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            Epigraph

         
         
            All warfare is based on deception. Hence, when able to attack, we must seem unable; when using our forces, we must seem inactive;
               when we are near, we must make the enemy believe we are far away; when far away, we must make him believe we are near. Attack
               where he is not prepared; go by way of places where it would never occur to him you would go. These are the military strategist’s
               calculations for victory.
            

            Sun Tzu
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            Chapter 1

         
         Fate can hang on the most inauspicious decisions. Sometimes it’s a wrong turn like the one taken by Archduke Ferdinand’s driver
            in 1914. Sometimes it’s simply drinking one beer too many. Mosby Ellington wasn’t considering fate when he ordered another
            sixteen-ounce Pabst Blue Ribbon. He didn’t know it, but it would be fair to say that having a third beer in the broken-down
            saloon on a dusty side-street of Panguitch, Utah, quite possibly altered the geopolitical trajectory of the earth just as
            surely as Archduke Ferdinand’s driver.
         

         
         That, and calling a phone number besides 911.

         
         A retired pipefitter from Michigan, currently the only consequence he could see from the third beer was the tongue-lashing
            he was taking from his wife, now behind the wheel of their RV. She was in a fine mood, and while he wanted to fight back,
            he knew he would have to spend the night with her in the small enclosure, and he’d learned early during their cross-country
            trip that she could be an absolute hellion when she was angry—something he’d never had to worry about when he could retreat
            to his basement after a fight.
         

         
         Moving slower than was necessary, purely to aggravate him, she said, “I told you I didn’t want to drive these roads at night.
            I said it over and over, and you still ordered the beer. And you made me wait until the game was over.”
         

         
         Mosby gritted his teeth and said, “I’m good to drive. I finished the beer before extra innings even began. You knew I wanted to see the end, and there ain’t no television at the campground.”
         

         
         “You’re not good. You can barely see at night as it is, forget about while drunk, and I’ll be damned if we die out here in the middle
            of nowhere.”
         

         
         That set him off. “I’m not drunk Liz, and I can see fine. Fine enough to go faster than twenty miles an hour. At this rate we won’t get to sleep until
            dawn.”
         

         
         Liz said, “You and your baseball. If I knew you’d be glued to every damn game I wouldn’t have agreed to be stuck in this RV,
            stopping at a bar along the route to watch whoever’s playing. We should have just stayed home and saved the money.”
         

         
         She glared at him and said, “I thought this was supposed to be getting away from all of that. Me out of the ER, you out of
            the cold. Now, we won’t see any of the lake or the hills. We’ll just get up at the crack of dawn and start driving again.”
         

         
         The words caused Mosby’s face to redden, precisely because he had sold the trip that way. Liz was a registered nurse who worked nights in an emergency room, and they’d both grown tired of
            the grind, with Mosby coming up with the RV trip as an escape.
         

         
         Wanting to end the fight and not wanting to sleep on the floor—or worse, on the ground—Mosby said, “Okay, okay, it’s not like
            we’re on a precise time schedule. Let’s get up when we want, go hike the trails, and leave when we want. Spend another night
            if you want.”
         

         
         Liz smiled and Mosby was pleased to see he’d mollified her. She said, “You’re sure? We might need to skip the next stop and
            drive straight through.”
         

         
         He started to reply, then saw a group of lights headed their way in the darkness, on both sides of the road. He thought it
            looked like a blob of aliens, each weaving closer together, then farther apart.
         

         
         Not cars.

         
         He leaned forward, saying, “What the hell is that?”

         
         Liz peered through the windshield, saying, “I don’t know.” She put her foot on the brake, and in seconds the lights swooped around them, followed by a throaty rumble of a half dozen engines. Liz squealed just as a final light sped into the halo of their own headlights. Mosby caught a flash of something larger than a motorcycle, then a blurred image of a van streaked past, its driver-side headlight smashed, the chrome of the reflector aimed in the air, the bulb dangling out like the eyeball of a corpse. 

         
         It disappeared as soon as it entered into view, flashing so fast Mosby wondered if he’d imagined the vision. Liz slammed on
            the brakes, and they skidded to a stop, the suddenness flinging Mosby against his seat belt. He sat back up, staring behind
            them, the lights disappearing until the high desert shrouded them in darkness again, the rumble of the exhausts fading in
            the distance like a bad dream.
         

         
         Liz said, “What on earth was that?”

         
         Mosby shook his head and said, “Crazy bastards on motorcycles. I hope that’s not a sign about this campsite.”

         
         “You think it is?”

         
         “I don’t know. That’s not what the RV travel website said, and they’ve been pretty good so far. Let’s just get there.”

         
         Liz started driving again, this time picking up the pace as if to get some distance between them and the motorcycles. On the
            horizon she saw another light, saying, “What’s that?”
         

         
         Mosby leaned forward, again, now regretting that final beer. He said, “It’s not a headlight. It’s bigger and off the road.”

         
         They drew closer, the light growing larger, and Mosby said, “It’s a fire. Something’s on fire.”

         
         Liz said, “It’s a vehicle.”

         
         She slowed as they pulled up beside the blaze, Mosby seeing a pickup truck with flames burning furiously, all the way to the
            tires. Next to the fire was a figure in the dirt.
         

         
         He said, “Stop. There’s somebody hurt.”

         
         Liz pulled in front of the burning pyre and said, “Maybe we should just go, call the police and let them handle it.”

         
         “That guy needs help. Pull over.”

         
         She did, and he opened the door, pausing for a moment. The crisp wind snapped against his face, the acrid smell of burning plastic overpowering the clean desert air. He leapt down from the RV and advanced slowly, looking left and right and straining his ears but only hearing the crunch of the gravel underfoot and the pop of the flames. 

         
         He rounded the end of the burning vehicle and saw the figure feebly moving his arms as if he were trying to pull himself away
            from the flames. Mosby looked around one more time, saw nothing, and ran to the figure. He crouched down and saw his chest
            covered in blood, a pistol in the dirt about three feet away.
         

         
         He shouted, “Liz, Liz! Get out here! He’s bleeding bad!”

         
         He heard Liz coming and the man grabbed his collar, his eyes snapping open. The man said, “Call. Call.”

         
         Mosby pushed his arm away and said, “I will, I will. I’ll call 911 right away. Let me help you.”

         
         The man shook his head and pulled a card out of his upper pocket, waving it and saying, “Call.”

         
         Mosby took the card just as Liz arrived. She immediately began triage and said, “Jesus, he’s been shot. Go get some towels.”

         
         Mosby recognized the command in her voice, her going into ER mode, and he let her take over, jumping up and running back to
            the RV. He returned with as many washcloths and beach towels as he could rapidly find, and she took them, using them to stanch
            the bleeding, saying, “Did you call 911?”
         

         
         He said, “Not yet.”

         
         She continued to work, saying, “Do it, he’s not got long to live.”

         
         Mosby pulled out his cell phone, checked for a signal, and dialed. He gave the dispatcher what he knew and his location, answered
            a few questions, then hung up, saying, “They’re on the way.”
         

         
         Liz sagged back and said, “No hurry now. He’s gone.”

         
         Businesslike, she stood up and wiped her hands on her trousers, saying, “I couldn’t stop the bleeding. The bullets hit the
            femoral.”
         

         
         Shocked at her lack of emotion, he then remembered where she worked. He said, “I guess we should wait until the cops get here. Tell ’em what we saw and what we did.” 

         
         She nodded and said, “At least two gunshot wounds that I saw. One in the chest and one in the thigh. They’re going to want
            to know what happened here.”
         

         
         He had nothing to add. She looked at her hands and said, “I need to clean up.”

         
         After she returned to the RV, he remembered the card. He pulled it out of his pocket and held it into the light of the burning
            truck. He saw a bloody fingerprint over an embossing that read “Blaisdell Consulting.” Beneath it was a number. He figured
            it was where the man worked, or maybe a contact to a relative. He remembered how adamant the man was, as if he was more concerned
            about the call than he was about his own life.
         

         
         Mosby pulled out his phone and dialed, starting a chain of events that would alter much more than just the trajectory of his
            RV trip.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Twelve hours earlier

         

         I saw Jennifer appear on the beach side of the Windjammer bar. She glanced around, then started sauntering up the wooden stairs.
            Dressed in a bikini top and a pair of cutoff jeans, she had a ballcap on her head, her blond hair through the hole in the
            back, her flip-flops slinging beach sand with each step.
         

         
         Behind me I heard someone say, “Holy shit, this is going to be funny!”

         
         I turned away from the computer monitor and said, “Creed, one more word and I’m going to slap that smile off your face.”

         
         Creed’s face grew comically serious, and I glanced at Knuckles, my second-in-command. He was grinning too. I winked at him,
            because honestly, I was working hard to suppress my own smile. I said, “How’s Amena doing?”
         

         
         “She’s acting like a pro. Born to do this stuff.”

         
         “Commo okay? Glasses working?”

         
         “Yeah, glasses are working fine. So’s the commo, but I wish it wasn’t. She won’t shut up on the net.”

         
         I said, “Yeah, I warned you about that. She thinks she’s Jane Bond.”

         
         I turned back to the monitor, watching Jennifer enter the bar. I switched to our internal camera and immediately saw it was
            cockeyed, with only half the table in view and the screen crooked. I shook my head and said, “Didn’t you test this view before
            go time?”
         

         
         Creed said, “That’s their job, isn’t it? I mean, they emplaced them.”

         
         I turned to him and said, “I know it’s their training evolution, but you’re their team leader. It’s your job to make sure they’re meeting the standard.”
         

         
         Creed looked crestfallen and I moved to soften the blow, saying, “It’s okay. We can still see the table and the Wi-Fi connection’s
            good.”
         

         
         It wasn’t fair to ding him too much because he wasn’t really a ground-force team leader, although this entire training event
            was his idea. Bartholomew Creedwater was the team lead for our network operations cell—which was a polite way of saying he
            was a hacker. Formerly a black hat, now a white hat, it was his job to staff and train the NOC, which was ordinarily done
            solely behind a desk, but I’d let him go on a real mission once because we needed him on the ground, and he’d never forgotten
            it.
         

         
         He’d come to me with an idea for an exercise, where he’d take his newfound eggheads and put them out in the field to give
            them a taste of what they were supporting.
         

         
         I usually brushed anything he said about operations right into the trash can if it didn’t involve something like hacking an
            ISIS sleeper cell, but his idea piqued my interest. I don’t know how many times I’d been given some gadget designed by the
            NOC only to discover it wasn’t useful in the real world of clandestine operations. From counterfeit Armani belts embedded
            with beacons that looked more like a weight belt for underwater operations, to gadgets with screens that were so bright you
            couldn’t operate them without compromise after sundown, it might be useful to give the eggheads a taste of what we did to
            help them with their next genius invention. And it sure as shit would be fun.
         

         
         I’d taken the idea to our boss, George Wolffe, broaching a small exercise with the new egghead hires in my hometown of Charleston,
            South Carolina. He was an old-school paramilitary officer from the CIA, so I leaned heavily into the operational aspects of
            synchronizing the grunt on the ground with the hackers in the rear, highlighting that I’d used Creed on a mission before and
            this was his idea.
         

         
         As expected, he’d immediately balked, saying, “You just want to screw with them.”

         
         Which, honestly, was a little true—but it would pay dividends.
         

         
         I said, “No, sir, come on. Knowing what goes on with operations has helped Creed, and it will do the same for the new guys
            to see what we do on the ground. I’m not talking about turning them into Operators, just giving them a taste of operations.”
         

         
         “So you want to run an Omega exercise in Charleston for support personnel? Sorry, that ain’t happening.”
         

         
         I held up my hands saying, “No, no, I’m not talking about having them do a hit. Just a little Alpha mission, using their tech
            gear.”
         

         
         We named each phase of an operation a different Greek letter, starting with Alpha for what the Pentagon brass would call operational
            preparation of the battlespace, and we’d just call initial poking around, and ending with Omega, which the brass would call
            a “kinetic endpoint,” and we’d call thumping some terrorist on the head.
         

         
         He said, “Even so, we’ve already budgeted for this year’s exercises, and that’s not in it. I’ve got two full mission profiles
            OCONUS next month and don’t have any assets to develop a CONUS one. No role players, no cover development, no nothing.”
         

         
         “Sir, we don’t need role players. These guys are brand-new and they’ve never met my team. I’ll use them as role players with Creed as controller. All you’ll have to pay for is per diem while they’re there. No other Taskforce
            assets.”
         

         
         “And the cover development?”

         
         “I’ll handle that. I live there, and we’re not doing anything overt. No breaching charges, no takedowns. Just surveillance.”

         
         I could see I was swaying him, but he still wasn’t convinced. He threw out the final trump card, like I knew he would. “Still
            can’t, Pike. The Oversight Council will never approve. They’re already skittish about OCONUS exercises. No way in hell will
            they allow one here, on US soil.”
         

         
         The Oversight Council was a board of thirteen members—both in and out of government—who oversaw our charter. Since Taskforce missions were most definitely outside the bounds of the United States constitution, by the charter we were forbidden from operating on United States soil, and while an exercise wasn’t exactly “operating” on US soil, it still would give them fits. I had known Wolffe would go there, and was ready. 

         
         “Don’t tell them we’re doing it.”

         
         “What? Come on, Pike. I know you like running amok, but that’s a bridge too far even for you.”

         
         He turned to walk away, figuring the conversation was over, and I pulled his sleeve, saying, “Do you have to tell them every
            time an Operator goes to the range to shoot?”
         

         
         He squinted his eyes at me, knowing I was going somewhere, but not sure of the destination. He said, “No.”

         
         “Well, when Creed’s testing new kit from the NOC, do you get permission first from the Council?”

         
         “No, of course not.”

         
         “When they do the test, is it in a lab, or do you let them run around in DC, getting real-world results?”

         
         I already knew the answer. Washington, DC, was such a mess on the electromagnetic spectrum, with every embassy in town trying
            to intercept phone calls, bug conference rooms, remotely implant spyware, and every other manner of penetration that the network
            operations center could test whatever they wanted without a spike. They didn’t ask for permission, they just did it.
         

         
         He said, “I let them test in the city, but that’s not what you’re asking for here.”

         
         “It is, really. They’re going to be testing kit, only in Charleston and in an operational manner—which is how it should be
            tested anyway. It’s the same thing. The Oversight Council doesn’t even have to know.”
         

         
         He stuttered for an answer to that, but I knew George Wolffe had a fatal flaw: he never wanted to tell the man in the arena
            no. As long as I gave him an answer to every problem, he’d give me the go-ahead.
         

         
         Wolffe considered for a moment more, then said, “Alright Pike. Per diem and nothing more. And if you get rolled up by the Charleston PD, expect to pay your own bail.” 

         
         Yes!

         
         Which is how, exactly one month later, I was watching my wife dressed as a surfer saunter into a beach bar.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         The Windjammer had been an Isle of Palms institution for over five decades, earning a place of reverence long before the island
            had been swarmed by McMansions and rich out-of-towners fleeing COVID lockdowns. It was the place where I’d originally met
            Jennifer years ago, so I found it fitting to include the bar in the scenario play.
         

         
         My team was in the Veterans of Foreign Wars post right next door, another establishment that had been around since Christ
            was a corporal. Like the Jammer, it had refused to sell its beachfront property when everyone else had, and was now surrounded
            by condominiums and hotels, a last outpost of sanity from a bygone day.
         

         
         I was a lifetime member, so I’d asked the post commander if I could use it before the regulars showed up—without explicitly
            telling him why. I only needed the space for about an hour, and he’d graciously given me the keys.
         

         
         The entire exercise was simply designed to give the new hires a taste of what it was like to operate when someone might be
            hunting them. Show them how to exist as the gray man in a foreign environment while using tools, that if found, would raise
            questions from host nation authorities. Since I couldn’t take them to a place that didn’t speak English, I had to develop
            other ways to make them uncomfortable. In this case, I was using my partner in crime, Jennifer, and my adopted daughter, Amena,
            to create some angst.
         

         
         They had a three-man team all working as singletons, and their mission was to locate and get positive identification of a terrorist—in this case, me. Each of them would gather a piece of the puzzle to my identification and location, and then they’d report back to Creed with the information, where he’d deploy an imaginary Omega team. 

         
         We’d tossed around who would play what role, and the team had decided that I fit the terrorist mold the best. Which wasn’t
            saying much for their opinion. At over six feet with a nasty little scar running through my eyebrow and into my cheek, I would
            say I looked more like a pirate than a terrorist, but given the composition of my team, I had to admit I was the best choice.
         

         
         Knuckles looked like a hippy fashion model, with ropy muscles and shoulder-length black hair belying his SEAL pedigree, so
            I told him he’d be a terrorist facilitator at best. Maybe the terrorist’s drug connection or a male escort, I hadn’t decided
            yet.
         

         
         We’d flown the candidates in one by one and, acting as the “security services” of the “host nation,” had picked each up outside
            of the Charleston airport, the “arrest” designed to immediately knock them off their game. Brett Thorpe and Nicholas Seacrest
            had handled those interrogations. Thorpe, because he was built like a fireplug, short, but full of muscle with an intimidating
            glare that would cause them to immediately comply. Seacrest because he just looked like a stereotype of a G-man. A Waspy Caucasian
            with a neat haircut, he resembled a Hollywood Men in Black type.
         

         
         An African American, Brett had said he was going to fake a Jamaican accent during the interrogations just for the fun, but
            I’d forbidden it. He was actually one of the most laid-back Operators I’d ever worked with, but he could come on mean when
            he wanted to, and between them they’d played good cop/bad cop with the candidates, trying to get them to crack from the cover
            story we’d given them.
         

         
         From that initiation, they’d begun to unravel the threads for the desperate terrorist “Carlos.” Creed had given them breadcrumbs to start with, and now they were building the picture trying to locate me. One was setting up a safe house for future planning. Another was meeting Amena for a dead drop to pass off a selected piece of kit Creed wanted tested. The final one was conducting an asset meet with Jennifer next door at the Windjammer. 

         
         She was playing the mistress of the terrorist—which fit, since she was my wife—and her plan of action was to come on to the
            participant very overtly, to the point he would feel uncomfortable in her presence, which was why Creed thought this would
            be hilarious to watch on the camera.
         

         
         I wanted to see if the new hire would fight through the distraction and get the information to my whereabouts, and I was honestly
            surprised that Jennifer had agreed to play the role. She was usually pretty modest, so I figured she’d tell me to pack sand.
            To my surprise, she was all in, to the point she was bouncing ideas off Amena about what clothes she should wear and how she
            should act, which was a little annoying. It had been my idea for her to act like a floozy, but there was no reason to go overboard.
         

         
         From our crooked camera placement, I saw her scan the room and saunter over to the candidate, who stood. Creed said, “Man,
            I wish we had audio.”
         

         
         I said, “Don’t need it. She knows what information to give. It just remains to be seen if your new hire is smart enough to
            ask.”
         

         
         She leaned in, giving the candidate a shot of cleavage and a kiss on the cheek. He looked like he wanted to run from the room.
            Creed said, “Oh yeah, here we go!”
         

         
         I turned to glare at him and noticed Knuckles had come over to watch as well. I said, “What are you doing? Amena’s almost
            in play.”
         

         
         He looked at his watch and said, “She’s not doing the meeting for another ten minutes. Glasses are working and commo is five-by.”

         
         I pointed at Seacrest and said, “You don’t see Veep running over here.”

         
         Seacrest had the callsign Veep because he was the son of a onetime vice president, now the actual president. He was reading
            a book next to a monitor showing the inside of the terrorist “safe house” we’d created at the Embassy Suites downtown.
         

         
         Knuckles said, “He’s afraid of you.”

         
         Veep said, “Nope, just not a man-whore like you. I don’t need to see Jennifer in a bikini for a rise.”

         
         I started to reply when I saw Creed’s eyes widen. I went back to the screen in time to see Jennifer placing her hand on the candidate’s thigh and begin rubbing. 

         
         What the hell?

         
         The candidate looked as stiff as a board, his eyes like a cornered rabbit, darting back and forth searching for an escape.
            Jennifer leaned into him and Knuckles saw my face.
         

         
         He glanced at Creed and said, “Sorry you put so much effort into hiring him. He’s a dead man.”

         
         I gritted out, “Come on, quit it. She’s playing a role here. She’s supposed to make him uncomfortable.”

         
         Now enjoying himself, Knuckles said, “Oh, yeah, he’s uncomfortable because she’s enjoying the role so much. Maybe that guy
            is more her type. I could never figure out what she saw in you.”
         

         
         I started to retort when Veep said, “Pike, you might want to see this.”

         
         I saw Jennifer literally lick the guy’s ear and, through clenched teeth, said, “What is it?”

         
         “I don’t know. Someone’s in our room, and it doesn’t look like the maid.”

         
         I turned to him and saw he’d put down his book and was staring at our “safe house” monitor. I said, “We’ve got the ‘do not
            disturb’ on the door. Can’t be maids.”
         

         
         He said, “Two guys in our room, ripping through our stuff.”

         
         The “stuff” in question were all props for the “terrorist,” including a tablet, laptop computer, maps, and other evidence,
            but they weren’t supposed to be in play for a couple of days. I stood up, saying, “Creed, keep an eye on the meeting. Knuckles,
            get back to Amena. It’s almost go time.”
         

         
         I went to Veep and saw two guys in jeans and hoodies on the computer screen, one at the door looking out the peephole and
            the other loading up a backpack with our laptop and tablet.
         

         
         I said the obvious: “Those jackasses are robbing us.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         At first glance, the apartment didn’t appear to be a prison cell, but it was. Like a living room ensemble built on a studio
            lot, it seemed genuine, but on closer inspection, one could find cracks in its façade, with faux books on the shelf and plastic
            lamps that wouldn’t provide light. While the lamps here functioned, this room had its own peculiarities. The refrigerator
            was real enough, but the windows were extremely thick and sealed shut, and the exit door was clad in steel, without an obvious
            internal opening mechanism.
         

         
         The man imprisoned here didn’t mind. After all, for the first five years of his incarceration, he’d lived in a real cell,
            an eight-foot-by-six-foot concrete coffin with bars on the windows and a toilet in full view of the cell door. While he still
            regretted the loss of his freedom, he most definitely preferred the ability to evacuate his bowels in private.
         

         
         His given name was Abdul Rahman, but he was the only person left alive who knew it. He’d been interrogated many times by his
            American captors, but he’d never given up his true name. They knew him by a host of aliases and kunyas, but the most prominent
            one was the Ghost, a nickname he’d been given because of his unique skills, prior to his American enemies capturing him.
         

         
         At one time, he was at the pinnacle of the small profession of men skilled in targeted assassination, and he’d gleaned the nickname not from a Western foe, but from the cauldron of Beirut, where he’d accomplish his missions like a wraith, and then disappear into the night. His targets reverberated beyond the killings themselves, the impact creating a legend that spread throughout the refugee camps, so much so that mothers began telling their children that if they didn’t behave, they’d meet Ash’abah—the Ghost.
         

         
         Rahman finished his dishes in the small kitchenette, folding and placing the dish towel with a little melancholy. He’d grown
            comfortable in his little apartment, and while saying he “liked” it was probably too much, he knew he would miss it when he
            was transferred tonight.
         

         
         He supposed he could have just left the sink full of dirty dishes, something for the Americans to clean after he was removed,
            but that wasn’t his way. His mother had taught him that the first step to discipline was the small things, and he was better
            than the Americans. Well, that, and he didn’t want to show any signs of resistance now, when he might actually have a chance
            to escape. Better to lull his captors into believing he was a model prisoner, helping them to forget the skills he possessed.
            Skills he’d earned the hard way.
         

         
         He had been barely out of his teens when he’d lost his friends and family during a Lebanese Army attack on his refugee camp
            in Beirut. He’d been imprisoned as a suspected insurgent, consequently missing the fight, and when he’d returned home, he’d
            found the camp a barren wasteland of destruction. Everything he’d known eviscerated. He’d set about killing those responsible
            one by one, both the Lebanese armed forces that had purged the camp and the Fatah leaders hiding within who’d dared the military
            to attack.
         

         
         Those early assassinations had been purely out of rage. Later, as time went on in the never-ending conflict that was Lebanon,
            he’d learned he had a talent for the work and he’d begun killing for whomever would pay him, as long as their purpose aligned
            with his own. He was Muslim, yes, but that didn’t define him in the way that it did others who killed, any more than being
            Catholic defined the Irish fighting for the reunification of their country decades ago.
         

         
         They were Irish first, Catholic second, and much the same way that an Irish Republican Army member didn’t yearn to kill all Protestants—only English ones—he felt no burning desire to slay on behalf of Islam. He did so on behalf of Palestinians, and that goal had led him to targeting anyone who stood in the way of their victory. Arab, Persian, Shia, Sunni, Christian or Jew, if they presented a barricade to a Palestinian homeland, they were his enemies. Anyone seeking to push the Zionist state of Israel into the sea was his friend. Hamas, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, Hezbollah, or any other group fighting for the Palestinian cause was an ally.
         

         
         Rahman shook his head, as if to physically clear his mind of the memories. That had been a long time ago and was only resurfacing
            now because of his history lessons with Mike.
         

         
         He went to his small desk and turned on his computer, another perk he’d earned through goodwill from his American captors.
            It was hardwired by ethernet—the room having no Wi-Fi—and his access to the internet was both throttled and read by his captors,
            but he’d found a way around that, and he hoped that his contacts had received the word that he was being transferred. If they
            hadn’t, then his dream of escape would end tonight, as he was sure his new prison would have none of the amenities of the
            old.
         

         
         He scanned the latest headlines from the war between the Zionists and the Axis of Resistance, once again dismayed by what
            he saw, refusing to click on any individual story. They were all the same, the end result bringing nothing but misery to the
            Palestinian people.
         

         
         When Hamas had attacked on October 7, 2023, he’d initially felt joy that the civilians of Israel were experiencing the same
            trauma his people had endured for generations, then hope that the Axis of Resistance would finally decide to end the Zionist
            question once and for all. The West Bank would rise up, Hezbollah would attack from the north, and Hamas would cause the Israeli
            war machine a slow death of attrition.
         

         
         Then the reports began to surface about the horrific actions Hamas had taken, and he knew they’d overreached. Rahman had no
            qualms with killing Israelis, but the rapes, taking of babies, and wanton slaughter of the helpless and elderly was not his
            way, and he believed it would cause a massive retaliation. And so it became.
         

         
         He’d seen Gaza razed to the ground, Hamas decimated, and Hezbollah, instead of attacking, running from the fight to the point that they capitulated in a truce. Syria fell, and Iran signaled through it all that they had no wish to escalate the fight, which in turn had caused the United States and Israel to bomb the country with impunity. He didn’t really care about Iran’s nuclear weapons’ program, but the destruction wrought on the innocents of Gaza made him feel an impotent rage, proving all the targets he’d eliminated as an assassin had been for nothing, the goal of a Palestinian homeland further away than ever. 

         
         He’d silently seethed at the foolishness of Hamas and the fecklessness of Iran and Hezbollah, and had found in an odd way,
            it gave him hope. More precisely, it had given him a reason to live again: escape, so that he could help in the fight.
         

         
         He heard a small chime, an indicator that someone was coming to his door. He looked at the clock on his computer and saw it
            was too early for the transfer. He’d been told the movement would happen in the dead of night, in order to keep even his captivity
            a secret, he was sure. He glanced up at the camera in the ceiling and did what he was supposed to do: he stood, went to the
            wall next to the steel door, and placed his hands through a hatch. He felt the cuffs cinch shut and withdrew them, stepping
            back from the door. He heard it unlock, and then saw his prison warden, Mr. Black, with a small duffel bag in his hand.
         

         
         His real name was Bob Marley, but he had no idea that Rahman knew that, and Rahman gave no indication that he did, saying,
            “Hello, Mr. Black.”
         

         
         Rahman had known immediately after capture that the Americans who held him were something special. A hunter-killer team apart
            from the official United States government infrastructure. His fears were confirmed when he hadn’t been flown to Guantánamo
            in an orange jumpsuit and never met anyone from the Red Cross or Red Crescent. Instead, he’d been shuttled for days on one
            black aircraft after another, wearing a hood on his head, until he’d ended up behind bars all by himself. A single prisoner.
         

         
         His first few years had been a kaleidoscope of interrogation, all focused on Islamic fanaticism, the agents of the United States futilely trying to glean what he knew. Internally, he scoffed at their juvenile attempts to understand his world. It was like watching a man who’d never seen an elephant draw a picture based solely on a description. The result bore a resemblance, but its errors were glaring, and he was happy to let it remain so. 

         
         Three years into his incarceration he’d finally met the man who’d captured him. While he held his inquisitors in contempt,
            this man had earned his respect solely because he’d been the one to accomplish what so many others had tried to accomplish
            and failed. He’d expected more interrogation, but instead the man came with an intriguing offer: Use his unique knowledge
            and skills to help the United States prevent a terrorist attack involving an American traitor. He’d accepted the offer solely
            to facilitate escape, and would have succeeded in that endeavor had he not intervened to save the man’s partner.
         

         
         He’d thought about that often in the ensuing years. Of why he’d forsaken his path to freedom to save a woman’s life. He had
            no answer still. She’d prevented his death at high risk of her own demise the day before, and that had triggered some strand
            of loyalty he didn’t know he possessed. She could have let him die, but did not, and that had meant something to him. He’d
            returned the favor, and in so doing had been captured again, but the conditions had changed. The man who’d captured him—now
            a second time—had appreciated what he’d done, and while it hadn’t earned him his freedom, he had been removed from his solitary
            cell and given the apartment. It was still a prison, but better than anything else he could expect, and now even that was
            coming to an end.
         

         
         Marley closed the cell door and said, “Hey, Ghost. I just wanted to make sure you had everything ready to go tonight. We’ll
            have to inspect anything you want to take with you.”
         

         
         Rahman nodded, saying, “I just have the backpack you gave me. It’s full of toiletries, socks, and some writings I’ve done.”

         
         Marley set down the duffel, saying, “Here’s a change of clothes. You won’t be wearing the prison jumpsuit on the trip.”

         
         Rahman smiled and said, “So no American will question who I am?”

         
         Marley smiled back and said, “You know the game.”

         
         Rahman took the duffel and opened it, surprised to feel another bout of melancholy in the chore. He’d come to like Marley, not the least because of their conversations. Inquisitive, the man had no malice, and he’d literally been only one of two who’d ever held a conversation with Rahman outside of an interrogation. 

         
         Honestly, the worst part of his incarceration was the loneliness. At first he’d been visited by all manner of intelligence
            personnel, but, as his information had grown cold, so had the visits. If it hadn’t been for Marley, he might have literally
            gone mad.
         

         
         Through the years, outside of his duties as warden of the one-man prison, Marley had visited once or twice a month, having
            long conversations with Rahman. Initially, Rahman had been convinced it was simply a new interrogation technique—trying to
            befriend him to give up information—but eventually, Rahman had come to believe the visits were genuine. Marley never pried
            for anything useful, instead wanting to learn about the root causes that had brought Rahman to his prison. Wanting to learn
            his enemy. Unlike the other interrogators, he’d never even asked Rahman his real name, only calling him “Ghost.”
         

         
         They’d developed a mutual respect for each other. Not quite a friendship, but no longer hated enemies either, and Rahman was
            sorry to see it end. Even as that respect had allowed the Ghost to put his escape plan in motion.
         

         
         Rahman sorted through the clothes, saying, “Where am I going?”

         
         Marley said, “You don’t even know where you are. Would me telling you matter?”

         
         Rahman chuckled and said, “No, I suppose not.” That wasn’t true. Not only did he know Mr. Black’s true name, but he also knew
            precisely where he was and most definitely wanted to know where he was going.
         

         
         He stopped his work and looked at Marley, saying, “Will I at least get to say goodbye to Mike?”

         
         Mike was Marley’s son, and the only other person with whom Rahman had normal conversations in ten years of captivity. He was seventeen years old, a senior in high school and about to join the Army. After the Hamas attack in Israel, he’d been assigned to write a paper on the conflict for a senior class, and Marley had asked the Ghost if he’d help his son understand the intricacies. Marley suspected it had much more to do with his son’s future employment than any high school writing assignment, and had agreed. 

         
         They’d spent numerous study sessions together, at first under the direct supervision of Marley, but later, only under the
            watchful eye of the camera, with Rahman handcuffed throughout. Rahman knew the camera had no audio and had put a nascent plan
            in motion. While he had faithfully answered Mike’s questions, giving him a view from his eyes of what was transpiring in the
            Middle East—honestly wanting to teach the boy about a labyrinth of competing interests half a world away—he really had another
            agenda.
         

         
         Using a little manipulation, he’d innocuously learned the location of the prison, the closest town, the father’s name, the
            mother’s name, and the future career of the son, among a host of other things. Eventually, once he was sure he’d lulled the
            father into not spending each session staring at the camera feed, he’d begun working on the son, with one goal in mind: access
            to the son’s cell phone.
         

         
         Marley said, “Unfortunately, no. Mike’s got an away baseball game. You won’t see him again. I’m sorry.”

         
         Rahman said, “Me too. You have raised a good man. He’s smart. Will he even know I’m gone?”

         
         “Not unless he asks. He eventually will, because I’m leaving this job. It’s why you’re being transferred to another prison.
            One that has others like you, at least for a time.”
         

         
         Rahman said, “I’m sorry I won’t get to say goodbye.”

         
         He meant the words, but what he was truly sorry about was not being able to use Mike’s cell phone one last time to confirm
            his final message had been received.
         

         
         During the latter parts of his tutoring, he’d convinced Mike he wanted to show him various websites about the war that he couldn’t access because of his internet restrictions. The son had told him there wasn’t anything he could do about that, and Rahman had raised the question, crossing the threshold: Did his son have a cell phone? They could use that as a hotspot, and his father wouldn’t even know. 

         
         Mike had agreed, feeling like he was learning something secret and not seeing the harm. The Ghost had connected his computer
            to the phone through Bluetooth, and, in between typing in Arabic for websites, had sent a message through one website in particular,
            all the while giving Mike various excuses of what he was doing.
         

         
         He didn’t even know if the website was still monitored, had no idea if it was still being used by the Islamic Revolutionary
            Guards Corps of Iran, but it was the only contact he had. On their next tutoring session, he’d found a reply.
         

         
         He’d begun conversing through the website at each tutoring session, conducting digital dead drops right under the eyes of
            Mike and the camera, setting up what he hoped would be his escape. Using the American’s own insistence on the secrecy of his
            existence to help him, he explained the minimal guard force and the fact that he was the only prisoner. He had begun to hope
            the IRGC was actively contemplating trying to help and then had had his hopes dashed when he’d learned he was being transferred.
            He knew there was no way he would be able to duplicate what he’d done here. Even if he could, it had taken ten years to get
            this far.
         

         
         He’d tried to glean his future prison location through Mike but got nowhere. Mike had no idea. His final message was simply
            that he was being moved and the date. He didn’t even know if the IRGC had received it.
         

         
         Marley said, “Hey, I’ll be the one driving you tonight, so at least you’ll have that. We won’t be leaving until after midnight,
            so you’ll have a final meal here. I won’t make you eat the microwave stuff. What would you like? I can get whatever you want,
            my treat. We have a Middle Eastern deli that serves shawarma, falafel, hummus, whatever.”
         

         
         Rahman smiled at his outreach and said, “I’d rather have you stay for dinner just once. I’m tired of eating by myself. Will
            you do that?”
         

         
         “Hey, we’ve talked about this. I don’t eat that Arab stuff. It made me sick in Iraq, and I swore off it forever. Honestly,
            nobody else here eats it either. If you don’t ask for something, that restaurant will go broke.”
         

         
         Rahman chuckled, and Marley continued, “I’ll bring a bucket of Kentucky fried chicken if you want my company. How does that sound?” 

         
         Rahman nodded and said, “And a six-pack of coke.”

         
         Marley grinned and said, “For a second I thought you were going to ask for a six-pack of beer.”

         
         Rahman smiled and said, “I may be in prison, but I don’t have to act like an infidel just yet. I’ll save that for when I’m
            out, walking the streets of America.”
         

         
         That brought a genuine laugh from Marley, the warden having no idea of the double entendre Rahman was conveying.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         Incredulous—and I have to admit, a little fascinated—I watched the two thieves continue ripping through our “terrorist” room,
            searching every item we’d carefully placed inside. Maps, notebooks, clothes, passports, they went through it all, making me
            wonder if what they found would give them pause, because what they were seeing most definitely wasn’t from a typical tourist.
            I thought the map with false bomb locations would at least cause them to think twice.
         

         
         It did not.

         
         Veep said, “You want me to call the front desk? Get security up there?”

         
         If it had been my personal room—or the room of someone on my team—I would have immediately done that, but in this case I didn’t
            want to involve the authorities. If any of those props entered into an investigation, we’d have some serious explaining to
            do, because it all lined up to terrorist activity. Granted, it was fake terrorist activity that Creed’s team was supposed
            to uncover, but the authorities wouldn’t know that. If that happened, I couldn’t come right out and confess it was all a fake,
            because then I’d have to somehow explain why an upstanding archaeological firm in Charleston was practicing for terrorist
            activity.
         

         
         On a real exercise completely sanctioned by the Taskforce, I would be able to fall back on some official cover explanation
            and a few high-powered individuals in DC to pull off the local authorities, but I’d convinced Wolffe none of that was needed.
         

         
         Of course, if it had been my or my teammates’ room, we wouldn’t have a camera inside at all and we wouldn’t be seeing the crime in real time. Explaining the security feed alone would be a problem. 

         
         I said, “No. No security. We’ll end up in more trouble than the damn thieves.”

         
         Knuckles glanced between his monitor and mine, saying, “What, we’re just going to let them walk out with that computer?”

         
         I turned to Creed and said, “Hey, Amena’s about to pass your man the Grail. Does he know how to use it?”

         
         Creed said, “Yeah? Why?”

         
         I went to Knuckles and said, “Give me your headset. Veep, get some screenshots of both guys and pass it to Amena on her phone.”

         
         Knuckles pulled off his headset and handed it to me, saying, “What are you about to do?”

         
         “We’re going to do the exercise, but on a live target.”

         
         The “terrorist safe house” was in the Embassy Suites right next to Marion Square, an expansive green space full of college
            students throwing Frisbees, dog walkers, and tourists out for a stroll. It was also where Amena was about to conduct a personal
            meet with one of the candidates. Her original purpose was to pass him an electronic surveillance device we called a Grail,
            as in the Holy Grail.
         

         
         It looked like an oversized smartphone or mini tablet, with a body that was about twice as thick, and its purpose was to penetrate
            any device connected to the outside world via Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, NFC, or the cell network—which was just about every device
            on earth now—and inject malware that would allow us to track it by slaving every cell phone nearby.
         

         
         It worked exactly like Find My on Apple or Tile devices on Android, but it could leverage any cell phone that came within
            range, slaving the unsuspecting handset for communication. That cell phone would in turn—unknown to the owner—report back
            to our own servers the original device’s location.
         

         
         Smartwatches, cell phones, tablets, or computers, if it talked to the outside world, we could attack it. The Grail was still in a bit of a testing phase, which was why it was chosen for the exercise. It wasn’t 100 percent against all targets, depending on the device it attacked, but the computer we were going to test it against—the fake “terrorist” computer—was purposely designed to be found. The Grail most certainly would work against it. 

         
         I put on the headset and turned to Knuckles’ monitor, seeing what Amena was seeing. She was wearing a pair of sunglasses with
            a built-in camera not unlike Meta’s smart glasses, scanning the open lawn for her contact. She knew what the candidate looked
            like, but Knuckles was going to give her an assist if he saw the guy before she did.
         

         
         Throwing on a backpack, Knuckles said, “I’ll get over there.”

         
         I said, “You’ll never make it in time. It’s at least thirty minutes from here to downtown.”

         
         He said, “So, what, you’re going to use one of Creed’s guys for a real-world clandestine operation? That’s insane. They aren’t
            ready.”
         

         
         “Yeah, that would be insane, and I’m not going to do it. I’m going to use Amena. She’s ready.”

         
         His mouth dropped open and I said, “Veep, pictures?”

         
         He said, “On the way.”

         
         I said, “Status of the thieves?”

         
         “Still digging around.”

         
         “Okay. You go with Knuckles. Both of you get your ass on the road. Get downtown and I’ll vector you in to the action. You
            can take over surveillance once you arrive.”
         

         
         Knuckles said, “Amena’s probably not a great idea.”

         
         “You got a better one? I can’t magic you there, and somebody’s got to get on them for us to take over.”

         
         He shook his head and started moving to the door, Veep behind him, saying, “Jennifer’s going to have your ass.”

         
         I ignored him and said, “Creed, get on Veep’s monitor. Tell me when the thieves leave.”

         
         He’d heard the entire exchange, his eyes wide. He nodded his head and scurried over to Veep’s computer, saying, “I might agree
            with Knuckles on this. My guys aren’t trained to conduct surveillance.”
         

         
         I said, “Don’t worry about it. He only needs to be able to work the Grail.”

         
         In my headset I heard, “Knuckles, Knuckles, this is Blackcat. Why did you guys send me pictures of gangster wannabes?”

         
         I heard “Blackcat” and rolled my eyes, as Amena was making up callsigns because she thought the whole exercise was amusing.

         
         I said, “Hey, it’s Pike, and we’ve got a change of mission.”

         
         She said, “So now I’m working with the big man? The head commando? Did you fire Knuckles?”

         
         Amena was my adopted daughter, and since I didn’t have any role-player support from the Taskforce, I’d decided to use her
            for a simple meeting. It actually worked for the scenario, because there’s no way the guys meeting her would be ready to engage
            a fifteen-year-old girl. It was one more way of throwing them out of their comfort zone.
         

         
         I said, “Hey, doodlebug, this just got serious. I need your full attention.”

         
         She heard “doodlebug,” a nickname I used to call her when she was younger, when we’d first met under very trying circumstances,
            and her entire tone changed, realizing things weren’t right.
         

         
         “What is it? Did something happen to Jennifer?”

         
         Confused, I said, “What? No,” then I realized that what I’d said sure sounded like I was preparing her for bad news. Something
            she was well versed in, having violently lost both of her parents and her brother.
         

         
         I continued, “Everybody’s fine. Sorry that didn’t come out right, but we do have a change of mission.”

         
         I saw the glasses move to the sky and realized she was breathing a sigh of relief, then I heard, “Pike, that’s not funny at
            all. Don’t come on the radio saying that stuff.”
         

         
         I looked at my watch, saw the candidate was going to be there in less than a minute and said, “I know, I know, but things
            have changed, but in a good way for you. Instead of passing off the Grail and going for an ice cream, I need you to pass off
            the Grail and follow a couple of thugs.”
         

         
         I gave her a quick synopsis of what had occurred, telling her the meet would go as planned, only now he was going to have to use it to target our own computer, and she was going to facilitate that by getting him close enough. 

         
         She said, “And these guys on the phone are the guys who broke into the room?”

         
         “Yeah. They’re still inside right now, but they’ll be coming down the elevators soon. You think you can do that?”

         
         “Pike, I know I can do that. I was doing it when I was twelve. I don’t know about the candidate who’s about to show up. Why
            don’t I just go by myself?”
         

         
         Amena was a Syrian refugee, and when I’d first met her she was surviving as a pickpocket in Monaco, basically living on the
            street. She’d learned at an early age how to blend into a crowd, conduct a theft, and exit without a trace, and she was very,
            very good at it. She was like a feral cat with a sixth sense about danger, which is why the idea of using her in the exercise
            had popped in my head at all.
         

         
         I said, “Because you can’t work the Grail, and he won’t have time to teach you. Just get him close enough to hit it.”

         
         She said, “He’s coming. He just crossed into the square.”

         
         I whipped my head to the monitor and saw the candidate, a man named Bobby Tilly. He was a skinny guy wearing jeans that were
            an inch too short, a plaid short sleeved shirt, and running shoes. If he’d have had a pocket protector and thick glasses,
            it would have completed the image.
         

         
         I said, “Just go through the meet first. If he screws it up, pull him aside and drop the pretense of correct procedures. The
            exercise takes a back seat now.”
         

         
         Amena was standing near an old concrete block from the original fortification of Charleston, a fence surrounding it and a
            small brass plaque to the front. It was the only such historical marker on Marion Square and should be easy to find.
         

         
         The candidate had no idea what she looked like. He only knew the time and place, and had a bona fides phrase to confirm the
            contact. A phrase I’d made harder than it needed to be, and now wished I hadn’t. It had been all fun and games about an hour
            ago.
         

         
         Through Amena’s eyes I saw him approach, looking skittish. He glanced around, trying to find an adult, and then settled on Amena. I thought, That’s right, idiot. She’s at the designated place at the designated time.

         
         She said, “Excuse me, do you have the time?”

         
         The first part of the bona fides.

         
         He stiffened, looked wildly around again, then said, “No, no. I don’t.”

         
         Damn it.

         
         I said, “Amena, just pull him aside and give him the Grail. Don’t worry about the bona fides.”

         
         As one more thing he had to overcome, I’d made the second part of the bona fides something incredibly uncomfortable to say
            to a child, and was now regretting it.
         

         
         She ignored me, saying in a stronger tone, “I asked if you have the time. Do. You. Have. The. Time.”

         
         In a rising, halting voice, as if he was asking a question, he said, “Time for you to buy a fucking watch?”

         
         She handed him her backpack and said, “Very good. Power up the Grail and follow me.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         I saw Bobby’s mouth open, him saying, “What?”

         
         My view shifted, Amena starting across the green space of Marion Square to the front of the Embassy Suites. She looked over
            her shoulder and through her eyes I saw the guy just standing there holding the bag. She stopped and snapped, “Follow me and
            put that thing into action. Quickly.”
         

         
         I was pulled from the monitor by Creed saying, “Pike, they’re leaving the room. Looks like they only took the computer. They
            left all the other stuff behind.”
         

         
         I nodded and said into the headset, “They’re on the way down. You need to step it up. I have no idea which way they’re going
            to go once they leave the elevator.”
         

         
         She grabbed Bobby’s sleeve and said again, “Follow me. Right now.”

         
         He said, “I have to get the Grail in operation.”

         
         “Do it on the move.”

         
         They took off at a jog, the bouncing of Amena’s glasses making the view look like some sort of crazy first-person shooter
            video game. They reached the front of the hotel with Bobby still messing around inside the backpack. I made a judgment call,
            saying, “Amena, leave him in the foyer. He’s moving too slow. Spot the targets, get a direction, then go back and get him.”
         

         
         She said, “Gladly,” and opened the door.

         
         I said, “Wait, give him your cell phone.”

         
         She did so and I turned to Creed, saying, “Call Amena’s phone and read him onto the mission. Get his ass in play. Tell him Amena’s coming back for him, they’re going to get within range of the targets, and he’s going to use the Grail. That’s all I want him to do.” 

         
         Creed nodded and dialed. I returned to the monitor, seeing Amena scanning around, looking for the elevators.

         
         The Embassy Suites was built onto the bones of the original Citadel military college way back in the nineteenth century. As
            such, it wasn’t like a modern-day Embassy Suites, with high ceilings and open space, at least at the entrance. It was more
            like the bastion it once had been, with low ceilings and stairwells everywhere, but I knew the layout from my reconnaissance
            earlier.
         

         
         I said, “Amena, go straight. There are two elevators on the left and right in the middle of the hotel about halfway down.”

         
         She jogged through the crowds and reached an atrium with a large fountain in the center, the area lined with rooms going up
            five floors. I said, “You passed them. Turn around, you’ll see the elevators. They have glass walls.”
         

         
         She did so, and sure enough, we could see an elevator on the left coming down with a family, and an elevator on the right
            stopped at the fifth floor. Our floor.
         

         
         Two guys entered wearing hoodies. I said, “That’s them. If they split up, stick with the one carrying the messenger bag.”

         
         She said, “Got it.”

         
         “You follow until the bag exits, get a line of march, then go get Bobby and intersect them. Knuckles and Veep are on the way.
            They’ll be on you soon. It’s not all on your shoulders.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry about me. You want me to snatch that satchel?”

         
         “No! Do not snatch the bag. If it comes to that, Knuckles and Veep will do it.”

         
         She said nothing, and I knew what she was thinking. I saw the elevator reach the ground floor and the thugs exit, still wearing
            their hoodies over their heads. For the first time, I noticed the hoodies had a cleaning service logo, and they were both
            carrying containers of cleaning supplies, either as real hotel staff or as crooks pretending to be employees.
         

         
         I said again, “Do not try to interdict. I know you can, but I just want you to tag it. Understood?”
         

         
         The targets exited and came around the elevator, away from the front entrance, walking towards the fountain and Amena. She
            went into kid mode, crawling onto the fountain’s base and throwing coins into it, letting them walk behind her, her face hidden.
         

         
         Smart girl.

         
         I said, “Good call on the fountain. They’ll go right by.”

         
         With her eyes focused on the water I didn’t get a shot at their direction of travel. I waited a pregnant second, then said,
            “Get eyes on.”
         

         
         She casually looked around, but they weren’t in the atrium. The glasses beginning to swing left and right in a panic. She
            said, “Pike, I don’t see them.”
         

         
         I said, “Calm down, they’re here. There are two ways out. The south and the west. Go to the southern exit first.”

         
         She did and just about smacked into them in the small alcove leading back to Marion Square. The doors were exit only, meaning
            a patron could go out, but would have to return to the front to get back in, presenting a dilemma. Amena would be burned if
            she hung around within the alcove with them, waiting on them to commit, but if she exited, and they didn’t, she’d be locked
            out.
         

         
         I said, “Exit, exit.”

         
         She kept going, exiting the hotel and taking a left, moving back to the entrance. She reached a low wall and scurried behind
            it, taking a knee and facing the doorway.
         

         
         I said, “Hold what you got. If they don’t leave here, I’ll send in Bobby from the front.” Something I really didn’t want to
            do.
         

         
         I turned to Creed and said, “What’s Knuckles’ status?”

         
         “He’s there, but he’s trying to find a place to park.”

         
         Amena said, “Pike, Pike, I’ve got ’em. They came out the door and are walking across the square.”

         
         I said, “Drop your glasses on the wall. Line them up with them and go get Bobby.”

         
         She left and I followed the two thugs all the way across the field, seeing them walking towards the light at the intersection of Calhoun and King streets, then lost them. 

         
         I heard Amena say, “We’re back, where did they go?”

         
         I said, “Put on the glasses. They went to the Calhoun–King Street crossing, but I lost them from the angle of the camera.”

         
         She said, “I see ’em. I see ’em. They’re crossing now, staying on King Street.”

         
         “Is Bobby ready to go?”

         
         She turned to him and said, “You got the Grail working, right?” He nodded his head and she said, “We’re going to be moving
            at a jog, like we’re late for something. We’ll pass them by, then you’ll act confused, like we’ve gone too far. I’ll start
            looking at a map on my phone, and you turn on the Grail. They’ll pass right by us and you’ll have your hit, understood?”
         

         
         I would have interjected some words of wisdom, but that plan was about perfect. Finally, my radio clicked with, “Pike, Pike,
            this is Knuckles. Where do you want me?”
         

         
         “King Street. Go down past the Chipotle but no further than George Street. Use the west side of the road. Targets and Amena
            will be coming down the east side. Break, break, Amena, you copy that transmission?”
         

         
         “I got it.” She was out of breath, and I was getting the first-person shooter effect again. She jogged through a red light,
            causing a car to honk, and was on King Street. She said, “I can see them a block ahead, moving slowly.”
         

         
         “Get on them. When complete, link up with Knuckles on the other side.”

         
         She took off jogging again and behind me I heard, “What in the world is going on in here? Nobody even watched my performance.
            Where is everybody?”
         

         
         Shit. Jennifer.

         
         I said, “Hey, we have a little high adventure going on. While you were playing the floozy, a couple of thugs took our prop
            laptop from the hotel room.”
         

         
         “Someone stole our property? From an Embassy Suites in downtown Charleston?”

         
         She was giving me her disapproving teacher look, convinced I’d set up a wrench in the exercise I hadn’t told anyone about.
            I said, “No BS, that’s what happened. They were dressed as a maintenance crew, swiped into our room, and ripped through everything
            we’d planted, stealing our computer. They may have been hitting other rooms too, or they may have targeted ours because they
            know nobody’s going in and out. I don’t know, but it’s real.”
         

         
         “So that’s where everyone is? Coordinating with the police to get it back?”

         
         I nodded, saying, “Yeah, sort of like that, without the police part.”

         
         She came forward and put in an ear bud, saying “Where’s Knuckles and Veep?”

         
         “They’re on target. We’re about to use the Grail on the laptop, then follow it to a bed-down.”

         
         “So you got one of the tech guys with Knuckles and Veep? How did you do that? Break up Amena’s meet?”

         
         “Well . . .” Before I could finish, Amena was back in smart-ass mode, saying in what she thought was a commando tone, “Pike,
            Pike, this is Blackcat. Mission accomplished. Moving to rendezvous with Knuckles.”
         

         
         I felt relief at the tone, knowing she was out of danger and we had jackpot. Unfortunately, I wasn’t out of danger.
         

         
         Jennifer leaned into my monitor and saw that Amena was crossing King Street, Knuckles and Veep in clear view across the road.
            She turned to me and said, “Tell me you didn’t just use Amena on a live operation with a NOC newbie as her security. Tell
            me that Knuckles and Veep were doing the real work.”
         

         
         “Honey, it wasn’t like that! It happened fast. Knuckles and Veep were their security. Amena had the Grail.”

         
         “Are you serious?”

         
         Creed saved me, saying, “Slave worked. We’re tracking the computer in real time.”

         
         I turned from Jennifer as if I needed to coordinate something, but really just trying to get out of her blast radius, and said, “Knuckles, use the Grail for a loose follow. Find the bed-down site and box it. We’re coming to you.” 

         
         “What if an opportunity presents itself for a unilateral hit? Want me to end this?”

         
         “Yeah, sure. If you two get the chance, thump them in the head and get our computer back. If not, find me a location we can
            hit tonight.”
         

         
         Jennifer came on, saying, “Amena, you get your butt back to Marion Square. I’ll pick you up there and take you home.”

         
         Amena said, “You got it. I told Pike this was a bad idea.”

         
         Traitor.

         
         Jennifer glared at me and said on the net, “I don’t buy that for a minute. You’re two peas in a pod.”

         
         She snatched the car key fob off the table and left the VFW. Knuckles came on, saying, “I told you she’d have your ass.”

         
         I said, “Okay, okay, just find me that bed-down location.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         Shane Tuscadero checked his watch, growing bored, the cool high-desert air starting to seep into the van. He said, “It’s closing
            in on midnight. If he was going to come this way, he’d have done so by now.”
         

         
         The man in the passenger seat said, “Chill out, Pinky. If he’d left the station, we would have known.”

         
         Shane bristled at the nickname, given because of the character Pinky Tuscadero in the old Happy Days show. He preferred Tusk, but somehow couldn’t make that name take root in the club. If any other member had uttered Pinky,
            he might have swung a fist, but he couldn’t with Flynn.
         

         
         As the founder and current president of the Nomad Motorcycle Club, Flynn looked the part, with a temper to match. Bald-headed
            with cauliflower ears, his knuckles were scarred from a lifetime of fighting. He’d earned the title of president the hard
            way, coming from California as a patched member of the Hells Angels. Shane had no idea how he’d ended up in Utah, but Flynn
            had been the one to create the Nomads for the express purpose of turning the club into a full-blooded Hells Angels chapter.
         

         
         Shane said, “Maybe we got the day wrong. Maybe it’s tomorrow.”

         
         Flynn said, “We’ll know when dawn breaks. Until then, we stay.”

         
         Shane said nothing else, glad that at least he had the shelter of the van. The other members of the club had ridden motorcycles,
            exposed
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