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			For Libby, 
and for my family and friends 
who have supported me in good times and in bad. 
I’m a lucky man.

		

	
		

		
			I

			Trinidad, Bolivia, 1958

			Most of the people were fixated on the stranger as he dodged among the vegetable stalls, a foreign oddity in a homogeneous world. The eyes around el mercado monitored him, but hands remained engaged with the toils of their trades. The open-air market bustled with farmers selling their produce: potatoes and corn, pacays, yucca, aji peppers, coffee, barley, grapes…

			Eight-year-old Angela Moscoso had never seen such a lanky, pale man, a head higher than anyone else. He looked to be on a mission, unaware that he was the focus of all of the locals.

			She told her brother Carlos to remain where he was and he proffered a guilty look, his impish eyes gazing up at his older sister. “Está bien,” she told him. Pointing at the ground with both hands, she raised her eyebrows, checking that he understood. He nodded. As she stepped away, a lost look washed across his face. He wrapped an arm around a metal pole, and stayed put as instructed, tracking her as she disappeared around the corner.

			She tripped over a mangy terrier that was sniffing around the bottom of carts, eager for a few dropped morsels. She let the dog sniff the back of her hand and cupped its head in her hands, kissing it on the nose. The little girl left and the dog scratched at his ear with his hind leg.

			Angela’s family were farmers and had brought a selection of meats to the market, but there was just about every type of food imaginable. As she cut around each cart following the man, the scents announced what was on sale, from the earth to the sea. The wind blew dry dust up into her eyes and settled into her hair, which hung loose around her shoulders, black as a condor’s wings. A smudge of dirt ran down her cheek.

			The locals were clad in layers of colorful baggy clothes, pleated skirts, shawls, hats on every man, undersized bowlers on the women. The indiscernible sounds of dozens of voices muddled through the humidity.

			The man she was stalking toted a leather suitcase. He looked out of sorts with his silky cropped hair and curious fashion. She hugged the corner of a building and watched him in the middle of the square, his head darting from left to right before focusing in on the only restaurant for blocks.

			A few small tables filled a patio outside the single-floor establishment. The flaxen yellow paint was chipping off in places and the tin roof baked in the full sun, but smoke billowed out of the open door carrying with it the evidence of fire and beef.

			The man sat at a table with someone more likely a Bolivian, placing his suitcase on the ground. Angela couldn’t make out what they were saying from across the dirt road, but she heard an accent from the pale man. For a couple of minutes, she watched them. They ordered from a waiter and were served bottles of beer.

			She moved to the middle of the road to listen more closely and the Bolivian turned his attention to her, nodding with a smile. The lanky stranger spun his head and grinned at her, a clean-shaven face. He wore leather loafers, tailored brown slacks and a rose-colored short sleeve button up shirt.

			“Hola,” the Bolivian man said to her. “Me llamo Sacha. Cuál es tu nombre?”

			She inched closer. “Angela,” she replied, shy and quiet.

			The man held out his hand as if introducing someone of great prominence. “Monsieur Lavoie, may I introduce you to Angela, my newest of friends.”

			“Buenas tardes, Angela,” the stranger replied in an awkward phrasing.

			“I can speak the language you’ve been using,” she said.

			Both men raised their eyebrows and looked at each other confirming their shock. The Bolivian spoke. “You can? Who taught you to speak English?”

			“Nobody. I just know it. I know lots of languages.”

			“Certainly you must have learned it from somewhere.”

			“I don’t know,” she said. “Where is he from?”

			“This is Carolas Lavoie. He is a biologist from Toulouse, France.”

			“Parlez-vous Français?” Monsieur Lavoie asked.

			“Oui, même si je ne sais pas oú se trouve la France.” The girl spoke in a perfect southern French accent that matched Lavoie’s.

			Lavoie’s eyes doubled in size and he regarded his colleague, bewilderment apparent in his colleague as well. Lavoie leaned in toward Sacha, “She says she understands French even if she doesn’t know where the country is.” He turned to the girl. “I am afraid my friend does not understand French, my little one. Perhaps we will stick to English.”

			“Okay,” she said. “Why are you here?”

			“Do you know what a biologist does?”

			She nodded.

			“That is remarkable,” Lavoie replied. “And what does a biologist do?”

			“You study living organisms,” she said.

			“That’s right. It just so happens, Angela, that Bolivia has a great number of animals that the rest of the world does not know all that well, so I have come to see what I can find out.”

			“Do you have goats in Toulouse, France?”

			Carolas laughed. “We have a great many goats, yes. But there are species of birds and fish, mammals and insects that are still new to people in much of the world.”

			

			She approached the table and hopped up onto a chair, curious about their conversation and confident that she wouldn’t be missed by her parents for a bit. The men eyed each other, both trying to hold back grins.

			“Would you like a drink? Perhaps a lemonade?” Carolas asked.

			“Yes, please,” she nodded.

			“Una limonada, por favor,” Sacha said to the waiter in the doorway, a few steps away. The man retreated inside.

			“Do you live close by, my dear?” Carolas asked.

			“No, we are several kilometers out of town.”

			“And what are you doing here?”

			“We’re selling meat at the market.”

			“Oh, so you are farmers?” Carolas was asking as much as stating a fact.

			She nodded before taking in her surroundings. She had never eaten at a restaurant, but she had seen people sitting at these tables just last week. Bolivia was a few years out of a civil war. Inflation had made it very hard on the populace and anyone eating at a restaurant was doing all right for money. She was too young to remember the war, but her parents mentioned it off and on.

			“Are you going to help on the farm when you get older?” Sacha asked.

			“Yes.”

			“What type of animals do you raise?” Carolas asked.

			“We have goats and sheep,” she said. “And pigs.”

			“You know, Angela, I believe your English is better than my own.”

			She smiled back, but her attention was diverted by the waiter bringing a glass of lemonade, which he laid on the table in front of her. The girl glanced at both men to ensure she wouldn’t be getting into trouble, then took a sip and smiled. A sweet, floral tartness greeted her tongue, an unexpected flavor. “I want to drink this every day.”

			

			“I want that as well,” Sacha said.

			The girl craned her neck back as if looking for someone, but there was only the market and the bustle of the people on the street. Her attention remained behind her as the two men continued talking.

			“Is this normal,” Carolas asked Sacha in broken English, “for someone from a farm to be speaking multiple languages so… well?”

			“I have never seen it,” Sacha replied. “Perhaps her parents have taught her English because the United States has been helping Bolivia. I do not know.”

			“But French as well?”

			The waiter brought an order of warm cuñapé, a cheese infused bread, whose scent drew Angela’s eyes back to the table.

			“Would you like to try some?” Sacha asked.

			She nodded and Sacha delivered her a piece. With great chugs she finished her lemonade then chomped into the bread, returning a guilty look.

			“It is okay,” said Sacha. “We needed help to finish our food. You eat what you want.”

			She took another bite. “I have an insect that you haven’t seen.”

			“You do? And what is it?”

			“I don’t know. My parents don’t even recognize it.”

			“What does it look like?” Carolas asked.

			“I can show you. I’ve trained it.” The girl held a finger out and looked back toward the direction from where she’d come. A moment later, a large insect landed, its tiny legs tickling the hairs of her finger. It was blue from some angles and green from others, with four wings and four eyes. A purple diamond dominated its back as its wings tucked in.

			The men sat in shock, both admiring the bug as it rested on Angela’s finger. Carolas moved his eyes to Sacha for a second before looking back to the girl’s visitor. “Sacha, tell me, do you recognize this insect?”

			

			“We have all manner of wildlife in Bolivia, but this is new to me. I do not believe I have seen anything like this before.”

			“Angela,” Carolas asked, “how did you train this insect?”

			“I don’t know. It just comes when I want it to.”

			“May I?” Carolas reached a finger out, gentle and slow. He placed it in front of the bug, nudging it as one might a bird trying to get it to change hands. The insect didn’t move.

			“It just likes me,” she said.

			He pushed harder and the bug flew up to Angela’s shoulder. The French man let out a belly laugh and pulled his hand away, causing Sacha to break into a smile. “In a million years I could not have guessed my introduction to Bolivia’s insects. Tell me, Angela, how long did it take you to train your pet?”

			The girl leaned her head in toward the bug. “I don’t know. It followed me around and one day I just held out my finger and it landed on it.”

			“Remarkable. Absolutely remarkable.” Carolas’ eyes squinted and he raised a fist to his lips. “Do you think you would be willing to donate your little insect to science?”

			Angela shook her head no.

			“I really didn’t think so. Would I be able to buy it from you?”

			“No. It’s not for sale.”

			Carolas knew how much low-wage workers made in Bolivia. And he had more money available to him than she could imagine. “Angela, what if I offered you five boliviano?”

			The amount was more than her parents would see if they sold all of their meat at the market for the day, still the girl wouldn’t budge.

			“Ten?”

			She could not look the man in the face anymore. She shook her head no.

			“Twenty, I cannot go any higher.”

			Angela reached a finger up to her shoulder and the insect hopped on it. The man was offering more than her family would make in a month. At this point, her parents would have her doing chores for the rest of her life if she turned down the offer. She hesitated.

			“Twenty-five,” said Carolas. He retrieved several bills from his wallet and presented them to her. “You’re a shrewd businesswoman.”

			She closed her eyes and moved her finger toward the French man.

			“Wonderful! Your parents have raised a smart little girl.” He produced his briefcase and opened the lid. “It will be okay in here until I can find it a suitable home.”

			The girl nudged the insect into the case and Carolas shut the lid.

		

	
		
			

			II

			Delacroix, Virginia, present day

			“Buddy,” Graham Whittaker began. “You know we only want what’s best for you, right? Whatever that woman told you was just made up. I don’t know who those supposed agents were, but the government doesn’t kill innocent American kids.”

			“Not usually,” Hollis replied. “Look, this is going to be embarrassing for me, but you need to know that this is all real.” With that, his clothes fell silently onto the bed, his sneakers dropping with thumps onto the floor, socks still in them. With no body to hold it up anymore, his mother’s arm fell before her muscles instinctually stopped it midair. A look of horror shot across their faces. They’d lost him once before and now he had up and vanished right before their eyes. But a noise from his bureau drew their attention. The ten-year-old was standing naked—albeit with necklace—pulling out a set of underwear from the top drawer. “Don’t look,” he said, pulling them on. “I said this would be embarrassing.”

			The boy grabbed a pair of slacks from the bureau and slid one leg into them. “I think I’m going to name the new planet Fern.”

			His parents were having a hard time processing the boy’s magical transportation.

			Hollis pulled the other leg through the pants and buttoned them up. “Look, I have a lot to tell you about what happened after I left, but there are bigger fish to fry.”

			

			His father plopped down on the bed next to his mother, both of their jaws agape.

			“Cha’Risa’s already waiting for us. How do you guys feel about living in Central America?”

			“Hollis, what just happened?” Graham asked.

			The boy continued to dress. “We need to start packing,” he said. “We can only take what will fit in the car.”

			“We’re not going anywhere, young man!” His mother’s voice was to the point. “You need to tell us just what in the heck is going on!”

			Outside his window, the birds chirped in the nearby line of pine trees as if nothing had changed. They were on the outskirts of the woods that had uprooted everything in life.

			The portly boy threw a T-shirt on over his head and hopped up on his bureau, reaching down into a drawer for a pair of socks. There was a strong scent of fabric softener emanating from every piece of clothing he owned. It was a fact of life that used to bother him, but no longer. He had learned to appreciate his parents over the past few days separated from them.

			“The Níłch’i, the thing I found…” He held up the medallion from around his neck before continuing with his socks. “It’s sort of like a communication device with an alien. That’s how come I got so good at math and science. It’s like we share a brain. But like, Eleanor—that’s a lady you don’t know—stole it from the military in 1945 and I found it. Now they want it back so they can make all these weapons and stuff, but it’s like stuck to me, so the only way they can use it is if I’m dead. That’s why those agents tried to kill me.”

			“Hollis, don’t be silly,” his father said. “You need to be serious for a minute. You were kidnapped. This isn’t some game.”

			“You just watched me transport across my room, and I’m telling you how it’s possible, and you still think I was kidnapped?”

			His father had no reply, but the sound of claws scurried up the stairs outside the bedroom. The family bulldog Risley lumbered into the room, his short meaty legs racing toward Hollis double-time. The boy jumped down from the bureau and hugged the slobbering pooch. “Risley! Hey boy, I missed you.” Riz jumped as high as he could, eager to somehow be closer. Lonnie and Graham couldn’t help but break into smiles. Whatever had happened, their son was back and safe.

			“Anyway, I can work with spacetime. I can designate when and where someone is going to be, but it only works with living material.”

			“Like the Terminator,” Graham said.

			“I don’t know what that is,” Hollis replied, “but that’s why we have to drive out of here. I could shoot us and Riz out to New Mexico, but we’d show up naked and we wouldn’t have any money or credit cards or clothes or anything important from here, so we need to pack the car with some stuff.” Hollis rubbed the dog’s back.

			“Slow down, pal,” said Lonnie. “Did you say you can send people through time?”

			“It’s kind of like a DVD. Everything already exists. Everything has been done, but where we are in time hasn’t reached some of those things.”

			His parents stared with blank expressions.

			“It’s like this,” Hollis said, “our specific timeline is all set like a movie, some of it just hasn’t played yet. There’s infinite timelines where things turn out differently, but we’re on this one.”

			“And now the DVD says we need to drive to Central America?” his mother asked.

			“First New Mexico. That’s where the rest of the gang are. But we need to leave America, or at least be somewhere safe until we can get out of here.”

			“The rest of what gang?” Graham asked.

			“Cha’Risa and her grandfather and Biggs.”

			“Hollis, we can’t just leave. That’s not how life works,” his father said. “I have a job that pays for the cars and groceries and this house. You can’t live without money.”

			“I know more about math and science than anyone on this planet. We can find a way to make money, but not if we stay here. They’re looking for me and next time I might not be lucky.”

			“We need to tell the police you’re back. And where’s Kirby, is he okay?”

			“He’s back home. He’s fine. But the police are not part of the equation anymore.”

			Lonnie stepped toward her son, embracing him as he straightened up to meet her. Her floral shampoo was still strong in her hair, bringing the boy a feeling of comfort. “Why don’t we just give the thing to them? You deserve to grow up like any other kid,” she said.

			“That’s not how it works, mom.” Hollis’ words were muffled, his head nestled into his mother’s side. She loosened her grip and he looked into her eyes. “Like I said, I’m the only one who can use it and it’s bonded to me until I die.” His parents fell silent and Hollis could sense their trepidation. “Do you want me to zap myself down to the kitchen or something? This is real.”

			“All right, well we’ll do a road trip,” Graham said. “How does that sound? I’m sure there’s a better explanation of why you’re able to… what do you call it, zap places? We’ll get out of here and take a little while to stew over everything.”

			“Thanks dad,” the boy replied. “Now, Cha’Risa figured out a plan just in case they’re watching the house.”

			“You think they’re watching us?” Lonnie asked, holding her son at arm’s-length.

			“The military wants the Níłch’i more than anything else right now. You don’t think they’re watching you?”

			There was no reply.

			“So, here’s the plan. We pack the car in the garage with a set of clothes and whatever we want to take, then you and dad head out to a bar or a restaurant or something and pretend you had too much to drink. You Uber it home and leave the car there and unlocked. Then I transport us into the parking lot and we leave from there. And we have to leave enough room for Kirby and his mom and their stuff.”
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			The Whittaker kitchen was on the ground floor. There was a large island by the counters, but the main eating area was a table with bench seats off to the side of the room. Sliding doors led to the back yard.

			“Let’s get some food into that genius body of yours,” Lonnie said as the trio entered. She made a beeline for the stove. Hollis joined his father at the table. With all that had happened in the last few hours, it hadn’t even occurred to the boy that his stomach was empty. The room smelled of sausages, garlic and tomato and he knew what that meant. His mother’s sausage pasta would hit the spot.

			“Yes, please.”

			“Make that two,” Graham added.

			“You can feed yourself,” she replied. “You weren’t shot at and kidnapped and driven to New Mexico.”

			Hollis watched his father raise himself up from the bench and waddle toward his mother. Because of his newfound understanding of DNA, Hollis knew he would grow up as hairy as his father. His weight was already heading in the same direction, but at least that was more under his control… though, worrying about that could wait until after sausage pasta.

			He heard the sauce simmering on the stove and watched steam rising into the air. His mother spooned marinara into a bowl. The boy wished he had taken after her side of the family, as far as looks. She was taller than his father and skinnier. She pushed some of her auburn hair out of her face, the serving spoon still in hand. She turned her head and caught him looking at her. She smiled. “You know you’re going to have to fill us in on what happened to you for the past week.”

			“Mom, it’s only been three days.”

			“Three days?” She shook her head, ladled sauce into another bowl and handed it to Graham. “Well come on then. Spill the beans.”

			Graham laid the pasta in front of Hollis and the boy leaned over the steaming bowl, closing his eyes and inhaling. “Do we have any cheese?”

			“In the fridge.”

			Hollis scooted to the end of the bench, stepped toward the fridge, retrieving a container of Parmesan cheese from the door. “Cha’Risa’s family owned the Níłch’i—that’s my medallion—way back when,” he said, returning to the table. “Her great-grandfather was the last one to own it before the government killed him and took it.” He clicked the cylinder open and shook out some grated cheese over his bowl.

			“Like I said upstairs, only one person can use it at a time and it’s theirs until they die. That’s why those agents tried to kill me, so their own guys could use it to make weapons or whatever. Eleanor—that’s the lady you haven’t met—stole the thing from her boss, who was the guy the military gave it to. She ended up throwing it into the stream by my secret place in the woods, which is where I found it.”

			“Oh my,” Lonnie said, “so does that mean the military is looking for her too?”

			“No, they don’t know about her, because that was back in 1945 and she just showed up out of the blue.”

			“Wait,” said Graham, “How old is this lady?”

			“I don’t know, like twenties?”

			Graham and Lonnie eyed each other.

			

			“I know it doesn’t make sense,” Hollis said. “But just hear me out. So anyway, Cha’Risa brought us to meet her grandfather, because he’s like the only one who knows anything about the Níłch’i and then he took us to this other guy’s house. That’s Biggs, ’cause he’s a computer expert and we were trying to get off the grid. Except the agents found us somehow and I had a seizure…”

			“Wait, you had a what?” His mother stood staring at the boy with wide eyes.

			“I started having seizures. It turns out it’s because of the medallion. It was changing me, but I think it’s done. After the last one I had, I was able to send people through time and space and that’s how we got away from the agents. So, it was actually a good thing. And that’s how I got me and Kirby back here.”

			The boy shoved a fork full of pasta into his mouth. “Oh man, I missed this stuff,” he said through the food.

			His father was already eating. “You know pal, we can’t just up and leave. Whatever happened in the past few days, we still need to tell the police you’re okay. They can put us in witness protection or something like that, but we can’t run from the U.S. Military.”

			“And I’m not moving to Central America,” Lonnie added.

			Hollis swallowed and took another bite. “Yeah, um, first of all, the cops weren’t there with the agents. They’re not going to believe the military is trying to kill me and they sure as heck couldn’t hide us from them. That’s why we have to go somewhere out of the country.”

			Lonnie sat at the table with a bowl of pasta. She and Graham took bites and stared at their little boy.
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			Hollis cracked open the upper drawer of his bureau and pulled out his stack of Lurkin’s Realm comics, each one sheathed in cellophane. The smell of the plastic competed with his washed sheets, still carrying the scent from feet away. The boy brought his prized possessions to his bed, crawled under the covers and pulled the bottom copy from its crinkly protection. It was the first time he had felt comfortable all week.

			In the past few days, there were two failed attempts on his life. He’d slept in an abandoned building and a sleazy motel; he had been chased, suffered seizures and met some wonderful, generous people.

			But the government didn’t know he was here. He could finally rest. His parents were spending an hour or two at Ponchos, then they’d make their way home and he’d transport them all back to the car. They could be a family again.

			He raised the first issue of Lurkin’s Realm up to his nose, the musty comic book smell bringing back a wash of memories from a simpler time. For now, he could relax and thumb through the pre-Kaos editions. In just the past week he’d forgotten how much the illustrations had changed over the series. The first issue wasn’t as dark as the later ones. They had progressed through the years. He opened the comic to page one.

			[image: ]

			Hollis opened his eyes to the glare of orange sunlight glinting off the chrome of his chair. His copies of Lurkin’s Realm were scattered across the bedspread, all but the first copy still in their wrappers. Risley snored and farted from the bottom of the bed. A cold breeze whistled outside. The boy turned his head to face the ceiling, his eyes wide, and his body stiffened. His parents hadn’t woken him to transport to the car.

			Then his muscles eased. They probably just looked in on him sleeping and decided to let him rest through the night. The plan was still set. Pushing the covers down to his stomach, he slotted the first issue back into its plastic sheath, collected the comics and stacked them in chronological order. He rolled out of bed and stuffed them into his backpack, which he had loaded the night before.

			He had changed into sweatpants and a T-shirt before sleep and he shuffled socked feet out the open bedroom door, down the stairs and into the kitchen. His parents weren’t up yet themselves. The clock on the wall read 7:22.

			There was a selection of cereals on the countertop. He grabbed a box of Cocoa Puffs, the scent wafting out from the wax paper bag, and filled a bowl. Topping it off with milk from the fridge, the boy hopped up onto a barstool, the bowl clicking on the granite-topped island.

			He munched a sweet spoonful of cocoa goodness and wondered if Kirby was up. He couldn’t use the phone because it would be tapped by the government, but chances are that Kirby was worried. The plan was supposed to be finished in the middle of the night.

			The sound of Risley’s feet ticking on the wooden hallway floor grew louder, then came the swaying of dog tags to the rhythm of an overgrown waddling sausage. Finally, labored breathing announced that the dog had entered the kitchen. He took up a sleeping position under the table.

			With the Cocoa Puffs demolished, Hollis rinsed his bowl in the sink and returned to the stairwell. He needed to wake his parents. It was well past time to be leaving. He sprang up the stairs and spied his parents’ bedroom door. It was open. He peeked around the corner. “Mom?”

			The bed was untouched from the night before. The pounding in his chest intensified as he called out into the upstairs hallway. “Mom? Dad?” He darted to the bathroom. The door was open and the room was empty. Hollis shot back to the stairs, leaping down two at a time, shouting for his parents. Past the kitchen, he threw open the door to the car-less garage. Scrambling out into the bays, his socked feet hit the cold concrete floor. He sprung himself up as high as he could, his eyes barely making it to the garage door windows. The SUV was in the driveway, but the Outback wasn’t. That was the car they had taken to Ponchos.

			He spun around where Risley panted and drooled from the kitchen doorway, examining him.

			“Where are they, Riz?” He slid his back down the garage door and fell onto his butt. The cold came straight through his sweatpants and his breath turned to steam as soon as it left his lungs. “Where are they?”
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			Manhattan

			Will Danielson slid through one of the revolving doors of the Hastings-Lynch Tower. He wore a pressed gray suit and jacket, and a blue tie covered in eagles swinging in rhythm to his broad gait. His hair was stiff and graying, chin clean shaven and eyes aimed straight ahead. He carried a thin briefcase.

			The Hastings-Lynch Tower was impressive, most of the first three floors, open and airy, was dedicated to the expansive, opulent display of greenery and marble. Water cascaded down over natural stone into an indoor pond complete with lily pads, mist settling cool across the lobby. The cavernous room allowed mumbled voices to bounce around, becoming background noise among the rush of waterfalls. A set of welcome desks sat below screens on the left side of the room, manned by a half dozen workers in black suits and name tags. People, most in professional attire, scurried across the polished stone floor in every direction.

			Danielson cut his way through the crowd to the elevators and hit the button for the thirtieth floor, placing his back against the wall as several more people joined him. The lobby noise faded as the doors shut, only light music breaking the hush. His phone, stowed in a jacket pocket, buzzed. He stole a peek and silenced it.

			At the thirtieth floor, he excused his way to the front and exited to the right, where a wall of opaque glass emblazoned with the logo for Mackenzie and Opal Corp. separated an office from the rest of the building. He waved a card over a security reader and the heavy wooden door clicked open. Inside, a secretary welcomed him. “Gina,” he nodded matter-of-factly.

			“Mr. Danielson,” she replied.

			The card gained him access through a second door on the far wall. He marched down a corridor past other rooms and a bare bones kitchen before the hall opened up upon a suite of offices. His was in the center, a brass nameplate on the door. He swiped the card over yet another reader and placed it back in his pants pocket, then stared at a camera on the wall next to the door, which used facial recognition software to ensure he was authorized. His door clicked open and he entered, closing it behind him.

			He dropped the briefcase by the desk and fell into his swivel chair, letting out a lungful of air. Ninety-nine percent of the job was waiting and it was the worst part. His cell phone rang and he lifted it to his ear. “Tell me you have something.”

			“The agents are close,” came the voice on the other end. “This could be wrapping up soon.”

			“All right, I’m coming in.” He stood up and stuffed the phone is his pocket, his jaw still tight. “It’s about damn time.”

			He threw open the office door and walked down the hall, cutting through the kitchen and swiping his pass card at a reader by a steel door on the other side. Then he stepped through into the operation center. The room was nondescript, no windows, off-white walls and a yellowish glow from the fluorescent lighting. Workstations held laptops and desktop computers. There was a soft, constant hum and the sound of keystrokes, but otherwise it was silent.

			Ethan Farrell joined him. A younger version of Danielson, Farrell crossed his arms and both men stared at the activity.

			

			“Fill me in,” Danielson said.

			“We had a satellite spot what we believe is them heading into the desert before it flew out of range. Breiner and Grey found signs of life at the house and fresh tracks heading to a mesa a few miles away.”

			“We don’t know it’s them?”

			“It’s the best we have right now.”

			“What do we have for aerial?”

			“We got a drone and two-nine-six en route.”

			“Who’s there first?”

			“Two-nine-six.”

			There was a coffee station situated on a short table in the corner of the room. Danielson poured a cup and returned. He sipped and stared at a computer screen, then paced back and forth, his nostrils flaring. The mission was a top priority. It was already more trouble than he had expected, but the end was here. He sipped from his cardboard mug.

			There were two female staffers and five other males in the room, most engrossed at their computer stations. One man was typing. Mugs of coffee sat cold at the desks.

			Danielson moved in behind a seated Agent Weir. Information updated on the screen in front of her, but there was nothing of note yet.

			“Where’s two-nine-six?” Danielson asked as Ethan Farrell took a position next to him.

			“Almost there,” Weir replied, hesitating. “Receiving in 3-2-1.”

			The image in front of Weir was approaching a rocky mountaintop. It was a broad shot, not close enough to make out any individuals. Another image uploaded to the computer. There were five subjects, all motionless. It appeared that Agents Breiner and Grey were about to complete their mission. One of the boys was lying on the ground, the other was holding a rifle, but it didn’t seem like it was aimed at the agents. The Navajo woman stood over the downed boy. Breiner had his weapon trained on the one with the rifle.

			Several images popped up from different angles all showing the same scene. After a minute, Weir spoke again. “We’re about to lose it.”

			An image flashed on screen. “We’re almost out of range,” said Weir.

			“God dammit!” Danielson’s jaw was tight, his face flush. “Give me two-two-four. How long ’til we get another?”

			“Twelve minutes.”

			“Twelve minutes, you’ve got to be kidding me!” He spun around, unable to keep his eyes from the screen for very long.

			A broader image displayed again.

			“Is that them?” Danielson asked, jamming his finger at the center of the image.

			“It looks like it,” Weir answered.

			“Dammit! I can’t even tell if we’re looking at people or rocks. Where’s the drone?”

			“Still eighteen minutes out.”

			“For Christ’s sake!” Danielson stepped behind the other female agent. “Diane, tell me you have something better.”

			“No sir, I’m receiving nothing from either agent. They were approaching the base of a mountain, and that’s the last I have from them.”

			Danielson sipped his coffee and half-sat on a desk. He laid the cup down and folded his arms. Then he watched the minutes tick by on a digital clock. It was customary to dispense with idle chatter during tense moments in a mission and the room was hushed.

			Agent Weir was the next to speak. “Sir, we’re sixty seconds from another flyby.”

			Danielson and Farrell moved in behind her and they watched in silence as the broader image on the computer remained unchanged. “Almost there,” said Weir.

			

			A new close-up presented itself on the screen. The agents seemed to be in the same position, but nobody else was there.

			“What the hell?” Danielson began fuming. Another similar shot. “Are they down?”

			“It’s hard to tell. They’re not prostrate. Are they sitting?” Weir studied the image. “Look at that. There aren’t any shadows.”

			“So they’re not standing.”

			“And it doesn’t look like they’ve been shot.”

			“Zoom out a little. Angle it down to where they came in, the side of the mountain.”

			The next image showed nothing that stood out. Then another angle.

			“There!” Danielson pointed at figures descending the mountain.

			Weir made adjustments and the next image was clearer. It was the woman and the two boys making their way down.

			“For, mother of—” Danielson slammed his hand against the wall. “What the hell is going on down there?”

			The next image showed the agents’ SUV and an overturned car not far from it. There was one figure leaning on the car and a second person looking like he was making his way up the mountain.

			“This must be the grandfather,” said Weir, pointing to the man at the car. “I have no idea who the other one is.”

			“How much longer do we have?” Danielson asked.

			“Satellite will be out of range in eighteen seconds.”

			“Get me as much as you can. I’m going to have to call Petrosino, tell him we might need a strike group. We need to contain this scene.”

			“Yes sir.”

			“Someone pick up the parents… And where’s the drone?”

			[image: ]

			

			About 160 miles west of Santa Fe, New Mexico

			Several dozen soldiers were scattered around the base of a mesa. Some were transferring crates from inside a cave at the foot of the mountain, others cataloging items as they were brought out. There was a lone car overturned and a half-dozen military vehicles, from troop movers to jeeps, sat idle.

			The noise from an approaching helicopter broke the humdrum, but only for a few seconds. They looked up at a green Lakota copter, one of the army workhorses, as it closed the distance. The Lakota dropped its altitude, stirring up massive clouds of red dust, but it was far enough away from the soldiers that it was ignored. Two of the men broke away and strode toward the chopper, grimacing as the dust flew in their faces and keeping enough distance to be safe.

			As the bird landed, they closed in. The side door of the Lakota flew open and both soldiers threw up instant salutes, maintaining their pace. A lean man jumped out, returning the salute, and an assistant followed, younger.

			“Colonel Petrosino,” one of the first men shouted over the sound of the rotor blades, greeting the commander.

			“Captain Dutton.”

			Since the Civil War, Dutton’s family had been true-blue military. He’d cut his teeth in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and Somalia before being stationed at White Sands Army Base in Otero, New Mexico.

			The four men made their way to the base of the mountain as the helicopter’s engine wound down, leaving only the sound of a calm desert. The colonel was the first to break the silence as the blades came to a halt.

			“What have you got for me, captain?”

			“Well sir, we’re in the process of clearing out the cave. Looks like someone set it up in advance. My guess, it was a prepper getting ready for some shit to hit the fan.”

			“Anything on the agents?”

			

			“Affirmative.” The captain pointed to the top of the mesa, both men squinting as they surveyed the rocky mound, the sun blinding beyond it. “Sir, we found all of the possessions from Agents Breiner and Grey on top of this mesa, weapons, wallets, phones, clothing.”

			“Clothing?”

			“Yes sir. We left the items where they were for C.I.D.”

			Colonel Petrosino pondered for a moment before replying. “Negative.”

			“Sir?”

			“C.I.D.’s not involved in this one, captain.”

			It took a second for Dutton to respond. “Yes, sir. What happens to the personal items?”

			“Bag ’em. They will accompany me when I leave.”

			“Yes sir.”

			“In fact, let’s head up there.” Colonel Petrosino gave a sign to the chopper pilot and the engines roared to life as the colonel and Dutton returned to it.

			The view from atop the mountain obscured its base; there was just a wide-open stone plateau and below it, miles and miles of flatland. Four soldiers stood sentry in the center of it all, and unmistakable, lying on the hot stone top, were the personal effects of Agents Breiner and Grey: clothing heaped into piles, sunglasses and weapons. Wallets had been removed from pockets and were placed on top of the garments.

			Petrosino and Dutton approached the soldiers, who saluted in time.

			“Colonel, sir,” said the shortest. He had a fully shaved head under a camouflaged cap.

			“Private,” Petrosino replied. “Have any of these items been disturbed?”

			“Yes sir, Captain Dutton checked them out and removed the wallets, which you can see on top of the clothing,” the man replied.

			“No one else?”

			

			“No sir, not since we’ve been stationed here.”

			“And how long is that?”

			The man checked his watch. “Chopper landed us a few minutes after oh four-hundred hours, sir. Captain Dutton ordered we stand watch and for the past five hours no one has breached the mountaintop.”

			Petrosino knelt next to the piles of clothing, just a couple feet apart from each other. He lifted a wallet and flipped it open. There was a Virginia license for Leslie Grey, no other ID. Grey and Breiner were not part of regular military channels. He dropped the wallet back on the mound of clothes and lifted the weapon next to them, a SIG Sauer P226. There was a matching pistol next to Agent Breiner’s clothes.

			The agents would have been well-trained so they must have been ambushed or outnumbered. With the wide-open clearing, Petrosino tried to figure out how someone could have gotten the drop on them, maybe a shooter with a rifle taking cover at the edge of the mesa top. Several shooters? There wasn’t any blood.

			He cleared away a bit of clothing and noticed underwear still in the slacks. Whoever had ambushed
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