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			CHAPTER ONE

			I can do this, Jim Chapel thought.

			It was going to hurt. But he’d suffered worse pain before.

			A loud, buzzing noise startled him, but he forced himself not to show his surprise. Across the room, the tattoo artist was cleaning out his equipment and sterilizing his needles. The tattoo gun buzzed again, and this time, Chapel was ready for it.

			He exhaled deeply and pulled his shirt off. The tattoo artist had been briefed about Chapel and didn’t show anything more than casual interest as Chapel’s left arm was revealed. He’d lost the original in Afghanistan, and the army had replaced it with a prototype robotic prosthesis. It was covered in silicone skin that was airbrushed and studded with fake hair to look just like the arm he’d lost, but the illusion stopped at his shoulder, where the arm flared out into a wide clamp that held the arm on his torso. Chapel flicked the hidden catches that released the arm and removed it, then set it down on a convenient table.

			The tattoo artist gestured to the waiting chair. It looked like the kind of chair you’d find in a dentist’s office. This was no run-­of-­the-­mill tattoo parlor. It was hidden in the basement of a Justice Department office building. The tattoo artist worked exclusively with law enforcement, preparing agents of various federal agencies for undercover work amidst gangs and political groups. Many of those groups identified their own by their ink, by the elaborate symbolism of the tattoos they wore, and feds who wanted to infiltrate the groups needed to send the right signals to fit in.

			The room was sterile and obsessively clean, with most of its furnishings wrapped in plastic to catch any blood or stray ink. Hanging above the chair was a big flatscreen that currently showed Chapel as he was—­shirtless, armless, and completely bare of ink. He’d stood for reference photographs earlier that morning. As always when he saw himself in a mirror, he was surprised how many scars and old bullet wounds he had. It didn’t look like anyone should be able to survive all that.

			Still, he looked pretty good for a forty-­year-­old, he thought.

			The tattoo artist clicked a trackpad on a laptop, and the view on the screen changed.

			A thick, black, iron cross appeared on Chapel’s chest. Cobwebs stretched over his right elbow. The image on the screen rotated to show the number 88 in a black-­letter font scrawled across Chapel’s lower back. Finally, a huge swastika flickered in on his biceps.

			The view shifted to show Chapel’s artificial arm. A long dagger and an SS logo appeared on its forearm. That seemed almost more blasphemous than the designs that had appeared on his real body, Chapel thought. The arm was technically the property of the Department of Defense, after all.

			Chapel thought he might be sick. He reminded himself again that he could do this, that he could handle it. He’d repeated that thought often enough that he pretty much believed it.

			“Don’t worry,” the tattoo artist said. “I know better than to ask why you want these designs.” He was just a kid, maybe fifteen years younger than Chapel—­which put him in his midtwenties. He had a single earring in his left ear and a tattoo on his left forearm, a skull with roses blooming in its eye sockets.

			“You have a lot of experience with . . . that?” Chapel said, waving at the screen.

			“I’ve been tattooing for six years. I’ve had this job for three. I’ve done way worse. Full torso portraits of Hitler. Complete sleeves that had to look amateurish and sloppy so they looked like poorly done prison tattoos. Nobody likes this, but it’s part of your job, right?” Chapel could see in the artist’s eyes that he was trying to figure out which agency Chapel worked for. FBI? DEA? ATF?

			None of the above. Chapel worked for a secret directorate in Military Intelligence, an organization that didn’t even have an official acronym it was so hush-­hush. His reasons for getting these tattoos were strictly need-­to-­know, and the artist didn’t need to know anything.

			“It’s not like you’ll have to live with them forever,” the artist suggested. “Why don’t you have a seat?”

			Chapel realized then that he still hadn’t sat down.

			A little voice spoke in his ear, over the hands-­free set he always wore there. The voice belonged to Angel, his operator, who had saved his life more times than he could count. He trusted her, as much as he trusted anyone. “Sweetie, it’s not forever. We’ll have those nasty things removed just as soon as this mission is done.”

			Chapel frowned. “They can do that? Just remove tattoos? I thought they were permanent.”

			The tattoo artist must have thought Chapel was talking to him. “Yeah, they use lasers. Hurts like hell. Much, much worse than getting the tattoos in the first place. The ink we use is metallic, right? The laser goes right through your skin and heats up the pigment until it evaporates. Then your body just absorbs it.”

			Chapel nodded. “Uh-­huh.”

			“Go ahead and sit down,” the tattoo artist said.

			I can do this, Chapel thought.

			“Excuse me a second.” He turned away from the artist to indicate he was speaking to someone else. “Angel. Is that right? Does it work? Tattoo removal, I mean.”

			“Sure, honey. I mean, pretty well.”

			“Angel,” Chapel growled.

			“Well, there’s always going to be a little bit of it left. But not enough that anybody would recognize what it was.”

			“Even the swastika?”

			“You can always get something else tattooed over it, so it doesn’t show,” she suggested.

			Chapel looked at the chair. Then up at the screen again.

			“My grandfather died in World War II,” he said. “He died fighting the Nazis.”

			“You’re doing this for your country,” Angel said. “I’m sure he would understand.”

			I can do this, he thought.

			“Listen, lots of guys get squeamish,” the tattoo artist said. “It’s a normal reaction. It doesn’t mean you’re chicken or anything.”

			Chapel knew exactly what the artist was trying to do. The problem was, sometimes reverse psychology worked. He sat down in the chair. “Get it over with,” he told the tattoo artist.

			The tattoo gun started buzzing again. It set Chapel’s teeth on edge. The artist put a piece of waxy paper over Chapel’s biceps and rubbed over it with a stick of deodorant. Purple ink on the paper—­temporary ink—­was transferred to Chapel’s skin, giving the artist lines that he could color in. The paper came away, and Chapel looked down and saw the swastika staring up at him.

			After that, a presidential order couldn’t have kept him in that chair.

			“I can’t do this,” he said. He jumped up and grabbed his artificial arm and his shirt. “Sorry to have wasted your time.”

			As he hurried out of the room, buttoning up his shirt, Angel started talking in his ear again. “Chapel, there’s no way you’ll be able to pass as a white supremacist without some kind of ink; the mission requires—­”

			“There’s another way,” Chapel said. There had to be.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWO

			“I’m guessing,” Rupert Hollingshead said, pouring himself a drink—­he’d already offered Chapel a beer, which had been declined—­“that you weren’t just afraid of the pain. After all, son, you’ve been shot so many times now, a few needle pricks couldn’t possibly compare.”

			“No, sir,” Chapel said. He wished he could stand at attention. Whenever he disobeyed an order, his immediate impulse was to stand up and receive his punishment. But Hollingshead must have known that—­the man was a master at reading ­people—­and he must have also known that the best way to make Chapel squirm was to invite him in for a nice, friendly chat.

			Hollingshead was all smiles and firm handshakes when Chapel had come in for this meeting. He was dressed in a tweed suit, and the thick glasses he wore made his eyes look big and merry, amplifying their twinkle. Rupert Hollingshead had been an admiral in the navy once. Now he ran one of the most secret directorates in Military Intelligence, which made him Chapel’s boss. Chapel had never seen the man in uniform. He’d never seen Hollingshead act much like a command officer in the armed forces. If pressed, Hollingshead would claim he’d never much gone in for all the brass and dress blues and medals, that he was more comfortable dressing like an aging Ivy League academic. Chapel had begun to believe the man had chosen his relaxed if elegant appearance simply to put ­people off their guard.

			“Please do sit down,” Hollingshead said, gesturing at a leather couch. His office had been a fallout shelter under the Pentagon once. Now it looked like the common room at a private club for rich bankers. It had a fully stocked bar and a burbling, tasteful fountain and overstuffed armchairs. Chapel often forgot, while he was there, that he was at least fifty feet underground. Only the lack of windows in the office reminded him.

			Chapel sank into the couch and tried to look relaxed. “My grandfather—­” he began, but Hollingshead interrupted him.

			“Sergeant Hiram Chapel,” the old man said. “I’ve seen his record. Good man by all accounts. Distinguished himself in Italy. Took out a pillbox on his own, with the rest of his unit pinned down on a beach.”

			“I never met him,” Chapel admitted. “Just heard stories, from my father. I don’t know if he was any kind of saint—­to his dying day, my father was terrified of his old man’s belt—­but I was raised to believe he was a hero. And that he died to keep us safe from the Nazis. Now you’re asking me to wear a swastika on my arm for the rest of my life.”

			Hollingshead didn’t dither on about tattoo removal or getting the thing covered up. He just nodded and sipped at his drink. After ruminating for a while, he set his glass down, and said, “You know how sensitive this is, son. That’s the damned hardest part of this job, sometimes. I have the authority to tap into the largest pool of human resources in this country—­the entire armed forces—­yet time and again, I find I can’t do it. The more ­people know about this job, the more likely it is one of them ends up talking to a journalist. And we can’t very well have that.”

			“No, sir,” Chapel said. It was true. Normally, Chapel hated the cloak of secrecy that wrapped around all his missions, but in this case, he knew it was crucial.

			A few months earlier, he had discovered a plot by former KGB elements to ship surplus guns—­mostly AK-­47s—­to America, for sale to extremist groups and political nut jobs. The program had started as an official effort by the Soviets to undermine the American government. After the fall of the Soviet Union, the Russian mafia had taken over the operation, but nothing else had changed. Chapel had closed off the pipeline—­the man who ran the whole operation was dead—­but that didn’t change the fact that there were thousands of cases of Russian assault rifles inside the borders of the United States, and they were in the hands of the worst possible class of criminal.

			If word got out that the Russians had been arming American domestic terrorists, if even a single news outlet got hold of the story, it would start a nationwide panic overnight. And if that happened, Congress would be forced to react. And if Congress chose to demand action, the military would have to get involved. There was no telling how far it would go. In Hollingshead’s estimation, war with Russia was a serious possibility.

			The only way to stop all that was to make sure nobody ever heard about what had happened. And that meant recovering the guns, every last one of them.

			And since Chapel, Hollingshead, and Angel were the only ­people in America who knew the whole story, they were the only ones who could fix it.

			Hollingshead sounded apologetic. “If there were anyone else I could send, I would. There are plenty of men in the ATF and the DEA who would wear those tattoos if it meant helping their country. Plenty of them already do, and I doubt they complain much about it. Good men, heroes like your grandfather.”

			“Those men are undercover cops. Specialists in infiltration,” Chapel pointed out. “I’m no actor. You could dress me up like a skinhead, but I wouldn’t fool anyone for a minute.”

			Hollingshead nodded again.

			Chapel knew this was his only chance to make his case. “I’m not trying to get out of doing my job. But there’s another way we can make this happen. I’m sure of it.”

			“Very well,” Hollingshead said. “Let’s hear it.”

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER THREE

			They had gotten very lucky, in the end, though every run of luck eventually runs dry. Chapel and Angel had worked up a simple briefing on the situation, and now Chapel had her bring it up on a flatscreen in Hollingshead’s office. Hollingshead already knew much of what Chapel was about to present, but he wanted to go over it again anyway, if only to show how much progress they’d already made.

			“Favorov told us where the guns went,” Chapel said. Ygor Favorov, a KGB agent, had been the main conduit for the assault rifles, smuggling them into the country, then selling them to various paramilitary groups. It had taken some convincing, but Chapel had eventually gotten the man to confess everything. “It was a pretty wide spread, originally.” On the screen, a map of the United States came up. Red dots appeared in several states. “These are the groups who bought guns from Favorov, and you can see they went all over the East Coast and through California. Most of the weapons ended up being stockpiled—­the groups who bought from Favorov never actually fired most of them—­and they were seized in police raids over the years.” One by one, the red dots flickered off the map. “The seized guns were all destroyed and no longer pose a threat. The ones that remain were all sold in the last ten years, during which time Favorov dealt exclusively with white-­supremacist groups, most of them out West.” The red dots were almost gone now, except for one each in Montana, Arizona, and Colorado. “In 2006, this group, the New White Brotherhood, in Montana, was broken up by agents from the Department of Homeland Security, while in 2009, an ATF sting rounded up this group, the Arizona 88 Society, and all of their guns. Those guns haven’t been destroyed—­they’re being held as evidence in ongoing legal actions. We can’t touch them without raising a stink, but Angel had a solution there. The serial numbers of the guns were held in an ATF database. She was able to hack in and change all the numbers, so that anyone who looks for where those guns came from will find they were sold through Mexican organized crime, not directly from Russia.”

			“Clever,” Hollingshead said. “Are you thinking of using the same trick for this last cache?” He nodded at the screen, where only one red dot remained, in Colorado.

			“I wish we could,” Chapel told him. “Unfortunately, the ATF hasn’t gotten around to cracking down on that group. They’ve tried, but so far, they have nothing to hang a case on. That’s the Separatist Allied Front, and as far as anyone knows, they’ve never committed a crime.”

			“Really?” Hollingshead asked.

			Chapel shrugged. “Ninety per cent of their members have some kind of criminal record, but every rap sheet I checked showed that the crimes stopped the second they joined the group. There are plenty of lawsuits against the SAF, but they’re all for libel or hate speech, and it looks like very few of them will hold up in court. There’s not so much as a single firearms violation associated with the SAF.”

			“And yet they were clearly one of Favorov’s best clients. Don’t most groups like this sell drugs or guns to fund themselves?”

			Chapel nodded. “Yes, but the SAF doesn’t seem to have taken that route. They produce hate literature and sell survivalist supplies—­you know, six months’ worth of freeze-­dried food, plans for how to build a bunker in your backyard. Some of the books they sell are pretty disgusting, but the First Amendment protects their right to print what they like. They have their hands in a number of other perfectly legitimate businesses as well. Most prominently, they have a factory that makes machine parts for motorcycles and small aircraft.” The view on the screen changed, this time to show a satellite image of the SAF compound in Colorado. Against a tan background of low, desert hills, a sprawling cluster of buildings stood out—­houses and a ­couple churches, but also the dark rectangles of factory buildings. “They have warehouses here, here, and here, any one of which would be perfect for storing the guns in the middle of crates of machine parts. But nobody from law enforcement has ever been in one of those buildings.”

			“The ATF must have their suspicions,” Hollingshead suggested.

			Chapel nodded. “They keep tabs on every white-­power group in the country, just on principle. Three times in the last ten years, they’ve tried to place an undercover agent in the SAF compound, but it’s never worked. That’s mostly because of this man.”

			On the screen, a picture of a middle-­aged man appeared. He had a rugged face, not too handsome, but his sharp features gave him a striking look. His eyes were a piercing gray that seemed to look out of the screen in silent judgment.

			“Terry Belcher. The head of the SAF and, from all accounts, the charismatic leader of the group. SAF members worship the man. He vets every new recruit personally, and so far he’s caught every ATF plant before they could even get through the front gate.”

			“What have you found out about him?” Hollingshead asked.

			“He’s white-­power royalty, basically. His father was Kendred Belcher, who was a ranking member in the KKK until he split with them in the eighties because he felt they were more interested in media attention than direct action. Kendred wrote one of the seminal books that influences white-­power movements to this day. Originally, Terry Belcher here rejected his father’s teachings. He split with his father’s group and joined the armed forces, intending to put white-­power politics behind him.”

			“Dare I ask which branch of ser­vice?” Hollingshead asked.

			“The army,” Chapel said, though he hated to admit it. “He fought in the First Gulf War. Afterward, he was dishonorably discharged for beating his CO nearly to death. He did a short prison term for assault and was released in 1998. I don’t know what changed his mind, but after he got out of prison, he seems to have embraced his father’s teachings once again. He’s been putting the SAF together, piece by piece, ever since, and now he’s built quite the empire. Officially, he preaches nonviolent protest against the government. He was quoted in a magazine interview as approving of domestic terrorists, however—­he once said that Timothy McVeigh was the greatest American patriot since Ethan Allen. His message seems to appeal to a certain kind of man—­typically, ­people who belonged to groups that have already been wiped out by the ATF or other federal agencies. The best report we have suggests that Terry Belcher commands a group of nearly two thousand white supremacists, almost all of them living and working on his compound.”

			“And now he has enough guns to arm them all,” Hollingshead said.

			Chapel nodded. “We need to get me inside that compound. The original plan,” he said, being careful—­it had been Hollingshead’s plan, after all—­“was for me to pose as a disaffected white supremacist looking for something new to believe in. I was supposed to sneak in there, find the guns, and blow them up. But I don’t think I could have done that successfully, sir. Terry Belcher would have had to approve my joining the group. And I believe he would see right through me.”

			“So what is your solution—­if I may be so bold as to ask?”

			Chapel took a deep breath. “Sir, you know I was taught by the best instructors the Army Rangers had. They told me one thing I’ve always held to be axiomatic—­if the enemy is attacking from the left, strike from the right. If they believe you can only hurt them one way, show them you can think outside the box. Do the opposite of what they expect.”

			Hollingshead raised an eyebrow.

			“Terry Belcher expects his organization to be infiltrated by an undercover agent. He’s been working at preventing that for years, and he’s built an exceptional defense against that kind of attack. He’s also expecting an ATF raid at some point. I think he stockpiled all those guns to be ready when a massive force of agents shows up at his front door. He’s ready to fight that kind of war, too. So I needed to find the one method of attack he’s not ready for, the one thing he would never expect.”

			“Let me guess,” Hollingshead said. “You’re going to walk up, ring his doorbell, and ask if you can have all of his guns.”

			Chapel had to remind himself to breathe.

			“Well . . .” he began.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER FOUR

			Chapel set down in Pueblo, Colorado, first thing in the morning, but when the door of his plane—­Hollingshead’s private jet—­popped open, it was already as if he’d opened the door of an oven. It had to be ninety degrees outside, but it was a dry heat that made the skin of his face shrivel. He’d been expecting mountain weather—­Pueblo was nestled in the foothills of the Rockies, a mile above sea level—­but the first thing he did was shed the fleece he’d brought.

			In his ear, Angel was there with an explanation, as if she’d read his mind. “Pueblo’s in what is called a banana belt, sugar. But don’t expect to find any palm trees. That just means that because of a fluke of geography, it’s warmer than the surrounding region. Drier, too—­the mountains over there scrape off all the clouds, so moisture from the Pacific never makes it this far.”

			Chapel could believe the mountains could scrape the sky clean. As he stepped off the plane, he felt like he could reach out and touch them—­a wall of rock and trees that stuck up almost straight out of the ground. It was an optical illusion but one hard to dismiss. They towered over him until he could see almost nothing else. Yet if he turned around and looked east, the world seemed as flat as a pancake.

			Overhead, the sky was a pure and unbroken blue, and it looked about twice as big as the sky he’d left behind in Virginia. The ground was a sandy brown, dominated by scrub grass and stands of wildflowers and, off in the distance, a single tree. It wasn’t exactly high desert, but it was close. “Cowboy country,” Chapel said. “This all looks like the set for a Western.”

			“The locals are supposed to be friendly.”

			“And well armed, I’m sure.”

			Angel cooed in his ear. One of the few perks of Chapel’s job was that he got to listen to that sexy voice all day. “You’d be surprised. About thirty-­five percent of ­people in Colorado own guns, but that’s exactly the same percentage as ­people in Pennsylvania.”

			Chapel checked his own weapon, nestled in his left armpit. He still wasn’t sure if he should bring it or not. Given the plan he’d chosen, by the time he needed it, he would already be dead. Still, walking into Terry Belcher’s domain without a weapon felt like the dumbest thing he could do.

			He still wasn’t sure that his plan wasn’t the second dumbest, but he was determined to give it a shot. At the airport terminal, he rented a car and headed south, through the city. Pueblo lay astride an actual river, the Arkansas, and as he got close to the water, he saw a lot more trees, but the second he passed beyond the
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