

    
        
          The Chimera Strain

        

        
        
          Project StrikeForce, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Kevin Lee Swaim

        

        
          Published by Kevin Lee Swaim, 2017.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE CHIMERA STRAIN

    

    
      First edition. April 22, 2017.

      Copyright © 2017 Kevin Lee Swaim.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-0692356227

    

    
    
      Written by Kevin Lee Swaim.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Kevin Lee Swaim

	    

      
	    
          
	      Project StrikeForce

          
        
          
	          Project StrikeForce

          
        
          
	          The Chimera Strain

          
        
          
	          Project StrikeForce: Exodus

          
        
          
	          StrikeForce Reborn

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sam Harlan, Vampire Hunter

          
        
          
	          Hard Times

          
        
          
	          Damned Cold

          
        
          
	          Deal with the Devil

          
        
          
	          Near Dark

          
        
          
	          Come What May

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Kevin Lee Swaim’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Kevin Lee Swaim

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A note from the Author

Follow Kevin Lee Swaim on Facebook! | Subscribe to Kevin Lee Swaim’s email list! | Follow Kevin Lee Swaim on Twitter!

ABOUT THE AUTHOR | Kevin Lee Swaim studied creative writing with David Foster Wallace at Illinois State University. | He’s currently the Subject Matter Expert for Intrusion Prevention Systems for a Fortune 50 insurance company located in the Midwest. He holds the CISSP certification from ISC2. | When he’s not writing, he’s busy repairing guitars for the working bands of Central Illinois.

Sign up for Kevin Lee Swaim's Mailing List

Also By Kevin Lee Swaim

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Syria

John Frist hurtled to the ground near the Iraqi border at over one hundred miles per hour, his head protected by his Visual Improvement System for Optical Recognition. The VISOR’s electronics quieted the rush of air to a barely audible whistle while his HUD displayed the rapidly decrementing altimeter. The C130J Hercules he had jumped from was a quickly moving red dot in the HUD as it disappeared into the night.

Below, his VISOR showed a ghostly overlay of information. The roads were highlighted in yellow, the vehicles in blue, and his main objective, the series of low stone buildings, blazed in red.

He grimaced. In two years, he had gone from soldier to terrorist to guinea pig. The Office of Threat Management had recruited him, experimented on him, and turned him into a technologically enhanced killing machine. He was stronger and faster than before, and his Battlesuit and VISOR were just the beginning. The Implant in his abdomen provided a steady stream of drugs to enhance his musculature and his brain, even painkillers to numb the dull throb from the prosthetic where his left foot had been blown off in an explosion caused by a terrorist, Abdullah the Bomber.

It had taken six months after the mission in New York City, six long months of surgeries and physical therapy, to heal his wounds. It had taken him that long just to relearn how to walk, to run, to fight with his prosthetic.

Damn thing still hurts.

A voice broke the whisper of air. “Mission is a go. Prepare for deployment.”

The voice belonged to Eric Wise, the leader of Project StrikeForce and Assistant Director to the OTM. Eric was a former Delta Operator, one of the hardest and toughest men John had ever met.

Eric also knew John’s terrible secret.

John had blamed the Red Cross for misplacing his emergency leave paperwork, causing him to miss his parents’ funeral. After his discharge, he had moved to Washington, then bombed the Red Cross building in Fairfax, Virginia. Five hundred and twelve people had died in the blast.

The OTM had identified him and kidnapped him from the street in front of his apartment. He had been renditioned to Guantánamo Bay and interrogated for months by the CIA in the secret part of the base, Camp 7. When there was nothing further to glean, they’d transported him to Area 51, where the scientists working for the OTM had wiped parts of his memory, replacing others with false ones, before experimenting on him.

They had injected him with nanobots and woven his bones with carbon graphene. They’d removed his gallbladder and replaced it with the Implant. They’d pumped him full of drugs and worked him over, all the while under the impression that he had no memory of what he had done.

Only Eric knew the truth.

The same drugs used to heal his body had also healed his mind, reconnecting neurons, giving him back his memories.

John remembered everything. He remembered the bombing. He remembered the bag being placed over his head when he was taken from the street while opening the door of his pickup truck. He remembered waking as nanobots crawled through his body, weaving graphene, causing an excruciating pain worse than the torture he had endured at Guantánamo Bay.

If John slipped for a moment—if anyone found out—he was a dead man. The OTM couldn’t allow him to live. He was too great a risk, too great a threat.

He’d had plenty of time to think during his rest and rehabilitation after the events in New York City. There was only one conclusion—the only reason the OTM would bother mind-wiping a terrorist was because the process wasn’t safe. He had no family, no friends. No one would miss him. If Project StrikeForce failed, if the tech proved unsafe, they could safely dispose of his body and no one would be the wiser.

The OTM hadn’t counted on the drugs. The drugs had repaired the damage done to his brain when his Humvee had been hit by an IED in Iraq. They had repaired the damage, and his mind was finally clear, his misplaced anger and obsession with the Red Cross gone. He was horrified at what he had done. He wanted to atone for his crimes but was forced to fight for the OTM.

He had grown weary of it.

None of it mattered. He was just a machine, preparing for battle. The ground quickly approached, and he steeled himself for the jerk of the parachute.

When it came, the Battlesuit slammed against the cords as his body decelerated. He felt the whine of the servos as the VISOR’s computer manipulated the lines to steer him to his destination, three thousand feet below. “Chute deployed.”

“You’ll be landing hot.”

Half a world away, Eric watched the VISOR’s telemetry and video from the drones flying overhead. Below, all was quiet as the people inside the houses went about their business, plotting terror attacks against the United States.

They weren’t innocent. Eric had walked him through the mission profile. The men and women below were plotting something big. The first step in halting that plan was to eliminate the terrorists and gather intel.

Eric was right, he was coming in hot.

He concentrated and the VISOR’s night vision blinked on. He saw the ground rapidly approach, and when he hit, the shock ran up his legs and jarred him hard enough to make his vision swim. He collapsed to the ground, a stabbing pain in his leg where the prosthetic was bolted to the tibia, then turned and grabbed the cords and pulled hard, wrapping them in his arms until the black parachute fabric was bunched up tight.

“I’m down.”

He placed the parachute material on the ground and weighted it down with several rocks. He glanced around and found the nearest guard a hundred yards away. He watched the VISOR’s split screen as the guard to the south strolled past a stone hut and around a corner.

He removed the oxygen bottle from his belt harness and disconnected the hose from the VISOR, setting it under the edge of the parachute. There was a soft beep as the VISOR began filtering the night air, then he removed his HK MP5SD. The VISOR blazed to life, showing his estimated current ammo count.

“Ready to proceed.”

“Copy that. Activating the Implant.”

He felt a surge as the Implant dumped the highly experimental drugs into his bloodstream, and he gasped for breath, his heart pounding in his chest. Concern over the mission faded until all that was left was the urge to act.

“Implant activated. I’m going in.”

He raced across the loose rock, footsteps sure and light, prosthetic springing wildly as he covered the twenty yards to the first house. It was no bigger than the small apartment he’d lived in after his discharge. He came around the corner and spun into the thin wooden door, tearing it off its hinges. Thermal vision from the drones showed eight occupants in the house, six men in the front and two women in the back.

He barely had time to register their surprised looks as his suppressed HK cracked. He spun it ruthlessly and efficiently, catching the first man in the chest, then moving on to the second. They fell where they sat, but the third man was grabbing for his AK, his long gray beard whipping madly, then John’s bullets tore through the man’s side.

He moved on to the next three as they scrambled across the room for a table loaded with rifles against the far wall. They never made it. John mowed them down, their bodies shuddering under the hail of gunfire, collapsing to the floor as bullets ripped through them.

In less than five seconds, he had taken out six men, all of whom were dead or dying. He gritted his teeth as he ran across the room and kicked in the bedroom door. Two women cowered next to the bed. They never stood a chance. Darkness provided no cover as he emptied the rest of his magazine into them. Their chests bloomed with red in his thermal vision, and he dropped the magazine and inserted a new one, then cycled the bolt.

“The guard is coming back,” Eric said.

“I see him.”

“You’ve got two more on the west and four in the other house.”

“I know.”

He ran out of the house and headed west as one of the men in the house opened the door. He caught the man with his HK, and the man registered shock, his bearded mouth opening wide, then collapsed as the bullets tore through his chest.

Bullets pinged around him. He pulled a grenade from his harness, yanked out the pin, and tossed it through the open door. The men inside dove for cover, and he cut loose with his HK, killing the second man, who stood over the body of his friend in the doorway.

The bullet ripped through the man’s face, entering one cheek and exiting the other, spraying blood and teeth against the doorsill. The grenade exploded, and he heard shrieks from inside. The overhead thermal vision bloomed red inside the room, then faded away. He saw the outlines of the men inside, convulsing, and knew they were no longer a threat.

That left three guards, two running toward him from the west and one approaching from the south. They were shouting in Arabic and firing wildly.

His black Battlesuit made him no more than a shadow as he ran at them. He fired on the run, killing the guard on the left. The guard on the right, a short man wearing a patuu, ducked behind a low stone wall, screaming incoherently.

He barely registered the man approaching from the south before he felt the impact to his leg, like a baseball bat against his thigh. He grunted in pain and dropped to the ground, then carefully shot the man, center mass, with his HK. The man fell in the dirt, his legs spasming.

The last guard was still shouting from behind the low stone wall, but John didn’t care. He stood, picked up a stone the size of his fist, and tossed it a dozen yards behind the wall. The guard popped up, turning to face the other direction, his AK-47 hammering away.

John took the opportunity to put a burst of rounds through the man’s back.

In less than two minutes, he had cleared the compound. He shook his head in disgust and went back to the first house. A lamp in the room cast a dim glow, but he didn’t need it. The VISOR turned night into day.

He removed a black nylon bag from his hardened backpack and placed two laptops, found on the wooden table, inside it. He inspected the rest of the room, rolling the dead men over, methodically going through their robes. He found a notebook and tossed it into the black bag, a USB thumb drive from another man joining it. He grabbed the computer on the corner desk and kicked it open, exposing its guts, then yanked the hard drive free of the enclosure and placed the drive in the black bag.

He glanced around at the men splayed across the room. Their clothes were stained with blood, and their bladders and colons had emptied and filled the room with an unbearable stench that even the VISOR’s filters couldn’t mask. He searched the dead women in the bedroom, as well, but found nothing. The room was empty except for an RPG in the corner and cases of ammunition stacked between two beds.

He tried and failed to ignore the women’s glassy eyes, which appeared hollow and accusatory in his night vision.

“The site is secure, and I have the merchandise.”

“Copy that. Extraction is inbound.”

John nodded to himself. The Sikorsky UH-60 would be there in moments. The gunfire had surely been heard in the town to the west, and fighters would soon investigate. He exited the house and ran east, his legs pumping hard. A faint thrumming grew louder, then suddenly intensified as the Black Hawk descended.

The helicopter was quiet and sported enough stealth technology and electronic countermeasures to make it invisible to radar. The side door opened, and a tall black man waited, his HK 416 at the ready as he scanned the area to the west.

John dove into the helicopter. “Make it rain.”

The black man nodded and signaled to the pilot. John’s stomach fell away as the Black Hawk soared into the sky. The black man grabbed him by the shoulder to steady him and grinned. “Welcome back,” Taylor Martin said.

John nodded to him. “Thanks, TM.”

The other Delta Operator, Mark Kelly, a short man with sad brown eyes, helped haul him into the seat, grabbing the nylon bag with the recovered evidence. “Good work, John.”

John fumbled with the restraints before managing to secure them. He glanced back through the open door and watched the houses turn red in the VISOR’s thermal vision, then felt the distant whump-whump-whump of multiple missile strikes as the area was reduced to flaming rubble.

From half a world away, Eric’s voice cut through. “Deactivating the Implant. Excellent work.”

John said nothing. He knew from experience that he would crash as the drugs left his system, his brain working overtime to process the experience. He would watch in slow motion as he killed the men and women, grabbed the valuable intel, and made his escape. The flight back to the States would give him time to dream, to relive the horror of combat. It put his teeth on edge.

So much for their perfect killing machine.

* * *
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Area 51

The chirp of wheels hitting the runway woke John from his restless sleep. He rubbed at the grit in his eyes, then nodded at Taylor and Mark. The Gulfstream taxied into a hangar where a Humvee waited.

The stench of jet fuel washed over him as he exited the plane, jolting him wide awake, and he shook his head. “God, I hate that smell.”

Behind him, Taylor laughed. “Really? I always thought it smelled kinda sweet.”

“That’s because you’re weird,” Mark said.

John couldn’t help but laugh. The past two years had brought an easy camaraderie with both men. Former Delta Force, like Wise, they were not only the most competent soldiers he had ever worked with but also genuinely likable men.

Taylor had suffered severe injuries in Texas, and they had bonded in rehabilitation. Mark had checked on them every day, helping them through surgeries and checkups, until they were fit for duty.

There had been days when he felt he could barely go on, days when Taylor was down, too, and Mark would offer some sardonic comment, usually directed at their nurse, Kara Tulli. It made the bad days better, and Wise was there too, coaching them, pushing them to get their medical clearance.

They loaded the Battlesuit and the weapon cases into the Humvee and drove west. It was another twenty minutes before they had entered the underground base west of the runways and hangars, cleared the checkpoints, and found themselves in the War Room.

The War Room was a large chamber a hundred feet across, carved from rock and lined with concrete and steel. Rows of desks neatly divided the room, and gigantic monitors hung from the walls. The place hummed with activity, and the officer on deck, Sergeant Todd Clark, led them to the conference room, where Eric waited with Nancy Smith.

Nancy greeted them coolly, her chilly blue eyes barely acknowledging their presence. “Gentlemen.”

“Glad you’re back,” Eric said with a warm smile. Eric was the epitome of a Delta Operator, short brown hair just a little too long for regulation and sharp brown eyes that glittered with intelligence. “Karen’s been analyzing the data you scanned and uploaded.”

They took seats as Eric signaled for Karen Kryzowski, the OTM’s lead data analyst, to join them.

Karen entered the room, coffee cup in one hand and a tablet computer in the other. She took a seat near the display on the front wall and fiddled with her tablet.

“Karen?” Eric prompted. “What have you found?”

She looked up. “We’re decrypting the drives. The notebooks have already given some information. This group has access to something they consider a game changer.”

Her fingers swiped around the tablet, and the scanned photos of the notebook appeared on the wall display. “See this section?” She highlighted the Arabic words. “This references a large financial transaction. Serious money. And this? It’s planning. The drives should contain the operational details. Guys, for this kind of money, it has to be something big. Biological or nuclear, that’s what I think.”

John was suddenly aware of the chill in the air. “I thought Al-Qaeda in Iraq was bush league? Kinda like the JV team?”

“Not anymore,” Nancy said, her usually calm exterior visibly shaken. “They think the only way to win Iraq is to carry out an attack in the United States.”

John waited for someone to speak, but the room was deathly quiet. “What’s next?” he finally asked.

“Go see the docs for your after-action checkup,” Eric said before turning to Karen. “How much longer before you’ve decrypted the drives?”

“A day or two,” Karen said. “I’m exploiting a flaw in the math behind the encryption scheme. It’s a weakness that’s never been addressed since the RFC. Plus, I have a ton of computational power to throw at it.”

Eric smiled, shaking his head. “I don’t think any of us really understand what you’re saying, but a day or two is acceptable.”

John almost missed the look Karen gave Eric. He had sensed something between them, and Nancy’s body language spoke volumes.

It was no secret in the OTM that Nancy was interested in Eric, and even though she tried hard to conceal it, he saw it on her face. She wanted Eric and didn’t like it that Eric had ... something ... with Karen.

Then again, who was he to throw stones? He had finally summoned the courage to ask Kara Tulli for coffee, and they had been on the equivalent of three dates. She was the first woman he had expressed interest in since before his deployment to Iraq.

They stood to leave, and Eric clapped him on the back. “Good job, John. I mean that. Take some time after you’ve completed your after-action report. You’ve earned it.”

He gave Eric his best fake smile. “Will do.”

* * *
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John stripped to his briefs as Doctor Elliot placed lead wires on his chest and legs.

“Anything out of the ordinary?” Elliot asked as his massive black hands moved quickly and delicately to place the adhesive pads.

“No. The mission went off without a hitch.”

Kara Tulli gave him a reassuring nod as she took a blood sample from his left arm, then placed the sample in a steel refrigerator in the corner. “Cold?”

He grinned. “It’s a little cool.”

She draped a thin white sheet over his chest as Doctor Elliot finished with the last of the leads. “Might as well cover up,” she said. “You’re going to be here awhile.”

He sighed. He was used to the after-action physicals, but it didn’t mean he liked them. He wrapped the sheet around his body and reclined against the lumpy hospital bed as Elliot ran the diagnostics. “Doc, with all the high-tech gadgets around here, can’t you come up with a bed that’s more comfortable?”

Elliot laughed. “Sorry, John, we have priorities.”

He wanted to call them on their priorities, like experimenting on him, wiping his memories, and injecting him with billions of nanobots that crawled through his skin like an electric fire.

He gritted his teeth. There was no point in it. He could never express his true thoughts, to Doctor Elliot or to Kara.

Sure, she had agreed to have coffee with him, but that was only after she’d helped patch him up while he practically killed himself trying to atone for his actions.

She used to stare at him out of the corner of her eye, the hostility evident. The look had finally softened when he was recovering from losing his foot. He reached down and absently scratched at it with his fingertips.

Elliot noticed and raised an eyebrow. “The prosthetic bothering you?”

“Yeah. Even when I’m not wearing it.”

“In a couple of years, this artificial prosthetic osseointegrated to your leg will be outdated technology. We’ve developed a way to print a foot out of bone using CNC, and next year we hope to print the arteries and blood vessels. As soon as we can figure out how to print and graft the nerves, we’ll be in business. Think of what we will be able to do with the next generation of StrikeForce technology!”

John shivered, and it wasn’t from the chill in the room. He could almost forget at times that he was the first generation of StrikeForce, but he also knew what happened to first-generation technology.

Old tech is routinely dismantled and destroyed.

* * *
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Eric tried to hold Karen Kryzowski’s arms, but she grabbed his wrists and pinned them tightly against the soft blanket on his cot. His eyes slid up her body, pausing at her naked breasts, and then he gasped as she ground herself on him, riding him as she orgasmed.

They were both panting from exertion, slick with sweat, and she laughed as he shuddered, his own orgasm bursting forth.

For a moment, he lost himself in her. His problems faded away, and he felt he could finally breathe. He closed his eyes, and when he opened them, she was watching him with a smile on her face.

“What?” he asked.

“You really need to do this more often. The stress is eating you alive.”

He shook his head. “I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not. Halfway through, I could tell you were still worried about the mission. About John. About Nancy.” She rolled off and snuggled next to him, her sticky skin pressed against his flesh.

“Maybe I’m worried about sleeping with a married woman.”

“You know that Brad doesn’t mind. We have our arrangement. He takes care of his needs, and I take care of mine.”

He stared in disbelief. “I don’t get it. You don’t feel any jealousy?”

She laughed hard enough to make her muscular belly shake. “Nope. Never have, never will.”

“It goes against everything I know of women. I mean, sex should mean something, shouldn’t it?”

She smiled lazily. “You’re sweet. This isn’t about love. I like you. You’re smart and focused. Driven. But I love my husband. What we just did wasn’t love. It was sex. You’re wound tight, and it’s seeping into your work. You don’t have to feel guilty. You don’t have to feel conflicted. That’s why Barnwell set up the program. It lets people blow off steam.”

Hearing her say it didn’t make him feel better. “With sex.”

She smirked. “It’s good for you. He’s got the data to back it up. Don’t knock it.”

He carefully extricated his arms and legs from her embrace, then stood and walked to his bathroom. He leaned over the steel sink and looked in the mirror, inspecting the bags under his eyes.

Karen is right, I am wound tight.

He poured a glass of water and took two ibuprofen. His knees were acting up, and the pain was distracting. As an Operator, he had jumped from his share of helicopters, ran through brutal deserts, and marched up rugged hillsides.

I miss it.

After all his years as an Operator, he hadn’t fully understood what his current desk job would entail. Instead of fighting against terrorists, he was directing John and the rest of the OTM in a global war, entirely in secret.

His former Delta buddies had no idea—they thought he was home in Cincinnati, enjoying his retirement.

The Office of Threat Management did the dirty work that needed to be done, no matter how unpleasant, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.

That didn’t mean he enjoyed all of it. The paperwork never abated, and there were constant threats ready to erupt at any moment, each with the potential for another 9/11.

Not to mention John and the StrikeForce technology.

He took a deep breath. John’s memories had returned, and only John and Eric knew it. If John’s secret got out, that would be the end. Fulton Smith, the Director of the OTM and Eric’s boss, would no doubt order John’s immediate execution.

Smith didn’t like surprises and hated insubordination.

At the least, it would end Eric’s career. At the most, it would guarantee him a position next to John on the firing line.

If that threat wasn’t enough, the StrikeForce tech was killing John. Eric kept the secret from him—Docs Elliot and Oshensker had already detected signs of tumor growth.

John’s immune system—enhanced by the drugs they pumped into him—kept the tumors at bay, but Doctor Elliot assured him the cells would eventually survive. Thanks to the same drugs, the cancer would grow at an accelerated rate. They had a year, perhaps two, before the nanotech would cause an explosion of tumors.

John was dying.

“Eric? You finished in there?”

He jerked at the sound of Karen’s voice and shook his head. He hated his lapse in morality, but he certainly enjoyed the sex with her. It was his only release, the only thing keeping him sane.

“Yeah.” He stepped quickly over the cold tile and back into the bedroom.

Karen lay naked on the bed, as comfortable as a cat on a windowsill, and his eyes were drawn to her. Her skin was creamy white from long hours spent in the underground base, her breasts large enough that they lolled to the sides.

“How’s Nancy?” he asked.

“Really? A naked woman in your bed and you want to ask about another woman? No wonder you have problems.”

“You know what I mean.”

She laughed, her eyes twinkling. “I know what you mean. I don’t have to keep an eye on her, she’s been on me like a hawk since we became friends. It gets awkward at times because she knows about us and she clearly wants to be with you.”

“I can imagine.”

“Her idea of bonding time is an evening at the gun range. I’ve gotten pretty good. Nothing like you or John, of course. She’s ... opened up about her childhood.”

He joined her on the bed, wrapping his arm around her and pulling the blanket tight around them. “Oh?”

“Did you know she hasn’t seen her mother since she was six? That she was raised by military couples around the world, but never stayed with any family longer than a year? The Old Man says it was for her protection. I think that’s what made her the way she is.”

He thought about that, then shook his head. “That doesn’t fully explain it.”

She rolled over, resting her head on his chest, and ran her fingers gently over his shoulder. “You know she’s got a lover?”

“What? Who?”

She sighed. “Dewey Green.”

“Dewey Green? The weird guy in the basement?”

“He’s not weird, and that’s not a basement. It’s his office.”

He exhaled slowly. “Right.” He had forgotten that Karen had helped recruit Dewey Green from the NSA and that they shared an unlikely friendship.

“Okay,” she admitted. “He comes across as weird, but he’s got Asperger’s. He’s actually one of the smartest people you’ll meet.”

“I’ve read his file,” he said grudgingly. “The thing he’s doing with the NSA? The virus and the Iranian centrifuges? That is brilliant.”

“Yes, it is. And don’t forget, if it weren’t for his code, the VISOR wouldn’t work. His optical recognition software is already being used by other three-letter agencies. Dewey can be hard to deal with, but he’s my friend, and I don’t want to see him hurt.”

“You’ve heard?”

“About Nancy’s ex?” She nodded. “Nancy chews men up. Dewey can barely process normal emotions, let alone sex. With her? He probably doesn’t understand what’s going on.”

“You think that’s why she picked him?”

She stared at him. “She doesn’t have to worry about commitment. She doesn’t even have to pretend to be human. She told me she leaves right after sex. Poor Dewey.”

“Uh-huh. Sounds terrible.”

She slapped his chest. “Why do I even try? Men are pigs.”

“I get your point. Mr. Green is a valuable asset to the OTM. We can’t afford to lose him.”

She hesitated. “What are you going to do?”

“I just love this job. I live to deal with these types of issues.”

“You have to speak to her. You encouraged me to befriend her. I actually feel sorry for her, but Dewey and I go way back.”

“Sure, I’ll speak to her,” he said. “You know, the woman whose father is my boss? The woman who has a serious lack of empathy and a predilection for firearms? The woman who would rather shoot first and ask questions later?”

She grabbed the pillow from under his head, yanked it out, then slapped him across the chest with it. “Fix it with Dewey, or you can go back to being all pent up inside, mister.”

He rolled over and kissed the soft skin between her breasts. “I’ll see what I can do.”

* * *
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Chicago

Deion Freeman slipped the key card into the hotel room door and withdrew it quickly. He turned the handle when the light turned green but didn’t fully open it. He glanced down the hallway of the Hampton Inn, then quickly opened the door and stepped through, carefully shutting the door behind him as he moved quietly to the bed.

He wasn’t quiet enough. The woman on the bed rolled over and pulled him to her, grabbing at him like a wild animal. He couldn’t help but smile. “Jesus, Val.”

Valerie Simon laughed. She wrapped her legs around him and rolled him onto the bed, straddling him. “I missed you.”

“I wanted to check out the continental breakfast,” he said with a smile.

Deion liked Valerie. He loved her, in fact, though he was hesitant to admit it. They had spent several years working together for the CIA, in the Afghanistan heat. Long hours and murky politics made the job difficult. Then, one day, they had found themselves alone. They were both at a point where they had no one, and before they knew it, that close working relationship had turned into something more. Their relationship had come to a sudden halt when one of his more unorthodox ops went bad.

He quickly found himself demoted to guarding prisoners at Camp 7 in the sweltering Cuban heat of Guantánamo.

Until Eric recruited him.

Before he had time to process it, he was back in Afghanistan and working with Valerie on the hunt for Abdullah the Bomber. Seeing her again, he realized how much he missed her, a fact that was only reinforced when they almost died in a firefight.

If not for Eric’s quick thinking in rerouting a CIA Predator and the arrival of Delta Force Operators, they would have been killed by members of the Mujahedeen that wanted to stop them from interrogating a young man named Koshen.

Valerie had suffered a concussion and superficial scrapes and scratches but healed quickly. Deion was not so lucky. Just days after, he was almost killed in Dallas. He wasn’t wounded as badly as Taylor Martin, but he lived, unlike their teammate Roger.

He took it as a good sign. After clearing it with Eric, he started calling and emailing Valerie. They carried on a long-distance romance, seeing each other over the ensuing two years, but now he was ready to introduce her to his family.

She noticed his sudden seriousness. “Uh-oh. Breakfast is that bad?”

“No,” he said with a grin. “The breakfast is fine. They’ve got blueberry muffins. I know you like blueberry muffins.”

“I do like blueberry muffins, but that’s not what’s bothering you. Is it your dad?”

He thought about it for a moment. “I just want everything to go well.”

She frowned. “Is it because I’m white? Or because I’m ten years older than you? You think he won’t like an old white woman dating his son?”

“It’s not him I’m worried about. My brothers can be—”

“Jerks? Assholes? Racist, ageist, white-woman-with-a-few-gray-streaks-hating bastards?”

He bit his lip. That was exactly what worried him. Valerie was a decade older than him. Her short pixie-cut black hair was streaked with fine silver, and while he found it endearing, he could imagine his brother’s jokes. As for her skin color?

“Let’s just say I love them like brothers, and sometimes I want to smack the ever-loving shit out of my brothers.”

“I can handle them,” she said confidently. “I’m more worried about how you’ll introduce me. You never read them in. They have no idea what you really do. Doesn’t that concern you?”

“No.”

“Why didn’t you read your father in, at least?”

“Pops had enough to worry about after Mom died. Putting four boys through college on his salary was hard. Once I was an officer, I just never found the right time.”

“Doesn’t he wonder why you hardly visit? Doesn’t he wonder what you do?”

He shook his head. “I work in the import-export business. I spend a lot of time overseas.”

“Riiight. And I work for the State Department. You could have told him. At least given him an idea.”

“I couldn’t. He still had to look after my brothers. I was the lucky son, the one who got the scholarship to Harvard. They expected a successful businessman, not a CIA spook.”

“If only they knew how important your work was. If only they knew what you did.” She hesitated. “Come to think of it, I don’t even know what you do.”

He turned away and grunted. “Not this again.”

“Damn it, I’m not a civvie. Something’s not right. People have asked about you, and I can’t tell them anything because I don’t know anything. I’ve heard of off-book ops, but you’re so far past off-book you couldn’t see it in a mirror. You’re in the deep black.”

He took her face in his hands and kissed her softly. “I can’t say, Val. Sorry.”

She pulled back. “Can you ever read me in? Who is Eric? Is he your boss? Your teammate? What exactly do you do? Where do you work? I don’t even know where you live.”

He reached for the bottom of her gray T-shirt and pulled at the hem. “Maybe. Someday.”

She yanked her shirt back down. “I think I want to get breakfast.” She stood and wiggled a pair of faded blue jeans over her thin hips.

“You’re right about one thing,” Deion said. “You’re not a civvie. Of all people, you should understand how this works.”

She sat on the edge of the bed and pulled on her socks. “Let’s just get breakfast.”

* * *
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Area 51

Karen sat across from Nancy in the cafeteria, a large room filled with bright white tables, acoustic tiles covering the ceiling. Technicians and soldiers were eating, and by the food on their plates, they were eating well. The OTM spared no expense to feed them, a sharp contrast to the well-maintained but decades-old Formica tables.

“You ever wonder where they got these?” she asked.

Nancy shrugged. “Surplus. You wouldn’t believe how much of this stuff is laying around, forgotten. We found massive amounts of inventory just waiting to be destroyed. It was easy to have it trucked to the Groom Lake facility while the base was being refurbished and expanded.”

Karen nodded. She knew the underground base had once housed a vast collection of stolen military aircraft, and that as the world’s military powers had shifted from stealth fighters and bombers to drone technology, the OTM had repurposed the underground base. The Groom Lake facility was still in use and still testing aircraft, but Karen knew most of the new aircraft were American-designed, stolen and modified by the Russians and Chinese. The base no longer needed to maintain a standing fleet of Soviet MiGs.

She also remembered the awe she’d felt when she’d realized just how enormous the base really was. Nuclear-powered boring machines developed by the CIA had melted massive tunnels in and out of the base, then the military had blasted rock and hauled it away to create the vast chambers now occupied by the War Room and the StrikeForce labs.

“You never answered,” Nancy said. “Do you have time this afternoon? We will have the shooting house to ourselves.”

Karen tried not to sigh. “I know, but I’m waiting for a job to finish. It’s scheduled to complete in a few hours.” She hesitated. “Dewey is trying to free up more time on the mainframe cluster. If he does that, it might be sooner.”

Nancy grimaced. “Dewey.”

“You still seeing him?”

Nancy rolled her eyes. “Seeing him? What is this, the fifties? I use him.”

“He’s a nice guy, but Dewey is ... different. Interpersonal relationships aren’t his thing.”

“That’s exactly why I picked him. No entanglements. No expectations. He’s adequate. Not clingy, or judgmental. I don’t have to be myself with him.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be yourself during sex?”

Nancy laughed, which made a table of soldiers—three men and two women dressed in camo fatigues—turn and stare. Nancy met their gaze, and they quickly turned away.

“Myself?” Nancy asked, turning back to her and fixing her with a chilly stare. “Myself isn’t likable. Myself is scary. Ask anyone.”

You got that right, girlfriend. “I don’t believe that’s true. I think growing up the way you did makes it hard to relate to others. It didn’t make you inhuman or a monster. Not like Frist...”

Nancy stared without blinking. “Barnwell would argue with that.”

“Then Barnwell is an ass. You can’t let others define you.”

Nancy took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “You’re a good person. Like Eric. How is he?”

“He’s stressed. It’s a hard job, but I can’t imagine anyone doing better.”

Nancy finally blinked. “Barnwell agrees. He thinks highly of Eric, and he would know. He’s been my father’s right-hand man since ... before I was born. I realize now that’s why my father treats me as he does...” Her voice trailed off. “He’s seen terrible things. My head knows that, but my heart still doesn’t. I’m still angry with him.”

“The Old Man loves you. You can tell whenever he’s around. His eyes follow you. I didn’t notice it at first, but his face lights up when you’re near. He cares about you.”

“I know he does,” Nancy admitted. “I’m trying to be a better person. You’re my first real friend. Someone I can let in.”

Karen shuddered inside. While she had some affection for Nancy, she wouldn’t consider it a true friendship. Then again, she wasn’t sure if Nancy could ever have a true friend. “Thanks. I know that means a lot.”

“Yes, it does,” Nancy said. “That’s why I don’t hold sleeping with Eric against you.”

“It’s not like that,” she said. “We’re not together. I’m married. What Eric and I do is just ... for fun.” She was shocked when Nancy nodded.

“I believe you. I’m not jealous, or angry, or hurt. He needs a clear head, to perform at his peak. You help him do that. Dewey is the same for me. Sex with him is like releasing a pressure valve. It makes me less likely to do something rash. What I’m saying is, don’t stop. Keep helping him. My father placed a lot of trust in him. The StrikeForce project is just the beginning.”

Karen’s cell phone beeped and she picked it up, read the message, then smiled. Just in the nick of time. “Dewey cleared up CPU time. The job just finished. The drives are decrypted.”

* * *
[image: ]


Eric knocked softly on John’s door.

John opened it and gave him a sour look. “I wondered when you would stop by.”

“I had to wait until you were checked out,” Eric said. “Can I come in?”

“You don’t have to ask. You’re the base CO. You can go wherever you want.”

Eric sighed. “It’s called being polite.”

“I know,” John said. “Doesn’t change anything.”

Eric waited patiently until John finally beckoned him in. John’s quarters was a smaller version of his own, and he took a seat on the couch against the wall, motioning for John to sit next to him. “How was the mission?”

John stared at the wall. “You were watching.”

He waited silently.

“I killed those women without hesitation,” John finally said. “They offered no threat.”

“You don’t know that for sure.”

“What were they going to do, cower in the bedroom until I dropped dead?”

“We couldn’t leave witnesses. The US isn’t authorized to be operating in Syria.”

John sighed. “I’m the monster, but you authorized killing them.”

“We went over this. They were terrorists, and the intel pointed to something big. We needed boots on the ground to get hard data. Those women? They were wives. Supporters. They wouldn’t hesitate to kill Americans.”

John slammed his hand against the couch’s armrest. “That gives us the right to assassinate them?”

Eric waited for John to calm down, then said simply, “Yes.”

John glared, then finally slumped forward, resting his face in the palm of his hands. “I hate this.”

“I know you do. I’m sorry, but it’s my job and it’s your duty. You owe the country for what you did.”

John looked up. “You think I don’t know that? That was the old me. I’m a different man now, but I’m still paying that other man’s debt.”

Eric nodded. “Yes, you are. You’ll keep paying that debt until you die. Damn it, we’re making a difference. I need you.”

“I’m not at the top, Eric. I don’t see all that you see. To me, it looks like I’m an overtrained assassin.”

“You’re not. You’re a soldier and a good man who’s doing what he can to make the world a better place.”

They stared at each other until John finally said, “I don’t feel it.”

Eric decided to lay his cards on the table. “If I didn’t believe in you, would I keep your secret? Protect you? Would I risk everything if I didn’t think we were doing the right thing?”

John’s glare softened. “No. You’re a lot of things, Eric, but you wouldn’t lie to me about that.”

Eric nodded, even though he was lying. John was dying, but Eric kept that to himself because the rest of what he told John was the truth. They were making a difference, and he needed John. He needed the ultimate killing machine if they had any chance of stopping the threats to the United States.

Eric’s cell phone vibrated and he checked the message from Karen. “Looks like the drives from Syria are paying off. We’re needed in the War Room.”

​​
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CHAPTER TWO
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Eric navigated the mantrap and entered the War Room as John followed close behind. The steel desks were abuzz with activity as the analysts typed furiously, and the collective noise as they discussed the drive decryption was a dull roar that echoed against the hard concrete walls of the chamber.

Nancy stood outside the front conference room, and he tried not to notice how her plain black outfit highlighted her shapely figure. She beckoned them to join her in the room with Karen, Taylor, Mark and Sergeant Clark.

He took the leather chair next to Taylor and nodded to Nancy. John slid in next to Taylor and gave him a fist bump, then nodded to Mark, Nancy and Clark.

Clark watched John, his expression neutral, but Clark’s green eyes followed the young soldier with barely contained hostility.

Clark had run point on the operation to capture him after the Red Cross bombing. Clark would never forgive John, Eric knew, and he didn’t blame him.

He turned his attention to Karen, who sat at the front of the room, loudly slurping coffee while typing on her keyboard, and asked, “You found it?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. It’s all here.” She stabbed at the keyboard, and a file appeared on the wall screen. “This is an encrypted email sent to an ISP in Nashville. It’s about Al-Hakim.”

“Al-Hakim the American?”

Al-Hakim was born and raised as Gary Hite in California. Hite was barely out of his teens before he was swept up in a tidal wave of resentment against the US forces in Iraq and Afghanistan. Al-Hakim had joined Al-Qaeda in Iraq and was now one of their trusted advisers.

“The very same.”

“Why didn’t we catch it before this?” Nancy asked, clenching her fists. “I thought we snagged a copy of all inbound and outbound emails to ISPs in the US?”

“We do,” Karen said, “but you’re talking about hundreds of millions of emails a day. We don’t have the computing power to decrypt them all. We try and flag any coming from suspected terrorists, but I don’t have to tell you how many of those there are. This email was sent by one of the men in Syria to Abduhl Sadir, a sheikh in Nashville. Sadir has no known terror ties, but I’m backtracking emails to and from him for the past year.”

“What did this one say?” Taylor asked, pointing at the wall screen.

Karen glanced up from her keyboard, and her eyes were full of concern.

Something has her spooked.

“It’s about a package Al-Hakim purchased from a North Korean agent,” Karen said. “I think they bought an atomic bomb.”

Eric’s stomach sank. It was only through sheer luck that they had found an email trail referring to a meeting in Syria. That had been enough to convince the president to authorize their Syrian mission, but now it looked like they were on to something bigger.

It wasn
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