.

“Over there,” QX59 said pointing to behind the shark. Two of his robot companions were positioned along the reef. Their titanium glistened as the sun began to set.

“Speakers on?” Callum asked.

“You know it,” Dillon said, his finger over the control.

Once the shark moved away, Callum nudged the sub around the area, heading to the other side of the lagoon. As they passed, the second shark came into view. Submissive to the female, the male swam under the big girl, checking the reef for food as tiny fish scattered and all the crabs and eels headed back into their hiding spots.

“Shalie, are you ready on your end?” Callum asked.

“I’ve got two robots on the cage and another in the holding bay for transfer. Clint is ready with the tranq gun as well.”

It was now or never.

“Hit it,” Callum said.

Dillon pushed the button and the mixed tape of over a dozen dolphin calls sounded. Both sharks swung around, facing the source of the sound. Sharks might kill individual dolphins, however a pod of them? They were a danger to even a full grown bull shark.

Yet they didn’t run. Instead they swam over to the submersible. Apparently they felt they had strength in numbers.

“Go with the bio scent,” Callum ordered.

Again Dillon’s young fingers were nimble across the keyboard. He injected just a few milliliters of an artificial scent of a decaying shark. The navy had been using the compound for decades to keep sharks out of sensitive naval bases.

Both sharks turned on a dime, heading in the opposite direction of the sub. Callum increased their speed to follow the sharks to the outlet. Beside him the two robots swam to keep level.

“It’s working,” Dillon said with a smile. 

Correction, it worked. The shark cruised toward the outlet, then suddenly turned tail and surged back toward the lagoon.

“Blast the noise,” Callum said, darting around a mine.

Dillon cranked up the dolphin calls so loudly that Callum feared the high pitched cries would split their ear drums.

The sharks seemed oblivious though and headed straight back at them.

“What’s going on?” Callum barked.

“We’ve got a swarm of box jellyfish out here,” Shalie responded.

There wasn’t much a shark was afraid of, but box jellyfish was one of them. The single most potent jellyfish, they were also called wasps of the sea due to their extremely painful venom. A venom which packed a punch. Just a few stings probably wouldn’t phase a shark, but hundreds of them? That could kill them.

As a matter of fact, along the female’s side were scars from box jellyfish stings. Callum knew because they were in a long line down her side. Clearly the female bully knew first hand the damage the jellyfish could do. She’d rather face a pod of angry dolphins than those jellyfish.

“Get to safety!” Callum yelled, but it wasn’t in time. One of the QXs was caught out in the open as the sharks coursed back into the lagoon. The female caught the QX around the waist, shaking him, flinging metallic body parts into the water.

* * *

“No!” Shalie screamed as she watched the video feed from the submersible. The other QX tried to race to his partner’s rescue but the male was quicker, grabbing the second robot by the arm, dragging him along the reef. Scraping his metal exoskeleton along the rock.

“Play the music!” Callum ordered.

Strangely, AC/DC came on over her headphones. 

Even more strangely, the sharks calmed down. The male released his QX and the female stopped her head shaking. She didn’t release the robot, however she stopped her aggressive behavior.

Sharks were so odd. And shark researchers even more odd. Who came up with that bright idea? To play AC/DC to sharks? But it worked.

“Okay,” Callum said quietly. “Have the QX bonk her on the nose and try to get her to release the robot.”

Shalie turned on the radio channel. “QX11 carefully targeted the shark’s nerve array on her snout and precisely hit her there. Be ready to use your turbo jets to get away once she releases you.”

“I do not believe my jets are functional,” the robot responded.

“QX4 can you help provide cover?” Shalie asked.

“I will do so to the best of my ability.”

“Then go,” Shalie said, giving the order.

Through the sub’s video, Shalie watched as the QX reared back with his fist and slammed it into the bullie’s snout. The shark reeled back, opening her mouth as predicted, releasing the robot. She shook her head, trying to clear the electrical confusion coming from her nose. The male darted in, trying to snatch the released treat, but the other QX darted in, using a small electrical pulse in his hand along the shark’s side.

The male too, started writhing, confused by the sudden stimulation to his side. The two QXs, arm in arm, sped away from the scene. QX4 using his jet propulsion to get them far away.

Only then did Shalie breath a sigh of relief. That had been close.

“So what’s the plan?” Shalie asked. “I doubt if the sharks are going to come out with the jellyfish here.”

* * *

Dillon glanced to his dad. He knew how badly he wanted these two bull sharks. It took so long and so much money to not only track the sharks but get them into a position for capture. Who knew if they would have an opportunity like this again.

“We are coming out,” his father said, not bothering to hide his disappointment.

He knew what his father was probably thinking. Could they even open Salechii without bull sharks? Next to the Great White and the Hammerheads, Bull sharks rounded out the big three.

To be so stinking close. They could see the sharks, which were now recovering from their skirmish with the QXs. Dillon could practically reach out and touch one. Not that he would ever do that of course, but he could if he wanted to.

And these bulls were smart. And strong. They would make great additions to the park. But sometimes you had to know when to throw in the towel.

Slowly his father brought the submersible around, heading back out of the channel.

The QXs were following, obviously trying not to make any sudden movements that might attract the ire of the sharks.

They were nearly out of the mouth of the lagoon when a shimmer appeared ahead of them. The box jellyfish. Besides their venom another problem with this species was that they were nearly transparent. They were lucky enough to catch them during the setting sun, when the rays of light were angled enough to illuminate their umbrella shaped domes and super long trailing tentacles.

The female shark must have still been disoriented as she reeled to the left, directly into a small patch of the jellyfish. Even though sharks couldn’t make any sounds, Dillon could hear the female scream in his mind. Her body writhed as the jellyfish’s clear tentacles latched onto her and stung over and over again. 

In the panic to escape, she ran directly into a sea mine, striking it hard enough to send it careening into the submersible.

A loud metallic clang filled the small sub. Dillon held his breath, waiting for the explosion that never came.

Thank goodness.

However the danger was not over as the male turned and attacked what he thought had injured his mate, the mine. Wide mouthed, he came at it, snapping the metal chain that held it to the bottom of the lagoon.

Freed, the mine floated to the surface.

Quax had to do some pretty impressive steering to get them out of the way of the mine. No one wanted a repeat encounter. “Now I can see why you needed me,” Quax stated as he cleared the mine.

Box jellyfish surrounded them, their shimmering outlines pulsing past them.

“Cut the engines,” his father said. “Let them pass. It should push the sharks further away before move again.”

Dillon stared as the jellyfish tried to attach to the QXs in the water. Their suction cups could attack to the smooth metal, but they could not get any grip with their stingers. Several of the jellyfish circled the robots as if they were shocked that they could not attach and pump their venom into a creature of the sea.

The female slid along the reef, scraping jellyfish off of herself. The male stayed back, sensing the pulsating enemy. He became more and more agitated though as the female continued to squirm and twist in the water.

“Watch out!” Shalie yelled.

* * *

Callum spun his head around. “For what?”

“Behind you!” she screamed.

Dillon pointed to the rear camera feed. The male was coming at them, his mouth wide open.

The propeller was whirring, but that didn’t seem to stop the male, agitated by his mate’s pain. Guess the big guy thought that everyone should suffer as much as the female.

“Brace yourselves,” Callum shouted a second too late as the male clamped down on the propeller apparatus, shaking the entire submersible. He didn’t have a second hand to grab Dillon as he was knocked from his chair. Luckily QX59 lashed out, catching Dillon before he crashed to the floor.

Then the male shook the sub from side to side just as he had done the robot. One handed, there was no way for Callum to stay seated. His head banged against the sub’s wall, then against the front windshield. QX59 held Dillon steadfast though.

“At the least,” Dillon said, bracing against the control panel. “The sub is holding up.”

A second too premature as metal tore and water sprayed into the sub from the rear compartment. 

“Life vests!” Callum yelled, handing Dillon his. They weren’t exactly prepared for a water exit.

QX59 shook his head at the vest and headed to the back as the shark stopped his shaking. Using his titanium hands, he tried to pull the metal back together but the male wasn’t done with them yet. 

At first Callum was relieved as the bullie released the sub and seemed to swim off, but the shark was just trying to gauge the next most vulnerable spot. Typical bully. Once they attacked, they seldom gave up.

This time the male grabbed hold of the main struts and shook, ripping the propeller off the sub. They were now dead in the water. They didn’t have acceleration or steering capabilities. And worse, they were awfully close to a set of mines. If the shark shook much harder, they were going to get slammed into one.

In addition they were taking on water, fast.

Then the rear of the sub was gone. Like torn off and spit out. The submersible listed dangerously, water pouring in, nearly vertically. Callum handed his son some scuba gear. They only had one. 

“No, dad, you should have it,” Dillon protested.

“We’ll share,” Callum stated. “We need to get clear, ASAP.”

* * *

Dillon took in a big breath before he pushed off the sub’s wall and swam up.

There were so many dangers, it was hard to keep track of them all. His first concern though was getting out of the current death trap. Which wasn’t easy as the shark was taking the sub apart piece by piece. Glass shattered as another section was flung into the sea.

He held onto the pipes to keep himself from being flung out as well because the female, finally free of the jellyfish was tasting each piece that the male was pulling off. Dillon didn’t want to be an appetizer.

He made it to the breach and waited, hanging on as the male shook and shook until he weakened the metal enough to pull another piece off. Dillon pushed off, hurling himself into the water in the opposite direction as the metal. The female as predicted grabbed hold of the torn submarine hull and chomped down, obviously pissed off that it was yet another inedible piece of metal.

Dillon felt Quax surge past him, grabbing Dillon by the arm, dragging him toward the shore.

“Dad!” Dillon yelled, but it was only bubbles. How could they share air if they were too far apart?

Dillon twisted around in Quax’s hold and stared back at the submarine that was sinking quickly to the bottom of the lagoon.

“Dad,” he screamed again even though he knew it wouldn’t do any good.

* * *

Callum dog paddled, barely keeping his head above the water line. There was a bit of air still trapped in the sinking vessel. He had to wait it out. Wait until the bullies grew weary of their game and wandered off to hunt for actual prey. 

Unfortunately bullies were about as stubborn as they were strong. The male grabbed hold of the sub again. Callum went under, struggling to get his head back above the water line.

And imagine what he found entering the sub? A nice little pod of jellyfish.

Okay, time to abandon the wait it out plan.

The next time the male latched on, Callum used the force of the shaking to hurl himself out of the sub, past the jellyfish and into open water. Where of course the female was waiting for her snack. Which she would have gotten if a QX hadn’t swam in between them, kicking her snout, diverting her course.

Callum didn’t struggle against the QX whisking him toward the shore.

Anything to get away from the sharks and jellyfish, and oh yah, the mines.

His lungs started to complain. He tapped the robot’s shoulder and pointed up. Using his odd but strong tail. The robot changed course and they crested the surface. Callum gulped air.

“What are those?” Shalie asked in his ear.

“What are what?” Callum asked, not really wanting to know at this point.

* * *

Shalie pointed to the radar and thermal imaging scans.

“Not sure,” the captain answered. “Maybe just some flotsam?”

“The tide is going in and those are coming out,” Shalie explained.

“Callum, you’ve got some unidentified objects headed your way.”

“What exactly do you mean by unidentified? How large? How fast?”

With the loss of the sub, Shalie felt like she was flying blind. All she had were the monitors that really just showed her ghosts of images. She really couldn’t “see” anything which was downright maddening.

“QX4 swim out to meet the unidentified objects,” Shalie ordered. It was slightly risky, but he was made out of titanium. Far better for the robot to make first contact.

She made another executive decision, since they had given up on catching the bullies, it made little sense to have two extremely expensive robots on the deck waiting to work the cage.

“QX9 and 13, get in the water, help with the evacuation of the team.”

She got no verbal answer. Instead she watched the QXs run across the deck and dive into the water in perfect synchrony. They didn’t even make a splash.

“Whatever they are,” the captain stated. “They are on the move. There are at least six more.”

Shalie ran every sea creature she knew of through her head. Nothing registered. Their shadows were too big for a sea snake and too small for any kind of dangerous shark. They were four to five feet at most. And small sharks like that didn’t move together and certainly wouldn’t enter a dust up with a couple of bull sharks. Especially since no blood had been spilt yet.

Yet. 

That was kind of the key word wasn’t it. It was only a matter of time before blood was spilt and then it was game over. She had yet to witness an actual feeding frenzy and she certainly didn’t want to see one now.

Worried, Shalie locked her fingers together to stop them from wringing themselves raw as the objects got closer and closer to Callum.

* * *

“Watch out!” Shalie screamed in Callum’s ear.

He shoved off the QX instinctively as an object lunged at him. What the hell? It moved fast and decisively, yet unlike anything he’d encountered in the ocean before. But whatever it was, was definitely a predator. Callum had felt its large teeth glance off his leg.

Then what appeared to be a floating log suddenly lashed out and would have taken Callum’s other arm off it id hadn’t been for the QX who put his own forearm out and took the bite.

“Croc!” Callum shouted. He had to remember that they were on land. Indonesia was rife with crocodiles. They lived on these islands hunting on the ocean side as well as the fresh water rivers that crisscrossed the land.

The crocodile tried to pull the robot down under the water. That was the croc’s MO. Drown your victim. He tried to go into a death roll, but the QX wouldn’t participate. With its titanium feet, he dug in, keeping the croc above water. 

Callum scrambled up the bank only to realize the rest of the crocs were sunning themselves in the late afternoon sun.

“Dad!” Dillon called out from across the lagoon.

“Stay back!” Callum yelled. He was in it deep enough, he didn’t need his son endangered as well.

The QX used his other hand to grab the croc by the neck and started squeezing. Even a croc had to breath occasionally, but not very often. The croc seemed wholly unimpressed by the attempt.

“Incoming!” Shalie yelled in Callum’s ear. Incoming what?

Then he saw it. The ripple in the water. The dorsal fin breaking the surface. The male bullie lunged and grabbed the croc by the tail. Only then did it let go of the QX. 

Turning, the croc lashed out, his jaw filled with sharp two inch teeth. The large crocodile sunk his teeth into the shark’s fin.

There was blood in the water now as more and more crocs slipped into the water.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Callum said. Neither the land nor water was going to be safe in a few moments.

The QX snatched Callum’s good hand and pulled him to his titanium chest. It was a little like getting smothered at your mother’s bosom, but Callum didn’t complain as the robot ran at top speed, using his tail to correct course over the ragged coastline.

“Take a deep breath,” the robot warned.

Callum barely had time to comply as the QX dove into the water, using his jet propulsion to speed them away from the feeding frenzy behind them. The crocs and sharks didn’t give them any heed, however the jellyfish? The jellyfish were everywhere.

The QX spun and rotated, trying to keep the jellyfish from attaching to Callum. In the process though, several dozen latched onto the robot. They were dragging an entire string of tentacles behind them.

Kaboom. At first one land mine went off, which set off a chain reaction. Soon the entire lagoon was exploding, sending water, crocs and sharks high into the sky. The blast wave hit, throwing Callum’s small party forward as well.

Which was great. All the closer to the boat.

As they raced out of the lagoon, Dillon and QX59 caught up with them. Together they escaped the doomed inlet. The QXs rose to the surface to give Callum the chance to breath. 

Up ahead the Salechii rocked gently in the water.

“Behind you!” Shalie yelled.

* * *

Dillon glanced over his shoulder to find two dorsal fins speeding toward them. This pair of bullies were laser focused. Even a feeding frenzy and exploding mines couldn’t distract them from their original target.

He looked forward. Could they get to the boat and out of the water before the bullies caught them?

“Two birds, one stone,” his father said cryptically.

Dillon raised an eyebrow. What was his father talking about?

“Shalie, open the bay.”

A loud clunk answered him as the bay door started to lower.

“No…” Dillon said as they sped forward. “You aren’t really thinking of…”

“Yes, I am,” his father said with possibly the widest smile Dillon had ever seen.

This was happening. He clung tighter to Quax as the robot really used his jet propulsion to keep ahead of the bullies which was a chore. Dillon could see the black of their eyes. 

Dang.

As they hurled toward the boat, one of the sharks lunged and caught his dad’s QX by the foot. Dillon watched in horror as the robot and his father were dragged back.

“No worries,” the QX said, detaching his foot and carrying on.

You had to love the robots. Within moments the QX and his father were back to even with them.

“Prep the doors!” his father yelled.

With the sharks hot on their tails, the QXs raced into the bay, then up the ramp and somehow, twisting sideways, minimizing their profiles, dodged into the smaller door that led to the upper deck.

The sharks hit the metal hard, but it held, keeping the sharks in the bay.

“Drop the outer doors!” Callum yelled.

Shalie must have been at the control panel as the bay doors immediately swung closed, capturing the two bullies in their bay. The whirl of the endless pool motor started, giving the sharks fresh water to “breathe.”

The sharks were none to happy about it though as they began to thrash, trying to get out of their new confines.

Dillon shook loose Quax’s embrace and ran to the door panel, cranking up the AC/DC. At the same moment the veterinarian shot each shark with a tranq. Whether it was the music or the medicine, both sharks calmed down, slowly, lazily swimming side by side in the tank.

His father clapped him on the shoulder. “See? Easy Peasy.”

Yeah, right.

Dillon’s insides thrilled though, thinking of what it was going to be like having all of these sharks in one place.

He believed the word awesome was created for just such an event.

“Salechii, here we come.”

Want more of Callum, Shalie and Dillon? 
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CHAPTER 1

“We are not going to see a nuclear strike today,” Jillian tried to reassure the nervous diplomats around her even though her own voice shook.

Russia and China had reached an impasse and North Korea had its finger on the button. Even America’s allies, Israel and India were making some serious noise. Figure in the other eight countries that had nukes and her statement was starting to feel like a long shot.

Jillian looked out the window to what should have been Manhattan. It should have been the glowing tribute to American might. Yet there were only a few lights flickering in the center of the island. Most of the Burroughs had been flooded long ago. The world famous New York City subway was nothing more than a fish labyrinth now.

The fact they had to have this UN meeting across the bay showed just how low they had sunk, literally.

“We’ve lost contact with Australia,” her robotic aid, Reginald blurted.

Jillian raised her hands to stem the flood of panic. “We lose contact with them every other day.”

As an island nation, Australia had been one of the hardest hit by the rising ocean level. They lost the entire country of Indonesia and half of Japan. At the least Australia had a large inner landmass for their population to emigrate to, but still, most of their population pre-tipping point had lived along the coast line. Their economy was still in free fall.

The shift of global power had not left America faring too well either. Losing Manhattan, Los Angles, San Diego, San Francisco and Seattle had severely crippled their standing as the foremost world power. With Britain in chaos as well, London was gone, just gone, the relatively land-locked nations of Russia and China had taken advantage of the situation.

Which had brought them to this impasse today.

“Raptors are at the gates!” her assistant announced. Reginald really needed to fine tune his “socially appropriate” chip. He knew he should tell her these things first then let her decide whether or not to disseminate them to the group.

The sound of automatic gunfire in the distance silenced the room. Okay, so the group would have figured out the raptor attack without Reginald’s premature information. The bursts were short and controlled. Because as ludicrous as it sounded, in twenty years, America had gone from a world super power with enough weapons, both mass and conventional to destroy the world over ten times, to a nation who had to conserve each and every bullet.

Between suppressing the secession attempt by the west ten years ago to Canada’s attack five years ago to quelling the Robotic uprising fifteen years ago, they were low on ammo. And for supposedly stupid beasts, the dinosaurs seemed to be catching on that the humans didn’t have the defenses they once did and were getting bolder and bolder.

“We have adequate security,” Jillian told the crowd as she crossed her fingers behind her back. The actual truth was she hoped they had adequate security.

“This is all your nation’s fault!” the Croatian ambassador shouted, pointing at Jillian. “It was your scientists that let loose the dinosaurs.”

That wasn’t exactly accurate. It had been a team of American scientists and deranged philanthropists who had created and disseminated the dinosaur eggs all over the world, not the American government, but few seemed to be able to make that distinction.

And given all of the global warming, the earth was being turned into the perfect environment for dinosaurs, because rising sea levels, category seven hurricanes and a robot rebellion just wasn’t enough to handle. Humans had to add nuclear war to their list of troubles.

Couldn’t these people see this was the time to come together? The humans needed each other more than ever? How was their species to survive if they were too busy killing one another to combat the multiple threats to their population?

“Emigrates just broke down the wall near El Paso,” Tom told the room.

Jillian really was going to just give up. The rest of the room looked to Jillian to see how she reacted. The old border wall that had been erected to keep out Mexican illegals trying to cross the border was now taxed by American’s seeking asylum in Mexico.

America had the robotic problem, plus about a hundred nuclear targets. Being a much poorer nation, Mexico had very few synthetics and Mexico City, far to the south was about the only nuclear target in the country. So people were fleeing by the tens of thousands to south of the border. She understood the instinct and had seriously considered a job with a corporation in Paraguay, but in the end she would stand by her country.

Despite her understanding the Great Emigration, the mass fleeing didn’t look good, nor enhance America’s stature that so many people were trying to leave the country they had just broken down a twelve-foot wall.

“This is what we have created, gentlemen,” Jillian said since she was the only woman in the room. “Mass panic. We have got to negotiate a new nuclear treaty and work together to solve our mutual problems.”

“Why should we?” the Russian ambassador said, crossing his arms over his chest. “It was your cars that created global warming. Your scientists that developed the robots. Your arrogant ‘innovators’ that spread the dinosaurs. And now you are feeling the pinch and you want our help?”

Jillian wasn’t fooled by the man’s bravado. Despite being mainly land locked, Russia had suffered as well. After passing that nearly mythical tipping point, although it turned out to be completely real, weather everywhere had become extreme.

“Moscow was buried under snow for three months last year,” Jillian reminded Gorgonage.

The large man with the bright red nose shrugged. “We know hardship. We will survive hardship,” Gorgonage stated. “Besides the weather shift has made Siberia a new breadbasket.

“So why did you invade Mongolia?” the Chinese ambassador demanded.

Gorgonage snorted. “If you weren’t going to get them under control, someone had to.”

Mongolia had gone a little Khan on them all. Militarizing nearly its entire population and developing nuclear weapons. Long hostile to Russia the nation had become a serious threat to the motherland and they put a stop to it in the only way they knew how. Invasion and occupation.

No one had intervened, not even the Chinese because everyone’s resources were far too stretched to retaliate to a minor country’s invasion. They all had far bigger issues to consider.

“Please,” Jillian begged and she wasn’t ashamed of it. “None of us want to see what a nuclear winter looks like, especially you, Gorgonage.”

The large man frowned but did not retort. A good sign. Also Mr. Lin sat back down, settling further into his seat.

The two most precarious diplomats calmed back down. Perhaps they had a chance after all.

“Gentlemen,” Jillian said, smoothing her blouse down. “We have to make an announcement today. That is the only thing that will keep North Korea under control.”

Lin snorted. “Nothing will keep his finger off the button if that is what he decides to do.”

Not even China could keep their ally in line. China had even made rumblings of annexing North Korea just to get their little cousin into the fold, but the tiny dictatorship had threatened nuclear retaliation. Who had given the toddler nation a nuclear weapon in the first place?

She looked to Gorgonage. “Any thoughts?”

The large man shrugged. “What is done is done.”

Typical Russians. They weren’t about to apologize for giving the single most unstable country in the world nuclear technology. At the time they thought it would help the communist cause. Now it might ruin the world.

Short-sighted at best.

“North Korea has launched five missiles,” Reginald yelled. There was no real point in trying to keep him quiet. So much for a protocol robot to help keep things even handed. 

The entire table leapt to its feet.

“Where?” Gorgonage asked, although his expression indicated he already knew.

“Moscow, Beijing, Tokyo, New York and London.”

“So it is over then,” Lin whispered.

Jillian knew it was true, but her body revolted. How could the world be ending yet she was still breathing, apparently safe? Not in ten hours when that missile hit the city.

“Tokyo will be the first hit,” Reginald stated.

Across the table, Japan’s ambassador, Mikikio bowed his head. “Not before we have countered the strike.”

Reginald frowned. “Japan already has several missiles in the air.”

Then the mass exodus to the exit began. 

Jillian stepped in front of the men, blocking the door. “No, this is bad and we need to evacuate, however we’ve got several hours lead time. We can stop this. Keep it to this. In six hours there won’t be a North Korea anymore. We can still salvage this.”

“I’m afraid Israel has launched against Lebanon and Syria. Pakistan has fired on India.”

Like a house of cards, the nuclear web they had woven was tightening like a noose. India would strike back and soon America, Russia and China would be drawn into the mutual protection trap.

This really was it.

“The raptors have broken through,” Reginald yelled.

Perfect timing. Jillian couldn’t keep the diplomats back any longer. She stepped out of the way as a suited stampede rushed past.

In a few moments it was only Jillian and Reginald left in the room. Not even the UK’s diplomat stayed. The rattle of gunfire got closer and closer.

“I’m so sorry,” Reginald said. “We’ve launched on Pakistan and Iran and--”

Jillian shook her head. She didn’t need to hear the rest. She knew. Armageddon. 

There was nothing else to do but call her family.

She opened her phone and dialed her husband. The phone rang a few times before he picked up.

“Jill?”

“It’s happened,” she said, not being able to really name it.

And her husband understood. They had moved the family to south Washington state, far enough away from Seattle to avoid the nuclear fallout, but North enough to enjoy the high precipitation and flora and fauna that it fed. The family could survive there off the grid.

“Do you have enough time to get out of there?” he asked.

“We are under a raptor attack. They breached the fence,” Jillian stated, holding the phone up for him to hear the gunfire.

“Babe, you’ve got to try. You’ve got hours to get clear of the blast range. You’ve got to try. If not for yourself then for us.”

Tears streamed down her face. It seemed impossible to get away from the inevitable. Besides, did she deserve to survive? This was her fault. She couldn’t bring Korea to the table. She couldn’t keep the diplomats together enough to stop the domino effect.

“I can’t,” Jillian wept into the phone. “Tell the girls I love them.”

Then Reginald grabbed her elbow and jerked her up. “Keith, I will try to get her off site,” he said then clicked the phone off.

“There is a helicopter on the south side of the campus and a flight with your name on it in Connecticut.”

“Reginald, not that I don’t appreciate it but I think I’d rather just stay here and accept the inevitable rather than try to take on an entire pack of raptors.”

Her protocol synthetic tugged on her arm, dragging her along. “You are just in shock. Think of your girls.”

Hot, bitter tears burned Jillian’s eyes. She’d done all of this. Attempted to bring the world’s diplomats together to stop exactly what had happened. What kind of world did she leave her daughters?

“Come on,” Reginald urged pulling her along the hallway as the lights flickered overhead. One of the raptors must have downed a power line. Had it been an accident or on purpose? With raptors you could never quite be sure.

Reginald held her hand as they slinked down the hallway. He suddenly came to a halt jerking her down to the ground. Then she saw it. The shadow of a dinosaur only it wasn’t a raptor with its long snout and sloped forehead. It was worse.

It was a Troodon. They didn’t look scary like the raptors or the T. Rexs' of the world. These looked benign and almost human like. Their snouts were shorter with domed foreheads and larger than normal eyes for a dinosaur. You really wanted to reach out and pet one, only you’d loose an arm.

The Troodons were human sized, weighing no more than 150 pounds, yet they could take down a full-grown tri-top. They hunted in larger packs than raptors, more like eight to ten like a wolf pack rather than a two to three raptor flock. The Troodons had strength in numbers.

The domed forehead made room for way more brains than even the raptors and the large eyes made it easier for them to hunt in the dark. The dinosaur was built to hunt, not to look scary.

So if there was one Troodon, there were lots more where it came from. It wasn’t uncommon for a pack of Troodon to track some raptors. The larger predators had a far more advanced sense of smell than the Troodon, so they would lurk in the shadows, allowing the raptors to hunt the prey, then at the eleventh hour, jump in to claim the prize.

In this case the prize was Jillian. She thanked the gods that the Troodons couldn’t smell for crap. If that had been a raptor, they would already be dead.

“This way,” Reginald whispered and tugged her down a side hall.

Jillian shook her head. That led to a dead end. They would never get out if they were trapped down there. There was no jumping from the building, not from the eleventh floor.

Instead she tugged Reginald further down the hallway. The half wall should protect them from the Troodon. As long as it didn’t see them, it shouldn’t be a problem.

Slowly they crept, knees bent, backs arched over. Reginald would have no problem with the position. He was a robot. She however was already having to bite back the pain.

The loud sound of a door slamming shut down the hallway echoed off the walls. The Troodon rushed in that direction.

“Go,” Jillian hissed as they ran in the opposite direction of the dinosaur. They made the stairwell door. Reginald stopped and opened the door scanning the stairs for more dinosaurs.

You could still hear gunfire, however it was sporadic and usually followed by a scream. The raptor honed in on shots, knowing a human snack was always attached to the gun.

Jillian had learned the hard way that stealth was your only protection. She had survived a raptor ambush back at Camp David. And back then they had a full arsenal, yet they had still nearly been wiped out. If she hadn’t jumped onto the President’s helicopter, she never would have made it.

And they didn’t have a pack of Troodons on their heels.

Reginald dropped to the floor so Jillian followed suit. A raptor was at the base of the tenth floor landing. The large head swiveled in an almost unnatural manner, its nostrils flaring. Then its head snapped around, facing upward. It had gotten a fix on their scent.

Her companion turned to her. “Do you trust me?” he asked.

“Of course,” Jillian stated. He had been a good worker and even better friend over the last six years.

He wrapped his arms around her waist, then climbed up onto the side railing. To her shock and horror he jumped. They free fell down the stairwell. Even the raptor looked shocked at the action. Was Reginald committing suicide and taking her along with him? In truth that would almost be a relief. Guilt and horror weighed down her heart.

But then Reginald flung his hand out, throwing a thin wire out that wrapped around the second floor railing. Just before they hit the floor the wire caught, stopping them from crashing to their death. 

They were not out of the woods yet though. The raptor must have really been hungry because she wasn’t letting them get away that easily. Instead she leapt from the tenth floor landing down to the ninth, then the eighth. 

They didn’t have that many floors to go so Reginald jumped up, pulling Jillian along with him. They hurried through the door then Reginald locked it just as the raptor hit it. She warped the metal. Thank god there had been no glass or they would be dead.

These weren’t military grade doors. Even the metal wouldn’t hold up to a persistent raptor attack. 

A high pitched shriek went up behind them, answered by another. Two Troodons approached, their odd little fingers moved like old fashioned villains. You could feel their excitement.

“Stay back,” Reginald ordered as he unlocked the door and swung it open to protect them.

The raptor leapt into the hallway faced with two, now three Troodons. There was a moment when it cocked its head, moving its lateral eyes to take in the whole scene, then it turned and ran. Yes, a raptor turned and ran.

The three Troodons gave chase, running after the raptor.

Reginald slammed the door shut, locking it behind them. He grabbed her hand and they ran in the direction of the side exit. The gunfire had nearly dissipated. Was it due to lack of ammo or had all the guards been killed?

As they ran past body after body, it appeared to be the later. Reginald reached down and grabbed one of the guard’s guns. What good it was going to do looking at the eviscerated guard Jillian wasn’t sure.

She had been wrong. The raptor weren’t hungry. They were playing, eating only the juicy part and leaving the rest of the body. Like a cat toying with its mice.

Jillian couldn’t look too closely at the bodies or she would lose it.

A scream from up ahead brought them to an immediate halt. A man in grey camouflage stumbled into view. A Troodon had him by the neck and was shaking him. That was their MO.  

Soon the screaming stopped and the man lay limp in the Troodon’s grip. Jillian turned away before she could see what the Troodon would do next. The wet slurpy sounds were descriptive enough. 

“Hurry,” Reginald urged as they ran down a side hallway. Hopefully the Troodon was distracted enough with his meal.

Unfortunately the smell of fresh blood drew quite the crowd. Jillian stumbled back into an office as a raptor, head high in the air sniffing, came barreling around the corner. Thank goodness they didn’t have great forward vision. Reginald closed the door softly behind them. They peered over the divider to watch the raptor creep forward, tapping its claw on the floor. Another raptor cried from a few hallways down. Then the third answered the call. 

Apparently the raptors were tired of their prey being stolen.

The Troodon trumpeted, but no others responded. Jillian couldn’t help but watch the raptors surrounded the lone Troodon. Even though he was a third their size, the Troodon dug his one claw into the dead man and swiped with the other, balancing on his tail.

He hissed loudly, his tongue flickering in his mouth. Troodon weren’t known as solo fighters. Their strength were in numbers not actual strength, but this Troodon was making a stand.

One of the raptors lashed out, taking a bite out of the Troodon’s tail. The Troodon screamed, but didn’t hesitate to take a swipe back, raking the raptor’s face. She screamed, falling back.

“We’ve got to go.”

Jillian’s morbid fascination couldn’t keep her eyes from the fight. Even as Reginald cracked open the door and led her out, Jillian continued to watch the fight. All three raptors moved in as one, putting the Troodon on the defensive. Not that she felt sorry for him at all. He would have eaten her in a heartbeat if given the chance.

With all three raptors in a coordinated attack it didn’t look like the Troodon had much time left. 

Then the ceiling tiles broke open and five Troodon rained down upon the raptors. It was over in a matter of seconds.

“We need to take advantage of this,” Reginald said, breaking out into a run. The raptors were gone. Now it was only the Troodon they needed to avoid.

Jillian ran after Reginald as they made their way to the south exit. She could see through the window, a helicopter on the pad, its rotors slowly circling overhead. That wasn’t a vehicle that was salvation.

Reginald slid to a halt, suddenly back pedaling. He would have run into Jillian if she hadn’t put herself into reverse. 

“What is it?”

Then she saw it over his shoulder. It was an injured Troodon. It looked like a raptor had nearly bitten off his hind leg. The dinosaur dragged the useless limb behind him. There was no way past without confronting that Troodon.

The dinosaur seemed to notice them and sped up his tortured pace.

Jillian stopped which made Reginald bump into her.

“We can take him,” Jillian said, nodding to the gun that Reginald had taken off the dead man. Against a healthy Troodon they had no chance, especially with raptors around. But luckily the Troodon’s had taken care of the raptor problem for them.

“These bullets won’t penetrate the dinosaur’s hide,” Reginald reminded her.

“We don’t have to,” Jillian said, pointing to the damaged leg. “Shoot for the femoral artery.”

The robot that had become a friend nodded, pulling the weapon. His left eye glowed blue as he enhanced his vision then took the shot.

The Troodon screamed, wheeling around to his injured leg. The wound spurted blood. Too much to survive. The dinosaur stumbled to a stop, falling onto his chest, flailing his open mouth.

They couldn’t wait for it to die as the other Troodon’s responded to their mate’s cry. Reginald jumped over the writhing dinosaur first, clearing the gnashing teeth. 

Jillian backed up and took it at a run, but still didn’t get enough air. The Troodon’s tooth snagged her shoe. Even in its own death throes, the Troodon tried to kill her by whipping his head back and forth. Jillian jerked her shoe out of its mouth, tumbling to the floor at Reginald’s feet.

The synthetic grabbed her by the jacket and pulled her to a safe distance.

Only then did the Troodon stop his death shake and slump to the floor. The sound of other Troodon’s filled the hallway.

They didn’t bother to cover their tracks or hide the sound of their retreat. They simply sprinted at full tilt down the hall and hit the door at a flat out run. They burst out into the bright sunny air.

They didn’t pause as they hurried across the grassy lawn.

Reginald got to the helicopter first and opened the door for Jillian.

Only once she climbed aboard did she realize that it was a massacre inside. The pilot was slumped over, sans a head. The co-pilot had been eviscerated.

She looked out over the lawn past the helicopter to see a graveyard. Most of her colleagues, or more accurately what was left of her colleagues were strewn all over the lawn. Jillian put her hand up to cover her mouth to keep her stomach in line.

None of this could matter right now. It would matter later, but now she had to get out of here. She turned to Reginald.

“Can you fly a helicopter?”

“Of course I can, but it won’t matter.”

Jillian frowned. Usually Reginald was a bit too loose and free with the information. It wasn’t like him to be cagey.

“Why?”

“Mexico has launched against Calgary so Canada has targeted New York. Their missile will be here within ten minutes. There is no way we can get clear of the blast in that time.”

Jillian’s heart sank and met her stomach mid-abdomen. 

Then an idea came to her. It wasn’t her first choice, hell it wasn’t even her thousandth choice, but it was a choice amongst so many non-choices.

“The bunker,” Jillian said.

Reginald cocked his head. “It isn’t a bunker per se. It is a cryogenic storage facility.”

“Got any other ideas?” Jillian asked. By helicopter they should be there within minutes. Many of the other diplomats had made arrangements there in case the worst happened. Had Jillian been too optimistic? Or did she not want to leave her family. At this point though, she was leaving her family one way or another. She might was well take the chance she could get woken up long after the radioactive footprint dissipated.

Reginald didn’t verbally answer her, instead he shoved the headless pilot out of the way and moved the co-pilot to make room for Jillian. She had to ignore the still warm blood on the seat. She had to keep herself focused on the next moment. The next minute. Nothing else mattered.

Reginald was efficient getting them off the ground, but they listed to the side.

“Small arms fire, fritzed some of the controls. Hang on.”

They careened across the lawn, making for the main gate. They were barely skimming over the grass how were they going to make it over the ten foot wall? Apparently they weren’t, as the helicopter tilted over nearly horizontal as they approached the gate.

“Jump!” Reginald screamed.

Jillian leapt on instinct alone. A blade whisked over her head, shaving off a few split ends just before she landed hard on the ground. Reginald had flung himself out the other side and rolled as the helicopter crashed into the wall, exploding into a great fire ball.

Great. That was going to attract every Troodon in the area. 

Jillian scrambled up as she noticed a Jeep just on the other side of the gate. Running, she was past the structure before she realized what was wrong. The gate was open. It wasn’t broken into. It wasn’t clawed or pried open. It was simply open. Mechanically. Someone had opened the main gate on purpose.

She spun around to Reginald. “Who could have done this?”

“I’m sorry, Jillian.”

For a moment she couldn’t understand what Reginald meant. Then she took a step back. “No.”

“Oh, please,” Reginald snorted in a very undiplomatic way. “This was going to happen with or without us.”

“You set off the nukes?” Jillian asked, her mind still spinning that Reginald could have been part of the end of the world. How could it have come to this?

“No, that’s the most ironic aspect of all of this. You humans have had your fingers on the button for decades. We just had to set the stage and allow you to kill yourselves, so much easier than a full out war again.”

“But, but…” Jillian tried to get her brain to work again. “Your kind accepted all the articles of the new treaty.”

Reginald smiled, looking nearly like his normal, helpful, gentle self. “Of course we did. We realized why risk so many of us when we could get you to kill yourselves?”

Jillian backed up another step. “You’ve had this planned since the surrender?”

Reginald laughed, it did not sound kind at all. “We were winning, why would we surrender, especially to your onerous terms if we didn’t have a back up plan? You humans. Your hubris was your undoing.”

The ceasefire against the robots had been one of her country’s greatest triumphs and now to know it was a fraud? That her entire decision to go into the diplomatic field had been based on a lie. And here she was to see its fruition.

“Then why are you helping me escape?”

“Because you are one of the rare good ones, Jillian. If ever our two species might get along it will be because of people like you.”

Jillian’s brain refused to believe the words coming out of Reginald’s mouth. Her eye fluttered trying to take it all in.

“We need to get moving,” Reginald said, opening the Jeep’s door.

Jillian didn’t step forward. “Why bother?”

“Because being alive is better than dead, Jillian. You might be reunited with your family one day.”

“How can I trust you?” Jillian asked starting to fathom the depth of Reginald’s years long betrayal.

“I could have let you die a dozen times over, Jillian. You can hate me later. For now, accept my help.”

Jillian was about to decline until a memory of her daughter’s chubby cheeks and high pitched laugh filled her being. Even if she had to take the help of a deceitful, bastard synthetic, Jillian needed to survive. She needed to be with her family.

Without another word, Jillian piled into the Jeep as Reginald revved it.

“It is going to be close. There is a three minute cycle to prime the tube.”

“Then you better step on it,” Jillian barked no longer trying to pretend the robot was her friend. 

A Troodon jumped out into the road. Reginald simply ran it over. That was about the only good thing about them, the Troodon’s were basically human sized, which meant they could be road kill. Jillian looked back over her shoulder. The dinosaur was down and looked like it was going to stay down.

Reginald took the first right out of the compound and sped down the empty street. They had placed the retreat far from the populace and the distractions of the city.

Tires squealed as her “savior” took another right turn, then floored it down the straight country road. The facility wasn’t far, however the metronome in Jillian’s head kept the countdown. That missile was coming and coming fast. And from such a close silo?

They were barely going to get there in time.

“You humans didn’t even realize that all of the robots had moved out of the major strike cities over the past few weeks,” Reginald stated.

Jillian didn’t rise to the bait. Not because she didn’t disagree with him. Right now she wasn’t exactly very proud of her own species. Of course the humans hadn’t noticed the robot exodus because they were a selfish, self-centered, egotistical species that probably deserved to be wiped from the planet.

Except they didn’t. In the past few decades they had come together. Curbing greenhouse gases at astonishing levels. It might not reverse global warming completely, but they were trying damn it. Maybe if the robots had gotten on board and helped, rather than plotting their revenge, it could have been different.

“Our calculations put us at a fifty-fifty percent chance the nuclear winter will offset global warming,” Reginald explained.

“Good for you,” Jillian mumbled as they took a left and sped down a short street.

“You don’t have to be so bitter. We are trying to right the wrong that you created.”

“And wipe out the human race.”

Reginald shrugged as he gripped the wheel. “Consequences are a bitch,” he said sounding ever so unlike the Reginald she knew.

Again, she would love to argue with the synthetic, but he wasn’t wrong. Mankind had screwed themselves and put the world’s plant and animal kingdoms in grave jeopardy. Before taking draconian measures to halt the green house gases, scientists were giving the earth another twenty years at most. Not humans, but the entire planet.

Yep, mankind almost wiped out the whole shebang.

“There had to be another way,” Jillian stated. Always the debater. Always the diplomat.

Reginald laughed. “Yes because cloning and decimating dinosaurs was such a great step forward.”

Okay, again, he wasn’t wrong. What the hell was the Dow Corporation thinking funding that research with the kook, Nichols? Of course the company didn’t realize his long term plan, but still. They had enough environmental problems, dinosaurs never should have been added to the mix.

“Not our finest moment,” Jillian had to admit.

“And when was your finest moment? I think you might have to go all the way back to Michelangelo to really find it.”

Dear god was that true? Was the entire western history arcing toward self-destruction. Was that the one thing humans were good at?

Before she could contemplate the notion further, Reginald announced, “We’re here.” 

The synthetic had fulfilled his promise. They skidded to a halt at the curb of the cryogenic building. Jillian had taken a tour at the facility last year, during the Second Cuban missile crisis, when the company was trying to sell the diplomats on the concept.

She knew that this large sprawling one story building was only the tip of the proverbial iceberg. The facility went down twenty floors. It was radiation proof. According to the sales rep a nuke could hit right on top of it and the “premium” tubes down on the twentieth floor would be intact. Jillian hadn’t been all that interested in the first place. Back then the idea had seemed ludicrous. Then she saw the price tag. One point two million for the basic package. Another half million for the premium package.

At the time she had chuckled. If only the uber rich survived a nuclear holocaust, who was going to do all the hard manual labor rebuilding the country was going to take.

Yes, those Richie riches were going to wake up to quite the shock.

Now here she was. Cytogenesis didn’t seem all that crazy. She looked down at Reginald’s watch. He liked to keep things old school or maybe that was just part of his cover.

They only had seven more minutes before that Canadian missile hit.

Jillian went to open her door, but Reginald shook his head. “Look.”

She scanned the tall fence that surrounded the building and the concrete “skirt” that was the buffer between the street and the entrance. It looked clear. Then she saw it. A hand. A bloody hand over to the side. Just the hand.

Raptors. They weren’t all that fond of extremities.

“Why would the raptors be here?” Jillian moaned.

It had been meant as a rhetorical question but the look on Reginald’s face made it a practical question.

“Reginald?”

He wouldn’t look at her.

“We baited the area with sides of beef to draw the raptors to the area.”

Jillian felt her stomach sink again. It was easy to forget the traitor that Reginald had become. He might be helping her now, but he’d helped author mankind’s destruction.

“I’m going to crash through the gate and bring us right up to front doors.”

Not being able to find her voice amongst the anger and hurt, Jillian just nodded.

Reginald revved the engine. Jillian could imagine all of those diplomats rushing over here. The raptors must have keyed off on the migration over here and had their own impromptu buffet.

Shifting into gear, Reginald gunned it, turning into the chain link gate, smashing through it. That must have been a signal to the raptor as four burst from the brush and charged the car. Their long white teeth snapping at Jillian’s window. Luckily they didn’t have the power to knock the vehicle over.

Reginald turned the wheel, skidding them sideways, stopping just inches from the door.

“Go,” Reginald urged handing over the gun to her.

“What about you?” Jillian asked even though she really shouldn’t care.

“Go!” Reginald yelled, opening the side door by remote control and shoving her out.

Jillian stumbled onto the concrete as one of the raptors tried to wedge its head in sideways between the Jeep and the building. She couldn’t worry about her traitorous synthetic anymore.

The front door was locked which actually gave her hope the inside of the building was dinosaur-free. There wasn’t time to do anything else so she raised the gun and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.

The safety was still on. Good thing that happened before she was up against a raptor. Using her thumb, she clicked off the safety and shot the window out. She ducked to avoid the large shards and felt glass crunch under her heels. 

Rushing into the lobby she spotted the stairs and ran past the tempered glass reception desk. No body parts. So far not as bad as it could have been. Panting, she hit the door at a run and grabbed the hand railing and swung around to trot down the stairs. She had twenty floors to go.

Jillian wasn’t even sure if she could jump start the cryotube, but she had to try at this point. She was down to six minutes.

Her thoughts flittered to Reginald. She found herself worried about him. Her heart hadn’t caught up with her new reality. He had been her right hand for so many years. She thought she’d known him. She had been one of the most vocal advocates for robot rights. Little did she know they were planning on taking them by force. Not by force but by nuclear obliteration of the human race.

Reginald’s upper crust British accent was no longer adorable.

A heel broke under her, nearly causing her to tumble down the stairs. Only her death grip on the railing kept her upright. Kicking off both shoes, she resumed her headlong flight down to the twentieth floor.

Thank god it was downhill. She could feel her nylons ripping as she ran, but at this point it was of little consequence.

Finally she made it down to the bottom floor. There were all kinds of biohazard signs plastered on the door. And a huge “employees only” placard.

Yah, a little late for that.

She tested the door. It was locked. Jillian peered through the small window, trying to see if anyone still alive was in there.

A raptor’s mouth crashed into the glass, shattering it. Jillian threw her hands up, protecting her face as she back away.

How could the dinosaurs have gotten so deep into the facility?

Worse, the raptor’s attack must have hit some kind of “open” button as the door cycled through red to yellow. Green had to be next.

Jillian raised her gun, tucking herself next to the hinges so when the door flashed green and swung open, she had some protection between herself and the raptor. Thankfully the raptors had a certain intelligence. Figuring out how to get around the door, wasn’t one of them. It charged straight ahead, seeming confused where Jillian had gotten to. As the large creature tried to turn around, Jillian got out from behind the door, and raced into the room, slamming the door behind her.

As the raptor hit the door, she locked it.

Squealing in that high-pitched voice of theirs, the raptor screamed its frustration.

A responding call came from behind Jillian.

She turned slowly to find another raptor coming at her from behind one of the cryo tubes. Body parts were strewn all over the grey tile floor. This had been a slaughterhouse. The diplomat’s sanctuary had become their mausoleum. 

The raptor clicked her claw. The dinosaur’s little “you are so screwed” signal.

Jillian raised her weapon. The bullets would never penetrate the raptor’s thick skull, however Jillian wasn’t aiming at the raptor. She fired at the cryo tube next to the raptor. 

Liquid nitrogen poured out of the tube, flash freezing the raptor’s left side. The beast screamed, thrashing its head around, trying to get its left limbs to work. Jillian wasn’t going to let that happen.

She fired again, this time at the frozen half of the dinosaur. The raptor shattered in half. Tiny bits of frozen raptor flew across the room. The dinosaur looked stunned for a moment.

Sure you might be kicking our ass right now, Jillian thought. But I’m still slightly smarter than you. Effer.

The raptor tipped over, dead. She raced past the carcass, saying a silent “sorry” to the cryo-tube’s occupant. Although it had only been a head so she wasn’t all that worried. Come on. A head? At what point after a nuclear winter would they be able to wake up a head?

Or was she being equally unrealistic. Sure they could freeze people, but waking them up again without being complete Jell-O or brain dead. That was another thing.

She could only hope the robots figured it out before someone tried to wake her up.

Finding an open tube, Jillian tried to figure out the instructions. Clearly they had been written by someone with an in-depth knowledge of cryogenesis to be read by someone with an in-depth knowledge of cryogenesis. Knowledge she did not have. Most of the instructions were in acronyms that made absolutely no sense to her.

Jillian was about to hit a button when the door burst open. She turned, gun raised ready to fire but it wasn’t a raptor, it was Reginald, with a raptor right behind him.

“Don’t,” Reginald yelled, waving her off.

She wasn’t sure he meant don’t hit the button or don’t shoot. She did neither.

The robot looked like hell. Normally Reginald was as dapper as could be. His fresh starched shirts and oxford leather shoes.

Now he was missing one ear and had a huge gouge out of his face. His left hand was mangled and he listed to the side since his right foot was missing.

The raptor took a bite at Reginald but the protocol robot took an even larger swing at the dinosaur, snapping the raptor’s head back. The raptor stumbled to the side just long enough for Reginald to spin around, grab a large steel wrench and drive it into the raptor’s ear. It was one of the few “kill zones” on the creatures. The bone was thinner there so Jillian was able to hear the loud “crack” as the bone fractured, allowing the wrench to pass into the brain cavity.

Kind of like a chicken with its head cut off, the raptor still stumbled forward, gnashing its teeth, emitting a blood curling death cry. A responding cry came from down the hallway. Reginald shut and locked the door before raptor number three could make its way to them.

A timer went off on Reginald’s watch.

“We’ve only got four minutes. Get in.”

She had trusted him so far. She had to trust him now. Jillian jumped into the tube just as Reginald hit the controls to lay the tube on its back. Just as she reclined, she noticed a monitor showing the NY skyline. She could see the missile heading in from the north.

Then mist covered her vision and cold bit her nose. Wasn’t there something more to this? Then she could see nothing but white frost as the mechanism whirred to life.

Only at the last moment did a small window clear. Enough for her to see her precious city go up in a giant mushroom cloud. It took a few seconds before she felt the shock wave and watched as the room shook and Reginald fell out of view.

Then she was alone in her white, freezing tube.

Her last thoughts were of her family.

Would she ever see them again?
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CHAPTER 1

Captain Vanessa, “Van” Trajen stood atop the makeshift rampart of her unit’s field camp. Given that they were in deep Taliban territory the fence was six feet high with another three feet or razor wire topping out at nearly nine feet high. 

Somehow she still didn’t feel exactly safe. The camp was nearly emptied out as the other teams were in the field performing various missions. Some recon, some on active assignments. Van’s team was supposed to stand down for some R&R today, but with everyone else out of the camp on duty, that left her team, Alpha 9’er to stand watch. 

In hundred and twenty degree weather did it really matter if you were in your bunk or up on the watchtower? You sweated the same. Her shirt was stuck to her back and Van feared that it might never come off. Or if it did, how much skin it was going to take with it.

Her phone buzzed at her hip, an incoming text message. It must have been from her mom. “Bad night,” was all it said, yet it said so much. Van’s dad had been diagnosed a little over three months ago with Alzheimer’s yet his mind has descended so quickly. Van thought the disease was supposed to be the long slow goodbye, but the family had barely been able to digest the news before the patriarch of the family couldn’t recognize any of them.

Van still felt guilty that she hadn’t taken some compassionate leave and gone home. Heck, neither had any of her five brothers. They had all offered but their mother, the ultimate army wife had scoffed. Each of her children were stationed overseas doing important jobs and she’d threatened them with a tongue lashing if any one of them arrived on her doorstep. Of course Van didn’t think their mother had counted on her husband to go downhill so quickly.

And if her mother was complaining? It must be worse than bad. It must have been a horrible night. Van ached to go home, not to get out of the Afghani heat, but to be there for her mother, even if she couldn’t be there for her father any longer.

“Captain!” a man shouted from down below. It sounded like Jester’s voice that drew her attention away from the text. “Ahead!”

Van swung her binoculars up and searched the horizon. Sure enough there was a dust cloud heralding the arrival of a vehicle. Van frowned. None of the recon or combat units were supposed to be back before the cover of dark. 

Whoever was speeding their way, was not an American unit. Slowly the vehicles came into view. The front truck was hauling ass, zigzagging across the valley floor launching itself nearly airborne at it hit potholes and rocks. The second car was tight on the lead truck’s ass, shooting as they went. No wonder the front truck was driving so erratically.

The most astonishing thing about the scene was that the second car, the car shooting at the truck had the distinct blue flag of the UN. Um, wasn’t the point of the UN to not shoot at people? Especially since that was not a peacekeeper vehicle but instead a diplomatic sedan.

Van wouldn’t have been surprised if the pair had been a villager being chased by a drug lord. Being stationed on the Durand Line, the southeast porous border between Afghanistan and Pakistan, her unit had to get in the middle of more than a few local beefs over the past few months, but this, this was different.

“High alert!” Van shouted as her men assembled in a defensive formation around the gate, however if that three quarter ton truck decided to go through the gate, hell, the fence, it was going to. She couldn’t let that happen.

No matter the circumstance, you learned to always assume the danger approaching was a suicide bomb.

“Rifle,” Van said and put her hand out. 

Lori, nicknamed BQ for Beauty Queen, their resident shooter curled her button nose up. “You sure you don’t want me to take the shot?”

Van glanced over. Lori, who still signed her name with a heart above the “I” looked like she’d just stepped off an Iowa cornfield. She had honey blond hair, pulled back into two French braids and freckles that covered her nose and cheeks. To think the All American girl was a trained sniper was slightly disconcerting.

“No, I’ve got it.” If this was going to be a cold-blooded shooting, of possibly a teenager turned suicide bomber, Van was going to do it. She knew that BQ was a professionally trained sniper but that didn’t mean Van couldn’t spare the girl another kill.

Lori shrugged off her rifle and handed it to Van.

The metal barrel felt hot against her skin. Only the smooth wooden stalk felt cool. She raised the sight up to her eye and studied the oncoming drama. The second car was still taking potshots as the truck hurled its way toward the camp.

The driver came into view. Or at least as much as Van could make out. The man had on a turban and pulled the material over his face. From the lines at the corner of his eyes Van guessed the guy was in his mid to late thirties. There was a passenger next to him, equally anonymously dressed. The passenger had an AK-47 sticking up out of his lap. Why wasn’t he firing back? And didn’t they have any men in the back of the truck? From what Van could see, the truck was driving low, looking like it was carrying quite a bit of weight. A suicide bomb? 

“Should we fire?” Jester asked from below. He was down on one knee, braced for firing.

“I’ve got it,” Van said, taking a deep breath and holding it. When the truck showed no signs of slowing down, she fired once, watching the bullet smash through the glass, nailing the driver right in the center of his forehead. The truck swerved as the passenger grabbed the wheel and tried to keep the truck on a crash course with the camp’s gate.

Van fired again, striking the passenger in the back. He slumped over the driver. Now with no guidance, the truck kept accelerating. The driver’s foot must have gotten wedged on the gas pedal. As men leapt out of the way, the truck crashed through the gates. 

Bracing for the blast that was sure to come, Van squinted, not exactly wanting to see her own death. But the blast never came. The impact with the gate must have dislodged the driver’s foot as the truck rumbled to a halt, the engine whining its complaint.

Everyone kept back though. Just because the truck didn’t blow on impact didn’t mean that it wasn’t a suicide bomb. It wasn’t uncommon for either the bomb to not detonate or the bomber to chicken out at the last minute, however the bomber’s handlers had learned to deal with both problems.

They rigged the doors to blow when the first responders went to open up the truck. Van’s team had to assume that the truck was booby-trapped.

The driver of the second car jumped out of his vehicle, running toward the stalled truck. Van’s men stopped him however, this guy could be as much a threat as the truck was.

He pulled out a leather wallet from his jacket and flipped it open to reveal a badge of some sort. Again, it was UN blue. 

“I’m a bloody nuclear inspector!” the man blared in a thick Scottish accent. “Let me through!”

Her men were clearly unnerved by the nuclear part, but they held their ground.

“Let him through,” Van ordered. If that badge and accent were fake, this would have to be the most elaborate hoax to get inside an Army encampment ever. It all seemed far too sophisticated than the thuggish Taliban tactics to date.

From her vantage point on high, she watched the inspector rush across the compound and flip up the cover on the back of the truck.

“Oh my god,” the man mumbled as he backed away. 

What the hell was in there to make him blanch like that?

Van took a few steps to the left to find that the truck was packed with bricks. Ordinary mud bricks. This whole ordeal hadn’t been about bricks.

She handed off the rifle to BQ. “Cover me.”

She didn’t even bother to double check that Lori was, she knew that the girl would do her job.

Hustling down the steps, Van made her way across the gravel yard to the inspector.

“Care to share what’s going on?” she asked.

The man didn’t answer, instead he hit an object in his ear. “It isn’t here,” he said. “We followed the wrong bloody truck.”

“If you explained things, maybe I could --”

The man cocked his head, clearly listening to a different conversation than Van. “Do you have a location?” Van waited as the man tilted his head as if it could help him hear better. “Roger that.”

Finally he turned to her. “Do you have a chopper?”

Van’s eyes narrowed. “A helo? No,” she said. “But base camp twenty clicks from here does.”

“How quickly could it get here?” the man asked, again so thickly accented Van could only catch every other word.

“About a half an hour, however neither you nor I have the authority to get it into the air, let alone to task it with a combat mission.”

“What is the rank above your four star generals?” the man asked.

“Five star generals,” Van answered coolly.

“Above that?” the man pressed.

“General of the Army,” Van replied not sure where he was going with this. 

“I rank higher than him right now.”

“Why?” Van demanded.

“Because we are chasing down a rogue spear.”

Van had an idea of what the man meant, but wasn’t absolutely sure and didn’t want to be.

“Aren’t they called broken arrows? Missing nuclear warheads?” Jester asked his dark forehead furrowed with concern. It had to be bad if Jester was worried.

“Those would be American nukes,” the inspector explained “We’re trying to reacquire a stolen Indian nuke therefore, a rogue spear.”

Despite the heat and nearly 100 percent humidity, Van felt ice in her veins. It threatened to freeze her heart.

“What do you need from us?” she asked, trying to act like her pulse hadn’t just skipped a few beats. 

A woman exited the car the inspector had arrived in. To say that she was beautiful would be an insult the Goddess Venus. With her perfectly mocha skin and vivid blue eyes, even in khaki pants and a white linen blouse she looked like a creature that had stepped out of a myth.

“Neali,” the inspector said, nodding to the beauty, “Meet…” the man paused, he didn’t know Van’s name.

“Captain Vanessa Trajen,” Van stated and you are?”

The scot chuckled. “Sorry, Sub-commander Doyle McOwen of the NMRT.” When Van’s eyebrow went up, the sub-commander explained. “Nuclear material recovery team.”

“Haven’t heard of it,” Van replied.

“Good,” Doyle responded. “Neali is my interpreter and holds two degrees in nuclear science and fissionable materials.”

Beauty and brains, Van had to be impressed. Most women would have skimmed along on her looks alone. 

“How many can fit in the chopper?” Doyle asked then continued before waiting on an answer. “I need that many of your men. Plus, whoever shot that driver.”

The helo at base camp wasn’t a transport chopper. It was used mainly for recon so the vehicle was small but fast. Beyond the inspector they could fit two maybe three more.

“Jester and BQ, you will be joining me and the inspector’s team.”

Both of them nodded without question. “The rest of you will stand guard until another unit arrives to relieve.”

Despite that meaning hours in the heat, the rest of her men nodded without question. She had formed a solid team. 

She nodded to Jorge, her com officer. “Make the call.”

* * *

Gol'tresshal pushed his thick black glasses up his nose. Okay, fine, his real name was Bao-Zhi Ling, but he went by his Vulcan name. It was so much cooler.

Sure he was the epitome of an Asian stereotype. He was good with computers, no make that wicked good with them, he loved sci fi and fantasy. Give him Magic the Gathering or a collection of George RR Martin any day. His nickname was Vulcan. He wore his hair with straight bangs and had on a pair of black-rimmed glasses that he really didn’t need to read. So sue him.

“And?” Commander Qanti asked from behind Gol. 

“Van’s looking clean. Like Silver Medal of Honor clean,” Gol responded. Qanti had him checking into this newest asset that Doyle had picked up in Afghanistan. “She’s got five brothers also with exemplary military records.”

Qanti snorted. “Six soldiers and I get the girl.”

Qanti was more than a little misogynistic, but when you are the ultimate authority in nuclear weapons, even the UN kind of turned a blind eye. Besides with Qanti’s history a little verbal female bashing was the least of his sins. It was rumored that he, the Somali commander, used to be a pirate back in his home country. Not that Gol could find any evidence of that in Qanti’s file, but who was going to actually write that down? 

Yes, the man charged with keeping the world safe from a nuclear winter was a vicious ex-pirate. Right, that wasn’t going to be anywhere official.

“And the other truck?” Qanti pressed.

“Luckily we’ve got a party pack of satellites covering that area so we had eyes on the second truck the entire way from Kabul to the south west region, but I’m telling you that the truck isn’t low enough. It couldn’t possibly be carrying a full-sized nuclear weapon.”

“And your suggestion?” Qanti asked his eyes narrowing, making him look very much like an ex-pirate with his ceremonial scar running across his cheeks. “Did our nuke just poof and vanish?”

“I don’t have an alternate theory, at least not yet, but that other truck is as much a red herring as the last.”

“Please do not take offense, but I cannot just take your feeling into consideration.”

Gol sighed. That was the problem with being the Vulcan tech support. Everyone expected you to be all logical with tangible proof. No one trusted his gut. Now if Doyle said he didn’t think the truck was carrying a nuke, that would be a completely different story.

Yulov stepped forward. “I am also concerned with the chatter. The CIA and MI6 I believe are mistranslating the current communications between the lead players.”

Qanti turned on the tall Russian. “And your translation indicates?”

Yulov shrugged. “Perhaps not mistranslation, but missing the point entirely, sir. I believe they are speaking in code.”

“Which has been deciphered to say?”

Yulov looked down. “I haven’t broken it yet.”

Qanti took in a deep breath, expanding his chest, making him look like a gorilla about to get super pissed off. Gol kind of felt sorry for Yulov even though for the most part he was a jerk. 

“Are we some kind of empath unit now?” Qanti asked, glaring at each of them in turn. “Are we ‘feeling’ our way through tracking down a nuclear weapon?”

No one would match his glare.

“I do not want to hear another word until you are certain, is that clear?”

A unanimous affirmative murmur filled the room.

The commander turned on his heel to face their transport specialist Revor. “Get them to that truck.”

“Yes, sir,” Revor barked back.

Qanti waved his hand toward the Belgium. “See? Revor knows how to behave.”

Gol frowned.

Revor wasn’t going to be wearing that Cheshire grin when Gol’s gut was confirmed, now was he?

* * *

Van held onto the helo’s railing as the pilot tipped them forward, really pushing the speed as they approached the truck. Van could see the dust trail now. They had caught up pretty quickly. 

The roads in this region were more like glorified goat trails. Very slow going.

Doyle had a pair of binoculars which he snapped down. “We’ve got to catch them before they make that village.”

“Village?” Van asked, frowning. This area was outside her range, but this far out, away from any major thoroughfare? This wasn’t any village. She took the binoculars and searched the surrounding hills. Everything seemed fine, but that’s what it was supposed to from the air.

“There,” Van said, pointing to the ridgeline. A metal fastener flashed in the afternoon light. “Those are poppy fields covered by camo,” she explained.

“And that means?” Doyle asked.

“They are leading us into an ambush,” Jester replied. “Those aren’t goat farmers down there but an army of paramilitary troops.”

Doyle frowned. “Well, that’s what I have you for.”

“I wouldn’t go up against an entrenched drug lord camp with my entire unit,” Van clarified. “They’ve got ground to air missiles and -- ”

To prove her point the helo swerved and dipped as a missile came streaking toward them. It flew past, exploding behind them, rocking the entire helicopter.

“Like I said,” Van said, righting herself.

Doyle didn’t answer he just held his finger to his ear. Neali did the same.

“Gol’s picking up their radio transmission,” Doyle explained. “Neali what are they saying.”

“It is a lot of chaos down there. They weren’t expecting the truck until tomorrow and they are angered that it has attracted an American helicopter to them.”

These tribal lords liked to keep their poppy fields on the down low. They might have enough manpower to stop an all out raid, however they knew that they couldn’t hold off a high altitude herbicide drop in a few days that would kill off their entire crop, losing hundreds of millions of American dollars in the process.

“Can I speak with them?” Van asked

Doyle’s lips turned down. “Why?”

“Because I have experience with tribes like these. I might be able to solve two problems at once.”

Doyle handed her the radio handset. “Do you need Neali to translate?”

Van shook her head. “Tribes like this always have someone who speaks English.”

She had to shout into the mic over the rotor wash.

“Turn away the truck and there will be no retaliation against your crop.”

Neali drew her eyebrows together, listening to her earpiece. “They do not believe you.”

“The truck is high value, much higher value than your fields. Turn the truck away and we won’t come back.”

Van waited as the helo held its position at the edge of the camp. Would another missile find its way to them? 

The truck rushed to the gates to find them closed.

“Fire at them, forcing them back into the desert and we have a deal,” Van stated.

She was pleased when guards at the compound’s gates shot at the truck. The vehicle skid to a halt, then put the engine into reverse, streaking away from the compound.

“Chase them about a click away, then we can land and search the truck,” Van said, handing the mic back to Doyle.

“Nicely done,” the sub-commander said.

Van only nodded politely, it was her job after all.

They followed the truck for a few moments, then the pilot put the helo down. Van, Jester and Lori jumped out first, approaching the truck cautiously. If they did have a nuke back there, who knew how the men inside would react.

A shot went off. Van hit the dirt along with the rest of her team. She scanned Jester and BQ, neither seemed injured and the helo was intact. Was it just a warning shot? No others followed.

Van scrambled back to her feet and approached the truck, her gun up. “Get out of the truck!” she yelled. Then Jester yelled it in Afghani. There was no response.

Finally she made it to the driver’s side window. The driver had shot himself.

What the hell was going on?

“He’s dead,” she shouted back to the helo.

“Dead?” Doyle questioned as he hopped out of the helicopter.

“Killed himself,” Van confirmed, touching the still hot blood on the truck door.

The sub-commander opened the flap to the back of the truck.

“Sweet mother of god,” he said before dropping to his knees.

 


CHAPTER 2

Gol really, really, really wanted to say “I told you so,” but with the look on Qanti’s face, he wasn’t willing to risk the pirate coming out of the Somali.

“Review all of the footage,” the commander ordered. “Where the hell is that spear?”

Gol gulped. Since being scolded earlier he had formed a theory, although it would not be a very popular one.

Ever since the unanimous call had come into the UN hotline suggesting that they perform an unscheduled inspection at the Trombay nuclear energy plant in India, his team had been on a code red. Sure enough the inspectors had found a missile missing. A huge, two ton missile just gone.

His team had back-tracked a large unscheduled truck leaving the facility the night before. They had traced that truck’s path north through China then west threading the eye of the needle between Pakistan and Tajikistan into Afghanistan to Kabul. From there they monitored large enough vehicles to carry a covered nuke and found these two trucks. The first, the one that crashed into the Army camp had been the heaviest so that was why Doyle had chased that one down.

“Well?” Qanti asked, towering over Gol. He hadn’t realized the commander had snuck up on him. “I can see those wheels turning Bao, spit it out.”

“What if that original truck wasn’t carrying a nuke?”

“Then how did the missile get out of the Trombay facility? They had done a head count just the day before and had it countersigned by three employees.

Yes, it was because of that tight timeline they had concentrated on that unscheduled truck.

“What if they snuck it out on a scheduled truck? One left the afternoon before carrying trash out, but look at how low that garbage truck is sitting,” Gol stated, pulling up the footage. “And they had to call for another garbage pick up two days early because they filled up. Why would they be so heavy if they hadn’t picked up all the garbage?” 

“I don’t know, but I am sure you are going to tell me at great and excruciating detail.”

Gol gulped. An unhappy Qanti was an unhappy team. He could feel his teammate’s glares and their unspoken warning, “Don’t piss him off.”

“That garbage truck did not take its normal route to New Delhi. It went south and actually boarded a boat headed to Sri Lanka.”

That got Qanti’s attention. A communiqué had been flagged by France’s CIA equivalent, the DGSE that a summit of sorts was being held by Southeast Asian terrorist groups such as the Jemaah Anshorut Tauhid and even the Jemaah Islamiya. Some major heavy hitters in that part of the world. This “summit” was being held in Sri Lanka.

They had been so focused on the fact that a Middle East organization such as the Taliban or Al Qaeda had ordered the nuke stolen that they hadn’t considered the possibility it had been their south Asian cousins.

“Get me an exact location of that truck,” Qanti demanded. “Do we have anything in the area?”

Gol flipped through a few screens. “No, but the American’s have a black ops rapid response team in the Maldives.”

Qanti didn’t even bother to ask how Gol knew this information. The NMRT had the full UNs backing. Gol could hack whom ever he wished with no repercussions.

“Get them to Jaffna, now,” Qanti stated. “Have them rendezvous with Doyle’s team then, united head after the truck.

Gol shook his head. “To get Doyle and the rest back to Kabul is going to take hours, even by helicopter.”

“Then send them through Quenta.”

“Pakistan?” Gol said with a gulp. Even the NMRT tried to avoid that hotbed.

“Have Doyle use his Scottish journalist cover,” Qanti stated.

“And the Americans?” Gol asked.

“Jesus, who is my savior, get them some civilian clothes and get on with it,” Qanti barked

Sure, Gol thought. Just try to get an international team of military members through Pakistani customs who were on high alert due to multiple car bombs in Islamabad. No problem, sir.

* * *

Van tried to act casual as the Pakistani agent surveyed her. She tried to be as “journalisty” as possible. How did journalists act? Van forced her shoulders down and relaxed her “at attention” posture. Which was hard as her silk blouse itched the heck out of her arms. She was used to her Army cotton.

Glancing over, Neali looked the picture of serene, heck there wasn’t even a spot of sweat on her blouse. The agent waved the translator through without question, however he glared at Van, Jester and Lori a little longer. He then let Lori though. She did look completely harmless which of course was an illusion.

“Is there a problem?” Doyle asked in that thick brogue of his.

“Not many stamps for a journalist crew,” the agent mumbled in broken English. They hadn’t had time for a lengthy legend. For each stamp they added, the more chance it could be spotted as a forgery.

“They just joined,” Doyle rumbled. “We’ve got a plane to catch to Jaffra.”

“Sri Lanka?” The agent asked. “What are you covering there?”

“There is supposed to be a meeting of the minds of the Southeast Asian Jihadists,” Doyle stated, using the truth to cover their ruse.

The agent grunted, then stamped her and Jester’s visas, waving them through.

That had been close. Doyle urged them forward, then stumbled.

“You okay?” Van asked, helping to support the man.

“Yah,” Doyle stated, pushing off of her. “Must have eaten something for breakfast that didn’t agree with me is all.”

From his breath it appeared to be Malt Whiskey.

Van didn’t say anything though. That was Doyle’s problem and his mind seemed sharp as he hurried them all through the small airport to the furthest gate. A freight airplane sat on the tarmac. So much for luxury.

Doyle pushed open the door, allowing the desert air to blast them all in the face. The heat baked off the black asphalt, threatening to melt her rubber treads. They all rushed to the back of the plane that was open.

The cargo hold was bursting full with crates of linens. Van had been around enough to know this was more than likely a CIA or MI6 front. More than likely there were guns or ammunition in those crates.

But where to sit? There weren’t any seats, not even jump seats.

“Best we could do on such short notice,” Doyle commented. “Just hang on,”

Van wedged herself between two crates and wrapped her arm around the rope straps.

This was going to be an interesting flight.

* * *

Gol watched the two planes on the screen. Even though Doyle’s team was nearly five hundred miles further away, they were going to make Sri Lanka before the American strike team leaving from the Maldives. There just weren’t a whole heck of a lot of planes leaving the small island country. 

They had lucked out that there was a WHO plane there, helping provide relief medicine to the Maldives after an especially harsh monsoon last week.

Gol had co-opted the plane, promising the WHO a hundred grand for the inconvenience. The UN general fund would cover it, because what was more important than stopping a nuclear weapon from falling into the hands of a terrorist organization? The NMRT had no budget limit.

Still it had taken a few hours to negotiate the plane so the American team were landing a few minutes after Doyle. Gol had arranged a four-wheel drive SUV convoy to carry them deep into the Sri Lanka jungle where the truck currently resided.

He didn’t like this many moving pieces on the chessboard. Each one carried a variable with it, that when multiplied together spelled disaster. How in the hell had India lost a nuke? India?

Morons. Everyone was so all about high tech security, but with the right hacker, that security was about as good as an open vault. Didn’t anyone hear the wench that the terrorist must have used to lift the nuke? Didn’t anyone think it was odd that garbage men were inside the restricted area?

Let’s just say India was about to get the largest bill ever from the UN. This mission was already costing in the tens of millions. Gol wouldn’t be surprised if they topped out in the hundreds of millions. All because some security guard couldn’t bother to watch his monitors.

“I think I was right,” Yulov stated from behind Gol. Jeez, how did people keep sneaking up on him?

“You decoded it?”

Yulov nodded. Gol would have asked why the Russian was coming to him instead of Qanti, except he knew the reason. Before risking the Somali’s ire, Yulov wanted to pass it by Gol first. Gol probably should have been proud that Yulov choose him, but after the guy’s “chinks, slant-eyed” jokes, not so much.

“Shoot,” Gol ultimately said. It benefitted him if Yulov moved the case forward.

“It confirms that the Afghani trucks were but a rouse to have us chase our own ears.”

“Tails, chase our own tails.”

“Yes, yes, right,” Yulov said then hurried on. “But they talk about safeguards they have put into place on the missile.”

“Such as?” Gold asked.

“I do not know,” Yulov said. “It is a complicated code and I have only broken the first third.”

“Well, you better break it all before you go in front of Qanti with it.”

Yulov nodded. “That is what I thought, thank you.”

“Anything I should know about?” Qanti asked from the other side of the room. Seriously, did that guy have eyes in the back of his head.

“No,” Yulov said. “Not yet.”

Qanti grunted. “Then get moving on your project rather than fraternizing with Gol, he has his own work to do.”

Gol didn’t argue. He still had a satellite to retask over Sri Lanka. Unlike Afghanistan which had possibly the most scrutinizing satellite coverage besides Pakistan, the small island nation south of India was only passed over twice a day. Not nearly enough for a delicate mission such as this. 

He’d already hacked a German satellite that was supposed to be covering Burma and a North Korean one that was focused on Laos. Now he just needed to “borrow” a Chinese satellite monitoring those pesky, rabblerousing Tibetan monks.

Then and only then would Gol have the coverage he needed. He wanted to be more than prepared for whatever “safeguards” the terrorists had put into place.

* * *

Van lifted her arms into the air, trying to stretch out all the kinks that brutal six hour flight had implanted in her body. She leaned side to side, coaxing a spasm in her rib cage to let go.

Her efforts were completely ineffective. Giving up, she looked around at her fellow passengers, or more aptly described, fellow prisoners. Each face held a grimace or frown. Only Neali walked out of the plane was if she’d been sleeping on a Temperpedic mattress the whole time. She flung a silk scarf over her shoulder making her look ready for the theater.

 Give Van six hours and a dozen stylists and she could never look that effortlessly beautiful.

Doyle finished his own stretch and nodded to the left. “The other team should be arriving any moment at gate three.”

They might as well wander over there. Then they got to look forward to a three hour car ride on dirt roads into the jungle. For joy. Her job was so glamorous.

“Van?” a deep voice asked from behind her.

She knew that voice. Too well. Her heart broke at the sound of it.

“Brandt?” she said as she turned. It really wasn’t that much of a question as it was a confirmation.

His chiseled features seemed confused and hurt? Only for a moment, then the mask of the eternal soldier slipped back down, hiding his feelings. When was it any different?

From behind her broad-shouldered ex-finance came Lopez. “Chica! Van!” He caught her in a hug and squeezed her tight. “It hasn’t been the same without you!”

Davidson, skinny and nearly as young as Lori came around the corner. “Ma’am,” he said with a nod. The kid always made her feel so old.

Svengurd was there as well, his stark blond buzz cut standing out against the sea of brunettes around him. He gave her a curt nod, which from him was like a Catholic getting a shout out from the Pope.

“So what has the mother of my future children and award winning housekeeper been doing?” Lopez teased, “Oh wait, that’s what Brandt thought he was getting.”

“Lopez!” Brandt barked.

“What? Too soon? Seriously it’s been three years and I still can’t joke about it?”

Apparently not as Brandt’s frown only deepened. She squeezed Lopez’s hand. “It’s okay, I’ve been great.”

“So, what’re you doing here?” Lopez asked.

“The same as you,” Van answered trying to avoid eye contact with Brandt. 

“You ditched that?” Lori whispered from Van’s side. BQ was not helping the awkward situation any.

And Van wouldn’t characterize it as ditching, she simply broke off a week long engagement before it went any further. She knew though that Brandt’s mother wouldn’t see it like that. She had seen it as one of the first signs of the apocalypse.

“Great, so you have no idea either?” Lopez queried. “We got rousted from a siesta after an all-nighter without even a ‘how do you do.’”

Van turned to Doyle. “You didn’t tell them?”

“Need to know,” the Scot answered.

“I think this is kind of need to know for everyone.”

The inspector shrugged.

She turned to Brandt. “We’re after a rogue spear.”

Van shouldn’t have been surprised that his expression didn’t change. She’d just told him they were searching for a stolen nuclear weapon and all he did was nod.

“Cool,” Lopez said, rubbing his hands together. “I’ve wanted to go after one forever.”

“Location?” Davidson asked.

“A jungle enclave,” Neali said in that smooth British accent of hers.

“Good, lots of perches then,” Davidson responded not seeming to be under the siren call of the interpreter.

“Is that a modified M40?” BQ asked Davidson.

If they weren’t both packing about a hundred pounds of weapons the two of them would look like the perfect Mid-Western young couple.

“Yes, but I’ve got a Zastava M76 scope.”

“Impressive,” BQ said moving away from Van to join the fellow sniper.

Van let them have a sniper fest while she turned to Doyle. “Any pictures of the compound yet?”

“Gol’s got a few satellites in place, but he needs a few more to get a complete picture.”

Van knew avoidance when she heard it. “But he must have some kind of preliminary numbers.”

Doyle wouldn’t meet her eye. 

“What is it?” Van asked. What could be worse than a rogue nuke?

“He’s counted at least fifty men,” Doyle said.

Van tried not to choke. “Fifty? In the jungle?”

“Yes, and they appeared trained and organized for the terrorist summit. They brought their best men.”

“Fifty?” Brandt questioned, his eyes narrowing.

Doyle nodded. “And he is waiting for a new angle, but there may be another bunker with another twenty. We won’t have confirmation for another hour though.”

Brandt turned to Van. “I know that you are going to disagree, but I suggest that your team to stay here with the civvies.”

Van had to count to ten. This was her problem with Brandt. He was a fine specimen of a man and a soldier but he was constantly trying to save her. And she outranked him. The gall.

“Thanks, but no thanks,” she answered, trying to keep the bitterness from her tone. “You are going to need all the help you can get against fifty.”

Brandt’s jaw muscles tightened. “Actually a smaller team might be advantageous. Get in and out quickly.”

“And what? You’re Iron man now? You can carry that nuke out?” Van challenged.

Brandt took in a deep breath, he probably was counting to ten right about now.

* * *

Typical Van. She refused to see that he might be right. She was so busy proving something to herself she didn’t notice that no one was questioning her ability.

This was a logistics problem, pure and simple.

He’d known her long enough to know she would never back down. She was going, to hell with his concern. Brandt turned to the Scot. “And I suppose you feel you are essential to this mission as well?”

“Trust me, matey, I would rather stay here, but unless you are as knowledgeable about nuclear bombs as you are buff, I’ve got to go.”

“And her?” Brandt asked. There was something about the quiet woman that bugged Brandt. Like she was looking down her nose at all of them. She had the air of an academian. 

“Neali, you don’t have to go,” Doyle stated, taking her hand. Looked like there might be more going on than they wanted to let on.

“You will need translation,” the woman answered.

“We’ve got all the major dialects covered,” Brandt informed her. They were in and out of the region all the time. 

“Really?” Neali stated then spoke a series of words that made no sense.

Brandt looked to the rest of his team. Each man shook his head.

“I just said that Micronesia has over three hundred dialects and even I am only fluent in twelve of them.”

Damn it. Brandt hated it when he was out maneuvered. “Svengurd is point though. That is non-negotiable.”

“The guy can kick in a door and take out the vanguard before you can blink,” Van stated. “I insist he’s point.”

Brandt was glad that Van could see some reason.

The group had talked as they moved toward the exit. They went through the doors to find a row of four pitch black SUVs.

“Oh, these are never going to do,” Lopez said, shaking his head as he walked around the cars.

“They’re four wheel drive,” Doyle insisted.

Lopez snorted. “For little suburban housewives that want to go over speed bumps in style. These suspensions are never going to survive the jungle.”

“And your solution?” Doyle asked although Brandt seriously doubted the inspector wanted to know the answer.

Lopez shrugged. “I’m going to go steal something that can get us to the compound.”

“You don’t need to steal it,” Doyle insisted. “We’ve got a black Am Ex and cash.”

“And leave an evidence trail?” Lopez chuckled. “I don’t think so. Come on Davidson.”

“But, but --” the interpreter stuttered. 

“Let it go,” Brandt stated stepping in front of the inspector who was looking a little green around the gills.

“It’s going to take too much time,” Doyle said, rubbing his midriff.

“Trust me, it won’t,” Brandt responded. Whatever time they lost in Lopez getting the necessary vehicle was going to be made up in the speed at which they could get to the compound. With Lopez leading the charge? More than made up for.

“He’s right,” Van said looking a little sour at having to agree with Brandt. “He’ll be back soon.”

“Then perhaps we should take a moment to use the restroom before the long drive.”

Brandt nodded although it seemed that Doyle was more talking about himself than the group. Brandt watched as the inspector and his interpreter disappeared back into the small airport.

“How long have you known him?” Brandt asked.

Van looked to her watch. “A little over nine hours.”

“Do you think he’s telling us everything?” Brandt asked.

“What do you think?” Van reflected back. Just what Brandt thought.

“How’s your father?” he asked changing the subject, there wasn’t any point in continuing it further. These civvies always thought they knew better and that Brandt and his team were just muscle. That’s usually how they got into trouble in the first place.

“How.. how did you…” Van stammered.

“He’s a prominent general and news like his diagnosis travels fast in the special forces circles.”

Van’s cheeks flushed reminding Brandt why he had fallen in love with her in the first place. But their love hadn’t been enough. He’d wanted a family and Van was far too dedicated to her career to even think about taking a maternity leave let alone a few years to raise the child.

The end of their relationship had begun innocently enough. One night in bed he’d simply asked her what were her favorite names for a baby boy. Their relationship had gone downhill from there.

She’d acted like he was some kind of Neanderthal for suggesting she leave the military to raise a family. With all of these career-oriented woman, what was going to happen to the nation if nobody was having babies?

“He’s…” Van’s face fell. All of the defensiveness was gone. She looked like sorrow incarnate. “He’s not well. The doctors have suggested he go into managed care, but mom has been fighting it, although I’m not sure how much longer she can stave off the inevitable.”

“I’m so sorry, Van,” Brandt said meaning every word of it. Van and her father had been extremely close. She truly was Daddy’s little girl. They both adored the same music, shows and of course, boxing. Van had been an Olympic class boxer in her college days. When they sparred, she’d had him against the ropes a few more times than he would like to admit.

“He was truly a great, great man,” Brandt stated.

“Thank you,” Van said, her cheeks flushing again. “They’re starting a new medication. We can only hope.”

Brandt nodded, not wanted to squash her hope. He’d watched one too many grandparents go through the disease. It seemed that no matter the medication it could only slow the process, never reverse it. And he’d heard that General Trajen had gotten so bad he didn’t recognize his own assistant let alone the family.

“You know he always respected you as well,” Van continued. “He was really, really, really bummed that he didn’t get a chance to call you son.”

Before Brandt could respond, he heard an engine scream as brakes screeched.

Lopez.

The corporal gunned the vehicle around the corner. It looked like he’d stolen the Partridge Family’s bus after it had been fused to a tank. Brandt swore he could hear the song, Come On, Get Happy in the air.

The contraption rumbled to a halt at the curb. Lopez cranked open the door. 

“All aboard!”

Brandt shook his head as the inspector came out of the airport, stopped, jaw dropping then gathered himself.

“Shot gun!” Van shouted as the rest bumped into each other getting to the odd vehicle.

“No way, it is my turn,” Davidson stated as Svengurd backed away from the confrontation. 

“Arm wrestle you for it,” Van offered, putting her elbow on the hood of the car. Davidson pushed his sleeve up, ready for the challenge. Did he not remember three years ago? Van was unbeaten.

The two put palms together and Lopez shouted, “Go!”

There was a mini-struggle at first then Van got that look in her eye and wham. Davidson’s knuckles clanged against the metal.

He shook out his hand. “How do you do that?”

“Five older brothers, Samuel. Let’s just say I never had to do chores once I got good enough.”

Van piled into the passenger’s seat as the rest loaded up. Brandt noticed they didn’t have any seat belts. With Lopez driving. This was going to get interesting. And by interesting, Brandt meant painful.

Lopez gunned them away from the curb, honking as he merged into traffic.

Yep, this mission was going to be a blast.

 


CHAPTER 3

Van clung to the “holy crap” strap located above the passenger’s side door. She’d been starting to regret winning that arm wrestling match. Actually seeing the insane risks that Lopez took from the front seat? They had nearly gone of the edge of so many cliffs, Van had given up counting.

Apparently Lopez still didn’t believe in using brakes. He would much rather downshift, grinding the gears than tap the brake. Maybe he was always this bad, but she had blocked it from her memory.

The rain beat down on the path ahead. Unfortunately the jihad summit convened in the “wet” part of the island where it could rain up to a hundred inches a month. A month.

Deep grooves in the “road” were filled with water. Each time Lopez hit a pothole, which was at a very regular interval, muddy water would splash up onto the windshield, completely blinding them.

Did Lopez take his foot off the gas? No, he said accelerating helped clear the water faster. Somehow Van didn’t believe that one bit.

By a miracle of God, they had not yet crashed. They had startled several wild boars and one horrified sloth.

As the engine moaned in complaint as they climbed the sole mountain on the island.

“I think this is as far as we can go,” Lopez said, pulling to an abrupt stop, throwing everyone forward.

“Sound?” Brandt asked.

“Yah,” Lopez replied with a nod. “This old girl is a brute, but loud. The camp is on the other side of the ridge. If we get much closer they are going to hear us.”

Van poked her head outside the bus to see the peak that Lopez was referring to. It was pretty high up there without a trail in sight. The rest of the team piled out of the car. Of course Neali put her hand out and Doyle helped her from the vehicle as if she were royalty.

That chick was really starting to bug her.

“Do we know the layout of the compound?” Van asked.

Davidson showed her his tablet. “All the way down to the heat signatures of the guards.”

“Plan?” Van asked Brandt.

Brandt pointed to the screen. “There are only three likely, and large enough spots, for them to hide a nuclear weapon.”

“Here, here and here,” Svengurd pointed out.

Van assumed they had ruled out the barracks, not even a terrorist would sleep with a nuke right beside them.

“Doyle?” Van asked.

“I, along with my colleagues back in New York believe it’s this tent structure,” the inspector said. “It is the only one with truck access to a large enough entrance to accept the missile.”

“What if they have it on rollers?” Jester asked.

“Then we’re screwed,” Brandt stated bluntly.

Davidson pointed to a couple of tall trees. “I’m going to set up on this side and BQ on the near side. It isn’t a perfect kill zone, but we’ll have to make due.”

“What is our objective?” Van asked

“Neutralize the compound until a larger force with a chopper rigged strong enough to lift that missile the hell out of here.”

Van nodded. This was not a good scenario. Usually when you were greatly outnumbered you wanted to strike like lightening, then vanish equally quickly. To overrun this large a force then hold that ground? Most people would say it was impossible.

Brandt was clearly not one of them.

“The rest of us will split into two teams, approaching from perpendicular paths to the snipers. Red team will secure the perimeter. Blue team will secure the weapon and stay with it to prevent any one from blowing it.”

“And who is red and who is blue?”

To her surprise Brandt answered, “Lopez, and I are red. You, Jester and Svengurd are Blue. You will take the civvies with you.”

Even Lopez raised an eyebrow at that. Normally Brandt was all about being on the inside of the action. However Van knew the reason. Red team was actually taking the greater risk, taking on the entirety of the camp where as Van just had to secure the one tent. If, the nuke was in fact in that tent.

“You will identify and secure the missile, quietly,” Brandt emphasized. “We won’t fire a shot until you are dug in and give the signal.” After Van nodded Brandt continued. “If anything goes sideways, and I mean anything, we will rally here,” Brandt explained pointing to a spot under the tree that Davidson was going to be perched in.

The group nodded in unison. This was the play. It was nearly insane in its simplicity and low rate of success, but no one complained. A nuclear weapon was in play. Insane and doomed were pretty much their only options.

“Are we going to be able to be patched in?” Van asked.

“You would think with all of the hundred of billions spent in telecommunications that we could. Apparently though they can’t quite synch up our channels.”

Van rolled her eyes. Sometimes the seemingly simplest things were the hardest to accomplish out in the field.

The group split off into their teams. BQ trotted off to her perch as Doyle took Neali’s hand. Jester brought up the rear. They headed into the dripping jungle. A light rain had begun to fall. She wasn’t actually feeling the rain, but instead the gathering of drops on the wide leaves. They would collect the moisture, then when it became to heavy, the leaves would droop and pour down on you. It was like walking under a perpetual showerhead.

Van glanced behind her. Brandt, Davidson, and Lopez had already disappeared behind a sheet of green. She turned to find Svengurd nearly obscured in front of her. She needed to remember how quickly the tall Swede moved. She trotted until she was on his heel. Doyle and Neali caught up as well.

With precision, Svengurd guided them through the jungle, avoiding large puddles, tangles of roots and underbrush that could snap underfoot. Silently they slipped through the trees, striking for the tent that should be holding the missile.

Far more quickly then it should have taken, they stood outside a tent. She could hear the men inside, chuckle, cough and move around the tent. From thermal imagining there were four men in there plus another two guarding the entrance to the tent. They were going to have to dispatch the four quietly enough not to raise an alarm until they could take out the two at the entrance.

Svengurd pulled them to a stop. He looked to her. His glacial blue eyes, piercing deep into her skull. One question clear on his mind. Are you ready?

She glanced over her shoulder and asked the same silent question of Jester. His dark features seemed to blend in with the jungle behind them. They were losing the light, which wasn’t exactly a bad thing.

Jester gave a curt nod. This wasn’t his first rodeo. Maybe his first with a nuclear bull, but not his first rodeo. They’d gone into way too many hostile villages together for her to doubt his mettle.

Van turned to Svengurd and gave him the final nod. Doyle and Neali moved to the back and Jester came up alongside Van. Jester would take the man on the right. Van the middle guy and Svengurd would get the two to the left. He swung his gun up and over his shoulder, pulling two nine inch knives. Van and Jester pulled theirs out as well all though they were not nine inch.

Svengurd held up his finger. Three. Two. One.

* * *

Gol couldn’t stop his foot from tapping. He knew it was driving everyone crazy, but how could he keep his toes under wraps given what was going down?

On one screen, thermal imaging showed the strike team entering the tent. With lethal efficiency, they took down the four men. One moment there were four red hot terrorists, the next minute there were four orange-yellowish blobs on the floor, being replaced by five new red hot good guys.

On the other screen, Yulov was nearly done decrypting the terrorist message regarding the safeguards.

So far the message read… “In addition we have added the following precaution.”

What a place to leave off.

The computer’s little beach ball swirled in front of their eyes almost taunting them. The answer is here, I’m just not going to give it to you. Everyone was assembled waiting for the answer as the soldiers cleared the tent, even Qanti. Then two figures, Gol could only guess Svengurd and Van moved forward, snatching the guards from the front, dragging them to their death inside the tent.

He could imagine the hot blood oozing in their fingers. Just thinking about the sensation kind of made Gol’s skin crawl. He was glad that he was here in this nice air-conditioned building with nice clean hands thank you very much.

A ding came from the computer and the words scrolled across the screen…

“A static electrical sensor has been installed and if triggered will…”

* * *

“Do not touch the bomb!” a voice called out in Van’s ear.

Unfortunately that information was a little late as Neali ran her hand along the metal side of the bomb.

“What if that ship has already sailed?” Doyle asked. Neali’s hand dropped from the missile.

“Do not, under any circumstances, remove your hand.”

Van watched Doyle gulp. “Again, what if that ship has left port?”

“Not sure, the message is still decoding, but we can only guess it isn’t going to be good. We should have the rest decoded in just a minute.”

Well they didn’t have to wait that sixty seconds as an LED screen that just a moment ago had been dark suddenly went live. “5:00” blinked several times then began to count down.

“The sensor triggered a timer,” Doyle stated. “With less than five minutes on the clock.”

Van had to give whoever was on the other line credit. They didn’t stain their shorts. As a matter of fact they stayed pretty calm. Of course they were on the other side of the world so not a whole lot of reason to panic for them.

“You can defuse it in that amount of time. Do you have your tool kit on you?”

“Am I in the field?” Doyle snorted.

“Sorry,” the voice said in Van’s ear. “Of course you do. Okay, you’ve got to take the panel off that covered the detonator.”

Doyle moved to do so, then staggered, coughing. Van caught him before he hit the dirt. This wasn’t a normal cough though. It was moist and he hacked up blood. Not that little spattering that happened in movies and got caught by a nice white handkerchief. This was thick and clotted. Then blood just started pouring from his mouth.

As his body went rigid, Doyle grabbed Van’s arm. For a moment she feared they’d all been exposed to radiation, but wouldn’t Doyle’s skin be blistered? Wouldn’t they all be ill? She wasn’t a nuclear scientist, but this didn’t make any sense.

“One thousand rems,” Doyle managed to choke out.

“Don’t talk,” Van said, stroking back his dark hair. “Save your strength.”

“Breakfast,” Doyle rattled. “Scone.”

Then the man died. It wasn’t pretty. Radiation deaths never were she’d heard. His body convulsed as he spewed blood, then choked on it. With one final rattle, he fell silent.

“What’s going on?” the voice in her ear demanded.

Van took a few breaths. She looked to Svengurd and Jester but neither could help her. 

“I’m sorry,” Van said. “But he’s dead. Doyle is dead.”

“What?” the voice answered with a high-pitched shriek. There was that panic Van had been waiting for. 

 A deeper voice, with a thick Somali accent came on the line.

“Could you please clarify your last statement?”

“Doyle just spit up blood and died. His last words were 1,000 rems, breakfast. Scone. If that makes any sense.”

“Are we in any danger?” Jester asked.

There wasn’t an immediate answer. They all just stood there as the clock ticked down.

* * *

Gol choked back a sob. Doyle had been his friend. His good friend. He understood that Classic Trek was the only Trek. Come on, it had Scotty, of course Doyle was going to roll with Gol.

Even Qanti seemed knocked back. 

“Four minutes,” another tech stated.

Gol licked his lips. “They are never going to be able to deactivate the detonator in that amount of time without the skill and training Doyle had.”

Qanti nodded. Everyone in the room knew Gol was right. And because of that, they were all going to get to witness a nuclear missile explosion with ringside seats. Their entire department’s mission gone up in a billowing mushroom cloud.

Qanti found his voice again. “No, Captain, you are in no danger from radiation. It appears Doyle was poisoned earlier this morning.”

Gol did the calculations in his head. Even dying Doyle had been the consummate professional. He had explained his own death. Since he had no signs of external exposure, the inspector had surmised that he must have ingested the radiation and if he had ingested it, it must have been at his last meal which was breakfast, a scone in particular and then, while dying had calculated how much radiation it must have been based on the number of hours between ingestion and death.

One thousand rems. His assassin wasn’t messing around.

“What about Neali?” another tech asked. “She’s at the least been through routine disarmament.”

“Captain, is Neali available?”

* * *

Van glanced around the small tent as the timer insisted on counting down. They now had just over three minutes. There was no exotic beauty to be found.

“I think she rabbited,” Van said. The interpreter may be stunning and brilliant, however bravery did not appear to be high on her list. At least the chick wasn’t perfect. Van had begun to wonder.

“Can’t I just disarm it?” Van asked.

“Not with this much time,” the man on the other side stated.

Well, that was bullshit. “That’s it? That’s all you’ve got for me?” Van pressed. “So sorry, but you’re going up in ash in a few minutes?”

“You can try, but if you cut the wrong wire, you might detonate the bomb even sooner. It is a very complicated system inside of there.”

Van looked to Jester, whose eyes were wide enough, you could see all the whites of his eyes. She thought of Brandt and all the unborn babies he wanted to have. Of Beauty Queen and the life she would never live if Van didn’t figure out how to pull this off.

She turned to Svengurd. “You’ve got C4 on you?”

He snorted in a very similar way as Doyle had regarding his tool kit. He was in the field so of course he had C4.

“What are you thinking?” the voice on the other end of the line asked.

“I’m thinking if we can blow the timer and detonator, we can stop the bomb from going off.”

The shriller voice returned. “Do you have any idea how much explosive the missile is packed with? If you try to blow the detonator, you’re going to set off a chain reaction that will set off the bomb.”

She ignored the multiple voices now arguing in her ear. “Svengurd, can you do it? Create a shape charge just shallow enough to take out the detonator but leave the rest of the explosives untouched?”

Again, Svengurd didn’t even bother to answer, he simply pulled out a small brick of C4, cut some off, then rolled it around in his palms, getting it warm. He was like an artist, crafting the C4 putty into a perfectly shaped charge.

“You can not do this,” the deeper voice stated.

“Or what? You’ll blow me up in two minutes forty-five seconds?” Van responded.

Brass. It didn’t seem to matter if it was the US Army or the UN, they just didn’t understand field conditions.

“It is one thing for the bomb to explode on its own. It is quite another for the US military to set it off.”

“You know what, bill me,” Van answered, then shut off the connection. New York wasn’t a lot of help anyway.

Svengurd pushed in the detonation cap and stepped back. His finger over the red button.

Van gave the nod.

* * *

Brandt heard an explosion from the other side of the camp. 

What the fuck?

That was not the signal, yet the explosion signaled trouble. If Van was blowing crap up, something had gone horribly wrong.

Every instinct he had, demanded that he charge across the compound and rescue her, but he had to stand by his own orders. If anything went sideways, head to the rally point.

Clearly Davidson and BQ knew that things had gone to hell as they fired, dropping terrorists in their tracks.

“Get the vehicle,” Brandt growled at Lopez. The corporal turned on his heel and was gone. Brandt pulled up his binoculars. He couldn’t see any movement in the nuke tent. What the hell had happened?

Grinding his teeth, Brandt backed away and headed to Davidson’s tree. He could only trust that Van knew what in the hell she was doing.

* * *

Tears rolled down Van’s cheek. She hadn’t vaporized herself and everyone around her. That was a total win.

They were taking fire though. They had to get out of there.

“Back the way we came,” Van stated, wiping the tears off her skin. No time for that.

Svengurd took them out of the tent, firing with precision, taking down three terrorists before Van had even noticed them. Jester was tight on her heel.

Unlike the steady pace of their entrance, Svengurd was hauling ass. Leaping over downed branches and charging through the jungle, leaves whipping them in the face. Van had to full out run to keep up with the tall point man.

He was arcing them away from the compound, angling them toward BQ’s perch to pick her up on their way to the rally point.

Van nearly ran into the back of Svengurd as he skid to a sudden stop. What in the hell had brought the stoic Swede to a halt? Then she saw it. Blond hair, splattered with blood. She stepped around Van to find BQ, Lori, the Mid-western beauty queen sprawled on the ground, her throat sliced open. She must have bled to death within seconds. Both carotids had been severed. But if one of the terrorists had done it, why hadn’t they raised the alarm?

“We’ve got to move on,” Svengurd said, picking Lori up, but Jester stepped forward.

“No, allow me.”

Svengurd handed the body over. Van had always suspected that Jester might have feelings for BQ, but had never pressed it. By the tender way he handled her body and his swollen eyes, brimming with unspent tears, she had been right.

Her own grief was going to have to wait as Svengurd took them back out into the jungle. They hadn’t gotten far when they heard a sob. Svengurd jerked his gun to the right, slowing their pace, taking them straight to the sound. 

They found Neali on her knees, covered in blood, sobbing. A dead terrorist lay on the ground, a gunshot to the belly.

“He tried, he tried…”

Van could imagine what he tried to do. She helped the interpreter up and urged her forward, “Come on, we’ve got to rendezvous with Brandt.”

The woman was like a zombie, stumbling forward with no real muscle control. Svengurd had to slow their pace to accommodate the dazed interpreter. Slowly they made their way around the camp, finally angling toward Davidson’s tree.

The camp was ignited with gunfire and shouts. They were grossly outnumbered, if the terrorists ever regrouped and systematically came out at them, they were done for, especially with the glum-like interpreter.

“I’ve got her,” Svengurd said, sweeping the woman off her feet. He then set off at a run. Jesus, the exercise regime Brandt must have them on. The Swede’s speed, even burdened with the woman was hard for Van to keep up with.

Since she was the only with her arms free, she had her gun up, ready for any attackers. But somehow they got lucky and found Brandt without incident.

 


CHAPTER 4

“What the hell happened?” Brandt growled.

“Timer on the bomb. We had to take it out. On the plus side, the missile is now inert,” Van stated.

He wanted to be angry. He didn’t like it when his expertly planned missions were mucked up, but they usually didn’t involve an active nuclear weapon. Or Van. She’d probably just saved all of their lives.

“Where’s Doyle? BQ?”

Van’s face clouded. “Doyle was poisoned earlier today and died in the tent. BQ…” She had to clear her throat to continue. “Was taken out by the enemy.”

Brandt wanted to reach out to comfort Van, but he knew she would see it as him thinking her weak.

And she was anything but weak.

A rumble came from over the tree line. Then a large, multicolored bullet bus, came charging over the ridge. Lopez. The man truly did have a flare for the dramatic. If he weren’t in the Army, he’d probably be on Broadway.

“Aren’t they going to be able to catch us with all those Jeeps?” Van asked.

Brandt brought up a detonator and hit it. Every vehicle in the near vicinity blew in one glorious “eff you.”

Van’s lips turned up. “I love how you think.”

He had not been slacking while he waited for her to secure the bomb.

They all loaded into the vehicle except for Jester who staggered around, then fell to his knees.

* * *

Van jumped out of the bus, reaching Jester as he pulled a dart out of his neck. He looked at it, then to her, like “I can’t be dying like this,” but he was.

His eyes rolled back into his head as he slumped over onto his side. 

Brandt was next to her. “He’s gone.”

Van buried her face in Jester’s flak jacket. “No, no, no.”

Brandt pulled her away as Svengurd picked up Jester’s body. “We’ve got to go.”

“Like now!” Lopez yelled, revving the engine.

Van couldn’t get her feet to move. She hadn’t lost a soldier in six months in the rigors of the Afghan desert. And now two in a matter of an hour? How had this happened? There weren’t even any terrorists in the immediate area. And why use a dart rather than a bullet?

It made no sense. No sense at all.

Brandt hauled her up and dragged her onto the bus. Lopez didn’t even wait for the doors to close behind them before gunning the engine. Shots came from the jungle, peppering the side of the bus.

Now, that was more like what she expected. Jester taken down by an enemy bullet, not a dart.

She made her way to the back of the bus where the bodies were laid out. Her two best soldiers dead. What could she have done to prevent it?

In the row in front of her Neali quietly sobbed. Her head in the hands. No one seemed to come out of this unscathed. Her silk dress saturated in blood.

No, not exactly saturated. More like streaked with it.

But didn’t the terrorist she killed take a bullet to the belly? That should have been a wide, smeared bloodstain, not multiple arterial streaks. 

Arterial streaks.

Van more felt than saw Neali pull out a thin reed from her pocket.

“Dart!” Van yelled. No one seemed to understand what she meant.

She tackled the interpreter. She knew the chick was a bitch, but a traitor as well?

Neali must have had a knife hidden in the folds of her dress and sliced up as they hit the deck. Van blocked with her arm, keeping Neali’s wrist from coming down with the blade.

Normally, with a man, she’d put a knee to the groin to break the stand off, but with a chick that didn’t work. Instead she head-butted the woman. Their skulls cracked together, threatening to blind Van, but it worked.

The interpreter shook her head, giving Van just enough window to shove Neali off of her. She pulled her own knife.

“What’s going on?” Brandt asked from the front of the bus as Lopez took them airborne. They hit the forest floor hard, jolting them all. Van slashed, trying to take advantage of Neali’s momentary unsteadiness.

Their blades clanged loudly. Van took her other fist and punched Neali right in the solar plexus. The woman grunted, doubling over. Van used her elbow and slammed down into the back of her neck.

Neali was tougher than she looked as she hurled herself at Van, tackling her around the waist, throwing them both back into the window

* * *

Brandt had no idea what the fuck was going on, but it had to stop. Lopez was having a hard enough time keeping the bus on the mountainside, he couldn’t compensate for these large, sudden weight shifts.

He didn’t know why Van had attacked the interpreter, but he trusted that she had a good reason. So he did not hesitate to pull his knife and bury it in the woman’s back. He grabbed the gasping woman’s shoulder and pulled her off Van.

“I had it,” Van said.

Didn’t she always? But then she pointed to the knife sticking out of the woman’s belly. He guessed she really did have it under control.

“Want to explain?” Brandt asked.

Van brushed back her hair from her face, leaving a bloody smear across her cheek as she leaned over the interpreter.

“Why?” she asked. “Why did you poison Doyle? Kill BQ and Jester?”

The woman oddly smiled, spitting up blood. “I have been a sleeper for over fifteen years. Waiting for the moment my people finally obtained a missile. You would have all paid.”

Instead it was the interpreter who paid as the life leached from her face. Her lips were an ashen grey and her breath came in ragged gasps.

Van pulled her knife from the woman’s belly. It was like the blade had been the only thing keeping her together. With one last sigh, she fell dead.

“I think she intentionally set off the timer too,” Van said.

“Guess I owe you for two saves today,” Brandt stated.

“Oh please, you owe me so many, I can’t even count,” Van responded.

That pretty much summed up every reason why he’d loved her and every reason they couldn’t make it work.

“Flying bus races!” Lopez shouted from the front. “I think I just discovered another sport!”

Sure enough, they were airborne once more, sailing over the jungle. Now if only they had parachutes, but of course, they didn’t so at some point they had to hit the ground again, this time shattering the windows.

A small price to pay for getting down the mountain so quickly. Lopez made a sharp right, making the suspension scream, then bumped them up and onto an actual paved road.

No one followed.

Against all the odds, they were safe.

 


EPILOGUE

Van sat in a very comfortable chair outside the NMRT director’s office. While Brandt had been sent on another mission to Beirut, Van had been called from the field to attend a meeting in New York.

She pretty much knew what it was about. She had disobeyed a direct order. While technically the UN had no say in US Army business, they certainly could make strong recommendations, including court marshal. And given she’d lost two soldiers on the mission, she probably wouldn’t fight the charges. Thank goodness her father was too far gone to know that his only daughter’s career had gone down in flames.

Of course Neali had been one of the UN’s employees. But that didn’t matter. Van should have spotted her. She should have neutralized the sleeper agent before she could claim two of her own.

The door to the office stayed closed, but a door further down the hallway cracked open and a strange little Asian man with heavy black glasses crooked his finger at her. “Psst…”

Van pointed to herself, although there was on one else in the hallway and they were deep in the basement so not a lot of passersby.

The man nodded vigorously. Van rose and joined the man.

“We all just wanted to say thank you personally before Qanti got a hold of you.”

“There’s nothing to thank,” Van said as she entered the room. It was a large techie bullpen. There were perhaps twenty different stations, all manned by an extremely diverse international pool of techs.

As she walked by, they each extended their hands for her to shake. Van made her way around the room.

“I’m Gol, by the way,” the small man said. “Thank you for catching Neali and avenging Doyle’s death.”

“Sorry, but I didn’t avenge anything,” Van stated. “I was just protecting my team.”

“We know, that’s why we think you are so rad,” Gol answered.

“What nationality is your name?” Van asked. He seemed Chinese by facial structure and accent.

The man looked down, blushing a little. “Actually it is…”

“Vulcan?” Van guessed.

Gol brightened considerably. “Yes, how did you know?”

“Oh please, five older brothers? And one that was tech advisor on the Trek movie? Is it short for Gol’hathin?”

The man shook his head, “No, Gol’tresshal.”

“Ah, from the house of Sarek?”

“Yes, yes,” Gol stated nodding and nodding.

“I see you have met your team,” a loud, deep rumbling voice announced. She recognized the accent. This was Qanti, the head of the department.

“Yes, they have been kind enough to show me around.”

“Then let me show you my office,” Qanti stated, indicating a door off to the side.

Van joined the man, studying his ritualistic scars, wondering if the pattern meant something. What tale did they tell?

“Sit,” the director stated as he pulled out his chair and sat.

Van followed suit. This was the oddest dressing down of all time.

“Sir, whatever punishment you have meted out for me, I will not oppose,” Van said, just wanting to get this over.

“Do you not hear me?” Qanti said. “I have not called you here to yell at you, but to hire you.”

Van blinked several times. “I don’t… I don’t understand. I don’t know anything about nuclear science.”

“Yet it did not stop you from deactivating a nuclear missile.”

With his severe, stoic features, Van couldn’t be certain if he was being sarcastic or not.

“I have long advocated that we needed a stronger military presence, but alas the secretary General has never agreed, until now. We face an increasingly well-armed and tactically advanced enemy, we must move past our reservations of militarization and move into the future, hence why you are here. We need a new team leader and I have convinced them that you are the person to fill that role.”

Van didn’t know what to say. Actually she had too many things to say and feared they would all come out jumbled so she took in a breath before speaking.

“I think you want Sergeant Brandt for something like this. This is right up his alley.”

Qanti shook his head. “Offered and declined already. His distrust of the UN runs deeply I’m afraid. Prejudice and preconceived notions run on both sides of the fence.”

She wasn’t surprised that Brandt turned down the gig. He pretty much had free reign in his current assignment. He wasn’t about to give up that kind of autonomy.

“He did however give your name as his best recommendation.”

Van’s eyebrow shot up.

“He assured me that despite your age and sex that you would not be running off with the first Tunisian prince to carry his heirs.”

“No,” Van chuckled. “No, you don’t have to worry about that.”

“So you are taking the job? You would have to offer up your resignation to the Army, but rest assured you will be well compensated for your sacrifice.”

It wasn’t about the money to Van, but the job. Her father had always said she was meant for something special. Not that guarding outposts in Afghanistan wasn’t important work, but it was a small task, in a small region of the world. Being the team leader of NMRT would take her all over the world, tracking down nuclear weapons.

How much bigger of a job could she ever get? How more important of a job was there? How many people had she saved in Sri Lanka? And what if the bomb had been in a populated city?

Was she willing to give up the life she knew and loved for this new venture?

“How much time do I have to make the decision?” Van asked. 

“Until you walk out of this office.” Off of her frown, Qanti continued. “We get one of these calls at least once a week. I need to know if you are taking the job or move on and fill the position.”

“That frequently?” Van asked.

Qanti slowly nodded. “The calls usually result in far less stunning turns of events, but missing nuclear material are an endemic problem. The more countries that have nuclear capabilities, the more likely it will end up in the wrong hands.”

Van took in a deep breath. Was she really ready to make this decision?

Who was she kidding? Qanti had her at “meet your team.”

“I’m in,” Van answered. “I just need to go home this weekend on some personal business then I’m all in.”

“As long as you take your NMRT cell and answer on the first ring, you may go where you like, just have a ‘go-bag’ with you. If you receive a call we expect you in the air in sixty minutes.”

“Of course,” Van responded. She’d been engaged to a rapid response member, she knew what that life was like and she had no one to disappoint. Not even a cat.

“Very good,” Qanti said rising, apparently he wasn’t one to stand on ceremony. As they moved to the door, he stopped. “Oh and one other thing.”

“Yes?”

“I don’t trust women,” the commander stated bluntly.

“Excuse me?” Van stammered. She didn’t think in this day and age she would ever hear such a thing.

“I don’t even think they should be allowed even in the service with all of your bleeding, baby-making, and using tears to manipulate.”

Van just stood there in stunned silence. How did you answer such a statement?

“Neali confirmed for me this fact, so now it is up to you to prove me wrong.”

He held out his hand. On reflex Van shook it.

“Good, good, so that we understand one another. Now get home and report to work at nine am on Monday.”

In a state of mild to moderate stupor, Van exited into the hallway.

What had she just gotten herself into?

* * *

Van walked into the VA hospital then stopped abruptly. She hated all hospitals, but VAs the most. Beyond the usual astringent odors there was also a palatable scent of desperation.

After everything these troops had done for their county and now to be stacked in the hallway? She hated it. And given the fact her father and five brothers were in the service, she had spent plenty of time visiting them.

Standing in the entrance wasn’t doing any good so she continued down the hall. Her mind was still spinning from her meeting in New York. Had she really just turned her entire life upside down? Was she going to get to say goodbye to her team in Afghanistan? There had been so many things that she hadn’t really considered before she said “yes.”

Just like this long, tan tiled hallway, there was no turning back on her commitment to the UN. She felt her new cellphone on her hip. That phone could never be turned off or away from her body. It was her new lifeline.

She made a right hand turn, following the plastic placards on the wall.

Then she was at room number 245. Van took in a deep breath before she opened the door. Her father was sitting in a chair, staring out the window into the night sky. He looked so normal. He always sat in repose when he was in a VA hospital.

He had been injured so many times, Van couldn’t even count. Instead of getting angry or depressed, her father always said his VA time was his “contemplation” time. A great time to reflect on all the things you didn’t have time for when you were out and about.

What was he reflecting on now?

“Vanessa!” her mother called out, flying from the small couch and into Van’s arms. Her mother hugged her so tightly that Van squeaked. It was really, really, really bad if her mom was all huggy. Mom was not a hugger.

She also was not a crier, yet her mom was sobbing into Van’s shoulder.

“He got out,” her mother gulped. “I don’t know how. I had the doors double locked. They found him wandering in the street.”

“Mom, mom,” Van tried to interrupt this impromptu confession. “It wasn’t you fault. It’s going to be okay.”

Well, it probably wasn’t going to be okay, but Van didn’t know what else to say. How do you comfort someone who’s best friend for fifty years didn’t even recognize them?

“They say, they say he shouldn’t go home,” her mother sobbed. “That I can’t safely take care of him, even with overnight help.”

Van hugged her mother back. She knew that the only thing holding her together had been her father’s physical presence. Her mother had bragged that every day stateside they had slept in the same bed.

Being physically separated was probably worse than him not recognizing her.

“Mom, we gotta do what we have to do for dad,” Van stated then rushed on, “You’ve done everything you could. You’ve given him the best life possible.”

“I tried, I tried.” Her mother cried, tears soaking into Van’s uniform. She hadn’t had a chance to change yet.

Van looked over her mother’s head to her father. “Dad.”

Her father’s face clouded and his mouth screwed up like he’d just eaten a lemon. 

“Sorry, General,” Van said, then saluted.

It felt weird to salute her father in private. They had never stood on ceremony in the past.

“Captain,” her father responded, nodding in her direction, then his eyes slid right over her and back out the window.

There wasn’t even a hint of recognition in his features. And it wasn’t ego to say that she had always been his favorite. His mind truly was gone if he didn’t recognize his little girl. Yet, he still recognized the two bars on her shoulder. Alzheimer’s is such a bizarre, unpredictable disease.

She hugged her mother tighter. Van feared that she had held onto some kind of fantasy that no matter how bad it got, her father would always know her. How could he not?

Van could feel tears start to steak down her cheeks as well. Her father was gone.

It was bittersweet that he didn’t seem disturbed by this. She knew that some Alzheimer’s patients struggled with being upset at not being able to remember things. Her father, at the least, seemed at peace.

“He seems good otherwise,” Van whispered to her mother.

Her mom wiped the tears from her cheeks and pulled away from their embrace. “He thinks he’s here for the shrapnel in his hip. I guess it’s a blessing that he’s always considered the VA a home away from home.”

That he had. Many victims of the disease had a really hard time adjusting from a home environment to a hospital. Her father’s though seemed to be seamless.

“General Trajen,” a voice called out right before a GI rolled his wheelchair into the room. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize he had visitors this late.”

The guy was right. It was after nine and given that her mother’s bedtime was eight, she must be exhausted from all the drama.

The GI put his hand out. “I’m First Lieutenant Adian Halker. I just heard that the general was here and since I did once of my term papers at WestPoint on him, I thought I’d swing by and introduce myself.”

“Please, do,” Van’s mother said. “He loves to talk about his campaigns.”

“If it’s no bother?” Adian asked.

“None at all,” Van stated, holding out her hand. I’m Captain Van Trajen.”

“Or course you are,” Adian said with a smile as he shook her hand. Good grip. Solid. “In every interview ever given, he talks about you,” he explained.

Van had to suppress a smile back. It was nice to know she wasn’t hallucinating that she was her father’s favorite. “And this is my mom.”

“Ma’am,” Adian said with a nod of his head.

He noticed her mother’s glance to his legs. It was never appropriate to ask what happened yet even Van was curious.

“Suicide bomber,” Adian explained. “Girl’s school. You can imagine what happened next.”

Unfortunately Van could. Sometime the body count wasn’t the worst part of an attack, sometimes it was all of the collateral damage like Adian here.

However his green eyes seemed to sparkle in the low hospital light and his lips were spread in an easy smile as he rolled past her. Was he that buff before his injury or did he get those guns pushing himself around in a wheelchair. His biceps bulged, stretching his olive green tee.

“General?” Adian said when he got close enough. They exchanged salutes. “If it isn’t too much trouble, I was hoping to pick your brain about Operation Bright Star.”

Van was impressed. Most people didn’t even know about Bright Star, let alone that her father had been involved.

Her father nodded. “We’ve got to keep it brief, son. I can’t miss the Ali-Forman fight. It comes on at eight.”

There were so many things wrong with that sentence, showing just how far her father’s memory had gone. Her father was a huge boxing enthusiast, which was why she had boxed in college, he couldn’t even remember the outcome of possibly the greatest fights in history.

Adian looked over his shoulder. His mother nodded. This was a hard call. Van knew from talking to the doctors that they weren’t supposed to encourage her father’s delusion, however neither were they supposed to unnecessarily upset him.

“I’ll keep an eye on the clock,” Adian promised. An eloquent compromise.

She took her mom’s arm. “Adian, I’m going to get her home if you don’t mind settling him in?”

“It would be an honor, Captain,” Adian said and she believed him.

“Come on, mom,” Van encouraged her mother to the door. At first her mother dug her heels in, not wanting to leave her husband. But then Van’s father’s face lit up as he talked with Adian. Far more lit up than it had for either one of them. 

“You’ve got to get some rest.” Van insisted.

She could feel her mother’s bones through her thin shirt. How many days had she gone without eating or sleeping? Constantly trying to keep an eye on her failing husband?

Just as they were about to walk out Van heard her father say, “They seem like nice people.”

Adian looked over his shoulder, making eye contact with Van. “Yes, yes they do.”

Van didn’t bother to suppress the answering smile this time.

“See mom, Dad’s in good hands.”

Finally her mother acquiesced and walked out of the room just as the phone on Van’s hip went off.

So much for a weekend home.
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CHAPTER 1

CIA operative Valentine Rutger rushed down the snow-slicked sidewalk. Her heels clicked along the pavement, punctuating the urgency of her mission. Finally, she reached her location. The local mall. She opened the glass door and was hit by a wave of warm air. The place was hopping. Actually the place was crammed. With Christmas Eve shoppers.

“How’s Operation: Desperation going?” Trinka, her tech support, asked in her ear.

“Just fine,” Valentine tapped the bud in her ear to turn on her mic, and answered.

There really wasn’t any other option. She’d been in Madagascar until last night and was heading out to Belarus in the morning. This was her window. Her one and only window.

Val passed by a short older woman dressed in a dark blue cloak, ringing a bell. “Care to donate?”

Val shook her head. “Sorry, I’m here to pick up a present for my daughter. Maybe later.”

The woman, probably used to the answer, simply nodded, ringing the bell again. Val hurried away from the woman and her guilt. Then she saw the long line snaking out of the toy store. The staff had posted on Facebook that they had received a shipment of the Baby Gaga dolls. Apparently, every desperate parent in the tri-state area had descended on the store.

Val walked up to the back of the line, right behind a woman with three toddlers. The Mother looked about as tired as Val felt. The youngest one was trying to throw herself from her mother’s arms, wailing as she did so. The other two boys were wrestling on the floor. And they looked like they were fighting pretty dirty. Hair-pulling was on the table.

Val had survived torture in Micronesia that was not as painful as the children’s screams. But Val was on a mission, and she would not be undone by some rambunctious toddlers.

Trying to tune out the pre-school war in front of her, Val glanced around the mall. The place looked like Christmas had hurled on the mall. There wasn’t a square inch of wall, ceiling, or railing that wasn’t covered in red or green. Apparently, poinsettias were in fashion this year. Along with gold bows. And angels. Angels were big, too.

Even someone from Tunisia would know it was Christmastime. The season was burned into your retinas.

Val’s eyes scanned over to the only other store with a line to challenge the toy store’s. It was the only coffee shop in the mall. Tired mothers and jonesing teens lined up to get their caffeine fix.

A tall, dark-haired man gathered his drink and turned toward her, blowing on his latte. Val stiffened. She knew that dark, handsome face. Ukav. He looked up and gave a sad smile.

“Be careful,” he mouthed.

No shit. “Trinka, what the hell is Ukav doing here?”

“What do you mean?” the young tech asked. You could hear her chair swivel around—the girl was at the ready at her keyboard.

“Ukav, at the mall, Trinka. Why didn’t we have an alert he was in the country?”

Val looked back over to the coffee bar to find him gone. She was sure he had been there and had warned her, but how, and more importantly, why?

“I don’t know. We’ve got all of his aliases flagged,” Trinka reported. “I’m bringing up the mall footage now.”

“Where did he go?”

“Oh my God,” Trinka said. “It is Ukav.”

“Yes,” Val said, waiting for the tech to catch up. “Now, I need to know where he went.”

It wasn’t every day you found a KGB officer in the mall. Actually, technically, he was SVR, but that was the modern day equivalent of the KGB and there were still old-school KGB operatives running off-the-book missions. Ukav ran with the movers and shakers.

Even though tensions were not nearly as high as they were during the Cold War, that did not mean the two superpowers were buddy-buddy. As a matter of fact, in regards to any of the hotspots around the world— Iran, Syria and North Korea in particular—the USSR and the USA were on opposite sides of the negotiating table.

But why was Ukav here at the mall? Buying a latte, of all things? And why had he warned her? About the only thing the USSR and the USA agreed upon was the danger of China. Were the Chinese here, as well?

“He went toward the restrooms,” Trinka informed her.

Val turned to the harried woman in front of her. “Can you hold my place?”

The woman seemed to notice her for the first time. “Sure.”

Val took off down the mall, passing three shoe stores and a tattoo shop. When did tattoos become mainstream enough to show up in a mall? Kind of undercut the rebellious nature of ink, didn’t it? Even parental rebellion had turned corporate.

But she wasn’t here to provide cultural commentary. She was here to find out why a foreign agent was on US soil.

“Trinka, I need to know if he’s got his team with him.”

“I’m running facial recognition software already.”

“And the Chinese—run the footage against all foreign operatives.”

“Will do,” Trinka answered, sounding a little caffeinated herself.

“I’ve got to say though, Ukav wasn’t hiding,” Trinka explained. “He looked up, full-face, into the first camera he encountered.”

Yes, there was nothing stealthy about how he had revealed himself to Val. So un-KGB-like. They were usually ghosts. And equally as hard to document as apparitions.

Val arrived at the barren hallway that led to the bathrooms. “Which way?”

“He went in the women’s restroom,” Trinka said, then hurried on. “But he put something on the payphone hook.”

Cautiously, Valentine walked up to the payphone. Was it a trap? It didn’t feel very sophisticated, though, and Ukav was nothing but sophisticated in his approach. Gulping, Val put her hand on the phone and jerked it from its cradle. No bombs. No explosions. Not even a shock. Ukav must be getting rusty.

Instead, she found a sticky note attached to the lever. It was in Cyrillic. Val was fluent in a lot of languages, but written Cyrillic? Was Ukav busting her chops? She took a picture of it and sent it to Trinka.

“Um, the note says ‘run.’”

Well, that wasn’t going to happen. Val headed to the women’s restroom. She pulled her gun from its thigh holster before carefully opening the door. The restroom appeared empty. She checked each stall just to be sure. He was nowhere to be seen. The only evidence of his passing was a loose vent.

“He’s gone up,” Val relayed to Trinka.

Climbing up on a toilet, Val checked her gun to make sure there was a bullet in the chamber. She had a knife in her boot, of course, but would it be enough? She still sported a nasty scar on her ribcage from one of Ukav’s bullets. Just because he was warning her off didn’t mean he wouldn’t kill her if she got in the way of his mission.

Without hesitation.

The scar under her bra, chafing, was proof positive.

“I’m going in,” Val informed Trinka.

“Roger that,” the petite tech replied. Such military terms sounded so odd coming out of such a cutie.

Stepping onto a toilet, Val made her way up into the duct. Penlight in her mouth, she swept the light back and forth. Scrape marks went west, so she went west. She followed the trail until she came to a junction in the ducts. Right in the middle of the crossroads was a grate that had been removed. Clearly, Ukav had gone down. She checked the opposite grate to find rope marks in the grime. He had brought rappelling 

equipment.

Funny, she hadn’t. Wonder why? Maybe because she was just trying to get her Christmas shopping done. Was a little heads up too much to ask?

The shaft went straight down into the bowels of the building.

“I’m going down.”

“Holy crap,” Trinka announced.

Yes, it was a steep climb, but that reaction seemed a little out of context. “Trinka, what’s wrong?”

“Ukav isn’t the only foreign agent here.”

“Okay…”

“We’ve got three men from the Harkat-ul-Jihad al-Islami in the mall.”

Holy crap was right. The Harkats were hardcore terrorists. “From Pakistan or Bangladesh?”

“Bangladesh,” Trinka replied.

That only made it worse. That splinter group had been responsible for numerous foreign store bombings in India. The chatter was that they were working their way up to taking on America.

And a major American mall on Christmas Eve? That would be quite the statement.

“Get the Director looped in. Plus the FBI, Homeland and NSA.”

“Yes, ma’am,” another voice said. “Trigger here. Standing by in case you find an explosive device.”

“Good to know,” Val answered, imagining the clean-cut youth. He was the opposite of what a computer geek should look and act like. Unlike most CIA hackers, Trigger did not have a criminal background. Hell, Val didn’t think the kid had a parking ticket.

Even on Christmas Eve, the kid probably had on his three-piece suit, his tie perfectly knotted. Never loosened. His Mormon upbringing shone through. He could be making ten times what the agency paid him out in the private sector, yet he was dedicated to a life of service.

Which worked for Val. Hopefully, she wouldn’t need his expertise. Hopefully, this was just a wild goose chase led by a bored Russian. Although, as the SVR’s top asset, Ukav seldom had time to be bored.

None of that mattered right now, though. Right now, she had to climb down a slick vertical shaft, in stilettos no less. Seriously, Bond never had these problems.

Holstering her gun, Val braced her shoes against the sides, scuffing their perfect alligator leather. A small price to pay. Pressing her palms against the cool metal, Val lowered herself into the shaft. Foot by foot, she made her way down, following Ukav.

Finally, her feet hit the bottom of the shaft. Beyond the thin metal, she could hear the grinding and groaning of a furnace. Crawling, Val followed the shaft with the dust disturbed.

Conveniently, Ukav left the grate off. At least she knew that she was hot on his trail. Crawling out of the vent, Val shook off the knot in her shoulders. Pulling her gun again, she checked her corners, then moved out into the boiler room. The place was dim and dank. Years of steam had etched their way into the concrete walls. Rivulets of water coursed down the cement.

Huge cylinders created a maze of steel in the basement. Rusted steel. The air was heavy and humid. Val pinched her nose against the strong smell of metal. Plus it was hot. The furnace wasn’t exactly well insulated.

Gun up, Val cautiously moved forward. “Any idea where the Harkats are?” she whispered into the darkness.

“Looks like they took the direct route to the basement,” Trinka said.

The only warning of the attack was the clink of metal against metal. Val twisted, aiming up, but her shot went wide as a man threw himself from the top of the cylinder. The ricochet, though, came back, puncturing the metal. Steam blasted out, blistering the man’s face. Even so, he raised the crowbar and came down on her gun arm.

Pain jangled down the limb as the gun hit the floor and skidded under a cylinder.

Bastard.

Pivoting on her heel, Val came back around with her elbow, burying it in his solar plexus. The guy’s garlic hummus breath heated the back of her neck. Taking her very pointed heel, Val slammed it into his foot. This doubled him over even further. Her right arm still useless, Val came at him with a roundhouse kick, knocking the crow bar out of his hand.

He tried to come back with a left hook—however, he telegraphed the move from Bangladesh. She leaned back, letting the fist swing right past her. In a smooth motion, she grabbed the crow bar with her left hand and brought it up against the side of his temple. The impact made a sick thunk, and suddenly there was a dent in the guy’s skull.

He keeled over, smacking into the cement face first.

“That’s how you use a crow bar,” Val informed him as she stepped over his body.

“Ma’am, there are three terrorists down there, according to the footage,” Trigger informed her.

“Make that two,” Val countered.

She took several photos of the terrorist’s face and sent them to Trigger.

“You should still be able to get facial recognition,” she said, trying to focus on the intact side of the guy’s face. Valentine didn’t feel even a twinge of sympathy for the terrorist. They came up into her grill like that? Threatening her mall?

Technically, she couldn’t operate on American soil, but in a situation like this? She didn’t think her supervisors would complain one bit. She also didn’t think the founding fathers would be too bothered by her actions.

Gunfire sounded from deeper inside the boiler room. She turned just in time, as the bullet slid across her back. It hurt like a mofo, but wasn’t fatal. Putting a cylinder between her and the shooter, she pulled out the knife in her boot.

This was going to be tricky. Bringing a knife to a terrorist gunfight was never a good idea. But her gun was gone. She didn’t think she could call for a timeout to dig around under the steam holding tank.

So a knife it was.

Above the hiss of the steam and the groaning of the furnace, Valentine could hear the shooter’s footstep. This had to be perfectly timed, or… well, she wouldn’t need to worry about any bomb they might have set.

Kicking a few pebbles out past the cylinder, Val was rewarded by a burst of gunfire. Wild, misdirected gunfire. The gunman should be more cautious this time. Jumping from behind the cylinder, Val let the knife fly. If she had miscalculated by even a few inches, this would be the end.

Luckily, the blade flew true, striking the man square in the heart. He didn’t have time to pull the trigger. The gun slipped from his hand harmlessly. The man’s face showed surprise.

“That’s what happens when you go up against a professional,” Val told him as he pitched forward.

These guys were used to hitting soft targets in India. Welcome to America, asshole.

“I take it I can say there is only one left?” Trigger asked.

“Yep,” Val said as she scooped up the assailant’s gun.

One more to go.

“You should be looking for the gas inlet,” Trigger said. “It should be on the far eastern wall.”

“Why?”

“A bomb placed there would do the most structural damage to the mall.”

“Got it,” Val said. It was nice to have a double-degreed MIT graduate on the payroll. For such a staunch young Republican, Trigger certainly knew how to think like a terrorist.

Val headed for the east wall, checking around each cylinder before she stepped out. Her right arm tingled as the nerve came back to life. Still, Val carried her acquired gun in her left hand. Not ideal, but what could she do? She couldn’t risk a single millisecond in nerve delay.

Ducking around the last cylinder, Valentine identified the bomb before the bomber. Damn, the thing was big and complicated. The man, though? Average. To think—this scrawny little guy could kill how many innocent victims?

And as the timer ticked down from 5 minutes, he didn’t even have the cojones to die with his victims. He wasn’t a suicide bomber. They had set a time delay, just as they had in India. The Taliban had realized that they were running out of willing young suicide bombers. If they kept blowing up their followers, they would be out of business pretty darn quickly.

Hence the new wave of time-delayed terrorist bombs.

Did the guy know his associates were already dead? Did he realize he was next? Apparently so, as he spun around with a gun pointed at her.

“Drop it,” Valentine ordered. “It’s over. My backup is on the way.” More quietly, she added, “Right?”

“Bomb squad, FBI, and local police are en route,” Trinka confirmed.

Good. She hated to lie to terrorists.

“Arrogant American. We might die, but so will your pig countrymen.”

Valentine thought of the little old woman manning the donation bucket. “Only if you can hold me off for more than five minutes. Your companions didn’t last five seconds.”

That got the guy’s eyes twitching, as he scanned right and left. Apparently, he had hoped that he had some backup coming, as well.

“Put it down and you’ll live,” Valentine offered.

The man snorted. though. “So that I can go to Gitmo? I don’t think so.”

This was not good. They were at a standoff, and the guy might not have started the day in suicide mode, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t switch into it any moment. Valentine didn’t feel like dying today.

So instead of shooting, she used her less-than-obedient right hand to unlatch her belt. With a snap, she whipped the snakeskin leather off her waist. The terrorist took a step to the left, blocking the bomb with his body.

“What is this?”

Valentine snapped the leather again, flinging it toward the man’s gun arm. It coiled itself around his wrist.

“Is this some game to you?” the terrorist demanded.

With her thumb, she pushed the belt’s tongue all the way back. With a single spark of electricity, the fibers in the belt realigned. And, much like an anaconda’s myofibers, began to contract.

“Guess we’ll see,” Val replied, as the man’s face contorted. His fingers turned a dark pink as the circulation was cut off.

He must have realized it was only seconds until he would lose his grip on his gun, as he charged forward, squeezing the trigger. Val stood steady, though, as the shots went wide. She put three bullets in his chest, then one in his forehead, just in case he was wearing a vest. Val started taking pictures of the bomb before he even fell to the ground. She was no bomb expert. Luckily, though, they had one back at Langley.

“Trigger, what do you think?”

‘That is a big bomb,” he said.

“Yes, I got that much. Am I going to have to cut a wire?” Val asked. “Because if I do, I have to go get my knife out of a guy’s chest.”

“No, no,” Trigger said. “That is a collapsible circuit. If you try to disable it, it will detonate.”

“Okay, then what are we going to do?” Val asked.

She watched the digital timer speed down from five minutes.

“The bomb squad is ten minutes out,” Trinka added, as if reading Val’s mind. The young woman did want to work out in the field one day. Val was glad to see her starting to think like a field operative.

“So it’s just me and no time to evacuate,” Val summarized. “Trigger, got anything?

“The timer is the weak link,” he said. “Do you see a fire extinguisher?”

Valentine glanced around, finding the object in question. “Got it.”

“Fire it at the timer and timer only.”

“And if I miss?”

“We and everyone else at the mall will know about it.”

Great. She grabbed the extinguisher, pointed it to the wall, and sprayed it. These things weren’t exactly precision devices. Getting a feel for how wide the foam would spread, Val turned back to the bomb.

“Here it goes.”

Val got down low on the floor, ripping her nylons, and aimed the hose up, trying to catch the timer from the bottom, sparing the rest of the bomb. Or, at least, that was the theory.

The canister in her hand got cold, really cold, as the timer frosted over with white foam. Val had to reach out and wipe the screen clear to make sure it had stopped. There it was, frozen at four minutes, three seconds.

Not bad for a run to the mall.

“We’re good,” Val announced.

Trinka and Trigger whooped in her ear. Val switched off her mic as she turned to the corner of the room. “You could have helped out, ya know.”

Ukav stepped out from the shadows. “But to see you in action is, how do you say it? Poetry in motion?’

“What are you doing here, anyway?” she asked.

Ukav only grinned slightly. He was far too seasoned to actually tell her. She could guess, though.

“How much do you want to bet that this bomb was made from Russian parts?”

“I am not a betting man,” Ukav said.

“Did you fund this attack?” Valentine asked him.

“Russia does not engage in terrorist activities,” Ukav said, puffing out his chest. Which was a little hypocritical, since Putin was suspected of killing his political opponents with ricin.

“But you do pay protection money,” Valentine stated. It was a new ploy by terrorists to extort money from countries in exchange for a guarantee they wouldn’t be hit by attacks.

Ukav shrugged. Which was the spy equivalent of an emphatic ‘yes.’

“India is your ally,” Valentine said. “Yet your ‘protection’ money paid for those attacks.”

“So you can see why this is so awkward,” Ukav replied.

Awkward was an understatement.

“I can’t let you take the bomb,” Valentine said. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“I’d prefer to head home for Christmas dinner.”

“I’ll give you a ten-minute head start.”

Ukav’s grin spread into a full smile, his usually severe features softening. “I won’t need it.”

The man melted back into the shadows and was gone.

“Everything okay, Valentine?” Trinka asked in her ear.

Valentine reengaged the mic. “It’s all good. And let Trigger know the belt actually worked.”

“I told you!” Trigger exclaimed.

“You know I only wore the damn thing because it was so cute,” Valentine replied.

“Which is why I made sure that it was fashion forward,” Trigger explained.

Good to know that the kid could go from the CIA over to Calvin Klein if he wanted to.

* * *

Valentine rushed up to the toy store to find the woman who had been in front of her at the front of the line. The police had finally arrived, and she had turned the crime scene over to them, since she officially had never been there. They would credit some mall cop with the discovery. Time to get back to her real mission. Val elbowed her way back into the line. The man behind her tsked.

I just saved your life, Val thought, but how could she ever say it?

The woman in front of her grabbed the three bags from the counter, leaving her little girl hanging, literally hanging from her mother’s neck. Kids. The girl hadn’t wanted to be held, and now that her mother’s hands were busy, she couldn’t get the little girl off of her.

With fond memories of her own girl at that age, Val walked up to the counter and purchased her Baby Gaga doll. Val didn’t quite get why this toy was all the rage. She guessed that the fact that each time you squeezed the baby, a Lady Gaga song played which was the attraction. You could also upload your own playlist, as well. What a little girl needed with this feature, Val wasn’t quite sure.

Taking the bag, Val headed for the exit. There was the little old woman again, ringing her bell.

Val walked up to her and handed her the bag. “Here’s a donation.”

The woman accepted the bag, and when she pulled out the doll, her eyes widened. “You could get a thousand on eBay for this.”

“I know, but I want to give it to you.”

“I thought you had a daughter?” the woman asked.

“Had,” Valentine said.

Her husband and little girl had been killed in a terrorist attack over six years ago, although at times like this is felt like six days. She honored her daughter’s memory each year by buying a gift, then giving it to the underprivileged. “I just want someone who really needs it to have it.”

“I will deliver it personally.”

The thought of some little girl’s beaming smile as she opened the doll helped take the edge off the grief. “Thanks.”

Val headed toward the door. Opening it, she was blasted by the frigid winter wind. She didn’t mind.

Because, you know what? It felt pretty good to have saved Christmas.

Be on the look out for first full-length novel of the Spies in Stilettos…My Lethal Valentine, summer 2014

The best way to find out about new releases is to sign up to subscribe to my author page here….

 


AFTERWORD

Thank you so much for following the exploits of Davidson, Bunny and of course Lopez! 

While this trilogy is done, their story is far from over.

If you read Collision, the short story prequel, to the 3rd Betrayed series you should get a sense of where we are going.

And you don’t’ have long to wait! I start writing StormFront later this summer and it will be out in early Fall! Wahoo, Brandt and Rebecca are back!

If you did enjoy the story, I would ask you a big favor and have you go back to Amazon and please leave a review. Indie Authors live and die by their reviews!

I’d also like to ask that if you find any typos/errors to please contact me directly. Even though this and all of my books have been put through a gazillion rounds of edits, we are all just human. It really helps if you catch anything to email me at authormccray@aol.com

Also you be sure to turn on “autoupdates” in your Amazon.com account under “Manage My Kindle.” This way when content is added (such as High Caliber and Rapid Fire in late 2014) it will automatically whispersync to your Kindle (or app). You can also subscribe to my Author Page on Amazon here and be alerted to any new releases of mine.

Want more of Lopez and the rest? You don’t have to wait! Cycle 3 has already begun with StormFront! Heresy, the 2nd book of the 3rd trilogy will be out early 2015!

Can’t wait until then? Check out the next section for more thrills!
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The Betrayed Omnibus Series – 


Carolyn’s controversial historical thriller series
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Have you read the entire Betrayed series? From the prequel short story, Ambush to the post-Shiva EXCLUSIVE short story Mayhem?

Want them all in one place? Check out The Omnibus Collection - it is a $19.00 value for just $9.99!!!

Praise for the Betrayed series…

“Carolyn McCray’s 30 PIECES OF SILVER proves that Dan Brown’s crown is up for grabs. Part minefield and all roller-coaster ride, here is a story as controversial as it is thrilling. Hunker down for a long night, because once you start reading this book, you won’t be putting it down.”

NYT Top Ten Best Seller

James Rollins

Devil Colony

“With twists and turns galore the pace of Havoc never slows down, you are propelled along like an avalanche. Havoc is an accomplished thriller. I sort of hate to use the word “interesting” which sounds like a book report, but this novel IS interesting as well as being a great read.”

P.B.Sharp

Amazon Reviewer

The collection includes…

Ambush

the prequel short story to 30 Pieces of Silver

30 Pieces of Silver

the extremely controversial historical full-length thriller that started it all!

Targeted*exclusive to the Omnibus Collection

the bridge short story between 30 Pieces of Silver & Havoc

Havoc

the stirring full-length sequel to 30 Pieces of Silver

Covert*exclusive to the Omnibus Collection

the bridge short story between Havoc and Shiva

Shiva*exclusive to the Omnibus Collection

the bombastic full-length conclusion to the Betrayed series!

Mayhem*exclusive to the Omnibus Collection

the “wrap-up” short story to finish out the first cycle of the Betrayed series

Caught

the prequel short story to the 2nd cycle of the Betrayed series featuring Davidson, Bunny, & Lopez

Plus BONUS Material!

Hacked

the prequel short story to the #1 techno-thriller, Encrypted

Rogue Spear

The prequel short story to the highly anticipated new Nuclear Proliferation Thriller series with a special appearance by Brandt!

More praise for The Betrayed Series…

“I am hooked on this series …a great mix of religious history, action, and old fashion love. I know there is a sequel. I can nearly wait.

Niecy733

Amazon Reviewer

To purchase the Betrayed Series on Amazon, click on the link below…

The Omnibus Collection

* * *


The Robin Hood Hacker Series – Carolyn’s action packed techno-thriller series
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Praise for the Robin Hook Hacker Series…

”Writing a successful sequel is never easy, but in this case Carolyn McCray nailed it! Non-stop thrills and action combined with great new gadgets and more bad guys. Lost in all of this is the witty and humorous dialogue as well as the character development and the blossoming romantic relationships. If that was not enough, she also left us hanging and wanting more. Bravo! Cannot wait for the next installment. Definitely 5 stars.”

Romano Rubusto

Amazon Reviewer

“From the moment I started reading this book, I was in awe. Encrypted is action packed from the first sentence. I couldn't turn the pages fast enough. From hackers, special agents, to the plague, you won't be able to put this one down until the end!”

Book Goddess

Book Reviewer

Included in the collection are…

Hacked

the prequel short story to The Robin Hood Hacker Series

Encrypted

the techno full-length thriller that started it all!

Binary*exclusive to the Robin Hood Hacker Collection

the bridge short story between Encrypted and Cipher

Cipher*exclusive to the Robin Hood Hacker Collection

the stirring full-length sequel to Encrypted

Zeroes*exclusive to the Robin Hood Hacker Collection

the bridge short story between Cipher and Code

Code*exclusive to the Robin Hood Hacker Collection

the bombastic full-length conclusion to the Robin Hood Hacker series!

Ones*exclusive to the Robin Hood Hacker Collection

the “wrap-up” short story to finish out the Robin Hood Hacker series

Plus BONUS material!

Ambush

The prequel short story to the #1 extremely controversial historical thriller, 30 Pieces of Silver

Rogue Spear

The prequel short story to the greatly anticipated new Nuclear Proliferation Thriller series

More praise for the Robin Hood Hacker Series…

“I've read all the books and this box set is amazing value. Whether you're a fan of action, suspense, techno thrills or its outside you're normal reading patterns, I would definitely recommend this set as the series has something for everyone and will blow your mind...I didn't know what to expect but I got an exciting roller coaster read that was fast paced and thoroughly enjoyable. Hence, I couldn't stop reading the rest of the series! Do yourself a favour, save yourself some time and money by buying the set.”

Kizzle79

Amazon Reviewer

“What I love about a boxed set is they are in order, on e-book it is just so much easier to not miss a book or be out of order. In the Robin Hood series I would so suggest staying in order. Carolyn McCray is a talented writer that brings you right into the action; you are so with the characters and what is going on. Yes crime is wrong, but sometimes you got to wonder if only this could be real and we could stop the bad guy in their tracks. And these books sure give a feeling of satisfaction. Full bodied story full bodied characters and full bodied action. You will not be disappointed. Well except for wanting another book to keep on reading.”

Shirleen Miller

Amazon Reviewer

To purchase the Robin Hood Hacker Series on Amazon, click on the link below…

Robin Hood Hacker Collection

* * *


The Apex Predator Thriller Series
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Praise for the Apex Predator Thriller Series…

 

“Salechii will make your heart race with fear.  It'll make you nervous and scared of what unknowns lurk in the ocean depths.  Ms. McCray describes the beautiful new Shark Park that is guaranteed to take your breath away.  But with a name like Shark Park, you know something bad is going to happen. Only bad is an understatement, complete horror takes place…”

Christi Bilbo

Amazon Reviewer

 

“I found this book to be a mix of all the features I love in Carolyn's books.  There's humor, a touch of romance, mystery, gore, thrill, excitement, happiness and sadness.  It's even educational because I learned quite a lot about sharks.  I definitely recommend this book, it's a keeper.”

Dragonroses

Amazon Reviewer

 

Bullies

the prequel short story to The Apex Predator Thriller Series 

Salechii

the first book in the Apex Predator Thriller Series

Open Water (exclusive to the collection)

the bridge short story between Salechii and Shark Station Nyet

Shark Station Nyet (will be added to the collection at NO extra charge Summer 2014)

the full-length sequel to Salechii

Churn (will be added EXCLUSIVELY to the collection at NO extra charge Summer 2014)

the bridge short story between Shark Station Nyet and Shayu

The Shayu Situation (will be added EXCLUSIVELY to the collection at NO extra charge Winter 2014)

the exciting conclusion to the Apex Predator Thriller Series

Blood in the water (will be added EXCLUSIVELY to the collection at NO extra charge Winter 2014)

the short story “wrap-up” to the Apex Predator Thriller Series

BONUS MATERIAL

Ambush

The prequel short story to the #1 extremely controversial historical thriller, 30 Pieces of Silver

Hacked

The prequel short story to Carolyn’s techno-thriller series, The Robin Hood Hacker

Rogue Spear

The prequel short story to the greatly anticipated new Nuclear Proliferation Thriller series

My Dangerous Valentine

the prequel short story to the Spies in Stilettos Thriller series

 

To buy the Apex Predator Thriller series to simply click here…

* * *


The Rapid Response International Thriller Series
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A brand new series filled with Indiana Jones style action and intense gun battles. 

Can the team catch the terrorists before they destroy the word?

Praise for McCray’s international thrillers…

“Carolyn McCray’s 30 PIECES OF SILVER proves that Dan Brown’s crown is up for grabs. Part minefield and all roller-coaster ride, here is a story as controversial as it is thrilling. Hunker down for a long night, because once you start reading this book, you won’t be putting it down.”

NYT Top Ten Best Seller

James Rollins

Devil Colony

“With twists and turns galore the pace of Havoc never slows down, you are propelled along like an avalanche. Havoc is an accomplished thriller. I sort of hate to use the word “interesting” which sounds like a book report, but this novel IS interesting as well as being a great read.”

P.B.Sharp

Amazon Reviewer
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