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			Prologue

			Palmdale, California

			Leon Kruger’s hand burned with an unholy fire.

			The pain shot up his muscular forearm in pulses, each one stronger than the one before. The sensation felt like a cramp that originated in the palm of his left hand and radiated along his forearm. Leon grimaced as he rotated his wrist. He desperately wanted to jab the scarred knuckles of his right hand into the fleshy section of his left, but he couldn’t.

			Because his left hand didn’t exist.

			Leon eyed the flesh-colored prosthesis that peeked from his long-sleeved shirt.

			Though the fingers were made of plastic and rubber instead of flesh and bone, the appendage looked real, and he could do a respectable job controlling the fake digits thanks to the biometric sensors arrayed across his forearm muscles. Twenty years of combat paired with exponential advances in body armor technology and trauma medicine had produced some unforeseen offspring. Horrific injuries that would have ended their recipients’ lives even a decade earlier were now survivable, which meant the prosthesis business was booming. His computer-augmented prosthesis was quite literally the best money could buy, but it wasn’t real.

			A fact that his central nervous system never stopped reminding him of.

			The phantom pain seemed to correlate with Leon’s emotions, particularly stress. The greater his worries, the more frequent the phantom pain episodes and the greater the discomfort.

			At the moment, Leon had stress in spades.

			A car turned in to the gravel driveway, raising a cloud of dust as the vehicle transitioned from pavement to rock.

			Leon was a native of South Africa, and he loved his homeland’s breathtaking coastlines and near-perfect weather. That said, even he found it hard not to like California. Most non–California natives thought of the Pacific’s cold waters or miles of sparkling beaches as being unparalleled, but he considered South Africa to be the equal to the Golden State in these areas. However, the beauty currently surrounding him was like nothing he’d ever seen.

			The sky was a special shade of blue. A cobalt pastel mixed with just a hint of cerulean at the point where sky touched earth. The shade steadily deepened to a dark azure the higher Leon’s eye tracked above the horizon.

			The terrain itself was a study in contrasts.

			Toffee-colored rolling mountains were interspersed with pines, oaks, and cedars. Knee-high wild grass gave way to clumps of shrubbery. The vista gave the impression of something wild but not intimidating. A strip of nature that could be explored and enjoyed by rugged outdoorsmen and weekend hikers alike. Were it not for the Tesla slowly rolling toward Leon’s rental car, he might just lose himself in the undulating terrain for an hour or two in an effort to release the stress-induced ache lodged between his pectoral muscles. But he couldn’t afford to lose focus. The sleek sedan concealed a particularly reprehensible human being.

			Leon was something of an expert when it came to reprehensible human beings.

			He was waiting among the stubby trees that lined the granite path winding up the hillside. Though not officially part of Ritter Ranch Park, the pull-off granted access to the four thousand–plus acres of beauty through what had once been a homestead. A sign planted next to the turnoff proclaimed the spot as the future home of a Baptist church, but if the rusted, corrugated steel siding and sagging roof on the standalone garage were any indication, it had been years since this stretch of land had been inhabited.

			It would have been easier and quicker to meet the Tesla’s driver in the gravel lot, but Leon had no intention of doing so. Though he’d lost his hand, he’d managed to keep his head, which was more than some of his fellow captives could say. This was because—contrary to the public persona often cultivated by those in his chosen profession—he was a cautious man and this caution extended to the plethora of cameras that littered the Tesla’s body.

			Leon was also old, and in his profession, age either came with wisdom or not at all.

			The vehicle eased to a stop. The driver exited, closed his door, and then opened the gull-wing passenger door.

			Over the course of his five-plus decades of life, Leon had cultivated expertise in a very narrow skill set and he would freely admit that this knowledge did not extend to luxury cars. Even so, he couldn’t help wondering about the extravagance of gull-wing doors. He thought that this was an exercise in vanity more than a utility.

			A sign that the driver wanted to be noticed.

			While Leon couldn’t say whether this observation was true of all Tesla owners, the analysis certainly fit the bill for the man rummaging around the backseat. Upon their first meeting, Leon’s initial impression was the man could have been a human Ken doll. He was six feet tall with an athletic frame, sun-bleached blond hair, tan skin, and blue eyes that popped from his handsome face. His hair, while neat, had a shaggy feel. As if he were deliberately challenging the stereotypical stodgy norms assigned to men in his chosen vocation.

			Today, the man was dressed California casual in a short-sleeve untucked white shirt, brown chinos, and loafers. Not exactly hiking attire, but Leon didn’t care if the short walk was uncomfortable for his visitor. Though Leon’s world was populated by degenerates, the Tesla’s driver was in a class all his own.

			The gull-wing door eased closed on silent hinges. The man pulled on the windbreaker he’d removed from the backseat, but he didn’t leave the Tesla. It was as if he sensed that he was on the edge of a precipice. Or perhaps he just didn’t want to get his sockless ankles dusty. The man was called Daniel, but unlike the biblical prophet for whom he was named, he did not possess the intestinal fortitude to brave the lion’s den.

			This was not to say that Daniel was free of convictions.

			He wasn’t.

			He just lacked courage of any sort.

			Leon gave Daniel a wave. The man acknowledged the gesture with a short bob of his head before starting toward Leon.

			Daniel’s blond hair fell in curls across his forehead, perfect ringlets worthy of a hair product advertisement. Daniel had it all—money, looks, and charisma. Men wanted to be him and women wanted to be with him. In no scenario should he have been meeting Leon in an abandoned pull-off in a remote park.

			But Daniel was here all the same.

			The Tesla’s driver was the living example of the truism to never judge a person by their outward appearance. Daniel might look like the definition of American success, but his soul was a corrupted, soiled husk.

			Leon knew this firsthand.

			“Why all this cloak-and-dagger bullshit?” Daniel said, stopping a few feet away. “Traffic heading back into Santa Clarita is going to be a bitch.”

			Leon took perverse pleasure at the thin layer of dust coating Daniel’s moccasins. The supple leather was probably hand-tooled lambskin. Now, bits of debris and dirt clung to the moccasins’ shiny surface, fouling the sheen and crusting across Daniel’s tan ankles.

			Leon ignored the question just as he ignored Daniel’s aggressive posturing.

			The early thirties software engineer was a good two decades younger than Leon. His frame reflected the toned muscles that came from a tailored diet coupled with an expensive personal trainer. Any excess calories not expunged during gym sessions were undoubtedly burned away during his thrice-weekly jiujitsu practice. In a bar fight against another cubicle dweller, Daniel would be a formidable opponent.

			This would not be a bar fight, and Leon was not a cubicle dweller.

			Hopefully this was not a truth Daniel would have to be taught the hard way.

			“Change of plans,” Leon said with a smile.

			Leon had spent the majority of his life in Southern Africa. In addition to English, he spoke French, Swahili, and Afrikaans. His exposure to such diverse languages had given Leon a natural ear for pronunciation and dialect. Knowing that he’d be working in the United States, Leon had spent several weeks watching American television and films, repeating each line of dialogue until he could mimic the speaker.

			As a result, his South African accent had softened, the vowels and consonants losing their hard edges. He wasn’t going to pass for a midwestern newscaster anytime soon, but neither would he be remembered for his speech.

			At least that’s what Leon hoped.

			“What do you mean?” Daniel said, a frown splitting his handsome features.

			“I mean that the request for information has changed.”

			“This meeting is over,” Daniel said. “I told you before—I’m willing to provide you with boardroom insight, but not anything that can be traced back to me. This is nonnegotiable.”

			Leon kept his face carefully blank even though he desperately wanted to belly laugh. He’d been grooming Daniel for weeks. Their first contact had been in the guise of a corporate recruiter inquiring about the engineer’s employment strategy via a direct message on LinkedIn.

			As a software engineer, Daniel was in high demand. In Silicon Valley, people with his skill set bounced back and forth between the tech giants every couple of years, usually earning hefty raises in the process, though Daniel worked for a defense contractor instead of a cash-heavy social media behemoth. People with his qualifications were relentlessly pursued—even though the engineer’s LinkedIn profile didn’t suggest that Daniel was looking for work, profiles like his received a steady stream of messages from recruiters.

			The one Leon had sent appeared no different.

			But it was.

			“Everything is negotiable, my friend,” Leon said, this time allowing his smile to peek through. “But I always feel that it’s easier to close a deal once both sides understand the stakes.”

			Leon removed an iPhone from his pocket, scrolled through the photo reel until he found the one he wanted, and then selected the image.

			“Remember her?” Leon said, angling the screen so that Daniel could see it.

			The software engineer eyed the device as if unsure whether to come closer.

			Leon remained still.

			This was a key moment in Daniel’s recruitment. An inflection point for the would-be asset. Two paths branched away from this encounter.

			One led back to Daniel’s Tesla and his old life.

			For a pitch to be successful, the asset had to believe that he was in charge of his destiny. This was why Leon waited patiently, holding the phone at eye level like a lure dangled in front of a hungry trout.

			For a long moment Daniel resisted the iPhone’s siren call.

			Then, he bit.

			Bridging the distance between them with a single stride, Daniel took the phone and peered at the image.

			The change in the engineer was instantaneous.

			A moment before, Daniel had been the master of his destiny. As the lead engineer for his company’s most lucrative project, he was someone of importance and he acted the part. He drove a luxury car, lived in a ritzy townhouse, and ate at the right restaurants. Independent headhunters openly pursued him while his current company’s corporate rivals extended feelers in the form of congratulatory emails and random encounters at trade shows that weren’t so random.

			With his good looks and apparent wealth, Daniel had no shortage of options when it came to female companionship. But in this regard, Daniel was as picky as he was with his mode of transportation or footwear. While he indulged in the occasional office romance and frequented the local watering holes from time to time, Daniel needed a very specific kind of woman.

			A woman like the one staring back from Leon’s iPhone.

			“Who is this?” Daniel said.

			Leon was impressed.

			The engineer’s tone conveyed just the right amount of skepticism. If he ever decided to give up writing code, Daniel might have a future in espionage. Assuming of course he learned to master his physical reaction in the same manner in which he controlled his voice. Leon had been intently watching the engineer, genuinely curious to see Daniel’s reaction.

			Leon hadn’t been disappointed.

			It was almost as if he could see the exact instant awareness hit Daniel’s brain. In a fraction of a second, the healthy color drained from the engineer’s face, leaving his skin a chalky hue. His posture stooped, and the charisma and confidence that seemed to ooze from Daniel’s pores leached away like air from a punctured balloon.

			Daniel looked deflated.

			Which was exactly how Leon wanted him.

			“Come now,” Leon said with a chiding tone, “let’s not play games. I told you from the beginning that I represented a serious client with serious resources. You were being offered a director position and sizeable stock options that would immediately vest. We found this as part of our due diligence.”

			“Found what?” Daniel said, handing back the phone. “A picture of a pretty girl?”

			“Fine,” Leon said with a sigh. “Just remember you chose this bit of unpleasantness, not me. The picture isn’t just a pretty girl. Maria Gonzalez is a fourteen-year-old citizen of the state of Zacatecas, Mexico. She and her mother left with a convoy of twenty-five others for the arduous trip to America. Her mother did not survive the journey. Unfortunately for Maria, the coyotes facilitating her cross-border transfer were not the most noble of men. After arriving in El Paso, Maria was handed off to a particularly nasty man who runs several brothels staffed almost exclusively by underage girls. These brothels cater to a certain clientele. A clientele consisting almost exclusively of men like you.”

			Leon’s words hit Daniel like physical blows. The engineer’s shoulders tensed, and his fists tightened. He stepped closer, encroaching into Leon’s personal space. Leon had anticipated a fight-or-flight reaction, but not one this pronounced. Rather than wilt, the engineer looked ready to go to fisticuffs.

			This prospect didn’t particularly concern Leon.

			After surviving machete-wielding Boko Haram Islamists, Leon feared no man who walked the earth. Even so, Leon was grateful for California’s restrictive handgun laws. Frightened men did stupid things and Daniel was frightened.

			This was why Leon had chosen the California wilderness rather than the Four Seasons bar, the site of their previous meeting, to confront Daniel.

			“This is ridiculous,” Daniel shouted, his voice echoing across the craggy hills. “She told me she was eighteen. You can ask her!”

			“Actually, I can’t,” Leon said as he thumbed to another image.

			“Why not?” Daniel said.

			“Because she’s dead.”

			Leon again offered the phone to Daniel.

			The engineer’s fingers shook as he took it.

			If seeing the first image of Maria had deflated Daniel, this image crushed him. The phone showed an obviously dead girl with vacant eyes staring heavenward with a dime-sized hole just above the bridge of her nose.

			“You can swipe left for a profile shot if you’d like,” Leon said helpfully. “I think there’s also a picture of the exit wound, but I wouldn’t recommend it on a full stomach. Hollow points really make a mess of things.”

			“I had nothing to do with this,” Daniel said, dropping the phone in the dirt. “Nothing.”

			“Of course you didn’t,” Leon said as he retrieved the device. “But I doubt the police would share your opinion. My understanding is that you don’t much care for condoms, which means your DNA was all over poor Maria’s body.”

			“What is this?” Daniel said, backing away. “Who are you?”

			“You already know the answer to that,” Leon said. “I am a partner in an executive search firm. I told you that our firm was different. We protect our client’s investments. In this case, that investment is you, which is why Maria’s body was completely sanitized and then disposed of. In the unlikely event that some forensic piece of a fourteen-year-old girl from Zacatecas is ever discovered, there will be nothing that connects her to you. Not a thing.”

			Leon watched as hope warred with disbelief on Daniel’s face. Like a drowning man who’d just been tossed a lifeline, the engineer wanted to latch on to what Leon was offering.

			But he wasn’t stupid.

			“What do you want?” Daniel said.

			“Want?” Leon said with a laugh. “You misunderstand things. I don’t want anything from you. I’m here to give you something.”

			“Give me what?”

			“A signing bonus,” Leon said. “My firm’s client chose us for a number of reasons. One, we have a reputation for procuring the industry’s top talent. Two, we are discreet. My client neither knows nor cares what happened to a random Mexican girl in Middle of Nowhere, Texas. They are only concerned with your acceptance of their employment terms. If you agree to them, you will be paid a signing bonus of one hundred thousand dollars.”

			Daniel stared at Leon in silence. No doubt his agile mind was running through a million permutations as he viewed what was unfolding from a thousand different angles. For a long moment his features were wrinkled with confusion.

			Then he understood.

			Or at least he thought that he did.

			“What will your discretion cost?” Daniel said.

			“Nothing,” Leon said. “I don’t get paid unless you take the job.”

			“Then why did you say the request for information has changed?” Daniel said.

			“My client wants you to start work immediately.”

			“Why?” Daniel said, the look of suspicion returning.

			Leon made a show of considering Daniel’s request before replying.

			“I told you,” Leon said, parsing out the words one by one, “my client must remain anonymous until you leave your current employer. Even so, I’m sure you’re smart enough to guess who I represent. Let’s just say that the media’s legal analysts believe that a certain appeal is going well and that a ruling that will reverse the government’s initial shortsighted decision will be issued imminently.”

			Leon didn’t specify which appeal.

			He didn’t have to.

			For Daniel and his coworkers, there was only one appeal. Daniel’s current employer had just been awarded a contract in excess of two billion dollars on the strength of their prototype’s performance. A sole-source contract. Understandably, their chief competitor and rival for the contract was less than pleased.

			While working in the defense space could be extremely lucrative, it was not a business for the squeamish. Competition was fierce and there was only one customer—the United States government. Consequently, when a contract of substance was awarded to a single defense contractor, the losing company almost always appealed the decision. Though the government tried to discourage these lengthy and costly legal battles by assigning the losing party monetary penalties, a million-dollar adverse judgment was pennies compared to a multibillion-dollar contract.

			And in this case, the losing corporation’s appeal seemed to have merit. For reasons that only made sense to the in-house counsel charged with interpreting the government’s bizarre and often contradictory acquisition regulations, the lucrative sole-source contract might have been awarded on improper grounds.

			This was a topic that Daniel would be closely following.

			“So your client is gearing up in anticipation of a split award?” Daniel said.

			“I’m not in a position to violate my nondisclosure clause,” Leon said with a smile, “but I can’t prevent you from drawing your own conclusions. Now, if you’re ready to formally come on board, I’m prepared to transfer your signing bonus to the bank account of your choice. Immediately.”

			Daniel made another show of thinking over the offer, but Leon wasn’t fooled. Daniel had taken the bait and now the hook was firmly lodged in the engineer’s jaw.

			“Okay,” Daniel said. “Where do I sign?”

			“No signature required,” Leon said. “This is a sensitive situation. My client does not want to be accused of poaching rival engineers. We need to keep your hiring completely aboveboard in case the government audits my client’s hiring records. This is why your payment will come from my firm rather than your new employer. Instead of signing a letter of intent, my client is requesting a show of goodwill.”

			“No,” Daniel said, shaking his head. “I told you. I won’t commit industrial espionage.”

			“Nor would my client expect you to,” Leon said. “What they want could be obtained through open-source research, but that would take both time and considerable effort. They want you to save them the trouble by providing it yourself.”

			“What?”

			“A list of the program’s vendors,” Leon said. “My client needs to be ready to execute the moment the appeal is decided in their favor. Obviously, they have a robust supply chain, but as you may know, the program’s technical milestones are…aggressive. My client would very much like to have a repository of potential secondary choices should their primary vendors face difficulties scaling their production quickly enough to meet the government’s timeline.”

			Daniel scratched his five o’clock shadow as he weighed Leon’s request. Obtaining another company’s list of second-tier suppliers certainly fell into a gray area. While it was nowhere near as sensitive as design specs or testing data, vendors were closely held information. Oftentimes a manufacturer would insist that their subcontractors sign nondisclosures to prevent poaching by competitors. That said, as Leon had intimated, it was possible to ferret out a company’s vendor list. The prime contractor had to disclose their subcontractors to the government, and as a result, it was publicly available information if someone wanted to go through the headache of filing the appropriate paperwork.

			Most people did not.

			“I could provide you with my functional area’s vendors,” Daniel said, “but I don’t have access to the program-wide database.”

			“I understand,” Leon said, reaching into his pocket, “but there’s a workaround.”

			“Explain,” Daniel said, his eyes narrowing.

			“The automated maintenance reporting feature,” Leon said, handing Daniel a metallic business card holder. “Have this in your pocket when you do the next firmware update. When the prototype accesses the internet, this will record the data dump.”

			“And the list of vendors,” Daniel said.

			“Exactly,” Leon said.

			Daniel turned the innocuous-looking box over in his hand.

			“I just carry this with me when I do today’s update? That’s it?”

			“That’s it,” Leon said.

			“And then I get paid?”

			“No,” Leon said. “Your signing bonus is based on your verbal commitment to resign from your current position and join my client as the director of engineering. Say the words and the money drops into your account.”

			“If you pay me now, how do you know I’ll follow through?” Daniel said.

			Leon shrugged.

			“You’re about to become a member of my client’s C-suite. If the executive team didn’t think they could trust you, the interview process would have ended long before now. Remember, I don’t get paid unless you get paid, and I intend to get paid.”

			Daniel looked from the device to Leon and back again.

			“Okay,” Daniel said, “I’ll do it.”

			Of this, Leon had no doubt.

		

	
		1

		Briar Wood, Texas

		The Mustang’s headlights cut through the night as Jack Ryan, JR., dropped the six-speed manual transmission into fourth, accelerating through the winding turn. Between the roaring 450-horsepower V8, the wind in his face, and the mild Texas weather, he didn’t even try to temper his broad smile. In fact, the only thing making this night drive less than perfect was the empty passenger seat beside him.

		As if on cue, his phone rang.

		Jack eyed the caller ID on the console, and though he wouldn’t have thought it possible a moment ago, his grin somehow grew even wider. Where the caller’s contact information had once been a first and last name, the personal details now bore just a single word in all capital letters.

		fiancée

		Jack liked the sound of that.

		“Hey, baby,” he said, answering the call as he eased off the gas, allowing the throaty engine noise to drop to a low rumble. Renting a muscle car convertible was a fine way to tool through the Lone Star State, but the ambient noise was hell on phone conversations.

		“Hey yourself. I’m lonely. Know anyone who’d want to keep me company?”

		Lisanne Robertson’s husky voice sent shivers down Jack’s spine. His right foot wanted to nudge the accelerator at the thought of the raven-haired beauty sitting alone in their Rainey Street hotel room. But as much as he wanted to free the horses lurking beneath the Mustang’s hood, he resisted the urge. Flooring the pedal might get him back to Austin a couple of minutes sooner, but that would be at the expense of listening to his future bride tell him how much she missed him.

		Not a trade Jack was willing to make.

		“Lisanne Robertson,” he said, catching the slight slur in his fiancée’s words, “are you tipsy?”

		“Get your cute self back here and find out.”

		This time it wasn’t just the engine’s RPMs Lisanne’s words set racing.

		Looking at the Mustang’s dashboard clock, Jack did some quick math. He was currently heading west along Highway 79, somewhere in the no-man’s land between the tiny towns of Rockdale and Thorndale. While the scenic ranches and farmers’ fields had been quite beautiful when he’d made the drive to College Station earlier today, there wasn’t much to see this time of the night.

		That said, each of the little towns along this stretch of two-lane highway functioned as a de facto speed trap. While Jack could legally do seventy miles an hour on the meandering back road, the speed limit dropped to thirty-five within each city’s incorporation limits. Texas cops were both professional and polite, but they were also quite happy to capitalize on the municipal payday offered by lawbreaking out-of-towners. Still, the longer he listened to the raspy words coming from the other end of the line, the more a speeding ticket seemed like a fair bargain if the money meant seeing his future wife that much sooner.

		“You told me you weren’t drinking tonight,” Jack said.

		“That was the plan, but Dawn & Hawkes were playing at Karlie’s favorite bar, so we went to see them. Karlie may have told the bartender that I’d just gotten engaged, so he tried to buy me shots. I passed.”

		“But?” Jack said.

		“But some college kids tried to pick us up,” Lisanne said. “Somehow they didn’t see my shiny new ring.”

		As a former college kid, Jack thought Lisanne might have been giving her would-be suitors far too much credit, but he was enjoying the sound of her voice way too much to interrupt.

		“What happened next?” Jack said.

		“I told those frat boys that I was waiting for my fiancé.”

		“How’d that work?” he asked.

		“Not well,” she said. “They started buying drinks for Karlie instead.”

		He smiled as he touched the brakes.

		Karlie was Karlie Dill—Lisanne’s college roommate and still one of her closest friends. After she’d shared the happy news with her parents, Lisanne had called Karlie. Never one to miss an opportunity, Karlie had suggested that Lisanne bring her fiancé to Austin so that she could meet the lucky boy.

		While Jack loved traveling, he hadn’t been so keen on accompanying Lisanne to a girls’ weekend until his future bride had uttered the magic words—Texas A&M football. The Fightin’ Aggies were at Kyle Field, and better yet, tickets were still available.

		In a quick fit of negotiations that Jack thought boded well for their future nuptials, he and Lisanne had hammered out an agreement. They would fly from D.C. to Austin Sunday morning and rent a room at the famous Van Zandt near Rainey Street. Jack would drive over to College Station for the football game while Lisanne spent Sunday afternoon and evening catching up with Karlie. Jack would return after the night game ended, and they would meet Karlie for lunch on Monday and then grab the evening flight back to D.C.

		Simple.

		Or maybe not.

		“Still haven’t heard the part about you getting tipsy,” Jack said.

		“I’m getting there,” Lisanne said. “After Karlie sent the UT kids packing, we were about to call it a night. But the bartender said he was working on a new drink, and he really wanted some feedback. He begged me to try it, Jack.”

		Jack just bet he had.

		Lisanne Robertson had inherited her olive complexion, thick black hair, and deep chocolate eyes from her Lebanese mother. Her American father had bestowed upon her a desire to serve that took the form of a couple of years as an active-duty Marine followed by a stint in law enforcement before coming to the attention of an organization named The Campus. Lisanne’s lean, athletic frame reflected her vocation.

		So did the fact that she was missing one arm below the elbow.

		The bullet that had taken her arm had nearly ended her life. For Lisanne, like Jack, physical fitness was a job requirement, not a hobby.

		When he’d left for the football game, Lisanne had been wearing a fitted Longhorns T-shirt and tight jeans that showcased miles of legs. That outfit, coupled with her smile, had been enough to cause Jack to reconsider his sojourn to College Station. Knowing his fiancée, Lisanne had significantly upgraded her wardrobe before hitting the concert with Karlie. Pretty girls certainly weren’t scarce in the legion of bars that called Sixth Street home, but Jack thought that Austin wasn’t altogether ready for the phenomenon that was Lisanne Robertson.

		He sure wasn’t.

		“What did he make you?” Jack said.

		“He called it the McConaughey. It was like a margarita, but spicy. It was so good.”

		The emphasis Lisanne put on her last two words made Jack chuckle as he wisely refrained from asking just how many of the concoctions she’d sampled before rendering her verdict.

		A drink named after Austin’s favorite son had to be good.

		“Is that why you called?” Jack said. “To rub it in?”

		“No,” Lisanne said. “I called because I miss you and I’m tipsy. Are you here yet?”

		Jack very much wished he was here yet for more reasons than one. If he was being honest, he would have to admit that their weekend of fun was born of more than just a trip to see Karlie. He and Lisanne had come to a relational fork in the road. A fork that led down two very different paths. The weekend in Austin was meant to give them time together to think, and while he was no closer to solving their impasse, he did know one thing—life was much better in Lisanne Robertson’s arms.

		Unfortunately, the laws of physics cared neither for slightly intoxicated fiancées nor the rumbling of Detroit’s finest engine. As much as he wished otherwise, Jack still had a good fifty minutes before he’d be handing the Mustang’s keys over to the Van Zandt’s valet. If experience was any guide, Lisanne would be fast asleep by then.

		He opened his mouth to tell the woman he loved as much, when everything changed.

		The crash happened so quickly that Jack almost missed it.

		Though he was less than fifty yards from the colliding vehicles, the violence was still hard to follow. The impact quickly morphed into a tangle of metal and a cloud of debris. Like dancers joined at the hip, the two sedans spun from the winding Texas road into the surrounding brush. One moment, the stretch of blacktop had been the scene of crushing metal, skidding tires, and flashing headlights. The next, the two-lane highway was clear, all signs of violence erased from the double yellow lines as if an artist had wiped the entire scene from his slate. Unexpected violence and the chaos accompanying it had a way of confusing the senses and jarring the observer’s sense of time.

		Especially if the person witnessing it was unaccustomed to such things.

		Jack Ryan, Jr., was not such a person.

		Even so, it still took a moment or two for his OODA loop to run its course. For his brain to move from one stage to the next. And while Jack was not in a fighter jet’s cockpit like the cycle’s originator, he was in the driver’s seat of a Ford Mustang GT. The car’s snarling engine propelled him toward the accident at eighty-eight feet per second. Meaning in the time it took the average person to inhale, he had to process what had just happened and decide on a course of action. Under these harsh time constraints, Jack could have been forgiven for continuing past the wreck as his brain turned sensory inputs into thoughts.

		Jack did not continue.

		Though he was no more race car driver than fighter pilot, he was a member of a cadre of men and women who were arguably even more elect. This was not the first time Jack’s mind had been required to analyze the unexpected and render a series of life-or-death decisions.

		Nor would this probably be the last.

		But Jack did not dwell on the oddities of his chosen profession any more than he considered what the crash’s implications might mean for his already compressed schedule.

		Instead, he acted.

		Jack downshifted, transforming the engine’s growl into a full-fledged roar even as he activated his hazard lights and angled the Mustang toward the shoulder.

		“Hey, baby,” Jack said, “I’ve got to go. I just saw a wreck.”

		“Watch yourself,” Lisanne said.

		Her previously flirty tone was a thing of the past.

		There was a reason for the change.

		Like Lisanne, Jack was an operative for an off-the-books intelligence organization known as The Campus. While he and Lisanne were in Austin purely for recreation, The Campus’s long and distinguished list of adversaries weren’t much for vacations.

		“Always do,” Jack said.

		“Give me a call once you’re back on the road,” Lisanne said, her voice clear and her diction precise. “I love you.”

		“Love you too,” Jack said.

		As he hung up with his future bride, Jack had two thoughts. One, Lisanne wasn’t anywhere near as intoxicated as she’d pretended to be. Two, a random car crash on a moonlit highway was not cause for concern for a normal person.

		John Patrick Ryan, Jr., was not a normal person.
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		Backcountry Texas roads were a treat, especially in a convertible with power to spare and a traffic-free road. Fields of hay and grain were interspersed with wooded lots full of mesquite, live oaks, and cedar. Rolling hills dotted with cattle sat on either side of winding gravel paths that led to ranch houses. Some of the structures were fit for the set of Yellowstone, but most were simple affairs of river stone and wood and had probably been in the same family for generations.

		Out here, motorists adhered to an unwritten courtesy that was a far cry from the Darwinian rules of the road followed by commuters in Austin, Houston, or Dallas. Though the highways were single lane for long stretches, people pulled off to the shoulder so that faster traffic could pass them by. But even the most polite driver couldn’t dodge a car they couldn’t see. And while the country’s mild mannerisms and slower pace were delightful, there was nothing mild or slow about a three-thousand-pound mass of steel and plastic striking another at seventy miles per hour.

		In a collision of that magnitude, even airbags wouldn’t be of much help.

		Jack’s headlights played across the gravel shoulder as he brought the Mustang to a stop.

		A light rain had fallen earlier in the evening and the roads were still slick with a rehydrated slurry of grime, oil, and the dirt and grit that were the typical by-products of vehicular traffic. As a Maryland native, Jack had grown up learning to drive on snowy roads. Accordingly, he’d snickered when a Texas native had warned him about driving in the rain, but Jack’s arrogance hadn’t lasted long. The black ice that terrorized his fellow northerners had nothing on Texas roads after a rainstorm.

		In this case, the slick road had netted at least two victims. Though Jack had been certain the collision was between a pair of vehicles, he couldn’t see anything beyond a vehicle-shaped hole in the underbrush lining the side of the road. Based on the way the terrain sloped downward, Jack guessed that a ravine or perhaps a creek lay at the bottom of the embankment.

		This was no mere fender bender.

		The portion of his brain that understood battlefield calculus suggested that what lay beyond the crushed limbs and broken bushes would rate far more serious than just bruises and bumps. Jack thumbed a button on the steering wheel and instructed the robotic voice that answered to call 911. Though the Mustang was a rental, he had still taken the time to sync his iPhone.

		Driving the Texas back roads was a lot of fun.

		Navigating them was a different matter.

		“Nine-one-one, what is the nature of your emergency?”

		“I need to report a multiple vehicle accident on Highway 79,” Jack said. “I’m about ten miles west of Milano. The accident is on the north side of the road. Both vehicles have disappeared into the brush, and I’m afraid they’ve tumbled down an embankment.”

		“I’m dispatching EMS now. If it’s safe for you to do so, can you take a look at the crash and describe it for me? I need to know if either vehicle is on fire.”

		“Just a minute,” Jack said.

		With the Mustang’s top down, he’d elected to squirrel his phone away in the compartment between the front seats. Motoring down a back road with the wind in your face and Parker McCollum on the radio was great until an unexpectedly sharp turn sent your phone tumbling out into space.

		Not that this had ever happened to Jack, of course.

		But while the sports car’s open roof indirectly hindered Jack’s ability to reach his phone, it had the opposite effect on his hearing.

		Or more precisely, the hearing of an all-too-familiar sound.

		Gunfire.
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		Jack did not hold an ordinary job.

		To be fair, not much about his life was ordinary. His father was President of the United States, and his mother had survived an assassination attempt by the Irish Republican Army. But compared to his career, these abnormalities were but blips on the radar. Jack’s choice of vocations was difficult to describe. He worked for an organization that didn’t officially exist doing things that didn’t officially happen.

		As a result, he was intimately familiar with both gunfire and the weapons that produced it.

		He exited the Mustang and drew the SIG Sauer 365 SAS micro-compact holstered beneath his untucked shirt. While the organization that employed Jack was associated with the US intelligence community, it did not bestow upon its employees the authority to carry guns while traveling on commercial airlines.

		That was fine.

		Having found himself on the receiving end of ambushes a few too many times, Jack had arrived at a declaration of sorts. Namely, that he would never travel unarmed again. Accordingly, he’d checked his pistol and ammunition with his luggage and reunited with them both in Austin. Some people might have called this practice conspiracy minded.

		Those people had never spent a day in Jack Ryan’s shoes.

		At six foot two and two hundred and twenty pounds, Jack was not physically insignificant, and the hours he’d spent sweating and bleeding in The Campus’s fight house had well equipped him to use the advantages good genes and fierce sessions in the weight room had gifted him.

		Even so, only a fool relied on physical prowess to win the day.

		A firearm in the hands of a trained shooter always trumped fists or feet.

		Jack led with the SIG as he followed the unmistakable tracks from the collision. He heard two distinct weapon reports: the short pop, pop, pop belonging to a pistol and the deeper barks associated with an assault rifle.

		Probably an AK-47.

		Whatever was transpiring in the underbrush was not a result of simple road rage. Texans might be well armed, but everyday motorists did not routinely pack long rifles for their daily commutes.

		Jack flowed forward, resisting the urge to quicken his pace, and instead concentrated on maintaining a stable shooting platform. While there was much to be said for listening to subconscious cues from his lizard brain, sometimes they needed to be ignored. He felt an almost overwhelming need to run toward the sound of gunfire, but doing so would put him at a distinct disadvantage.

		The kind of disadvantage that could lead to death.

		Instead, Jack forced himself to steady his breathing and concentrate on the sounds of the battle. In his haste, he hadn’t bothered to hang up his phone. With a little bit of luck, the 911 operator might hear the gunfire from the Mustang’s mike and react accordingly. But as he’d learned long ago, luck, as with hope, was not a method nor a combat multiplier.

		With a little help from his SIG, Jack intended to make his own luck.

		The pistol’s staccato rhythm ceased as Jack reached the underbrush. The significance of this event could be interpreted in a number of ways, but in moments like this, he’d found it useful to apply guardrails to his thinking. What were the worst- and best-case scenarios?

		Best case—the pistoleer had eliminated the threat.

		Worst case—the pistoleer was out of ammunition.

		Or dead.

		A chorus of male voices echoed through the woods. They were speaking English, but with an accent. Not British, but probably a distant cousin. Jack filed away this interesting tidbit for deeper consideration later in favor of devoting his mental energy to something much more pressing—staying alive.

		As he’d suspected, the road did drop off, but not very far. The two vehicles occupied a meadow of sorts about five feet below him. Judging by the violence of the collision he’d witnessed, Jack expected to find the cars still locked together.

		They were not.

		Instead, the lead vehicle, a four-door sedan, was about ten yards in front of the second vehicle, a midsize SUV with a prominent brush guard. Jack registered the positioning of the vehicles and noticed that the sedan was facing the SUV.

		Then he understood why.

		The sedan was oriented in that manner because the SUV had conducted a PIT maneuver, which had sent the lead car into an uncontrolled spin.

		The crash had been intentional.

		Much like what was happening now.

		Three gunmen were positioned outside the SUV, facing the sedan. The trio were wearing black balaclavas and were armed with assault rifles. But not the kind of beat-up specimens typically seen in the hands of gangbangers or cartel wannabes. No, these looked like the newer AK-47 variants, and they sported holographic sights, Magpul magazines, and tricked-out handguards. The SUV’s driver and the front-seat passenger were using the vehicle’s doors as cover even as they fired alternating bursts into the sedan’s windshield. The third gunman was maneuvering under the covering fire, flanking the sedan to the left.

		He moved with the rolling walk that mirrored Jack’s own.

		A gunfighter’s walk.

		Jack took a fraction of a second to assess the situation. He was about to enter the scenario with deadly force. There would be no take-backs or redos. He needed to be right, but his quick survey only reinforced his earlier assessment. Three men wearing black masks and armed with assault rifles had intentionally wrecked a second car. Aside from the brush guard, their vehicle had none of the telltale signs he would have expected from a low-profile law enforcement vehicle. No subdued red and blue lighting hidden in the grille or behind tinted windows, no antenna tree farm sprouting from the roof, and no spotlight incorporated into the driver’s-side mirror.

		Just an ordinary Tahoe.

		While Jack didn’t know whether the sedan’s occupants were still alive, the gunmen weren’t taking any chances. With another stride or two, the moving shooter would be able to fire through the driver’s- and passenger-side windows, enveloping the car’s interior in a deadly crossfire.

		The men themselves were dressed in outdoor clothes. They didn’t wear overt gear like plate carriers or tactical harnesses. Neither did their outer garments offer the uniformity of a SWAT team effecting an arrest. On that note, nothing Jack had heard or seen gave any indication that the men had given the sedan’s occupants a chance to surrender before opening fire.

		The commands the men were shouting matched what Jack expected to hear from a team in contact. No words were directed toward the pistoleer taking cover in the sedan. No orders to throw out his weapon or offers for him to surrender. Instead, the trio were firing into the vehicle with the discipline of professional soldiers. The gunmen didn’t intend to arrest the sedan’s occupants.

		They intended to kill them.

		The maneuvering gunman paused, settling into a shooter’s stance.

		Game time.

		Jack centered the SIG’s front sight post on the man’s back, aligned the rear sights, and smoothly pressed the trigger to the rear. The countless hours spent expending tens of thousands of rounds on the range allowed him to complete this process in a fraction of a second.

		The shot broke.

		Jack took the slack out of the trigger as the pistol’s sights came back onto target. His second shot came milliseconds after the first.

		The gunman dropped to the ground.

		Then things went sideways.
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		You can tell a lot about a shooter’s training by the manner in which they react to an ambush. The gunmen Jack was facing were good.

		Very good.

		Unfortunately for Jack, he’d been forced to engage his targets from a position of limited cover. And by limited, he meant none.

		Zero.

		A gunfight is the ultimate example of playing for keeps. Jack had hoped that since he was approaching the gunmen from behind, that he’d be able to drop two, if not all three of the men, before they realized what was happening. This was not an unreasonable expectation if the men were simply killers rather than soldiers.

		Based on their collective reactions, this was not the case.

		With a fluidity that reminded Jack uncannily of the martial skills he’d seen exhibited by his Campus brethren, the gunmen firing on the sedan transitioned targets. By the time he tracked the SIG’s sights from the shooter he’d dropped to the remaining pair, Jack was already looking down the barrel of an AK-47. More than likely two barrels, but in a bit of luck, the SUV’s frame kept the driver from immediately engaging Jack.

		The same could not be said of the SUV’s passenger.

		Jack was in the process of pressing the SIG’s trigger when three sensory inputs demanded his attention seemingly simultaneously: a flash from the AK’s barrel, the bark of a rifle shot, and the pinching of fabric across his torso as a high-velocity round passed within a hairsbreadth of his ribs.

		The analytical portion of Jack’s brain couldn’t help but be impressed. In the space of just seconds, the gunman had heard Jack’s shots, taken up a shooting position in a completely different azimuth, and put rounds on target.

		Fairly accurate rounds.

		These were not men to be trifled with.

		Fortunately, the larger portion of Jack’s mind was on autopilot, and in this case, autopilot equated to muscle memory. In the ultimate form of chicken, Jack continued pressing the trigger even as he minutely adjusted his sight alignment, compensating for the drift of his first shot, which had shattered the vehicle’s door rather than the gunman’s chest.

		Jack was outmanned and outgunned. Attempting to seek cover now would only give his skilled opponent the opportunity to riddle his fleeing body with bullets. He had to kill or be killed.

		It was the ultimate battle of skill.

		And perhaps luck.

		Though the odds were stacked against Jack in the firepower department, he had one important attribute in his corner.

		Initiative.

		Jack had begun the engagement, meaning that he’d had greater time to adjust to his new target. This meant that while both men’s first shots had missed, Jack’s second round impacted squarely on target. As did his third and fourth. The shooter folded in half and slid to the ground. The lopsided engagement had just shifted in Jack’s favor.

		He continued to believe this fairy tale for about two seconds.

		That’s how long it took for a new rifle to join the fight.

		Dropping to one knee, Jack panned right looking for the rifle fire’s source. He found it. The first gunman Jack had shot was very much alive.

		Body armor.

		Which meant that all the riflemen were probably wearing body armor.

		Swearing, Jack rolled for the bushes to his right as dirt clods erupted to either side of him. Surprise and violence of action were the hallmarks of close-quarters battle, and he routinely employed both tenets to great success.

		But not today.

		Jack snuggled up next to a mesquite tree as he tried to become one with the earth. The bush’s scraggly, narrow branches wouldn’t offer much protection from flying bullets, but with a little luck the gnarled limbs might help to obscure Jack’s outline. And that would have to do because luck and nine-millimeter rounds were about all Jack had to call on.

		Twigs, leaves, and the ever-present Texas pollen rained down as Jack wormed farther to the right, intending to use the sloping ground to mask his vulnerable body. If he played his cards right, Jack thought he could follow the descending trail to some thicker vegetation he’d glimpsed earlier. From there, he could work his way back toward the sedan where perhaps the pistol’s owner might be in a position to help. At the very least, the vehicle’s metal frame would offer a better defense against the hail of 7.62mm rounds than flimsy scrub brush.

		As if to reinforce this point, a flurry of rounds slapped into the tree to Jack’s right, splintering the wood and blanketing him with choking dust. For all its benefits, this part of the Lone Star State was a haven for allergies, and Jack fought to keep from sneezing.

		So much for following the terrain to the right.

		Jack eyed the hill to his left, considering his other option.

		Taking and holding the high ground was a tenet of ground combat, but to do so he would have to cross a stretch of open terrain.

		That was a nonstarter.

		Every action the gunmen had taken thus far had only reinforced Jack’s estimate of their competence. With three skilled shooters focused on him, he knew he had zero chance of making it back to his car unscathed.

		Which left his final choice.

		Staying put.

		Jack stretched out in the leaf litter, taking up a prone position. He pressed against the scraggly tree in an attempt to narrow the avenues of approach the gunmen might use when they came. Three professionals would not run the risk that he was still out there somewhere, waiting. The gunmen would attempt to flush him from the brush and finish the job they’d started.

		The job Jack had interrupted.

		Branches crackled.

		The men were coming.
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		Jack took a deep breath as he drove his right elbow into the dirt, steadying his aim. The SIG’s tritium-coated night sights glowed a lime green as he prepared for the final act. The prone supported position was one of the most accurate platforms for pistol fire, and Jack would need all the accuracy help he could get. To have any hope of surviving the coming assault, he would need to make head shots. In a perfect world, staying hidden would force the gunmen to come to Jack, thereby negating the range advantage of their rifles while simultaneously allowing him to fire first.

		In a perfect world.

		Nothing about the last several minutes could be construed as perfect. Even so, Jack was glad this was about to be over. In kinetic operations, the buildup was often worse than the firefight. Jack was playing the bad hand he’d been dealt in the most advantageous way possible.

		Now it was time to get on with things.

		Another twig snapped.

		Walking through the woods quietly was much harder than it looked, especially at night in unfamiliar terrain without the aid of night vision goggles. Added to this was the fact that the body’s senses grew sharper during moments of duress. Under normal circumstances—with the sun shining, birds chirping, and joy in his heart—Jack probably wouldn’t have even noticed the crack of wood splintering. But in his current state, with a thundering heart and death on his mind, every sound was magnified.

		Or was it?

		Jack resisted the urge to orient his pistol toward the sound, knowing that the human eye was keenly attuned to motion. He was also conscious of the fact that had he been in the shooters’ shoes, he might have employed a little misdirection to get them looking one way while he hit them from another.

		Very conscious.

		Another crackle sounded from the same direction. Keeping his hands and the SIG motionless, Jack turned his head ever so slightly. Stalking an enemy at night was a science all its own.

		A science happily taught to Jack by his boss, John T. Clark.

		Clark had earned his stripes hunting NVA soldiers in the jungles of Vietnam and the lessons he’d imparted to his progeny were numerous. But one of the most important applied here. In darkness, using peripheral vision was the best way to detect targets. Jack was hoping that by tilting his head, he could bring the portion of his eye much better suited to darkness into play.

		His plan worked.

		But not the way he’d envisioned.

		One moment Jack was holding his breath, listening for the slightest of footfalls as he tried to pierce the darkness with his straining eyes. The next, the sound of an engine roaring to life cut through the air. A looming black shape followed.

		An SUV.

		An SUV that was headed straight for him.

		Dropping the SIG, Jack pushed off the ground with both hands as he scrambled to find purchase. He didn’t have time to stand so he didn’t try. Instead, with something that would have looked at home in a tumbling demonstration, Jack launched into the air from a pushup position, rolling down the incline as branches raked his face and cheeks.

		The SUV roared by, shredding foliage like a charging rhinoceros, and a single spinning tire passed close enough to spatter Jack’s face with mud. The engine revved, and Jack prepared himself for another pass, but it didn’t materialize. Instead, the SUV’s throaty roar faded as the vehicle motored down the road.

		Cautiously, Jack got to his feet, found the SIG, and holstered the pistol.

		While he didn’t understand what would have caused the shooters to retreat instead of pressing the attack, Jack wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Maybe he’d be able to get out of here without any further drama.

		And then he heard sirens.
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		Like most law-abiding citizens, Jack did not fear police sirens.

		Normally.

		Tonight, Jack thought that the appearance of law enforcement might make an already confusing situation even less comprehensible. And when confusing situations involved men with guns and dead bodies, police officers tended to respond with their guns drawn and index fingers near the trigger.

		Not ideal.

		The best way to avoid this type of misunderstanding was to have someone else verify your side of the story.

		Like the sedan’s occupant, for instance.

		Getting to his feet, Jack raced down the incline toward the damaged car.

		“Friendly,” Jack yelled as he approached. “Friendly coming in.”

		Surviving the gunfight had been a result of equal parts luck and skill. But luck was a fickle mistress, and Murphy’s law applied doubly so to combat. If there was a patron saint of firefights, Jack thought that the man was a bit of a cynic. Jack wouldn’t put it past the old guy to help him through the craziness of the last several minutes, only to allow him to catch a bullet from the unseen person he’d been risking his life to help.

		“Hello in the car,” Jack said, drawing even with the passenger door. “I’m here to help.”

		Nothing.

		The silence could be because the car’s occupant was incapacitated or dead. The fact that the pistoleer had stopped returning fire at the trio of gunmen seemed to lend credence to this theory. On the other hand, the driver could be waiting to shoot until they had the greatest possibility of hitting their intended target.

		Which was exactly what Jack would have done.

		Decisions, decisions.

		The sirens grew louder, and blue and red flickers danced across the trees. The police were coming, which meant the window in which Jack could shape his pending encounter with them was closing.

		Time to go all in.

		“I’m opening the passenger door,” Jack said.

		His benign words aside, Jack approached the car from the rear, trying to put the passenger’s window column between himself and a potential flurry of pistol rounds. The sedan’s window was tinted, rendering the inside of the car a cavern of shadows. Jack thought he could see the outline of a body slumped in the driver’s seat, but he couldn’t be sure.

		Taking a deep breath, Jack grabbed the door handle and pulled.

		The door swung open, accompanied by the tinkle of falling glass.

		Jack took a quick peek into the sedan’s interior, taking a mental snapshot before ducking back out of the line of fire. He had used this simple but effective technique during countless gunfights, and judging by what he saw, the tactic might have just saved his life again.

		A man lay sprawled across the front seat.

		A man with a pistol gripped firmly in his right hand.

		“Put the gun down,” Jack said. “I can help you, but you’ve got to put the gun down.”

		Jack didn’t know whether it was his tone or the sirens and headlights of the arriving patrol cars that prompted the man. It didn’t really matter. The important thing was the dull thud of a metallic object hitting the car’s floorboards that rang through the night. Jack edged around the door until he could see the pistol resting on the rubber floormat. Then he crawled all the way in.

		The driver was in a bad way.

		His chest and shoulder were a mass of blood, and his lips were flecked with crimson. Jack didn’t know how many times the man had been hit, but his wounds appeared to be extensive. In a situation like this, there was just one prerogative—stop the bleed.

		“You’re gonna be fine,” Jack said, searching the man’s chest for the entrance wound. “The ambulance is right behind me.”

		Jack didn’t know if this was true, but that didn’t matter. Gunshots were unpredictable things. Wounds that were immediately incapacitating in some victims didn’t have the same effect on others. More times than not, survival came down to the victim’s mindset. If they believed they stood a chance, they did. If not, shock and blood loss helped the victim’s negative thoughts become self-fulfilling prophecies.

		“Help,” the man whispered. “Help me.”

		A red mist accompanied his words as the man’s fingers tried to find purchase on Jack’s jeans. Jack brushed the driver’s hands away as he tried to assess his wound. Blood in the airway suggested damage to one or both lungs. If this was the case, there was a good chance the driver had what was known as a sucking chest wound—a condition in which air enters the pleural cavity as the patient inhales. Ambulance or not, unless Jack found the entry wound and closed it, the growing pressure imbalance would collapse one or both lungs and kill the patient.

		“I’ve got you,” Jack said, unzipping the driver’s sweatshirt. “I’ve got you.”

		The car’s interior went from a dimly lit scene of shadows and indistinct forms to the clarity of an operating room as a floodlight burned through the windshield. The beam originated from behind Jack, revealing the driver in stark detail.

		The man was not what Jack had expected.

		Though adventures with guns and masked shooters tended to be a young man’s game, the driver was the exception to the norm: middle-aged with a sharply receding hairline, wispy beard, and thick glasses. His fleshy cheeks and jowly neck seemed at home with the faded A&M sweatshirt and worn jeans. This guy didn’t scream paramilitary operative so much as accountant.

		Or dad.

		Looking back at the sweatshirt, Jack found the source of his intuition. proud aggie father was stenciled across the maroon fabric in black script. Had it not been for the pistol on the floorboard, Jack would have thought he’d mistakenly jumped into the wrong car.

		Well, that and the hissing coming from the man’s torso.

		“Hold tight,” Jack said, fishing his money clip from his pocket.

		While just about anything could be used as a field-expedient bandage, only something capable of maintaining an airtight seal would stop the influx of air into the wound.

		Almost anything plastic would work.

		Jack pulled a Costco membership card from his money clip. Laying the plastic strip flat against the entry wound, he held the card in place with one hand as he removed his outer shirt and fashioned it into a makeshift pressure bandage with the other. The fabric wasn’t designed with halting a hemorrhaging wound in mind, but he was able to knot the ad hoc dressing tight enough across the man’s chest to keep the plastic in place. Ideally the plastic needed to be taped down to the man’s skin on three sides, but Jack figured a compression bandage and a Costco card were better than nothing.

		He was right.

		The change in the driver was immediate.

		The man had been gasping for breath before, but now his respiration seemed steady. The driver would need a chest tube to vent the excess pressure still compressing his lungs, but Jack’s quick work had just ensured the problem wouldn’t get any worse.

		Now to see to the rest of his wounds.

		“You, in the car, get out with your hands up. Slowly.”

		While Jack had been expecting to hear a similar command from the moment the floodlight had pierced the sedan’s darkness, the way in which it was delivered was still a surprise. Rather than from a police officer standing just feet away, the words were projected from a loudspeaker. Meaning that whoever was speaking to them was still sitting in his patrol car rather than coming to help.

		“I’m unarmed,” Jack shouted, raising his bloodstained fingers into the light, “but I’m treating a badly injured man. He’s been hit at least twice in the torso. He needs a medic.”

		“Get out of the car with your hands up. Now.”

		Jack bit back the reply he wanted to make, putting himself in the police officer’s place instead. In a town this small, there was probably just one officer on shift. With no partner to watch his back, it made sense that the person on the other end of the spotlight would call Jack out of the vehicle rather than take chances at what was obviously still an active crime scene.

		“Okay,” Jack said. “Okay. I’m coming out.”

		The driver was drifting in and out of consciousness, but his blue eyes seemed particularly lucid as Jack cinched the bandage one notch tighter.

		“Help me,” the driver said, his fingers again fluttering against Jack’s jeans. “Please.”

		“Don’t worry,” Jack said, gently but firmly pushing the grasping digits away, “I’ll be right back. Promise.”

		“Last warning,” the loudspeaker echoed ominously.

		“Keep your pants on,” Jack said, “I’m tightening the bandage.”

		The driver’s lips seemed to be working to form another word, but Jack shook his head. “Save your strength,” Jack said, placing his hand on the man’s chest. “Right back.”

		Then, to the cop, Jack said, “Coming out. I’m coming out.”

		Jack eased backward out of the passenger seat, his bloody hands shoulder high.

		He backed two steps away from the car, debating whether to wait for commands or to just turn toward the light in the interest of getting this show on the road. While his close interaction with the driver had engendered in Jack a protective feeling for the man, Jack had no intention of joining him on a hospital gurney.

		“Take three steps to your right. Now.”

		Jack complied, moving slowly and with exaggerated motions. He took extra-large strides, hoping that clearing a pathway to the sedan and the injured driver might provide the police officer with an impetus to move things along.

		It did not.

		Instead, the spotlight swung with Jack, ensuring he remained centered in the beam.

		Which was stupid.

		Jack clearly had nothing in his hands and his T-shirt was tight across his muscular chest. The real danger in this situation, had there been any, would be in the unknown factor—the car. The car that was now shrouded in darkness. While Jack’s assessment of the officer’s courage was still up for debate, it was clear this man was never going to win
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