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      "Retired" is a relative term for Jackie Malloy, a former operative for The Activity—the US military’s dedicated Special Operations Intelligence Agency. Jackie thought her 2011 Abbottabad mission to scout Usama bin Laden’s compound lay well-buried in the past. Had the "JeLo boys," her teammates Jerome and Lowell, died in "accidents" that were anything but?

      Lured back to Pakistan by a ghost from the past, Jackie lands in a sniper’s crosshairs. In a high-stakes game of micro-drones and lethal grudges, Jackie must find the killer before she becomes the third color in the Jell-O graveyard.
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      I released all four MAVs. The micro air vehicles swarmed aloft. Each no longer than my middle finger. I raised mine just to check and, since I had it deployed, aimed it west especially for Chas. How the hell had he talked me into this? I quit two years ago. Retired. Out. Gone. This girl was a dream that once was. And I wasn’t dreaming of Rome. I also wasn’t dreaming of Pakistan—but here I was again anyway.

      I also wasn’t a gladiator; I was, had been a well-paid spy. Not that the US military paid its spies exorbitant amounts, but being at the very top of the Department of Defense intelligence gathering pyramid didn’t make the pay paltry either. Spy? We didn’t call ourselves that, duh! We were SIGINT and HUMINT specialists; signals and human intelligence gathering was our craft. A lot of our dance was done online, but sometimes nothing beat putting our feet on the ground in some hellhole like this one.

      At the moment, I actually was a much more highly paid consultant. Oh, I didn’t need the cash, but that didn’t mean I was letting Chas off the hook scot-free either. If he was making me do this, it was gonna cost him. Rather than flying the friendly skies, Supergirl—my converted DC-3 flying home—sat unwilling at Fort Bragg. I’d take North Carolina’s vinegar-based BBQ over the South’s mustard-based any day, but not enough to ever return to Bragg on purpose.

      Though my girl was there, my ass wasn’t at Bragg. It was planted in Southwest Asia—again. A land I’d never wanted to set foot on to begin with, even though I spoke a spread of the local languages and had the ear to shift the accents as needed. That I’d spent most of my final fifteen years of service in the Afghanistan and environs debacle was beside the point. I certainly would never come to this part of the world on purpose.

      Planting my fine ass back in Pakistan? Nihen! Naa! Nahīṁ!—and a big fat No! in every regional language and dialect. I have had enough men mention that particular feature to believe that it’s among my finer ones—though often that’s all they get to see as I walked away after dropping their asses to the floor when they try to pat mine. Our Spec Ops trainers are the very best in the business, which always surprises the big guys with the wandering hands.

      Not that anyone here could admire the finer aspects of my figure beneath the hijab and abaya—the head scarf and the voluminous cloak. All the world could see at the moment was my half-Bermudan face (easily misidentified for a weird mix-of-local most anywhere in Southwest Asia), my hands, and the tips of my shoes. Sandals are counted as indecent here, which was just as well. My toenails matched Supergirl’s blue and that would attract the wrong kind of attention, like the kind to make the air overladen with lead in neat little bullet shapes.

      My MAVs rose in the pre-dawn light on gossamer butterfly wings of carbon fiber. Their programming bobbed them about like the real thing, fluttering along at five meters per second. I couldn’t watch through the on-board cameras while they were in flight; it was like putting a roller coaster on a ship at sea in a Force 10 gale while trying to read the fine print on the contract that had bitten me.

      However, aside from the cash, that was another part of how Chas hooked me. This kind of tech had always been a weak spot for me—it was so damn cool. It also would have made my life a thousand times easier if we’d had it fourteen years ago during my first staycation in lovely Abbottabad, Pakistan. I could have landed one atop bin Laden’s turban with him none the wiser.

      Small bugs meant small batteries. They could only fly for five minutes without recharging, but that was out past fifteen hundred meters in a straight line. I’d never known that butterflies were so damned fast, and my mechanical ones were a lazy lot compared to some of the real-life ones. But they kicked live ones to the curb on two accounts.

      Number One, people ignored them completely, which was actually a tie with their organic forebearers. But Number Two, these could perch on a roof ledge or garden trellis and open their wings. Wings covered with micro solar panels to recharge their little micro-AV hearts. The wings were also interlaced with very high-gain antennas. The latter did a fine job of transmitting sound and video back to me a couple kilometers clear of the fray.

      The final part of how Chas hooked me just chapped my fine ass all the more.

      You’re the only one still alive who was there the first time.

      It’s not as if that was saying all that much. There’d only been the three of us. But it meant I couldn’t say no despite knowing the word in over a dozen local dialects.
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      “So what did the spook have to say?”

      “Watch who’s calling the kettle blue.” That was Jerome and Lowell’s—the JeLo Boys’—color today. Their nickname had been obvious the moment we’d unearthed a whole variety of Jello-O boxes stashed in the Abbottabad, Pakistan safe house. Whoever had pre-stocked this place for us had a weird sense of humor.

      Having one myself, I worked their nicknames and a daily Jell-O color into every sentence I could throughout the day. Not that I was trying to annoy the JeLo Boys…except that’s exactly what I was trying for. Though none of us understood why, unlike most raspberry-flavored sweets, Jell-O’s wasn’t blue. We’d discussed it at length; sometimes this shit is important.

      We’d been given a week to familiarize ourselves with the city. Seven days didn’t get us through the primary Jell-O colors yet—never mind the off-color oddballs like the muddy-gold mango and the pinkish strawberry-banana. But we had the city down well enough to blend in or conduct a high-speed egress that included alleys and backroads. We’d named the different routes out by their Jell-O color, a green grocer at the third turn, a red fire station along the big straightaway, and so on.

      Then I’d fielded the call that offered to finally explain why the hell we were suddenly in Pakistan instead of our cozy office at Fort Belvoir, Virginia.

      “She was very nice for a spook.” Total lie. The woman had been even more of a driven bitch than me. I have my sweet moments. No, really! I do. Her? Not so much.

      “She?”

      “Analyst, not a field spook.” Which was only a bit of a stretch, one they’d totally understand—we were intel analysts at heart, who were also deeply field trained. The JeLo Boys were cleared for certain details but not the CIA analyst’s identity. I wasn’t hot on admitting that I wasn’t either. Redheaded to my brunette and acerbic to my sparkling wit. She’d given me her alias, Frances, and not a teaspoon of sugar more. Whereas Frances knew some serious shit about me before agreeing to meet. “She’s the one who found him. Now it’s up to us to map his hidey hole.”

      “Found who?”

      “She didn’t say.” But we only needed to glance at each other to know that we all knew. There was no most-wanted-terrorist card deck for Afghanistan like there’d been for Hussien’s folks in Iraq. While Saddam had been the Ace of Spades, there’d been one Joker who trumped all other cards in any game. He’d escaped traps and massive military capture-or-kill operations. He’d been declared presumed dead several times, only to pop up six months or a year later.

      Nope, not a one of us would dare say Usama bin Laden’s name aloud, not even his more common moniker among the military, UBL. But I’d now been given a street address and told to find out everything we could about the building without…you know…actually going anywhere near the place.

      Thankfully, that was something The Activity was very good at.

      After the total SNAFU back in 1980 of Operation Eagle Claw, the powers-that-be knew things were broken. For a change, they decided to fix a few of them. That first attempt to recover the hostages from the new Iranian government (I’m using that word loosely) had ended in the fiery death of eight US servicemen, a couple of perfectly innocent aircraft, and a generally acrimonious state of affairs among everyone involved: Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines. The only thing they all agreed on was to hate the CIA even more than they hated each other.

      Total hostages rescued: zero.

      They were released the day Ronald Reagan was inaugurated. One of his aides had called the Iranians and asked them to keep the hostages until after Carter had lost the election. If Reagan knew one thing, it was theater. That it cost the hostages another hundred or so days of their misery didn’t register with the man.

      Anyway, back to the debacle fixes: enter the creation of Joint Special Operations Command, the Night Stalkers, and the Intelligence Support Activity. Though we’ve had about twenty different titles before and since, The Activity is what stuck for most of us. Our job is to get intel before JSOC’s Tier One Special Operations Forces of Delta, SEAL Team 6, or the 24th STS put one foot on the ground. Need to know if a back street in Kandahar can fit your helo’s rotor, the complete layout of the sewer system under Jakarta, or the make and model of the air conditioning motors in London’s Russian embassy? Yeah, we could get that for you.

      Delta Force didn’t become who they were by dropping in to see if there were any terrorists camping in the desert because it was a fine place to work on their tans. They did it by going places after The Activity told them how many tents, who was in each of them, what weapons they were carrying, and each recruit’s mother’s maiden name if requested.

      So now the CIA wanted the layout of UBL’s private home, no problem. Just call The Activity.

      Except it turned into a problem.

      The unnamable resident had built five-meter-tall walls around the football-field-sized place—eighteen feet high, twenty if you counted the barbed wire at the top. The top story was all that showed above it. The occupant was so paranoid that the sun porch had its own two-meter-high concrete privacy wall. No seeing in and no seeing out. Nothing within a kilometer that gave any angle down into the place. Animal pens (we could hear them), shady nooks (we checked the angle of the sun against those wall heights), extended eaves over porches casting them into shadow…the
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