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A child of Erebus and Nyx, Nemesis was the Greek goddess of retribution, Invidia to the Romans. She rendered judgment and meted out punishments to those who perpetrated evil or amassed great fortune beyond what they had earned. Nemesis ensured a balance of happiness and sadness, good and bad luck. Often invoked against people whose hubris and arrogance dominated their lives, she was a force of divine reckoning. She would descend to Earth, winged vengeance, to deal with mortals who thought themselves better than the gods.
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1

Resurrection

He flinched at the sound of ricocheting bullets striking rock just above his head, the impact preceding the sounds of the rifle firing them. The whole squad lunged for cover in unison. His back pressed against stone, Captain Bradley Morris of the U.S. Rangers hunched over, scanning for his men in the shadows, his guts tight, fearing casualties. The six he could see were uninjured; the other three reported in hushed voices—no one hit. All peered through rifle sights, trying to locate the attack’s source. He couldn’t tell who spoke. “I have eyes on at least two fighters, two hundred and fifty yards, bearing…” a short pause “…two-seven-five.”

Morris glanced down at the gravel between his legs so his men couldn’t see his eyes while he squeezed them shut—just a few seconds, permitting himself the luxury of a few deep breaths. Stone dust caked his nostrils, the source of the pervasive stink of these jagged hills, like stale sweat of a thousand years. Stones dug into his ribs as he crawled closer to his men, fearing any sound would draw more fire. Christ, that was close. Men firing from a concealed vantage point ahead, their pursuers not far behind. They were blown.

This was where the covert mission ended and the fight to survive began. Think it through. Discovered as they made their way towards the target concealed in late evening shadows, light towards the target, or maybe the intel they were following was bogus and this was a trap. Something for the asset handlers to figure out later. There would be no ambush of the man they’d been sent to apprehend, no intelligence bonanza, no feather in the squad’s cap. Now, it was about getting his men out for another day. A stab of pain from another stone made him flinch, cramps in his guts, cold fear suppressed by force of will.

Motion from between two jagged boulders caught his attention, his man watching the rear crouched under them, waving for attention, white eyes contrasting face camo smeared on in the style of war paint. Enemy approaching from the north, twenty plus. That made the decision easy. No way they could fight their way out, and no sense in bringing in backup to be shot dead by concealed fighters as they arrived. The ISIL fighters, if that’s who they were, would be expecting that. An arriving helo would be a sitting duck. He glanced at his watch; it would be night in half an hour.

Morris could see the relief on the men’s faces, hear the soft chorus of sighs as he yanked the sat phone from its pouch. Another burst of automatic fire ripped above their heads, a heavy gun this time, forcing them to duck as showers of stone chips tapped on helmets like hailstones. Stretching to peer around a rock, he could just make out the outline of a battered Toyota truck on the road blocking their retreat, heavy gun mounted in the back, what soldiers called a technical. Morris held the phone’s hooded screen close, unsure if the green glow was visible from above. Since the withdrawal, Afghanistan was a different place, dared only by elite troops on short-term missions. Speed and stealth were all that kept them alive.

Ensuring the connection, Morris double-checked the GPS lock then keyed the mic. “Pac-Man, this is Snakebelly, over.” The bastards better be on their toes. No time to wait for goddam gamer drone pilots stateside to finish their avocado toast.

An unbearable few seconds of static preceded the answer. “Snakebelly, Pac-Man, go ahead.”

Morris’s shoulders sagged, voice hoarse from a parched throat. “Pac-Man, Snakebelly. We’re blown, aborting our mission. I say again, mission abort. Are you in position to clear a path to an extraction point? Hostiles on all sides. Road blocked with a technical, looks like a fifty-cal. If you can see a Hilux, that’s it.”

Morris waited again, tension stretching the length of each second, digging grit from the corners of his eyes with a knuckle. “Snakebelly, firing position in two minutes, got two JDAMS on board, scanning for the technical. Tell me where you want them.”

Two JDAM guided munitions—smart bombs—would clear a path but might not get them all the way out. “Pac-Man, we may need a little more ordinance for the way home.”

A longer pause preceded the answer this time. “Roger that. Two more Reapers inbound.”

“Take out the technical first. We’ll proceed to extraction that direction with whatever cover you can provide. Too tight in here for a chopper.” Call for that once I’m sure we can get somewhere it can land.

A few seconds of waiting forced him to look at the screen, concerned it had stopped working before it hissed back to life. “Reapers two and three, twenty minutes out. Think I have your technical approximately three hundred meters south of your position?”

Morris gestured to his sergeant, pointing to the man’s M151 spotter scope, curling his finger at him to bring it. He wedged it against the rock for stability, squinting into the range finder, keying the mic. “I get two-eight-five meters, one-eight-seven degrees from our position.”

The reply this time was instant. “GPS lock on that. Keep your heads down. Great and mighty bang inbound.”

Morris hadn’t realized he was holding his breath. Forcing his shoulders down, he gave his men a ferocious smile and a thumbs-up. All eyes were on him, stark white contrasting painted skin, dark with shadow now the sun had slid behind the toothy ridge to the west, peaks silhouetted against the last red light. Brave men, all of them; the trust on their faces forced him to again steel his features. No fear could show but he was more than merely aware any mistake would cost all of them their lives. Nothing to do but stay low and wait for death to fall on their enemies, Thor’s hammer from the night sky.

*

Technical Sergeant Alex Kingsley, USAF, went numb, knowing what was coming, seeing what was happening in front of him, realizing here was where it all ended. He’d waited for it, but anticipation made no difference to the horror. Not dread at raining death on enemy targets unfortunate enough to be visible to his MQ-9 Reaper. He had done that many times and was becoming almost hardened to it. No, now it was time to pay the piper, time for the final betrayal to play out on the screen in front of him. Sweat ran under his uniform shirt, tickling him. His jaw ached from clenching.

Stationed at Creech Air Force Base in Nevada, crew on an armed Reaper drone, call sign Pac-Man, he was accounted by his superiors a talented weapons officer, a young man of iron nerves, one whose calm focus allowed him to react and fire with deadly accuracy, time after time. He was thought to be going places, but he hid a terrible secret: he was a traitor to his country and now his malfeasance had caught up with him.

*

It wasn’t like Kingsley didn’t have the best of reasons for taking the money, or at least as good as such reasons got. He surely wasn’t the only enlisted man serving in the US armed forces with a close relative needing medical attention they couldn’t afford. But he was the one who’d sold it, information about the USAF drone systems and operations to a person he didn’t know, for sale to whichever country bid the highest. When he’d heard it had gone to the People’s Republic, it brought tears and a wave of nausea but by then money had changed hands and his sister’s surgery was done. Experimental, no guarantees, but seeing her in recovery, still a child really, sleeping without pain, color in her cheeks, the guilt drained away for a time.

It might have ended there, but it was not to be. Caught, not by police or the intelligence services, but by an unseen wraith lurking in darkness, spaces he didn’t even know existed. He bit his lip at the memory, forgetting where he was, stifling the groan just in time.

The voice from the darkness had found him. He had not sought him out nor had any warning. One minute engrossed in a role-playing combat game, his VR goggles creating an immersive environment, cutting a bloody swath through legions of digital foes. The next the display went dark, his headphones silent. His first thought was he’d lost power. Before he could tug the headset off, words came out of the void, a rich baritone arriving the same time a shape became visible, a human shape, indistinct, ethereal. All Kingsley could make out was the seated figure of a man, but with wings, dark angel’s wings, shadows on ink. One hung at an angle, broken, incapable of flight.

There was a hint of movement, perhaps its head turned. “Alex, my son, do you truly feel nothing, no guilt, not the slightest remorse?” The question hung in air as if it had echoed from unseen walls. Kingsley didn’t answer. This time he was sure, a look in his direction. “Do you not fear the special hell prepared for traitors? For those like you who have abandoned honor. Or do you not even appreciate what you are?”

The full-body chill was instant and instinctive, but Kingsley was sure he was dealing with some idiot who knew what he did for a living, maybe a friend feeding him a joke video. The drone program had many enemies and he had idiot techy friends. That’s all this was. He was breathing again. “Fuck you. If you want to call me out, have the stones to say it to my face.”

The voice sounded amused, dripping irony as the head tilted up. “Ah, but Alex, you have so many faces. Which one would you like me to say it to?”

“Kiss my ass!” Not a recorded video then—this was a conversation. His guts tightened. It could be real, his secret out.

The figure grew indistinct for a moment, as if a mist had passed between them, then it reformed, almost solid now, the tone harsh. “Before you think to do it—if you power down, I will expose you tonight.”

Oh shit, this is bad. Try to bluff. “Expose me for what?”

A hint of reproof in the tone, perhaps even annoyance. “You will find playing games with me is a dreadful mistake. The three hundred and fifty thousand dollars you took to betray your oath. Shall I bring up the hospital receipts for you to see? A video of you visiting after the surgery? I have more. Did you think a name change for her and traveling abroad for surgery would change anything?”

Chilled as if plunged into ice water, goose bumps all over, Kingsley couldn’t help the quaver in his voice. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Call me Dantalion—many do. I will remain silent, no one will know. I will even erase all records anyone might ever find, but two things you will do for me first. For me and your family.”

Despair and panic flooded him, drowning his senses, tears pooling, salt taste dribbling from under the goggles. He could barely force the whisper. “What?”

All warmth was gone from the voice, transforming to repressed rage, even ferocity. “Soon, you will receive a package containing a device. It will load data inside the Reaper control systems and find its own way from there. The code in the device will encrypt after use.”

He has no idea how tight the security is… or does he? “They’ll figure it out. They’re not idiots. What’s the other thing?”

“I’m sure they will, but you will not care if they do. The second thing you are going to do to buy my silence is restore your own honor, your family’s honor. Bring yourself to an end. How you do it is no concern to me.”

Kingsley sucked in a breath, terrible knots growing in his stomach. Was this a joke? “You can’t be serious.” But he knew he was. There was no way out.

“But I am. It’s not like you haven’t thought of it before. Or so you’ve told your doctor. And the meds your brother takes. Perhaps he simply buys them so there is no record to point to that which would disqualify you from your position?”

“What do you want?”

“The device will be there in two days. If my software is not loaded within the week, expect me. As will all your family, the authorities, the media. All will know the misdeeds of their hero, their defender, their faithful servant. Of the depression, the medicines you hid, how you lied to get into the program in the first place. I will give you a few hours’ warning of when I will activate. It would be very unwise of you to outlive the result by more than a few minutes.”


2

Retribution

The package contained a watch, an old-looking analog quartz timepiece from another age and a USB stick. As directed, Kingsley had worn the watch every day while on duty.

After three days, following his instructions, he stood next to a maintenance terminal while the technician left to speak to a colleague. He set the watch to four minutes before midnight, pushing the adjustment dial in with an audible click. His eyes widened as the network symbol flashed on the laptop for an instant, showing it had connected. Whatever it had done had taken mere seconds. When off duty, he was told to plug the memory stick into his home computer and leave the watch near it. After several days, his tormentor bade him to burn both, which he did, turning the insides to ashes. Now it was happening.

Driving to the base for his shift, a single word flashed on his car’s infotainment screen: “Today.” Thirty seconds later, the screen went dead, defying his efforts to turn it back on. Distracted, Kingsley found himself on the shoulder, tires chattering on the pavement’s edge, making him yank hard on the wheel to avoid the ditch, teeth clenched. The bland yellows and browns of the desert slid by, glimpsed through slitted eyes. He forced himself to gulp short breaths. It was over, all lost now, and he was as alone as he’d ever been. He shook his head, pulling himself together. Now, it was all about protecting his family, completing this final task, these all that he would be permitted. The gate to the base appeared around the bend of US 95 and he shivered despite being bathed in sweat.

*

Kingsley gazed over his left shoulder, searching for the mission coordinator—Captain Phillips. The officer was nowhere in sight, so he turned to face his screens. Pilot and weapons officer were both ensconced side by side in a two-person pod, heavy armchairs with a center console between them, three walls of screens complimenting the control systems directly in front, the array for flying the drone a gamer’s dream. His pilot, First Lieutenant Schneider, call sign Pac-Man, seated to his left, stared focused on her screens, paying attention only to the equipment and the mission, awaiting final clearance to fire as requested. Time to see if he still had weapons control. Kingsley flipped the toggle down, switching the drone’s firing system to manual mode, nudging the control column to aim. Nothing happened. The drone’s camera did not respond. He tried again with the same result. Another look around him—still no one watching him. Several flashes on his main screen snapped his attention back to the skies of southern Afghanistan.

The screen showed weapons activating, but he wasn’t doing it. Another glance behind for the captain before turning back to his targeting screen. The Reaper made a slight turn, bringing the target just within visual range. Schneider’s eyes bulged and she swore under her breath. God no! The targeting controls were changing, moving up the rough canyon scrolling below, three hundred yards from where he’d programed impact. Jesus Christ! He lunged forward, scrambling to shut the weapons down with no effect. Nothing altered the drone’s course or weapons lock, now focused on the unit who’d called in the strike.

Kingsley pressed his eyes shut, bowing his head before a bolt of pain and rage forced them to snap open. Rage flared like a match to gasoline and he pounded both fists on his main screen, cracking the glass to an anguished shout. “Fuck no!”

All eyes in the control room were on him as he lowered his head onto bleeding hands, red smears on the glass. Fingers gripped his shoulder, digging into muscle, hauling his head up to look into Phillip’s brown eyes. “You’re relieved. Stand down now!”

He wouldn’t be asked twice. Kingsley stood, his gaze fixed on the monitor. The weapon launched. A JDAM with five hundred pounds of high explosive was on its way down. He fell to the ground, cracking his head on a pillar, thrown out of the way by his superior as Phillips lunged for the weapons seat. Holding the wet patch on the back of his head, skull throbbing, Kingsley turned for the door. Schneider’s hands flew over the switches as she tried to regain flight control.

Phillips’s voice was shrill. “Turn hard, break the weapons lock!”

Schneider’s tone was pure anguish. “I can’t—no control.”

*

Morris lay on his back, sheltered between two large rocks, the stench of his own sweat filling his nostrils, staring skyward. He knew he would see nothing before the flash of exploding ordinance lit the surrounding area but waited to give the order to run until the truck with the heavy gun was neutralized. He craned his neck to peer at his men, his concern for them his last thought. He looked up. The sky was dark, the first few stars just visible. A beautiful night in different circumstances. He held on to the sigh. It was just morning at home. Be there soon, he told himself. None of the squad saw or even perceived the explosion that tore them to pieces, scattering their burning bodies amongst rocks and gravel.

*

Phillips sat back, his spine snapping erect, breath lost to an explosive gasp like he’d been gut punched. “Jesus no, we just hit our own guys.” At the edge of his vision, he perceived faces twisting in his direction, mouths open. The cracked screen displayed an expanding detonation cloud, larger pieces of debris beginning to rain down, dust obscuring the carnage on the ground.

He shouted without taking his eyes from the disaster unfolding half a world away. “What the fuck happened?” No answer. He spun around with a second demand. “I said, what the fuck happened?” He was speaking to no one. Kingsley was gone. He scanned behind him. No one was there.

The other crews leaned back from their pods staring wide-eyed, their own machines ignored for the moment. One jerked his head towards the entrance. He stood, intending to run to the door before realizing he couldn’t leave the controls. Dropping back into the chair, he keyed the mic on his lapel, calling the MPs. Before he could speak, a single muffled gunshot rang through the room.

This was all going sideways. What the hell now? He heard but didn’t process the shouted words from the adjacent station, his horrified focus still on the drifting dust cloud, the edge of the crater just becoming visible. “Chief! I need you to listen, now!”

“Yes, what?” His voice cracked as he said it, spinning to look.

The pilot leaned from her chair, waving as she spoke. “I’ve lost flight control of my bird. No response to flight commands or weapons inputs.”

A male voice from farther down the line. “Mine too. Completely frozen out.”

Phillips forced himself to take several deep breaths. They sounded like gasps as he drew them. Concentrate—can’t lose it now! Work the protocols. Losing contact with a drone happened all the time, but he had at least three of them happening at once and one that had targeted and deployed weapons in a controlled manner. This wasn’t a lost telemetry link, they were still getting video feed from the birds. The unthinkable had happened.

The same pilot called again, her voice elevated. “I’m turning south towards Pakistan, losing altitude.”

A male voice came from farther down the line. “Mine too, no response to inputs. Shit! Lost video and location feed now!”

No decisions to be made at all then. Only one possible course of action was open to him. He clicked the mic again, speaking now in a steady voice, paging his superior.

When he answered, his commanding officer’s voice was soft. “Go ahead.”

“Sir, we have an emergent situation. Three birds rogue with full weapons loads. One just took out a unit of Rangers without any input from us. All armed and descending on the same heading south towards friendly territory and assets. We’re going to need an intercept and shoot-down. I recommend base lockdown. I think this was an inside job. Someone’s looking now, but I think our mole may have just shot himself.”

*

Shoulders hunched and tense, Joseph Maxwell of Homeland Security waited for his director to answer. There had never been any question in his mind that this day would come, nor did he feel any particular surprise at where it came from. The FBI was pretty confident he’d survived and escaped, and there was no escaping the implications of what he was looking at. He would have expected nothing less. Worse, he knew he was outgunned and alone. All the signs were there, things he’d seen working with the FBI two years before, first in the Philippines, then Brazil.

Maxwell’s team leaned in from the stations around him. They needed to know, better they understood what they were facing. Two more rings and she picked up. “Andrea Riley.” Even jolted from a deep sleep, the director of Homeland’s National Cyber Security Division was always all business.

“Maxwell here. Sorry to wake you, ma’am. I had no alternative.”

A male voice swore in the background followed by cloth rustling and footsteps. “Yes, go ahead.”

He nibbled his lower lip before speaking. “The air force has simultaneously lost control of three Reapers over Afghanistan, now flying below radar but last known heading was for the Sahiwal in Pakistan. One targeted and fired on an American unit. Wiped them out.”

“Jesus Christ, they trying to shoot them down?”

“No American assets in range, but the Pakistanis are scrambling jets.”

“What do they need from us?”

“Any advice or assistance in identifying who’s controlling them. Looks to us like they’ve gone fully autonomous and silent. Nothing to jam or intercept. They’ve lost them on radar.”

She interrupted him. “What assistance can we provide? Where are the NSA?”

This would wake her up. He was sure of his conclusion. Time to spit it out; Ericka had been right. “They’re working on it too, but there’s more. We received data fragments from Creech that appear to have been used to insert malware into the drone control systems before they lost them. God knows how he got it in there. Most of the malicious code on their servers encrypted itself, bricked right up before someone thought to pull the plug, but there’s no mistaking who wrote it.”

Maxwell could make out the sound of forced breathing. “Jesus Christ, you’re sure?”

“As sure as I can be, ma’am. First high-probability Dantalion sighting since São Paulo.”

Riley was silent for a few moments. When she spoke, it was with her usual forceful authority. “Okay, I’ll report up. Any idea how he’s doing it?”

“I think it’s a preprogramed mission. The drones appear to be sending him short data bursts, but he uses a different set of satellites to receive each communication. We can’t triangulate. NSA has drawn a blank too.”

“Analysis?”

“The only reason I can think of why he’d need that uplink is to try and defend the drones until they complete their mission. He clearly isn’t steering them in real time.” He waited for the inevitable question.

“Which is?”

“Last known trajectory was for Sahiwal, but I think what he may want is the prison. Lots of human sources, terrorist prisoners held there. Old habits are hard to break.”

“Is there anything you can do?”

He’d thought through all the angles before he called and come up dry. “Nothing the military isn’t already trying. Try to get some control back and order them to fly where the interceptors can get a lock on them. A very long shot. It isn’t like he’s going to have programed them to fly in a straight line, and he’s picked a night with no moon and some really nasty terrain.”

A few moments passed. “Do whatever you can. When the incident is over, engage the Dark-Web Intelligence Unit at the FBI. They’ve got the most experience with this target.”

*

Wing Commander Yusef Abidi of the Pakistan Air Force kept his eyes on his fighter’s nav screen, scanning flight instruments to maintain control of his machine. A member of the air force reserve, retired from regular service, tonight he was a long way from the operations desk at Inter-Services Intelligence, pulled from his bed to get all possible warplanes in the air. The Chinese-made JF-17 was their latest, guided by China’s state-of-the-art BeiDou navigation system.

As he concentrated, the noise of the engine faded into the background, as did the faint scent of heated electronics and jet fuel. His two wingmen flew behind and just below as he followed a satellite-guided grid pattern, searching for these rogue American drones. The night was ink black and he flew solely by instruments, waiting for the fighter’s radar to find the target, but there was nothing in the mountain air below. Two other three-plane flights searched adjacent areas and he listened as they reported negative results.

The Americans built these things to be hard to see, but they weren’t stealthy, they had to be here somewhere. Even
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