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Germany, April 2nd, 1945

A jagged bolt of lightning sliced through the night sky, heralding the start of a storm. Within seconds, the heavens opened, and a heavy downpour fell, making visibility nearly impossible.

On a winding road in the German countryside, a small convoy of armored vehicles sped through the rain toward a darkened, imposing castle, situated atop a large hill overlooking the valley.

A gruff soldier leaned forward in his seat, trying to see through his jeep’s windshield. “Sir, I can barely see the road,” griped Corporal Timothy Murphy in his strong Brooklyn accent. 

“Just follow the taillights of the vehicle in front of you, and you’ll be fine,” replied Captain James Daniels from the passenger seat, his face as white as a ghost. Daniels, a young man with thick glasses that seemed to magnify the scared look in his eyes, intently studied an open file folder on his lap, using a flashlight he held in his shaking hand. Unlike the men he led, Daniels wasn’t a combat soldier, but a scientist attached to Allied Headquarters.

“Okay, sir, I’ll do what you say, but why do we have to have the Kraut along with us?” asked Murphy, glancing furtively over his shoulder at a German colonel who sat silently behind Daniels.

Daniels let out an aggravated sigh. “Because some general told my boss so, and he told me, and then I told you he had to come along. That’s how the army works. Now, please stop your complaining, Corporal, and pay attention to the road.”

“Yes, sir.” But as was his habit, Murphy couldn’t just let things go. “I mean, he’s got to be important, right? The Kraut, I mean.”

“Yes, you’re right, he’s important,” responded Daniels curtly. “Now, please, no more questions.” Not that he could have answered them, even if he wanted to. His orders were top secret. All he knew was that the soldiers under his command were to secure Wewelsburg Castle, and the German colonel was there because, with the war almost over, he wanted to help negotiate the surrender of the garrison.

“Captain, we must pick up the pace,” said the German officer, with almost no trace of an accent in his gravelly voice. “It is nearly midnight.”

Daniels glanced at his watch and swore. They were five minutes behind schedule. It might not seem like much to most people, but if the colonel’s information was correct, it could mean the difference between success and abject failure. Suddenly, an eerie, blue-green light burst from the castle, rising like a bright tower into the sky. A shiver ran down Daniels’ back. He picked up his radio handset with trembling fingers. He took a deep breath and keyed the mic. “Charlie-One, this is Charlie-Six. We’re falling behind schedule. Step on it.”

“Charlie-One, wilco,” came the reply through the radio’s speaker.

Up ahead, a pair of M-8 six-wheeled Greyhound armored cars picked up speed. Corporal Murphy gently pressed his gas pedal to keep pace with the lead team of vehicles.

No one had expected an SS fortress to fall without a fight, so when a couple of bright-white flares shot skyward from the castle walls, Daniels and his battle-hardened men knew it was time to fight or die. The flares lasted mere seconds in the rain, but that was long enough for a handful of defenders to spot the onrushing column. A second later, a deadly stream of machine gun tracer bullets flew toward the lead vehicles, harmlessly ricocheting off the cars’ armor.

Daniels knew that for every tracer round fired at them, four more bullets were headed their way. The Greyhounds might have been impervious to bullets, but Daniels’ flimsy Jeep was not. “Close up!” he ordered, hoping to use the Greyhound in front of them as cover.

Murphy had already anticipated the order and reduced the gap between the vehicles to less than a foot.

The lead Greyhound’s commander, a seasoned soldier, quickly returned fire, pounding the German defenders with 37mm shells and .50-caliber rounds. Several more armored cars opened fire. The night lit up as both sides exchanged fire. 

A pair of worn-out veterans from the last war, pressed into service in the waning days of another war, huddled in a muddy trench. They waited until the lead Greyhound was less than twenty yards away.

“Now,” said the team leader. His voice was filled with fear.

As one, their heads popped up. A bespectacled man held a Panzerfaust, a simple yet deadly anti-tank weapon, in his quivering hands. He aimed it at the oncoming armored car and fired. There was a blinding flash as the warhead sped toward the lead Greyhound. Fear, combined with haste and inexperience, caused the anti-tank gunner to aim poorly. The charge struck low on the vehicle’s right side. With a loud explosion, the charge detonated, blasting off a wheel, but it did not destroy the car or its occupants. The Greyhound came to a jarring stop near the German trench. Slowly, the shaken gunner inside the vehicle turned its turret toward the terrified Germans.

The men cursed the SS in unison, dropped the Panzerfaust and its spare warhead into their trench, and scrambled out, running for their lives into the dark.

The SS garrison, short on personnel and equipment, was quickly suppressed. Nothing was going to stop Daniels’ company. Not now. His stomach clenched as they neared the castle. He reached down and gripped his M-3 SMG, praying that he wouldn’t have to use it. They were through the front gate and inside the castle in less than a heartbeat.

Murphy slammed his right foot on the brakes, sending his Jeep screeching to a halt on the cobblestone courtyard. As planned, he flipped on his Jeep’s headlights to blind the German defenders. Behind them, two truckloads of infantry, led by their veteran NCOs, jumped out of the back of their vehicles and quickly spread out.

Daniels pushed open his door and stepped outside into the pouring rain. He gripped his M-3 tightly in his hands. Daniels had hardly taken two steps when he froze, blinking rapidly, his jaw dropping. The sight before him was unbelievable. A dozen men stood in the middle of the courtyard. Some were dressed in white lab coats, while the rest wore the hated black SS uniforms. All of them wore dark goggles and seemed surprised to find Americans among them. Behind them sat a machine unlike any Daniels had ever seen. It was at least twenty feet tall, with two crossed, steel rings connected by dozens of wires to several truck-sized generators. The rings weren’t touching and appeared to hang in the air. A bright-blue ball of light floated in the center of the machine. It quickly faded until it vanished. The heavy smell of ozone reached Daniels’ nostrils.

A pair of SS diehards yelled obscenities at the Americans and foolishly brought up their weapons to fire, only to be cut down where they stood.

“Hands up!” yelled Daniels in German. He cocked his SMG, warning the survivors not to do anything hasty. He had been briefed on what to expect at the castle, but this was beyond the norm. He straightened, shaking his head in disbelief. 

The Germans looked from one to another, as if unsure of what to do.

“Do it if you want to live!” ordered the German colonel. 

Only a fool couldn’t see that it was over. One by one, the SS soldiers tossed their weapons at their feet. Daniels’ men rushed over, picked up the pistols, and aimed their guns at the prisoners of war.

“Captain, please accompany me,” said the colonel to Daniels.

Daniels nodded and walked alongside the German officer. They moved straight toward a man with a death’s head insignia on his collar and the rank of major on his shoulder boards. To Daniels’ surprise, the colonel yanked the goggles off the major’s face and threw them aside.

“Major, you have one chance, and one chance only,” warned the colonel. “If you lie to me, I’ll have you shot where you stand.”

The major raised his head arrogantly. “I don’t have to answer to a traitor like you.”

The colonel stepped closer. “Don’t test your luck, Hoffman. Did you get Black Sun to work or not?”

Hoffman grinned malevolently. “You’ve got a nose. What can you smell in the air, Herr Colonel?”

The smell of ozone had mostly dissipated in the night air.

“Did it work?” pressed the colonel. “Answer me, or I’ll have you shot.”

“Bah, you’re bluffing. You have no authority here.”

“That’s true, he doesn’t, but I do,” said Daniels. In a fit of pent-up rage, he lost his composure and jammed the barrel of his SMG into the Major’s chest, causing him to grimace in pain. “That’s right. I speak fluent German, too. If you think I won’t kill you, you’re grossly mistaken, Major. You’re an SS officer, making you the worst of the Nazi slime. I grew up next to a Jewish family in the Bronx. They were great people, and I bet they lost dozens of relatives in those concentration camps of yours. Absolutely no one here would raise so much as a finger to stop me from sending you straight to hell.”

Hoffman’s bravado crumbled. He exhaled loudly and looked at his feet. “Ja, it would have worked if you hadn’t told the Americans where we were.”

“What’s that? I don’t think the colonel heard you,” threatened Daniels.

“No. No, we didn’t get it working,” snapped Hoffman. “We would have, but you stopped us from creating a stable field.”

Daniels had no real idea what a stable field was, but judging by the relieved look on the colonel’s face, it was clear that the major’s experiment, whatever it was, had failed.

The colonel turned to face Daniels. “Captain, on behalf of all the men here at Wewelsburg Castle and myself, we formally request asylum in the United States.”

Daniels furrowed his brow. “Asylum? Sir, you’re my prisoner. I don’t have the authority to grant you anything but the protections guaranteed under the Geneva Convention.”

“Captain, I recommend you contact your superiors and get that permission. And do it now.”

Daniels bristled at being ordered around by an enemy officer. His orders were clear. Colonel Draxler was there to help him secure the surrender of Wewelsburg Castle, and everyone inside. A machine, essential to the Nazi rocketry program, had been mentioned during his pre-mission briefing, but what he saw before him clearly had nothing to do with Operation Paperclip.

Daniels cleared his throat. “Colonel, with all due respect to your rank, you can’t tell me what I should or shouldn’t do.”

Draxler’s eyes narrowed. “Captain, you’re wasting valuable time. Call Colonel Harrison, and tell him what you found here, and don’t forget to ask for a company of engineers to help tear down this portal.”

“I don’t understand. I was told there would be Nazi rocket technology here; this contraption doesn’t look like any V2 I’ve ever seen.”

“This was never about the V2, Captain, and your superiors knew that. Before you ask, you weren’t told everything because you didn’t need to know. Now, make that call, or I will. Either way, General Eisenhower will hear about what happened here today, and I doubt you want to spend the rest of the war breaking rocks at Fort Leavenworth.”

Daniels took a step back. His head was spinning. Nothing was unfolding as he had expected. He lowered his SMG and said, “Just who the hell do you think you are?”

Draxler wiped the rain from his angular face. “Who I really am, Captain, is none of your business. All you should care about right now is securing that portal.”

Daniels thought he had a grip on the situation, but he was beginning to wonder who was really in command. After a long moment, he gave a sharp nod. “Okay, have it your way. I’ll call headquarters and speak with Colonel Harrison, but if you’re playing some kind of game with me, you’re going to be sorry.”

Draxler lowered his voice. “Captain, just one thing before you contact your superiors.”

“What?” snapped the exasperated captain.

“What did you do before the war?”

Daniels tilted his head. “Pardon?”

“Your job, what was it?”

“I was a university professor. Why?”

“Did it pay well?”

Daniels’ remaining patience evaporated. “Yeah, I suppose so. Why?”

Draxler glanced around at their surroundings and lowered his voice. “Captain, you look like a reasonable man to me. How would you like to make a billion dollars before you turn fifty?”
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Montana, present day.

Juan Durango set the house phone down, tore off a piece of paper from a notepad, and hurried from the rustic farm’s kitchen toward the stables. He ran past a couple of his friends, imagining himself as an Olympic runner trying to break a world record. Juan burst into the stables and slid to a stop next to an open gate.

Having overexerted himself, Juan placed his hands on his knees, lowered his head, and fought to catch his breath. “Mister Scott, please excuse me, but I have a message for you.”

A tall, athletic man in his late thirties, with broad shoulders, short, dark hair, and deep-brown eyes, stopped shoveling manure and straw into a wheelbarrow and smiled. “Okay, Juan, let’s hear it,” he replied cheerfully.

“Sir, a Mrs. Helen Strong just called the ranch house and asked if you would call her back. She said the call was urgent.”

Grayson Scott’s grip on the shovel tightened. He hadn’t heard Helen’s name in quite some time. His stomach immediately twisted into a knot. Her daughter, Anna, had died in a car accident a little over two years ago. She and Gray had been planning to get married when her life was tragically cut short.

The camp for troubled teens had few rules. However, one key rule prohibited the kids from using their cell phones during the day, and they could make only essential calls at night if they received permission. He enforced this rule for all his staff, including himself, to set a good example. Gray cleared his throat and asked, “Did she give you a number?”

“Yes, sir. I wrote it down,” Juan proudly replied, showing Gray the number on the back of his note.

Gray read the number and forced a smile. An image of Anna’s slim face, with her slightly upturned nose, short, black hair, and green eyes, flashed in his mind. “Well done, Juan, and thank you.” 

Juan had a mild form of Down syndrome, and that, combined with the tragic loss of his father last year, had made the young man introverted and sometimes forgetful. Gray wiped the muck from his hand onto his dirty jeans. 

“May I have the message?”

Juan nodded and handed over his hastily scribbled note.

Gray read over the page and then slipped it into the chest pocket of his sweat-stained shirt. He handed Juan the shovel. “Well, young man, it looks like you’ve been promoted to cleanup duty this afternoon.”

Juan grabbed the shovel and glanced at the pile of waste at the back of the stable with little enthusiasm. “I’m not sure this is a real promotion, sir.”

Scott winked. “It’s not. However, one of the rules we all live by is that we must share the chores fairly to ensure everyone participates equally. Right?”

Juan smiled broadly and flashed a thumbs-up. “Yes, sir. Fair is fair.”

“Good. Now, don’t forget to close the gate and wash your hands thoroughly once you’re done. Miguel and the other riders will be back in about an hour, and they’ll be counting on you to help them out.”

Juan smiled at the idea of taking on more work and responsibilities. “I’ll be ready.”

“That’s the spirit.” Gray stepped out of the stable into the blazing afternoon sun. He removed his stained neck scarf and wiped the sweat and dirt from his tanned face. Everywhere he looked, small groups of new campers, led by teens only a couple of years older than they were, eagerly toured the camp and learned its many responsibilities. Gray headed straight to his private cabin and went inside. He appreciated its cool air conditioning as he stripped off his shirt and quickly washed up. He picked up his cell phone from a nightstand and paused for a few seconds. The last time he spoke with Helen was at Anna’s funeral. Gray had to admit that his feelings for Anna were still raw. But Helen wouldn’t have called unless something bad was going on. Gray sat on the edge of his bed, an ominous feeling in his chest. He sighed and reluctantly made the call.

“Hello, Gray, is that you?” asked Helen, immediately answering the phone. Anxiety tinged her voice.

“Yes, it’s me,” he replied calmly. No one used his full first name, except for his mother, and only when he was in trouble as a child. “Is something wrong, Mrs. Strong?”

“Yes, it’s Andrew. He’s gone missing.”

An image of a chubby, bespectacled man in his early thirties with thick, curly, blond hair filled Gray’s mind. “Are you sure that Andrew’s gone missing? Is it possible he’s quietly checked himself into a rehab clinic again?”

“No, you’ve got it all wrong. My Andrew’s been clean and sober for the past year. This is different.”

“Different how?”

“I don’t know; it just feels different. He hasn’t returned my calls or gone to work for over a week. I’m worried sick that something terrible has happened.”

Gray frowned. “Have you called the police to let them know he’s gone missing?”

“Yes. I called the LVPD the day after he didn’t return my calls. I’m really concerned. It’s not like Andrew to go off somewhere without telling me.”

Helen’s voice was full of pain. Anna and her brother were inseparable when they were growing up. With Anna gone, all Helen had left was her son, but there was little he could do. Gray had read somewhere that upwards of three hundred people went missing in Las Vegas every month. Most were found on the first or second day, but not all. He quietly sighed. “Have you spoken with Andrew’s friends or co-workers? Maybe they know where he went.”

“You know Andrew, he’s never one to make friends easily,” she replied tersely. 

Gray instantly regretted his choice of words. “I know, I’m sorry. What about your ex? Maybe he knows something.”

“Max, as usual, was drunk when I called, so no, I strongly doubt that he’s heard a thing either.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Strong, but it’s in the LVPD’s hands now.”

“Gray, I don’t trust them. They’re too busy keeping the homeless away from the hotels to care about someone like Andrew. It’s profit over people in Las Vegas these days.”

Gray closed his eyes and released his breath. “Mrs. Strong, I understand that you’re angry and scared, but what exactly are you trying to say?”

“Gray, I’d feel so much better if you were to drive to Las Vegas and take a look around. You’re good at tracking people down. You did it in the army and were good at it. Please do this for me. I’m going out of my mind worrying about Andrew.”

Gray hesitated. Following someone’s tracks in the dirt was not the same as looking for a person lost in a city of almost seven hundred thousand people. After a long moment, he spoke again. “I don’t know. We’ve just got a batch of new kids who are going to need a lot of supervision and counseling until they feel they can trust my staff and me.”

“Is Martina Alvarez still working for you?”

“Yes.” Gray instantly knew where Mrs. Strong was going. 

“Why don’t you let her handle things for a few days? I remember you were always saying how good she was around the kids.”

“Yeah, but—”

“But what? I need you, Gray. Please bring Andrew home to me.”

Gray silently cursed. He’d been backed into a corner, and there was only one way out. “Okay, if I do this, I’m going to need everything you have on your son. And I do mean everything.”

“Yes, of course,” she responded as though the weight of the world had been removed from her shoulders. “Anything, anything at all. Just ask.”

“I mean it, Mrs. Strong. Girlfriends, boyfriends, or whatever, you know I don’t care. Just don’t hold back anything to protect your family’s reputation.”

“I won’t. It’s yours.”

Gray did the math in his head. “I can give you four days of my time; after that, it’s out of my hands and back into the police’s.”

“That’s more than enough time. Thank you, Gray.”

“Don’t thank me until it’s over. So, prepare yourself for the worst because there’s no way I can guarantee that I’ll find him alive.”

“I know, but I won’t stop praying until I find out what happened to him.”

“I’ll chat with Martina over supper and then hit the road first thing in the morning. Do you still have my email address?”

“Yes, of course,” she replied.

“Good. Send me what you can, and I’ll take it from there.”

“Gray, I don’t know how I can ever thank you.”

“You won’t have to. Mrs. Strong, Anna would have wanted me to do this, so I’ll give it my best.”

“That never-leave-a-man-behind mentality of yours never ceases to amaze me.”

“Like they say, you can take a boy out of the army, but you can’t take the army out of the boy. Take care, Mrs. Strong.”

“You too, Gray.”

Gray ended the call and set his phone down. He looked at his reflection in the mirror, knowing what he was about to do would reopen old wounds—wounds he had worked so hard to close. Gray let out a resigned sigh and shook his head. “Man, what the hell have you gotten yourself into?”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3

[image: ]


Las Vegas, Nevada.

Gray parked his truck outside a small, two-story motel on the outskirts of the city, checked in, and washed his face to feel better after a long, twelve-hour drive. Aside from the occasional stop for gas, he had driven straight through. His body might have been tired, but his mind was swirling with questions.

He opened his laptop and looked for a message from Mrs. Strong, satisfied when he spotted an email with several files attached. Gray opened the files and quickly reviewed them. He wasn’t surprised to learn that Andrew had finally earned his doctorate in theoretical astrophysics and had been working for the government at Groom Lake—also known as Area 51—for the past year. Spending time at one of the most secretive bases in the United States fit Andrew’s profile perfectly. 

That was, however, until six weeks ago, when he suddenly quit and started working for an organization called Chronos Dynamics. Gray furrowed his brow. He had never heard of the company, but it had to pay well for Andrew to leave a lucrative government job and take one in the private sector.

Gray’s phone rang, startling him. He picked it up and glanced at the name on the screen. “Mrs. Strong, you have impeccable timing.”

“Oh, how’s that?” she asked.

“Because I just checked into my hotel and am going through your notes on Andrew.”

“And what have you found?” Helen asked impatiently.

“Nothing yet. I just got here. I need a little bit more time before I can answer that question.”

“Yes, sorry, it’s just—”

“Helen, I truly understand how you feel, but you’ve got to give me some time to do my job.”

“Yes, of course, Gray. You are one hundred percent correct. I just spoke with Andrew’s landlord, and he’s agreed to let you into Andrew’s apartment, as long as you don’t take anything. You know, just in case he comes back.”

Gray briefly wondered what the hell Andrew had that he could possibly want. The two men were polar opposites. Gray was hands-on and enjoyed the outdoors, while Andrew was an introvert who sought solace in his computer games. 

“It’s all right, Mrs. Strong. You can let him know that I’m fairly certain I won’t touch, let alone take, any of his possessions.”

“Good. Are you free tonight? I told him you’d come by around seven?”

Gray’s lips quirked. He’d always admired Mrs. Strong’s relentless focus and efficiency in getting the job done. This had made her a ruthless but successful business leader in the years before her early retirement to look after her alcoholic ex-husband. Gray checked the time. “Seven. That shouldn’t be a problem. Please call him back and let her know I’ll be there.”

“I don’t need to. He’ll be waiting. I gave him my word you’d come tonight.”

Gray grinned and shook his head. “Well, it’s nice to see that you never change.”

“You know me. What do they say? Lost time is never found again,” responded Mrs. Strong firmly. “And I want Andrew found.”

“We both do.” Gray’s stomach grumbled. “Ma’am, I’m starving, so I’m going to grab a bite to eat and then head over to Andrew’s apartment. I’ll call you when I get back.”

“Thanks.”

“Oh, one last thing. If the landlord has any of Andrew’s mail, I’d like to take it with me and read it when I get back to my room.”

“I don’t think that should be a problem.”

“Good. Take care, Mrs. Strong. I’ll do what I can.”

Her voice cracked. “I know.”

“Until later, ma’am.”

“I’ll talk to you then.”

Gray slid his phone away and stretched his arms over his head. He listened to his vertebrae pop as he reached higher. He dropped his arms and shook them out. Gray glanced at the digital clock beside the bed. Time to go. He grabbed his keys and headed for his truck.

At exactly five minutes before seven, Gray pulled into a guest parking spot outside a large, seven-story building and parked. He checked his phone and saw a text from Mrs. Strong. After reading the message, he put his phone away, got out of his truck, and headed toward the front entrance. Even at 7:00 p.m., the air remained hot and dry. Gray opened the front door, relieved to be inside the cool, air-conditioned building.

A white-haired man with deep age lines on his well-tanned face smiled. “Good evening. You must be Mister Scott.”

Gray held out his hand. “In the flesh, Señor Aldana,” he said.

Aldana firmly shook Gray’s hand. The man might have been in his seventies, but he had a tight, vise-like grip. “Mrs. Strong said you’d be coming by and sent a picture of you so I’d recognize you when you arrived.”

“That’s Helen for you. I hope this isn’t an inconvenience.”

Aldana shook his head. “No, far from it. I’m glad to help. Mr. Strong was one of my best tenants. He was quiet, respectful, and never once missed a rent payment.”

“That sounds like Andrew.”

Aldana handed Gray a handful of letters and junk mail. “Ms. Strong said you’d want these.”

“Yes, thank you.” Gray took the mail and slid it into a pouch on a small pack he carried over his shoulder. “Besides the police, has anyone else asked to see Andrew’s apartment?”

Aldana narrowed his eyes. “The police, señor? They’ve never been here.”

“Surely, they’ve called to ask about Andrew and his whereabouts?”

Aldana shook his head. “No, sir. You’re the first person other than his mother to check on Mister Strong.”

An icy shiver crawled down Gray’s back. “Are you sure?”

“Si. One hundred percent.”

“Maybe they’re too busy,” mused Gray, not believing a word of what he said.

“Perhaps. Would you like to see Mister Strong’s apartment?”

“Yes, please.”

Aldana led Gray to a first-floor apartment, opened the door, and held it open. “I’ll be waiting for you in the hallway. Please don’t touch anything, as Mister Strong is quite particular about who has access to his home.”

Gray nodded. “I understand.” He stepped into the apartment and turned on the lights. As expected, Andrew’s apartment was spotless. Gray entered the living room and immediately noticed there was a space on an old oak table where a laptop would have sat. A mouse, a gaming headset, and several notebooks were there, but no computer. Gray slowly turned on his heel, taking in the room. There was a large flat-screen television on the wall, and the bookcases were filled with Japanese anime movies and books. Numerous stuffed anime characters sat atop the shelves. Gray chuckled and gave a small shake of his head. To each their own.

“All right, Andrew, you either took your laptop with you, or someone took it,” he murmured. He slowly checked out the rest of the apartment. Andrew’s bedroom was tidy, with the bed neatly made. The kitchen, as expected, was clean. The fridge was nearly empty, except for a carton of almond milk and several Tupperware containers filled with tofu.

Gray was starting to think that Mrs. Strong’s worry came from paranoia, and that Andrew, away on business, would arrive back home at any minute, wondering what all the fuss was about. He turned to leave when a strange, skittering sound caught his ear. Gray stopped and listened carefully. The noise seemed to come from the living room. He turned off the lights, grabbed a penlight from his pack, and turned it on. He crept back into the room and held his breath. The odd noise sounded like it was coming from under the couch. Gray moved toward the sound but heard it scurry away—this time, toward Andrew’s desk. Gray paused, waiting for the noise to stop. He took a step forward, warily bent down, and looked under the table.

“What the hell?” he exclaimed. A tiny, spider-like creature was staring back at him from under the desk. However, this wasn’t just any spider. The creature, if that’s what it was, was about the size of a mid-sized tarantula, with a slender body and a tiny camera where its eyes should be. The device hurriedly edged back just out of arm’s reach.

Gray stood and looked around for something to catch the spider with. He spotted a metal tin containing collectors’ cards. He picked up the tin, removed the lid, and carefully dumped the cards out on a table. Gray got back on his knees and peered beneath the desk, only to find that the spider had disappeared. He rose and listened quietly for the device. The faint sound of scampering came from behind him in the kitchen. Gray spun around and spotted the metal spider heading for the fridge. Darting forward, Gray took two steps and dove into the kitchen. He landed hard, trapping the device inside the tin just as it was about to hide under the refrigerator. He slid the lid underneath, confining the spider inside.

“That’ll teach you,” he said as he stood. Gray brushed some dust from his clothes and took one last look around before deciding he’d seen enough. He slid the tin inside his pack and joined Señor Aldana in the hallway.

“What was all that racket?” queried Aldana.

“Oh, that. Silly me, I tripped over my own feet. I can be quite clumsy sometimes.”

Aldana stared back, stone-faced, clearly not believing a word. “Mister Scott, I truly doubt that. Anyway, did you find anything in Mister Strong’s apartment?”

“Only that he and his laptop are not there.”

“Perhaps he’s visiting his parents?”

Gray shook his head. “No. They don’t get along. Wherever he is right now is quite the mystery.”

Aldana locked the apartment door. “Mister Strong has already paid for the next three months. After that, I’m afraid that I’ll have to move his things into storage and rent out his place.”

“He’ll be home long before that,” said Gray, trying to sound optimistic.

Aldana crossed himself. “I’ll pray for his safe return.”

“Thanks. Every bit helps, señor.”
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Gray took a long sip of ice-cold beer while sitting at his hotel room desk, browsing the web for anything resembling the metal spider he found in Andrew’s room. There was nothing on the anime sites he checked, which meant it probably wasn’t a toy or prop, nor was it on any local Vegas sites selling home security systems. He shook his head and decided to put it aside for now. Gray turned on some music and started going through Strong’s mail. Most of it was junk, but one item in particular, from Chronos Dynamics, caught his eye. He opened it to discover a letter from its finance department.

Gray let out a low whistle when he saw what Andrew was being paid to work for the corporation. “Nice work if you can get it,” he said, idly wishing he had paid better attention to math and the sciences at school.

He noted the return address and looked it up on his laptop. He was surprised to see it was for a former U.S. Air Force base, off Highway 95 in Northern Nevada. Gray brought up the address on Google Maps and frowned. According to Google, there was nothing there but an empty desert.

Gray tapped the desk with his fingertips and considered his next move. Suddenly, it clicked. He grabbed his phone and dialed a number from memory. 

“Well, well, if it isn’t Gray, you old S.O.B.” Sergeant Thomas Jackson’s booming voice came over the line. “The only time you call me is when you’re looking for a favor.”

Gray chuckled. “Guilty as charged. I know it’s late at night, but I really do need a favor.”

“Yeah, figures. What’s wrong? Is one of your kids in trouble again?”

“No, it’s not anything like that. I’m looking for someone.”

“Who?”

“Andrew Strong has gone missing. Or at least, his mother thinks he has.”

“I’m sorry, Gray, but that name doesn’t ring a bell.”

“He’s Anna Strong’s brother.”

“Anna...Anna, oh man, I’m sorry. Ain’t she the woman you told me you were going to ask to marry you?”

Gray ignored the faint pang in his chest. “Yeah, she was, but fate had other ideas. Her mom called me out of the blue yesterday and asked me to help find Andrew. Can I give you his cell phone number, so you could tell me where and when it was last used?”

“I could, but I’m going to need a really good reason why, just in case my boss asks me what I’m up to.”

“Tell him the truth.”

“He’s a she, and she doesn’t like anyone in her department wasting taxpayers’ money on side projects for friends.”

“Okay, tell her that Helen Strong called you and you’re just taking a quick look for her son to put her fears to rest. If that’s not enough, let her know he’s a taxpaying resident of Las Vegas.”

“Yeah, that’ll do. Give me an hour, and I’ll call you back.”

“Thanks, Tom. I owe you.”

“I know,” replied Jackson cheerfully. “I’ll add it to your tab.”

Gray hung up and sat back. Jackson’s help would be invaluable. His thoughts returned to the...thing...in his pack. What the hell was it, and where did it come from?

True to his word, Jackson returned the call nearly an hour later. “Okay, the last known call Andrew Strong made was on June seventeenth, a couple of miles outside of Paradise Valley. After that, there’s nothing.”

Gray leaned back in his chair. So far, all of the information matched Postvera’s address, and the time when Andrew went missing. “When was the call made?”

“At precisely 1747 hours. And like I said, after that it’s quiet.”

“Is it quiet because he didn’t make any more calls, or because the phone’s GPS tracking signal went dead?”

“Both options are possible, I suppose. But that doesn’t mean he’s missing. For reasons known only to him, he could have also disabled his phone to stop people like us from tracking him.”

Gray frowned. “I don’t know. Andrew’s an introvert, not a conspiracy theorist. I still think something’s not right.”

“It’s a bit of a drive, Gray, but all of your answers might be waiting for you in Paradise Valley.”

“Yeah, it’s starting to look that way.”

“Well, whatever you do, be careful, brother.”

“I will. One last thing. Can you see if Helen Strong called the LVPD to put in a missing persons claim in the past week or so?”

“I already did, and the answer is no.”

Gray frowned again. “Well, that’s odd. Thanks again, Tom.”

“Anytime, Gray.”

Gray hung up and checked his watch. If he left now, he’d arrive in Paradise Valley just before sunrise. He rubbed his sore neck and exhaled deeply. He suppressed the urge to call Helen Strong and question her about the conflicting information she’d given him. It was too late at night, and it was possible he’d get more answers seven hours north. There was only one solution worth considering. He quickly packed his few belongings and headed out to settle the bill with the hotel staff before hitting the road.
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Paradise Valley, Nevada.

A long streak of bluish-gray light rising on the horizon was a welcome sight for Gray. He had been driving for hours and was exhausted. Gray needed rest, but his mind wouldn’t let him relax. There were too many questions that needed answers. He made his way down the main street of a quiet ghost town. A few businesses remained open for the handful of residents, but the city was mostly deserted.

Gray pulled over at an abandoned gas station, checked his GPS, and then double-checked his location on a map. If there’s one thing that could be tinkered with, thought Gray, it’s technology. Confident that he was where he was supposed to be, Gray slid the map back into his pack and drove back onto the highway, heading north for a few miles before turning off onto a dirt road toward the abandoned base that Postvera was allegedly using for their offices. After a torturous, fifteen-minute drive on a trail that had potholes large enough to cause irreparable damage to his truck, Gray stopped outside of a rusting metal gate with a weathered Do Not Trespass sign hanging askew.

“What a surprise,” Gray murmured mildly. He glanced at his GPS. The signal was gone. “And wouldn’t you know, it looks like I’m being jammed.”

Gray turned off his truck’s engine, got out, and looked around at his bleak surroundings. Aside from a few shrubs, there was nothing but sand and rocks as far as he could see. He returned to his truck and grabbed his binoculars. Gray scanned the road heading toward the base but saw nothing. He put his binoculars back inside his vehicle and walked over to the fence. A padlock secured a rusty, heavy chain blocking his way... for now. His father had always told him that a lock was only a deterrent to an honest man, and today he wasn’t planning on being one. Gray went to the passenger side of his truck, opened the glove compartment, drew his 9mm P226 pistol, and stepped back. He took careful aim at the lock and fired. The lock shattered and hit the ground. The sound of the shot echoed into the distance. He knew the move wasn’t very subtle, but Gray was growing tired and wanted answers.

“That’s better,” said Gray, placing his pistol on safe and sliding it into its holster. He forbade guns on his ranch; the only exceptions were his pistol and a rifle he kept in case he needed to keep predators away. Both weapons were locked up in his room for safekeeping, with only himself and one other person knowing where the keys were stored.

Gray kicked the padlock aside and removed the chain from the gate. He pulled the gate open, got back into his truck, and drove warily onto the base. A few minutes passed before hundreds of empty wooden buildings came into sight. As he drove through
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