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      To my dog, Houston. You were my best friend for a long time, and have been gone for a while, but I still miss you. Here’s hoping you are chasing a ball somewhere in doggie heaven, where there is no more doggie blindness and your nose is as strong as ever. To Indie, who followed Houston over the Rainbow Bridge, may you be able to fetch and swim as long as you want without tiring. I miss you.
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      “Mr. Clarke?”

      “Speaking. Who’s this?” I stood in my kitchen, sipping my morning coffee. I’d just returned from my daily run, had taken a shower, and was debating on what to do with the rest of my day. Forced retirement didn’t suit me, and I needed more than hobbies to fill my time. I needed a job.

      A bored ex-Marine was a dangerous thing.

      “It’s Adam Larson, IronClad Security.”

      “I’ve heard of you guys. What can I do for you?”

      “I’m looking for some help. The new governor is having a rally soon, and we’ve been hired by Reverend Benjamin Wolfe to provide some additional security.”

      “Sounds easy enough.”

      “As you can understand,” Adam continued. “Both the governor and the Reverend have received regular threats.”

      “I can’t say that I am surprised in this state. Aryans?”

      “Most, yes. It seems that not all of them left. I thought you might be a good fit because of your past experience.”

      “Most of my past experiences are classified, Mr. Larson.”

      “I don’t know details. You were referred to me.”

      “By whom?”

      “I can’t say. Are you interested?”

      “I’d be happy to come in and talk with you about it.” I was interested, maybe. Even a boring security position beat staying at home trying to tend rose bushes and grown tomatoes. Still, it would depend on who I would be working with. IronClad had a great reputation. I just wanted to make sure they would live up to it.

      “If things work out, this could turn into something more permanent. We could use a man with your skills.”

      Clarke didn’t know if Larson meant that, or if he even knew what Clarke’s skills were. He was a killer, a soldier who had gone too far more than once. True, the results had been good. Good until he was quietly chaptered out, that is.

      I remember well. I love my wife, Marsha. My relatively new and quiet lifestyle.

      But the warrior inside me only sleeps, and when it wakes…

      When it wakes, people die. If I could do something, anything, that would keep that warrior in hibernation as long as possible, I’d feel much better about everything.

      Private security might not be the answer, but it could be an answer. Maybe part of a wider solution.

      “Does Monday morning work for you?”

      “Shoot me an address, and I will be there.” I answered.
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      The skateboard collided with my windshield, and I braked with both feet, screeching forward. The body hit the glass next, spider-webbing it as the skater’s helmet-clad head struck the glass in the center of my vision. The rear-view mirror separated from the window and hit the center of the seat with a thud as the car skidded to a stop.

      Marsha is gonna be pissed, came the unbidden thought. We just replaced this windshield.

      Where did he come from? Creedence still blared from the stereo speakers as I turned the ignition key off. Silence descended, broken a moment later by distant sirens.

      I lifted my hand and felt wetness on my forehead, cut by—something. Glass? Must have been.

      I opened the door, dazed. Under the helmet, a young face offered a blank stare. Nothing but blackness filled his eyes. Not good.

      “You okay, kid?” I felt stupid asking. Stupider for expecting a response. “What were you doing on the freeway?”

      I heard distant voices. Looked up. Kids, on the overpass above. Did he fall?

      They pointed. One slugged the other one. A scuffle broke out and they ran. All of them.

      The sirens came closer. Another car pulled up, tires squealing as it braked, rocking on its springs as it came to a stop.

      “What happened? Is everyone okay?” the driver asked.

      Struck dumb, I just pointed. The skateboard rested half on the roof, half on the shattered windshield. The skater lay below it, unmoving, his left foot against the hood ornament, the Mercedes star cocked sideways.

      “Is he..?”

      He didn’t finish, but rushed over, feeling for a pulse, checking for breath. All things I should have done but for some reason couldn’t. My training had not taken over.

      He shook his head, glanced over at me. “What was he doing here?” I shrugged.

      “Did you see him?”

      Head wag, substituted for speech. “Are you okay?”

      Another head wag. I couldn’t articulate what was wrong. “You’re bleeding.”

      I managed a nod, and then my legs gave out. I dropped to the pavement and grimaced as my tailbone impacted the hard surface. I heard a whimper. It must have been me, because the other driver rushed over.

      I stared ahead, seeing and not seeing the scene. A combat veteran, I had killed before. But never a kid.

      The sirens got closer, red and blue light illuminated Marsha’s car, the body, the skateboard, the chrome of her wheels, even making the brake lights appear to flash.

      Help arrived, even though the boy was clearly beyond help.
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      “Tyler? Tyler?” The cop shouted the name over and over. I didn’t understand why. I watched, my mind far away.

      Far away. “That’s my boy! That’s my boy! Tyler wake up! Wake up!”

      The other driver tried to hold the cop back, but he kept shaking the skater.

      The cop stopped shaking the boy. Distant wailing grew louder as other sirens approached. More help was arriving.

      The stale unmoving air was reluctant to enter my lungs. I struggled for oxygen in silence. Then his eyes met mine. The other driver tried to stop him, I’ll give him that. But he couldn’t. I couldn’t stop myself. He came at me.

      He came at me.

      “You killed my boy!” His shout filled my world, shattering the bubble I’d been in. “You piece of shit, you killed my boy!”

      “Stop!” A voice, the Good Samaritan driver.

      The cop launched himself at me, hands outstretched, as if to strangle me.

      My body didn’t consult my brain. It rose from its sitting position in one smooth motion. As the incensed father approached, it moved on its own, spun away from him, struck him on the back as he roared by, increased his momentum, and watched as he fell awkwardly onto the asphalt. He wasn’t done.

      I’d killed his boy.

      He rushed back at me, and my body once again responded as I had trained it to. All of those hours. Strike, twist, pull, strike.

      My fist impacted his side, then his chest. My foot lashed out, struck his knee with an audible crunch. He half fell again and drew his gun.

      Another cruiser rolled onto the scene. An ambulance.

      A fire truck.

      A supervisor. EMTs.

      Model citizens.

      They all saw me do it.

      He raised the gun. I spun inside his aim. My hands went to work, striking his wrist, breaking it.

      Grabbing the gun. Turning it in my hand. Firing. Not once, but twice.

      Double tap. Fighting like I was trained. Just like that, I was a cop killer. Correction.

      I killed a cop’s son. Then I killed a cop.

      Self-defense sure, but unreasonable force used in response to a threat. And I was trained.

      There went any chance a new job opportunity.
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      "He slid the rail, halfway. We did it all the time." Stephen said.

      "That's when he fell." Mr. Jeffers, the prosecuting attorney stated.

      "Yeah. I tried to grab him, but he went over the edge. Landed on that Mercedes."

      "Then what?"

      "The driver got out. Walked away and stared. Like he was in shock or something."

      "Another driver pulled up?"

      "Objection, leading the witness." Mr. Rockford, attorney for the defense, stood.

      "Overruled."

      "Thank you, your Honor. Go ahead, Stephen."

      "Yeah. Anyway, then the other dude pulled up. He went and checked Tyler over, then shook his head."

      "He was dead?"

      "Objection again your Honor. The witness is not a medical professional, and he was thirty feet above the victim at the time, on an overpass. How could he know if the victim was dead or not?"

      "Your Honor, may the prosecution approach?" Mr. Jeffers seemed flustered.

      "Both of you, my chambers, five minutes." He stood and exited. The bailiff led them back.

      "Gentlemen?" The judge glared at both attorneys.

      "Your Honor, the defense would like to stipulate some things are just facts," Mr. Rockford began.

      "Like?"

      "The defense would like to stipulate that the boy was dead when he struck the car. We are trying to prove that he was dead before he struck the car, but for brevity with these witnesses we are willing to stipulate that at the time they saw the boy on the hood of the car, after he fell, he was indeed dead."

      "Mr. Jeffers?"

      "The prosecution is reluctant your Honor. We know that by the time the second driver arrived on the scene, the witnesses had fled, the boy was dead. As Mr. Clarke is not here to defend himself, we have no way of knowing if he checked the boy for a pulse, and if he was dead on impact, before impact, or a few moments after."

      "Time of death testifies to cognizance and possible negligence,” the Judge said.

      "Exactly your Honor."

      "Okay, overruled. Mr. Jeffers, quit trying to establish time of death with non- medical witnesses. On another note, Mr. Rockford, where is your client?"

      "Whereabouts still unknown your Honor. We have our best people on it, but as you know he disappeared shortly after his wife posted bail, and no one has seen him since."

      "I'm sure you’re trying your best. Jeffers?"

      "Our best are on it too. There is an issue, your honor."

      "Yes?"

      "No one knows if Todd Clarke is indeed the defendant's name."

      "What?"

      "His army records are sealed. We have no access. He worked special ops for them, and there seems to be some rumor that his name was changed legally at some point."

      "If his file is classified, I can’t force the military to honor a subpoena. Mr. Rockford, can you answer me a question?"

      "Yes, your Honor?"

      "Who’s paying your fees? I know you don't have to answer."

      "I'm sure your Honor is aware of who the defendant's wife is, and who her father is."

      "Are you saying..?"

      "That's as far as I'll go your Honor. Attorney-client privilege."

      "All right. Your client is still a wanted man."

      "Understood your Honor."

      "And you, Mr. Jeffers?"

      "Yes, your Honor."

      "Any new information comes directly to my office."

      "Yes, Sir."

      "Off the record." The court reporter stopped typing.

      "You two play nice. I know your history. I don't give a shit. It doesn't belong in my courtroom, understood?"

      Twin nods.

      "Ten-minute recess. I gotta piss. I’ll see you inside."

      Both men filed out, not speaking. Rockford turned left, pulling out his phone. Time to make a call.
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      Where are you from, Private?

      Idaho, Sir.

      You the what? Where did you say?

      Idaho, Sir.

      That's right, you look like the ho. You're pretty. I like you.

      Sir...

      What were you about to say to me Private?

      Nothing, Sir.

      Bullshit! Get on your face. Push until I get tired, and I just had a nap and coffee. Who the fuck is next?

      No answer came from the rest of the platoon.

      He did pushups rapidly, not even pacing himself. He could do a thousand pushups if he was ordered to.

      From the corner, an Army sergeant wearing a maroon beret cocked sideways watched as the Marines trained. As the private did pushup after pushup, not even breaking a sweat, a small smile formed at the corners of his lips.
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      The water roared by, mere feet away. Rafters would soon decorate the floor of the canyon, and it would be better if I was higher up in the woods or asleep in the cave by the time they floated by.

      I dropped and did thirty pushups in rapid succession to warm up. I didn't want to start a fire that morning. The sky looked good. Maybe thunderstorms in the afternoon, but that wouldn't be a problem.

      I looked around. There was some risk in leaving gear there, but it was small. Several caves dotted the rock face, and the likelihood that any hiker or rafter would pick that one to explore, especially deep enough to find my temporary home was next to zero. Occasionally I would come back to find they had taken a piss, or worse a shit, just inside the opening, but I endured it because it deterred others from exploring deeper.

      I peered at the wall. I made the tick marks there with black marker. Floor to ceiling. Eighty-seven kills I knew about. Others I could assume, but my mind embraced absolutes. It liked solid numbers, hard facts.

      Since I was wanted, the time had come to balance Karma or risk eternal damnation. I knew where I should start.

      While climbing the hill, I swapped the batteries in the satellite phone with the ones in the solar charger. The latest military technology. Stolen, of course.

      Shouldering my backpack, I started to jog. It was three miles to the lookout, and I wanted to be there by nine.
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      He answered the phone. "Go for Anderson."

      "Rockford, Colonel. Any news?"

      "None."

      "Nothing?"

      "Negative contact. I told you the boy is good."

      "You also said he's crazy."

      "Medical discharge. Mentally unstable, yes. But that doesn't erase his training."

      "You'll let me know."

      "You have no idea, Rockford. This last thing may have pushed him over the edge. Either he'll disappear forever, or when he surfaces…" The colonel’s voice trailed off.

      "Yes?"

      "When he surfaces, everyone will know."
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      Thou shalt not kill.

      Not the clearest commandment, it actually refers only to murder.

      What I was planning wasn't murder. It was war.

      War was what I trained for. Step one.

      Adequately arm myself. I set up the satellite phone.

      "Wilson." A familiar voice answered.

      "Clarke."

      "The usual package?"

      "Roger that."

      "Delivery?"

      I gave him the coordinates. "I need wheels."

      "Chevy or Ford?"

      "Chevy."

      "Riggins Park. Thursday. Keys at the hotel, usual spot."

      "Thanks."

      "Clarke?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Be careful."

      I terminated the connection. Wilson knew this wasn't official, but he'd still get paid. I liked him. I hoped I wouldn't have to kill him.
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      "No, Sparky! Get your ass back here."

      The dog ran forward anyway, barking. A man dressed in camouflage descended the outside stairs of the concrete building.

      "Hey, Sparky, leave that man alone."

      Sparky did not listen, his tail wagging in greeting.

      Jesus, please, no. It was too late.

      Why did you have to hike here today? I mentally shouted at the man. Outwardly, I smiled, and slowly stood. The sat phone still lay on the ground, fully assembled, including the signal scrambler. Even if he'd never seen this kind of set up before, he'd know this was something different.

      The hike wasn't a short one either. You didn't forget people you met at the lookout. It was a weekday. Why couldn't it be empty?

      "My name's Alan. How you doin'?" A definite drawl defined the man’s speech. He held out his hand to shake.

      "Todd Clarke." We shook. Alan was tall and thin but muscular.

      "What you got there?" he asked.

      "Sat phone."

      "Pretty nice. Different than some of the ones I’ve seen. Didya rent it, or is it yours?"

      I squatted down to pet Sparky as his owner talked. He looked to be a German Shepherd mix, similar to some of the dogs I had seen in the military. I scratched behind his ears.

      Good dog. Good boy.

      "It's mine," I answered.

      "Wow. That musta set you back a pretty penny."

      "Yeah. It's worth it though."

      He looked me up and down, his smile fading. "So what’re you doin' out here?"

      "Just hiking."

      "Where are you camped? I didn't see anyone else down by the lake."

      "I hiked up from the canyon side this morning."

      Please, stop asking questions.

      "Huh." He seemed suddenly suspicious. On edge. I didn't have any options.

      I scratched Sparky behind the ears again as I stood, but he sensed a change in the atmosphere too. The dog growled, low and questioning, in the back of his throat.

      The best I could do was make it quick.

      "Well, it was nice to meet you." I held out my hand this time. "Maybe I'll see you down by the lake later."

      As he returned my handshake, I pulled him closer. In a single motion my left hand unsheathed my knife and shoved it dead center into his throat. A whoosh of air escaped as it severed his windpipe. Blood gushed, but I darted to the side. I leaned his head forward to minimize both the flow and the noise.

      Sparky yelped in fear, and before I could lower his unfortunate master to the ground, he leapt at me, teeth bared. The world slowed down for a full minute. I didn't want to kill a dog.

      I can't kill a dog.

      My forearm struck the side of his head, sending him sprawling. He was agile, and rolling with the blow, he landed on his feet.

      I dropped to all fours onto his level. Our eyes met. He growled again but didn’t attack.

      "Good boy," I cooed. "Good dog. I don't want to hurt you, boy." Studying me, he settled back on his haunches, still growling softly.

      "C'mere boy." I held out my hand. "C'mere. I had to, boy. I'm sorry. I had to. That doesn't mean we can't be friends."

      The growl slowly subsided, and the dog crawled forward slowly, licking his lips. "That's it. Good boy."

      Not really in petting distance yet, he stretched out his nose and sniffed my hand. I let him and waited what seemed like a long time. Finally, I put my hand on top of his head and patted him, again scratching behind his ears, something he seemed to like.

      He panted, and his dark brown eyes darted back and forth nervously. I eased forward, lowering myself to the stony ground. He crawled his way over next to me, and I pet him all over. Rolling to his back, he let me rub his belly.

      I’d managed to make friends.

      I slowly stood, and he stood with me. It was then I noticed a tag on his collar. I spun it around and looked.

      Under the name "Sparky" engraved on the tag I read the name “Aston Lewis” with an address. I looked over at the body.

      Hmm.

      I moved over, rolling the man to his back and searching his pockets. Sparky sat a few feet away and whimpered.

      He carried no wallet or ID.

      He wasn’t even carrying a bottle of water.

      Maybe he left his pack in the lookout. You didn't need much to hike up from the camp below, but it promised to be a warm day. You’d want water with you at the very least.

      I glanced again at Sparky. He wagged his tail and bobbed his head.

      "Let's go," he seemed to say.

      He didn't seem that attached to Alan. The action had scared him, but he had little loyalty to his “master.: That was unusual for any breed mixed with a Shepherd. They were fiercely loyal. I stood up and looked around. Something felt wrong.

      I packed up the sat gear, shoving it in my pack, then grabbed the body and carried it to the lower part of the tower.

      "Caution: Hantavirus Present. Do Not Enter," the sign on the door said. I eased it open and dropped the body inside. I pulled the door closed, ensuring the latch clicked into place, trying not to imagine what the rats and other critters would do to Alan, if that was the man’s name. It could be months before it was discovered. Maybe never, unless someone came searching for him.

      I ascended the stairs to the lookout proper. Inside I saw an oddly familiar pack. Glimpsed a sat phone. Not as sophisticated as the one I had, but military for sure. Next to the pack sat a compact case. A .22 rifle with a small scope sat on the table. I picked it up. It wasn’t a sniper rifle, but at a reasonably close range it would do some damage. But probably not kill.

      Alan wasn't a hunter. Hunting season was months away, and there was almost nothing you could hunt here with that small caliber rifle. It was time to go.

      I took the rifle but left the pack and the case. I peered inside first, removing two extra clips of ammunition I found there. They would be enough to get me out of the mountains. Unless Alan wasn't alone.

      "C'mon Sparky, let's go." I took off at a brisk pace. The dog kept up, even running ahead of me at times. He might have proved useful if he stuck around, even if for nothing more than warning me of coming danger.

      I would find him some food and treats in Riggins. In the meantime, maybe I could catch him a fish or two.

      Tonight, we’d head out, under the cover of darkness. I’d left a couple of things back at the cave I needed to pick up. Adjusting the pack on my back, I increased my walk to a jog.
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      "Anderson."

      "Colonel, we've lost coms with your man in the woods."

      "How long is he overdue?"

      "Two hours."

      "Fuck!"

      "What do you want us to do, Colonel?"

      "What assets do you have?"

      "I have a team on standby. Four hours to the area, then they would have to find him."

      "He'll be gone by then."

      "Can I make a suggestion, Colonel?"

      "Sure."

      "There are only two quick ways to get out of that wilderness. I can split the team and cover them both."

      "If he takes another way?"

      "It will take him longer, and we won't find him anyway."

      "Okay, try it."

      "Yes, Sir."

      "I want to know as soon as anyone on your team spots him."

      "Roger that, Sir."

      The Colonel terminated the connection and leaned back in his chair. No matter how he looked at things, this was not good news.

      Todd Clarke was one of the most dangerous men he knew. He was also the smartest. And one of the craziest. If he snapped...

      Colonel Anderson had no illusions about how Clarke felt about him. He stared out his window and wondered if he was doing the right thing.
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      The temperature fell with the darkness. I zipped the legs back on to my hiking pants and pulled my fleece over my head. I glanced over at Sparky.

      Lapping cool water from the stream, he stared back at me. I filtered my water, and only just pumped enough to fill my Camelback. I’d planned to go the short way, cutting over the goat trail past Sheep Lake.

      Go the long way.

      Sparky stared at me, and at the same time, I heard the voice in my head.

      Go the long way.

      It's nine more fucking miles. The voice of logic spoke up, and I wanted to listen to it.

      I stopped prepping my pack, stopped doing anything. Sparky still stared at me, and when I looked at him, his tail wagged.

      Probably fucking hungry, I told myself.

      I’d forgotten about getting Sparky a fish or two. Poor thing needed the energy for the hike.

      Especially if we were going to hike even farther.

      The voice was right, be it dog or the beginning stages of insanity. If Alan wasn't alone, or even if he was, and someone was expecting him to contact them, if they came looking, the Goat Pass would be the route they’d take. They'd never expect him to go around.

      I dug in my pack for some precious jerky. I held a piece back for me and tossed two at Sparky. I’d get some more at the rendezvous tonight. There was an all-night gas station near there.

      The moon rose over the horizon. With it shining, and the help of my stolen night vision goggles, we’d made good time.

      The dog could keep up.

      "Time to go." I whistled. Sparky wagged his tail and took the lead down the trail as if he knew exactly where we were going.

      Nine miles is nothing.

      Shut the fuck up, I told myself.

      I set off at a grueling but sustainable pace. Sparky led most of the time.
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      Come on soldier! Come on!

      Move your ass!

      Are you quitting on me?

      No, Sir!

      It looks like you are quitting!

      No, Sir!

      Then move it!

      He forced his feet to push forward, faster and faster. Mile seventeen. A simple twenty miler today. He knew he was in the "A" group. For some reason, though, they wouldn't stop pushing him.

      So he did the only thing he knew how. He worked harder, walked faster, ran faster, did more pushups.

      Still, they never let up.

      They didn't know he’d already spotted the guy watching his training. Army puke.

      They lost. He’d joined the Marines when the Army had rejected him and removed him from training.

      "Mental health issues," they’d used as their reason.

      Bullshit.

      The Marines loved his attitude.

      They accepted him. For the first time in years, someone accepted him for who he was. Then they started to mold him. Already the toughest motherfucker he knew, the Marines made him harder.

      And harder.

      The only voices he heard were his Drill Instructors and he was happy to listen to them. They hadn't told him to kill.

      Yet.

      If they did, he would listen.

      Private Alec Norwood had killed before.

      No one knew either. Besides being a tough motherfucker, Alec was already the killer the Marines wanted to mold him into.

      And a damn good one.
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      "Get up there, soldier."

      "Sorry, Sir. It's the altitude."

      "Well, the altitude ain't gonna affect Clarke, and he ain't waitin' for us, that's for sure."

      "Yes, Sir."

      The staggered line of soldiers worked its way up the goat trail and over the pass. Below to the left on the way up spread a great view of Mirror Lake, and as they crested the ridge, the wooded shore of Sheep Lake came into view. Sergeant Abrams raised his binoculars and surveyed the inlet creek and the incoming trail. No movement. To the south was a single campfire. Otherwise, the shoreline was empty.

      He knew of two other ways out of the wilderness. They seemed unlikely choices. He'd been ordered to wait in the campground, but Colonel Anderson wasn't really in charge of his unit. In this case, he could intercept Clarke if he tried to come out this way.

      And flank him if he went the other. It seemed like that would be the plan.

      He'd served with Clarke once, just before the Army discharged for him being too batshit even for black ops.

      He hadn't been on the team that had found the bodies, but he'd heard the rumors. It didn't make him nervous. He and his men were at least as badass as Clarke. They would have the advantage of surprise. There was no way he could know they were behind him. Hell, he couldn't even know they were coming. Even if he'd captured Duyon, which was unlikely in itself; and made him talk, even more unlikely; he didn’t even know they were planning this.

      It had been his idea for Duyon to take Lewis's dog, to look even more like just another day hiker.

      Dogs made good warning systems.

      They headed down, circling the lake, headed for the trail. The men weren't breathing quite as hard now.

      If they found this stretch hard, he dreaded their reaction to part two of the hike. The next section would require stealth, too. He had no desire to tip off Clarke. God only knew what would happen if he spotted them on his tail.
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      They're coming behind you.

      Sparky stared at me, and I swore I heard his voice in my head. Another person might have asked who was following, but I knew.

      Soldiers.

      I’d thought I would start the war, but someone wanted to start early. No problem.

      I didn't have much with me, but it would be plenty. How many could they send?

      No more than a squad, the voice told me. I nodded. After all, I was only one guy.

      Although they’d seen what I could do, they continued to underestimate me. I didn't mind that at all.

      I remembered Sparky barking at me in greeting the first time we met, just hours ago, and I smiled. I scratched his ear quickly, and he responded with a short bark.

      It was a good spot to set up a trap, about a half mile of flat before the climb out started. If they were going to try to flank me, I might as well know how far they were behind, and I could take out one or two in the process.

      Inventorying the contents of my pack, the extra ammo for the rifle and additional tent stakes seemed like a meager stash, but they’d have to do. My hands set about doing what they'd been trained to.

      What I was wired to do.

      It was dark. There would be some great spots to set traps on the way up too. "Me and you, Sparky, me and you."

      I killed a boy and a cop. They were innocent, and it really wasn't my fault. But they were just the latest in the long list of many.

      Don't forget Alan.

      Sparky cocked his head. Yeah, but I don't think he was one of the innocent ones. He padded around and watched with interest as I dug two holes, about twenty yards apart, for the first ambush. He even tried to help dig, before I pushed him away with a content smile.
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      The lead soldier held his fist in the air. Halt.

      They all did.

      He waved his arms, palms facing the ground.

      Get down.

      They obeyed, each pointing their weapons outward. Known as a field of fire, each man was assigned a twenty-degree fan in front or to the side of their position to cover. The men in the rear covered that area: no one could sneak up behind them.

      Abrams moved forward. "What's going on?"

      "Rock carron. Could it be an I.E.D? Another kind of trap?"

      "What would he make an I.E.D. with? A fucking fish? We're in the middle of nowhere, and while you fuck around looking for an ambush from a guy who can't possibly know we’re coming, he's making time and getting away."

      "Yes, Sir."

      "Now move these men out."

      He waved his arms, palms up. The squad rose as one.

      A circular motion with his forearm, his finger pointed straight up, followed by a forward waving motion got the men moving.

      Abrams heard a whistling sound pass his ear and then the crack of a small arms rifle. The lead man dropped, and a second shot sounded. The injured man screamed and grasped at his ear, where blood flowed like a swollen stream in springtime.

      "Down! Down!"

      The men dropped and faced outward. Another shot, and one soldier returned fire. As soon as the first man fired, all the guns on his side joined in.

      "Cease fire! Cease fire!" Abrams exploded with anger. The gunfire stopped.

      "Where are your targets? What are you aiming at?"

      "Just returning fire, Sir!" One man shouted.

      "Returning what fire? Do you have eyes on a target?"

      "No, Sir." The return shout was more subdued.

      "Then stop wasting your ammo. That goddamn guy isn't even here, I bet."

      "But Sir…"

      "Fan out. Search for booby traps."

      "He shot Ellery."

      “Lucky, that's all. That wasn't a well-aimed shot."

      "How do you know that Sir?"

      "If Clarke was actually pulling the trigger, Ellery would be dead
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